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 This thesis explores the renegotiation of First World War memory in response to 

the Second in a comparative study of two ex-servicemen’s organisations, the British and 

American Legions. Through a close reading of two organisational periodicals – the 

British Legion Journal and the American Legion Magazine – published from 1938 

through 1946, this study examines how conceptualisations of duty and service, 

comradeship, and the social contract that were anchored in the First World War shifted 

as the Second unfolded. It extends existing scholarship by deconstructing the Second 

World War into its constituent events and charting First World War narrative shifts 

according to these developments in real time. In addition to highlighting the 

peculiarities of each national context, the project’s unprecedented use of the British and 

American Legions as comparative case studies illuminates common factors affecting the 

evolution of memory transnationally, specifically aging, generational shifts, and sub-

national identities. According to these factors, certain narratives of the Great War came 

to be privileged over others, shaping the longer-term evolution of memory discourses 

for veterans who identified with that conflict. In both groups, discussions used the First 

World War as the definitive reference point for understanding the Second, framing the 

earlier conflict as a “learning experience”. The extent to which each country was seen to 

have learned from these “lessons” influenced the perceived significance and meaning of 

the Great War. The study sheds light upon the differing level of importance afforded to 

the First World War in British and American historical memory, arguing that the 



specific ways in which the conflict was used to understand its successor inflected and 

ultimately altered the war’s memory in both the British and American Legions.  
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 This thesis explores how First World War veterans in the British and American 

Legions adapted narratives of that conflict in reaction to the unfolding Second World 

War. The lives of millions were shaped by two global conflicts in the first half of the 

twentieth century. For those who served in the First World War, the coming of the 

Second held intrinsic implications for both the value and meaning of their preceding 

experiences. Voluntary associations established by and for these veterans provided 

forums in which to negotiate these implications in real time. Through a close analysis of 

two organisational periodicals from 1938 through 1946, this study maps discursive 

shifts within the British and American Legions, unlocking how these ex-servicemen 

cognitively adapted narratives of “their” war in reaction to the unfolding events of the 

new one. Discourses in both groups framed the First World War as a “learning 

experience” that could be deployed to advance the respective national war efforts of the 

Second. In doing so, the significance of the Great War became contingent upon the 

course and outcome of its successor, and these developments inflected interpretations of 

its meaning. The ways in which this process came to privilege certain narratives of the 

First World War over others is assessed by exploring how conceptualisations of duty 

and service, comradeship, and the social contract changed as the Second World War 

developed. 

Considering memory development through a comparative framework unearths 

transnational factors affecting this process of change, bringing to light underlying 



commonalities obscured by traditional nation-based frameworks that emphasise 

differing contexts. The unprecedented juxtaposition of the British and American 

Legions as case studies within this project knits together and nuances extant 

understandings of these organisations while simultaneously extending current scholarly 

work to consider the Second World War’s influence on First World War memory in a 

more systematic manner. Organisational memory, in the cases of the British and 

American Legions, exists between the personal and public, being informed and inflected 

by both. The groups’ national periodicals communicated organisational policies, 

programmes, and debates between the national bureaucracies, local outposts, and 

individual members. A close reading of the texts reveals the unexpected, and even 

mundane, opportunities presented by everyday life in the Second World War for 

veterans of the First to re-evaluate the meaning of “their” war in relation to new events. 

 While broadly chronological, the analysis is organised into three parts, each 

examining a distinct theme. Part I considers how understandings of an ex-serviceman’s 

duty to his country, and of the appropriate service roles for fulfilling that obligation, 

shifted in the months leading up to each country’s respective entry into the Second 

World War. In the British Legion, interpretations of the Great War as the “war to end all 

wars” initially prompted assertions of the veteran’s responsibility to stabilise peace in 

Europe by establishing congenial contacts with ex-servicemen of Britain’s former 

enemies. In response to developments such as Germany’s annexations of Austria and 

the Sudetenland, discussions increasingly invoked the First World War experience to 

distinguish ex-service contributions to national defence, highlighting in particular the 

self-sacrifice of British Legion members in fulfilling their duties. The onset of the 

Second World War disrupted and undermined organisational interpretations of its 

predecessor. In the American Legion, veterans were portrayed as possessing unique 



insights in interpreting the nation’s strategic interests as well as its defence needs based 

on their experiences of the Great War. Neutralising security threats at home by 

combatting “subversive” ideologies was also a duty for which veterans were seen to be 

uniquely qualified. The outbreak of war in Europe in 1939 as well as its subsequent 

course served to reaffirm American Legion interpretations of 1917, and members 

increasingly looked to contemporary events for security “lessons” rather than those of 

the past. For both Legions, military service exemplified the importance of masculine 

citizenship, but diminishing physical fitness due to aging and war-related ailments 

prohibited most members from overseas service roles. Discussions in the groups thus 

focussed on defining new service roles that accommodated the needs of middle age 

while still satisfying their own concepts of valid national service. Moreover, the specific 

political agendas and institutional needs of each organisation shaped the service roles 

that it endorsed for members. These findings extend conventional work associating First 

World War veterans predominantly with civil defence in the Second.  

 Part II examines how the British and American Legions addressed the new 

service generation in the first two years of their respective national Second World War 

efforts. While previous studies of the British and American Legions have focussed on 

wartime structural changes within these organisations, this study emphasises the 

discursive shifts associated with becoming a “two-war” group in order to create a 

cohesive sense of collective identity. Understandings of “trans-generational” 

comradeship were developed to bind First World War veterans to their Second World 

War counterparts, in the hope of bringing these future ex-servicemen into the Legions as 

members. Both Legions deployed similar discursive techniques to connect the two 

generations and their distinct wars. Extant links such as First World War fathers with 

children in uniform for the Second were extrapolated into kinship metaphors describing 



the relationship between the generations more generally. Similarities in war aims and 

service life conditions between the two world wars were used to develop narratives of 

progress, with the contemporary generation building upon the foundations laid by its 

predecessor. These narratives, however, combined with a view of the many differences 

between the two conflicts, contributed to a hierarchical relationship in which the Second 

World War generation outshone the First. In the British Legion, these discussions 

reaffirmed narratives of the Great War emphasising a deferential, class-based military 

culture while ignoring those associating the conflict with establishing peace. In the 

American Legion, trans-generational comradeship discourses reiterated interpretations 

of the First World War as an unfinished task. For both groups, the existing socio-

political status of veterans in their respective societies as well as concerns about 

personal and organisational aging shaped how discussions portrayed the relationship 

between the two world war generations. 

 Differing national contexts shaped British and American Legion conceptions of 

the social contract between the ex-serviceman and his state in discussions about post-

war planning, which are considered in Part III. Both Legions offered direct assistance to 

discharged servicemen, urging these men to think beyond their immediate needs in 

order to secure a sustainable civilian life. Moreover, the groups’ efforts to improve the 

readjustment process for Second World War veterans reiterated and solidified 

interpretations stressing the shortcomings of the post-First World War social contract in 

each country. Although prior scholarship has called attention to the nationwide “never 

again” refrain in British post-war planning, this study illuminates how organisational 

interests intersected with these broader discourses to nuance the Legion’s view of the 

ex-serviceman’s relationship to his state and to his society. Narratives of the First World 

War’s aftermath emphasising unfulfilled wartime promises pushed British Legion 



discussions to focus on securing ex-service programmes as soon as possible and on 

monitoring their implementation closely. A history of limited state support for veterans, 

high civilian casualties in the fight against Hitler, and a contemporary political climate 

calling for a robust welfare system in the post-war era marked the contours of British 

Legion discussions seeking to position the ex-serviceman vis-à-vis his civilian peers. 

The need to solidify its position in British society prompted British Legion programmes 

supplementing official provisions for discharged servicemen. Examining the British 

Legion’s particular concerns at this time furthermore underscores contemporaries’ sense 

of uncertainty about the future that is often overlooked in historiography about the 1945 

election.  

In the United States, the American Legion capitalised on the “Bonus March” 

legacy of disputed veteran benefits after the Great War to secure unprecedented 

provisions for Second World War ex-servicemen in the “GI Bill”, despite a political 

climate averse to expanding social legislation. In contrast to those of the British Legion, 

American Legion discussions paid significant attention to America’s role on the global 

scene after the Second World War. This divergence reflected the differing impact of the 

war on the United States and Britain as well as the British Legion’s earlier work in 

international affairs. The analysis of American Legion discussions transcends socio-

political assessments of the GI Bill to consider instead its intersections with First World 

War memory development. The work also places American Legion views of post-war 

foreign affairs in relation to Great War memory. It further extends existing research in 

this area by looking beyond the country’s relationship with the Soviet Union.  

In addition to extending extant work on the British and American Legions, this 

thesis illuminates new methodological questions that need to be considered in future 

research on First World War memory. Existing studies asserting the importance of the 



Second World War in shaping subsequent discussions of the First refer to the Second as 

a singular, discrete event – but it was not experienced as such by contemporaries. Such 

analyses approach the later war’s impact on Great War memory from hindsight, 

skewing the contingent nature of history. Those living through the Second World War 

had to relate contemporary contexts to the past without knowing the end result or even 

the full impact of those experiences. The picture became clearer as events progressed, 

reframing the First World War in turn. Gaining more information about the unfolding 

situation altered the perceived validity or accuracy of extant knowledge about previous 

events. New developments in the Second World War moved the parameters for 

comparing it to the First and for reflecting on the meaning of the First. Coming to terms 

with the present and confronting the past took place simultaneously, in conditions of 

constant flux – unstable and unpredictable to those living through them. Renegotiating 

the past in light of the present thus remained an ongoing process. Examining real time 

reactions and the implications for memory restores the contingent nature of human 

history to the centre of memory analysis, thereby facilitating a more nuanced 

understanding of how certain narratives become prioritised over others. 

This study also reveals the importance of subnational identity, aging, and 

generational shifts in shaping memory narratives. The memory of the war in the British 

and American Legions sat at the intersection of several different relational spectrums of 

identity. Veterans in these groups looked to the Second World War and the men fighting 

it from their positions as former servicemen, as a members in an organised body of 

veterans, as middle-aged men, as fathers, and as community leaders. Doing so 

necessarily informed how they positioned their war experience within their individual 

and organisational narratives. Sub-national, age, and generational identities are 

intimately connected to the life cycle, suggesting that further research is needed to 



determine the degree to which progressing from one life stage to another inflects the act 

of remembering and the interpretations it produces. The innovative, doubly-comparative 

methodology offers a new template for work going forward that seeks to address the 

process of memory development in relation to unfolding global crises at both a 

collective and generational level. 
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Introduction 

There is no doubt that the two global wars in the first half of the twentieth 

century transformed the modern world. 1939 brought another “Great War” to millions 

still living with memories of the 1914 experience. These private memories as well as 

their public manifestations would be reframed by the onset, course, and outcome of the 

Second World War. This thesis investigates that process by analysing discourses of First 

World War memory within two veterans’ organisations founded in the conflict’s wake, 

the British and American Legions, from 1938 through 1946. In adopting a doubly-

comparative approach, it illuminates assumptions underpinning historiography on First 

World War memory and identifies new questions to ask about the Second World War’s 

impact on those narratives. Attention to aging and the life cycle, generational shifts, and 

sub-national identities allows for consideration of how these factors inflected the 

renegotiation of memory discourses in response to changing global circumstances.  

 

I. 

 The central focus of this thesis – memory – requires clarification. Indeed, 

historians have yet to reach a consensus on the definition of “memory” and some 

advocate abandoning the term altogether, due to its vague and flexible connotations. Jay 

Winter and Emmanuel Sivan have proposed using “remembrance” instead of “memory” 

in order to highlight the questions of agency underpinning the phenomenon.1 Winter 

prefers “collective remembrance” to “collective memory” because ‘it points to time and 

place and above all, to evidence, to traces enabling us to understand what groups of 

people try to do when they act in public to conjure up the past’. Using the British and 

                                                 
1 J. Winter and E. Sivan, eds., War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century, Studies 
in the Social and Cultural History of Modern Warfare Series, ed. J. Winter (Cambridge, 
1999).  
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American Legions as case studies allows for the peculiar interests and actors involved in 

discussions of the First World War to be scrutinised, thereby maintaining considerations 

of agency and multiple viewpoints. Terms such as “organisational memory” or 

“organisational narratives” are deployed throughout this thesis to underscore this 

connection between each group’s unique set of priorities and concerns with their 

particular interpretations of the past. Analysing narratives in relation to organisational 

agendas places memory developments over time alongside changes to the collectives 

producing them.2  

However, the term “memory” is more suitable for this study than 

“remembrance”. Along with agency, “remembrance” implies intentionality – that 

remembering the past is the explicit purpose of those involved in the activity under 

assessment. In doing so, the term ignores instances in which the past was deployed as a 

tool to understand the present and the ways in which this usage inadvertently inflected 

previous experiences with meaning. “Conjuring up the past” through war memorials, 

pilgrimages, and commemorative ceremonies is a conscious effort in remembering, 

whereas renegotiating the meaning of the past in relation to the present can occur 

implicitly as well. This thesis seeks to extend scholarship on memory beyond deliberate 

acts of remembrance to include processes of memory in which the intentionality of 

remembering is more ambiguous.  

“Memory” is also more appropriate than “myth” in a study of this kind. Dan 

Todman has used ‘myth’ to denote ‘a belief about the past held by an individual but 

common to a social group’. If the association of ‘myth’ with ‘lies’ is abandoned, then 

the term usefully highlights that history becomes simplified over time and that different 

                                                 
2 Winter emphasises the importance of this approach. J. Winter, Remembering War: The 
Great War Between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven, 2006), 
pp. 5, 3-4. 
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groups produce distinct narratives that ultimately ‘interact’ with each other.3 However, 

Steven Trout argues that this term minimizes the emotional importance of these 

interpretations of the past. As Trout explains, ‘conceptions of the past’ become 

‘foundational components of identity’, intrinsically connected to the individual’s 

emotions and sense of self.4 This connection to identity is imperative for the present 

study, because narratives of the First World War were inextricably intertwined with 

group identity in the British and American Legions. Each Legion drew upon 

interpretations of that conflict and its aftermath to construct a ‘sense of what it was, is, 

can and should be’ as time passed and the organisation developed.5 In order to retain an 

emphasis on these underlying issues of identity, this study uses Todman’s definition but 

keeps the term “memory” over “myth”. It is particularly concerned with how “beliefs 

about the past” affect the meaning or significance assigned to those previous events.  

Finally, it is imperative to examine the difference between organisational 

memory – with which this thesis is concerned – and public or personal memory.6 Each 

term represents a different “level” of remembering, corresponding to the “group of 

people” participating in recollecting and constructing narratives about the past. The 

formation of memory is inherently relational and multi-vocal. Reflections of individual 

ex-servicemen contributed to the construction of each group’s wider memory discourses 

just as collective narratives inflected personal ones. Alistair Thomson has investigated 

the extent to which individual First World War veterans in Australia internalised the 

ANZAC legends constructed on a national level. He uses the term “composure” to 

                                                 
3 D. Todman, The Great War: Myth and Memory (London, 2013 [orig. 2005]), p. xiii.  
4 S. Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American 
Remembrance, 1919-1941 (Tuscaloosa, 2010), pp. 13-15. 
5 J. H. Liu and D. J. Hilton, ‘How the Past Weighs on the Present: Social 
Representations of History and their Role in Identity Politics’, British Journal of Social 
Psychology 44:4 (2005), p. 537. 
6 Terms such as “national” or “popular” memory also appear and would loosely 
correspond with the use of “public memory” in this thesis.  
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describe the process by which individuals reconciled accounts of their personal 

experiences with relevant public memory narratives.7 Organisational memory, in the 

cases of the British and American Legions, exists between the personal and public, 

being informed and inflected by both. That interplay, and the tensions it created, lay at 

the heart of this project.  

Nomenclature aside, the memory of the First World War is a rich research area, 

and the conflict’s legacy in interwar Europe in particular has already produced extensive 

scholarship.8 Paul Fussell’s foundational text contends that the violence and suffering of 

the First World War ruptured existing cultural conventions, requiring the adoption of 

Modernist methods such as irony and satire in literature to articulate the experience.9 

His work has generated a long-standing debate over the extent to which the conflict 

prompted the abandonment of pre-war cultural norms. Still, certain consensuses exist 

within this debate. Samuel Hynes’s work on art and media in England, Winter’s study 

of mourning rituals in post-war Europe, and Adrian Gregory’s research on British 

Armistice Day commemorations have demonstrated that conventional models continued 

                                                 
7 A. Thomson, Anzac Memories: Living with the Legend (Melbourne, 1994). Graham 
Dawson also uses the term in relation to the formation of identity. G. Dawson, Soldier 
Heroes: British Adventure, Empire and the Imagining of Masculinities (London and 
New York, 1994), esp. pp. 22-6. 
8 The discussion here looks primarily at the British and American cases. Some 
important studies of First World War memory in other national contexts include: M. D. 
Sheftall, Altered Memories of the Great War: Divergent Narratives of Britain, 
Australia, New Zealand and Canada (London and New York, 2009); K. Petrone, The 
Great War in Russian Memory, Indiana-Michigan Series in Russian and East European 
Studies, eds. A. Rabinowitch and W. G. Rosenberg (Bloomington and Indianapolis, 
2011); A. Becker, ‘Remembering and Forgetting the First World War in Western 
Europe’, in M. Spiering and M. Wintle, eds., Ideas of Europe since 1914: The Legacy of 
the First World War (Basingstoke, 2002), pp. 89-104; J. F. W. Vance, Death so Noble: 
Memory, Meaning and the First World War (Vancouver, 2000 [orig. 1997]). 
9 P. Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford and New York, 2013 [orig. 
1975]). Fussell also worked on the Second World War. While less influential in shaping 
historiographical debate, his semi-autobiographical Wartime does offer an interesting 
example for considering the influence of aging upon the subsequent evolution of 
memory narratives. P. Fussell, Wartime: Understanding and Behavior in the Second 
World War (New York and Oxford, 1990 [orig. 1989]). 
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to resonate within society even alongside the emergence of new interpretive 

frameworks.10 In Britain, traditional ideals that had been championed in wartime, such 

as self-sacrifice and heroism, came under more scrutiny after the conflict ended, 

particularly during the 1930s. 

British historians have also begun to move beyond the interwar period to 

consider how First World War memory developed in the latter half of the twentieth 

century. Substantive research exists on the “revisionist” turn in both scholastic and 

popular views of the war in Britain during the 1960s. The 1963 play, ‘Oh, What a 

Lovely War!’, its subsequent film manifestation, and the BBC television series, ‘The 

Great War’, of 1964 have received particular attention.11 How the growth of the heritage 

sector and public interest in family histories during the 1980s and 1990s affected First 

World War interpretations has also been examined.12 The centenary of the conflict has 

generated an outpouring of scholarship and public commentary on how the war 

continues to inform British culture even into the twenty-first century.13 

First World War memory in the United States has not been explored to the same 

degree as its European counterparts. In fact, the war is often referred to as “forgotten” in 

                                                 
10 S. Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (London, 
1990); J. M. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European 
Cultural History (Cambridge, 1998); A. Gregory, The Silence of Memory: Armistice 
Day, 1919-1946 (Oxford, 1994). 
11 For an overview, see: A. Danchev, ‘“Bunking” and Debunking: The Controversies of 
the 1960s’, in B. Bond, ed., The First World War and British Military History (Oxford, 
2002 [orig. 1991]), pp. 263-288. See also: J. Kuehl, ‘The Great War: My First Grown-
up Job in Television’, J. A. Ramsden, ‘The Great War: The Making of the Series’, M. L. 
Connelly, ‘The Great War, Part 13: The Devil is Coming’, D. Todman, ‘The Reception 
of The Great War in the 1960s’, and S. Badsey, ‘The Great War since The Great War’, 
in Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 22:1 (2002), pp. 5-45. 
12 For example, Todman’s study of the subject charts the progression through to the 
1990s. Todman, Myth and Memory.  
13 An interesting discussion of the interplay between public commemorations and 
academic discourses of the centenary can be found in: “Commemorating the Centenary 
of the First World War: National and Trans-national Perspectives” Special Issue, War & 
Society 36:4 (2017). 
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American historical memory. Unlike Britain, the United States witnessed no resurgence 

of interest in World War I during the 1960s or subsequent anniversaries. Still, books by 

Trout, G. Kurt Piehler, John Bodnar, and Lisa Budreau, in addition to an edited 

collection by Mark Snell, indicate that discussions about American participation in the 

war and its consequences remained not only important, but contested in society during 

the 1920s and 1930s.14 Focal points of interwar remembrance – such as the repatriation 

of bodies, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and battlefield pilgrimages – feature 

prominently in these studies, as do the voices of veterans in contemporary debates.  

These differences owe much to the distinct national experiences of the Great 

War. Britain mobilised approximately half of its eligible male population, and in the 

end, forty per cent of British men in uniform became casualties of the war, with one in 

four being wounded.15 By comparison, approximately eighteen per cent of American 

male citizens enrolled for military duties, and these men suffered a casualty rate of eight 

                                                 
14 Trout, Battlefield of Memory; G. K. Piehler, Remembering War the American Way 
(Washington and London, 1995), esp. pp. 92-125; J. E. Bodnar, Remaking America: 
Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, 
1992); L. M. Budreau, Bodies of War: World War I and the Politics of Commemoration 
in America, 1919-1933 (New York and London, 2011 [orig. 2010]); M. A. Snell, ed., 
Unknown Soldiers: The American Expeditionary Forces in Memory and Remembrance 
(Kent, 2008). 
15 J. Winter, The Great War and the British People (Basingstoke, 1985), pp. 28, 72. 
Men between the ages of eighteen to fifty-one were eligible for service by the war’s 
end. 
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per cent.16 The war was also shorter for the United States, which officially entered into 

hostilities in April 1917 compared to Britain’s entry in August 1914.17  

Yet the First World War affected both Britain and the United States enormously, 

albeit in different ways. The measures of the conflict’s impact on Britain cannot be 

applied to the United States, but this does not make the conflagration insignificant to 

American history.18 It triggered social upheavals on the home front through labour 

disputes, mass migration for war industry jobs, and racial violence while fuelling 

political changes including the expansion of state authority and bureaucracy as well as 

confrontations over political rights.19 While the social, political, and economic 

adaptions demanded by the war emerged in Britain over many years, the United States 

underwent these changes as well as suffered its military casualties in merely twenty 

months of hostilities. Fighting a war “over there” transformed commemorative 

practices, introducing debates over the repatriation of bodies, the appropriate locations 

for war memorials, and the politics of publicly-funded pilgrimages for the bereaved.20 

Despite enlarging the country’s presence as an economic power internationally, the 

concessions made at the peace conference and the ultimate failure to ratify the resultant 

                                                 
16 Over twenty-three million American men between the ages of eighteen and forty-five 
were registered under the Selective Service Act of 1917. The United States’ forces 
ultimately mustered 4.4 million in the war. See: J. W. Chambers, II, ‘Conscription’, in J. 
W. Chambers, II, ed., The Oxford Companion to American Military History (Oxford, 
1999), pp. 180-2; J. D. Keene, ‘North America’, in J. Winter, ed., The Cambridge 
History of the First World War, Vol. 1: Global War (Cambridge, 2014), p. 518; J. 
Winter, ‘Demography’, in J. Horne, ed., Companion to the First World War 
(Chichester, 2010), p. 249.  
17 Logistical challenges further delayed American troops from reaching combat zones, 
even after war had been declared. Keene, ‘North America’, p. 519. 
18 Jennifer Keene in particular makes this argument. J. D. Keene, Doughboys, the Great 
War, and the Remaking of America (Baltimore and London, 2001). 
19 D. M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society (Oxford, 
2004 [orig. 1980]); C. Capozzola, Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making 
of the Modern American Citizen (Oxford and New York, 2008).  
20 Budreau, Bodies of War, esp. pp. 13-81, 167-241; Piehler, The American Way, pp. 92-
125. 



8 

Treaty of Versailles left the United States in an ambiguous position geopolitically.21 The 

existing practice in historiography of examining the American case in isolation from the 

experiences of other belligerents thus ignores potential cross-national similarities and 

entrenches nationalistic understandings. 

Adding another world war to the discussion appears to separate the cases still 

further. Again, the United States entered the fray years after Great Britain, declaring war 

in December 1941 following the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. Ultimately, the United 

States mobilised fifteen million people in World War II – one out of every nine 

citizens.22 The country suffered 405,000 dead, comprising ‘less than a third of 1 per 

cent’ of the total population at the time.23 Britain raised a force of more than five 

million in the Second World War, with a considerable number of civilians also placed in 

the line of fire.24 Developments in airplane technology and war tactics combined to 

leave much of Britain’s population vulnerable to assaults by German Luftwaffe air 

forces. By the war’s end in 1945, one per cent of the population had been killed, 

including 67,000 civilians.25 

 The First World War framed American responses to the events of 1938 through 

1946 just as decisively as it did for Europeans. Scholarship on the Second World War 

has demonstrated how British and American policies were informed by, and constructed 

                                                 
21 S. Marks, ‘Mistakes and Myths: The Allies, Germany, and the Versailles Treaty, 
1918-1921’, The Journal of Modern History 85:3 (2013), esp. p. 655. 
22 D. M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 
1929-1945, The Oxford History of the United States Series, ed. C. V. Woodward (New 
York and Oxford, 1999), p. 747. 
23 R. Bessel, ‘Death and Survival in the Second World War’, in M. Geyer and A. Tooze, 
eds., The Cambridge History of the Second World War, Volume 3: Economy, Society 
and Culture (Cambridge, 2015), p. 262. 
24 G. Field, ‘“Civilians in Uniform”: Class and Politics in the British Armed Forces, 
1939-1945’, International Labor and Working Class History 80:1 (2011), p. 121. 
25 Bessel, ‘Death and Survival’, p. 262. 
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in reference to, previous conflicts, especially the First World War.26 British war 

planners, for example, adopted a conscription scheme to distribute manpower between 

military and civilian needs, in the hope of avoiding the large-scale military casualties 

and disruptions to war production suffered in 1914 to 1918.27 A series of Neutrality 

Acts in the late 1930s sought to prevent a recurrence of America’s 1917 intervention in 

European affairs. Developing and implementing a shared Allied strategy required, 

among other things, balancing memories of the British Empire’s failed amphibious 

assault at Gallipoli alongside suspicions that America might again withdraw from 

collective security for the post-war world.28  

Still, notably few studies consider how the Second World War inflected 

understandings of the First.29 Work by Todman, Mark Connelly, and Gregory has 

demonstrated that British experiences of the Second World War solidified associations 

of “futility” with the nation’s efforts in the First.30 Scholars of the American case, 

including Trout and Snell, have found that the United States’ involvement in the First 

World War came to be dwarfed by its role in the Second, in both lived experiences and 

                                                 
26 Susan Grayzel’s study of planning for civilian air raids is a particularly illuminating 
example of this approach. See: S. R. Grayzel, At Home and Under Fire: Air Raids and 
Culture in Britain from the Great War to the Blitz (Cambridge, 2012). 
27 Winter, The Great War, pp. 40-1; A. Calder, The People’s War: Britain 1939-1945 
(London, 1992 [orig. 1969]), p. 51. 
28 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, pp. 394-5, 400, 576, 599, 697, 701, 679-680, 854. 
29 Important research comparing the lived experiences of both wars, rather than 
historical memory, can be found in: P. Liddle, J. Bourne, and I. Whitehead, eds., The 
Great World War 1914-1945 (2 vols, London, 2000-2001). See also: A. Garber, 
“Brothers – and Sons – in Arms: First World War Memory, the Life Cycle, and 
Generational Shifts during the Second World War”, in L. Halewood, A. Luptak, and H. 
Smyth, eds., War Time: First World War Perspectives on Temporality (London and 
New York, 2018) 
30 Todman, Myth and Memory, p. 94; M. Connelly, The Great War, Memory and Ritual: 
Commemoration in the City and East London, 1916-1939 (Bury St Edmunds, 2002), pp. 
8-9; A. Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and the First World War 
(Cambridge, 2008), pp. 4-5, 273-8, 293-6.  
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memory discourses.31 While scholars have acknowledged the importance of the Second 

World War in shaping subsequent discussions of the First, existing studies generally do 

not examine this process in real time. Most draw upon sources from after the hostilities 

ended in 1945, by which point discussions of the Second World War were also based 

upon memory narratives. These studies thus assess the intersection of Second World 

War memory with First World War memory, rather than Second World War experience 

with First World War memory. Contemporaries in unpredictable circumstances 

mentally accommodated the contingent relationship between past, present, and future in 

the midst of uncertainty. Without the benefit of hindsight, they could not fully anticipate 

the ultimate significance or implications of the events in which their lives were 

entangled. Interpretive frameworks informed by the First World War had to be 

reconciled to Second World War developments in real time, requiring historical actors 

to renegotiate the meanings assigned to two competing yet related conflicts.  

This thesis establishes that memory narratives of the First World War were 

unstable rather than fixed, and shifted as events of the Second unfolded. Analyses that 

consider the 1939-1945 conflict as a singular moment do not account for this fluidity. 

By deconstructing the Second World War into constituent events and considering the 

impact of these milestones on memory discourses, this study offers a methodology for 

examining the relationship between both world wars that takes into account the 

contingent nature of human history. 

 

 

 

                                                 
31 Trout, Battlefield of Memory, esp. pp. 222-247; Snell, M. A., ‘“The Price Was Made 
and the Price Was Paid”: Grandpa’s Scar and the Other Memories of the AEF’, in M. A. 
Snell, ed., Unknown Soldiers: The American Expeditionary Forces in Memory and 
Remembrance (Kent, 2008), pp. 16-37. 
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II. 

Veterans and their organisations are already at the heart of scholarship on First 

World War memory. George Mosse’s seminal work argues that a “Cult of the Fallen 

Soldier” upholding the war dead as examples for surviving citizens emerged in many 

belligerent nations, and developing memory narratives privileged the perspectives of ex-

servicemen and front-line combat.32 The politicisation of war memory and veterans has 

been examined across multiple contexts.33 Moreover, scholars such as Antoine Prost, 

Gary Sheffield, Jessica Hammett, Thomson, and Todman have used ex-service 

organisations to investigate the expression, formation, and rehearsal of veteran memory, 

especially in relation to what Thomson calls the “composure” process.34  

 Ex-service organisations are particularly appropriate case studies for the 

investigation of First World War memory formation over the course of the Second. 

Veterans belonging to these groups were self-selecting, representing those who still 

identified themselves as Great War ex-servicemen twenty years after the Armistice. The 

onset of another global conflagration had a different salience for these men than others. 

                                                 
32 G. L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars (New York 
and Oxford, 1990), pp. 70-106. See also: Trout, Battlefield of Memory, pp. 42-106; S. 
Hynes, The Soldier’s Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War (London, 1998 [orig. 
1997]). 
33 Connections between ex-servicemen and the rise of fascism is a particular area of 
interest. Recent examples include: Á. Alcalde, War Veterans and Fascism in Interwar 
Europe, Studies in the Social and Cultural History of Modern Warfare Series, ed. J. 
Winter (Cambridge, 2017); R. Bessel, Germany after the First World War (Oxford, 
1993), esp. pp. 254-284; B. Ziemann, Contested Commemorations: Republican War 
Veterans and Weimar Political Culture, Studies in the Social and Cultural History of 
Modern Warfare Series, ed. J. Winter (Cambridge, 2013). 
34 A. Prost, In the Wake of War: ‘Les Anciens Combattants’ and French Society, trans. 
H. McPhail, The Legacy of the Great War Series, ed. J. Winter (Oxford, 1992), pp. 19-
23; G. D. Sheffield, Leadership in the Trenches: Officer-Man Relations, Morale and 
Discipline in the British Army in the Era of the First World War (Basingstoke, 1999), p. 
131; J. Hammett, ‘“It’s in the Blood, Isn’t It?” The Contested Status of First World War 
Veterans in Second World War Civil Defence’, Cultural and Social History 14:3 
(2017), pp. 356-357; Thomson, Anzac Memories, pp. 7-11, 213-5; Todman, Myth and 
Memory, pp. 187-217.  
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As a result, evidence of their attempts to renegotiate the First World War’s meaning in 

light of the Second pervaded discussions beyond explicit acts of remembrance, offering 

abundant resources for illuminating this process.   

The British and American Legions offer excellent case studies for examining the 

evolution of First World War memory in response to the Second World War. Founded 

in 1921, the British Legion was an amalgamation of four voluntary associations created 

by ex-servicemen to preserve their relationships and protect their interests in civilian 

life.35 It claimed up to ten per cent of Britain’s Great War veterans as members at its 

height, with a peak of 409,000 members in 1938.36 Despite repeated efforts to influence 

governmental policies affecting ex-servicemen – particularly those of pension reform – 

the British Legion had a limited political impact.37 This has typically been attributed to 

the group’s limited size, lack of political savvy, and the contested position of veterans in 

British society more generally.38 Its presence was felt most strongly on the national 

level through its annual fundraising campaign, the Poppy Day appeal, and locally 

through other charitable efforts and remembrance activities for the First World War.39 

Its American counterpart also played a central role in commemorations of the war from 

its inception in 1919.40 In contrast to the British Legion, the American Legion exerted 

considerable influence in national and local politics, derived in part from its formidable 

                                                 
35 N. Barr, The Lion and the Poppy: British Veterans, Politics, and Society, 1921-1939 
(Westport and London, 2005), pp. 9-23; G. Wootton, The Official History of the British 
Legion (London, 1956), pp. 1-27. The British Legion became ‘The Royal British 
Legion’ in 1971.  
36 Barr, Lion and Poppy, p. 57; Wootton, British Legion, p. 305. 
37 D. Cohen, The War Come Home: Disabled Veterans in Britain and Germany, 1914-
1939 (Berkeley, 2001), pp. 17, 19, 52-5, 59; Barr, Lion and Poppy, esp. pp. 119-49. 
38 Barr, Lion and Poppy, esp. pp. 119-150; Gregory, Silence of Memory, p. 51. 
39 Gregory, Silence of Memory, esp. pp. 51-92.  
40 Trout, Battlefield of Memory, pp. 47, 62; W. Pencak, For God and Country: The 
American Legion, 1919-1941 (Boston, 1989), pp. 48, 287-8; Piehler, The American 
Way, pp. 114, 121. 
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size: the group reported a membership roll in excess of one million in 1931.41 At any 

given point in the interwar period, it represented between fifteen to twenty-five per cent 

of the former doughboys eligible for membership.42 Additionally, founding leaders were 

extremely well-connected in the corridors of power, helping the organisation secure 

significant legislative victories in the 1920s and 1930s.43 These so-called “kingmakers” 

wielded great power within the Legion as well.44  

A comparative analysis of these two groups has not yet been conducted. This 

omission is due, in part, to the distinct status of veterans in Britain and the United 

States. By the First World War, there was a long-standing tradition in America of 

forming veterans’ organisations after conflicts.45 The leading veterans’ group for former 

Union soldiers of the Civil War, the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), was a 

particularly significant predecessor for the American Legion. By mobilising its distinct 

                                                 
41 Pencak, God and Country, pp. xii-xiii, 107-143; T. A. Rumer, The American Legion: 
An Official History, 1919-1989 (New York, 1990), p. 23. The American Legion’s 
membership figures came to: in 1940, 1,078,119; in 1941, 1,107,075; and in 1942, 
1,136,148. ‘The American Legion National Membership Record, 1920-2013’, (2014), p. 
3. The American Legion maintained such affiliation figures despite its aggressive 
conservative agenda. Britain’s size also contrasted sharply with continental ex-service 
organisations. French groups claimed approximately 3.1 million veterans as members, 
for example. See: Prost, In the Wake of War, p. 44.  
42 Pencak, God and Country, p. 82. 
43 Legion members called these men the “kingmakers”. The list included figures such as 
Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., (son of the former US president), Bennett Champ Clark (son of 
former Speaker of the House and future congressman himself), and William “Wild Bill” 
Donovan (a distinguished AEF soldier who went on to lead the Office of Strategic 
Services in the Second World War). S. R. Ortiz, Beyond the Bonus March and GI Bill: 
How Veteran Politics Shaped the New Deal Era (New York, 2010), p. 17; Pencak, God 
and Country, pp. 35, 49, 52-4, 62-4, 80, 91; Rumer, American Legion, pp. 12, 104-9. 
Ortiz contends that Legion lobbying prompted the creation of the Veterans 
Administration. Ortiz, Bonus March, p. 4. The Legion was also involved to a degree in 
the fight for adjusted compensation – the so-called “Bonus” – but leadership was slow 
to endorse the measure. See: Keene, Doughboys, pp. 184-7; Pencak, God and Country, 
pp. 170-207; Ortiz, Bonus March, pp. 32-65. 
44 Pencak, God and Country, pp. 91-3. 
45 The practice dated back to 1783 after the American Revolution and joining such 
groups remained popular through the 1930s. See: D. R. B. Ross, Preparing for Ulysses: 
Politics and Veterans during World War II (New York, 1969), p. 2; Pencak, God and 
Country, pp. 6, 25, 31. 
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narrative of the Civil War, the group managed to position its members as the saviours of 

the country, an identity that set them apart from all other citizens.46 Crucially, the group 

used this identity to alter the foundational principles behind state ex-service pensions. 

Whereas ex-service pension benefits were previously seen as contractual – payments for 

injuries sustained while “employed” by the government in the military – the Union 

veteran now received reciprocal benefits. Just as the ex-serviceman had come to the 

country’s aid when it was in peril, the government was required to offer relief to the 

veteran at his time of need. In time, public debate would push the logic even further and 

veterans’ benefits would be solidified as ‘an absolute right’.47 The GAR’s success in 

translating social distinction into tangible political gains gave the American Legion 

powerful precedents that the British Legion did not enjoy.  

 Unlike America, the story of British veterans is one of neglect, both by the 

government they served and by their civilian counterparts. Virtually no system of public 

support existed exclusively for ex-servicemen before the twentieth-century.48 While 

pensions were awarded to the disabled and long-serving from 1806, these were 

categorised as a royal favour, rather than an entitlement.49 Historically, men who 

formerly wore the Crown’s uniform found themselves ignored by society, although a 

robust philanthropic sector dedicated to the ex-service community developed from 1850 

onward.50 Assistance to veterans became an extension of Victorian philanthropists’ 

                                                 
46 Stuart McConnell argues that, by the 1880s, GAR ‘veterans had come to see 
themselves…as ex-soldiers first’. S. McConnell, Glorious Contentment: The Grand 
Army of the Republic, 1985-1900 (Chapel Hill and London, 1992), p. 162. 
47 ibid., pp. 153-6, quote p. 156, italics in McConnell.  
48 E. Jones, I. Palmer, and S. Wessely, ‘War Pensions (1900-1945): Changing Models of 
Psychological Understanding’, The British Journal of Psychiatry 180:4 (2002), p. 374. 
49 This terminology for pensions was codified by Royal Warrant in 1834. See: Cohen, 
Disabled Veterans, p. 19. 
50 Officers, drawn primarily from the upper classes, remained connected to their social 
spheres, but military service was more alienating for rank-and-file soldiers, who 
typically came from poverty and unskilled working-class backgrounds. See: E. M. 
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efforts towards moral reform, with distinctions between the “deserving” and the 

“undeserving” resting on specific interpretations of morality and character. Driven by 

the dire need, these organisations ended up taking the lead in veterans’ care, creating a 

privatised benefits system largely independent of the state.51 

 The First World War, however, made the British public question this 

marginalised social identity of veterans. A military drawing in men from all areas of 

society in unprecedented numbers, the scale of the casualties suffered, and the 

valorisation of those in uniform galvanised public support for a state-run veteran’s 

entitlements system.52 By 1917, the embattled government conceded to public demand 

and accepted responsibility for ex-service pensions, but the exact provisions of the 

support remained in debate for the rest of the interwar period.53 While the First World 

War may have increased the public’s willingness and interest in providing for veterans, 

the state continued to resist taking on long-term responsibilities for disabled, 

unemployed or otherwise impoverished veterans.54 In the absence of government 

support, ex-servicemen relied on philanthropies. Deborah Cohen’s work has 

demonstrated that charities took the lead in many veterans’ issues after the war, 

including caring for the critically disabled, kitting out and retraining disabled men for 

employment in new industries, and assisting the unemployed. Associations of ex-

servicemen relied heavily on public generosity to provide assistance to needy comrades. 

                                                                                                                                               
Spiers, ‘The Regular Army of 1914’, in I. F. W. Beckett and K. Simpson, eds., A Nation 
in Arms: A Social Study of the British Army in the First World War, 4th edn (Barnsley, 
2014 [orig. 1985]), pp. 39-46; Gregory, Silence of Memory, pp. 93-5. 
51 Gregory, Silence of Memory, pp. 93-95. 
52 I. Beckett, ‘The Nation in Arms, 1914-1918’, and C. Hughes, ‘The New Armies’, in I. 
F. W. Beckett and K. Simpson, eds., A Nation in Arms: A Social Study of the British 
Army in the First World War, 4th edn (Barnsley, 2014 [orig. 1985]), esp. pp. 2, 17-18, 
104-105; Winter, The Great War, p. 72; Gregory, Silence of Memory, pp. 52-61, 97; 
Cohen, Disabled Veterans, pp. 19, 20, 39. 
53 Cohen, Disabled Veterans, pp. 21-3. 
54 ibid., pp. 16, 26, 28, 39-40, 109-110; Gregory, Silence of Memory, p. 97. 
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Cohen argues that such support demonstrated the public’s gratitude and validated 

veterans’ wartime sacrifices, averting widespread political disillusionment and 

radicalisation among the ex-service community.55 Even with such support, however, 

British veterans never enjoyed the distinctive “veteranhood” status afforded to their 

American counterparts. Lacking both the substantial system of state support and the 

national tradition distinguishing ex-servicemen within society found in the United 

States, the British Legion operated in a strikingly different political and social 

atmosphere than their American Legion counterparts did in 1938.  

Despite the lack of comparative work on the British and American Legions, each 

group has garnered ample scholastic attention independently. Official histories of the 

British and American Legions, conducted by Graham Wootton and Thomas Rumer 

respectively, provide the foundational understanding of the agendas and prominent 

issues within each group.56 Brian Harding’s study also offers useful insights into the 

British Legion’s operations, as accounts by Richard Seelye Jones and Raymond Moley, 

Jr., do in the American Legion case.57 Work by Niall Barr and Charles Kimball on the 

British Legion and William Pencak on the American Legion critically analyses the 

character and efficacy of each group’s interwar programme as well as the factors that 

shaped them.58 Investigations of the American Legion as a political actor are numerous, 

                                                 
55 Cohen, Disabled Veterans, esp. pp. 15-61. 
56 Wootton, British Legion; Rumer, American Legion. 
57 B. Harding, Keeping Faith: The History of The Royal British Legion (Barnsley, 
2001); R. S. Jones, A History of the American Legion (Indianapolis and New York, 
1946); R. Moley, Jr., The American Legion Story (New York, 1966). The thesis relies 
on work by Rumer and Pencak rather than that of Jones and Moley. These more recent 
studies are also more analytical and provide more critical assessments of the Legion’s 
activities.  
58 Barr, Lion and Poppy; C. C. Kimball, II, ‘The Ex-service Movement in England and 
Wales, 1916-1930’ (Ph.D. thesis, Stanford University, 1990); Pencak, God and 
Country. See also: N. J. A. Barr, ‘“Service Not Self”: The British Legion 1921-1939’ 
(Ph.D. thesis, University of St. Andrews, 1994).  
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and this thesis engages with key texts by scholars such as Keene and Ortiz in Chapter 

Six. 

Consideration has also been given to First World War memory in each group as 

well as their Second World War activities. Gregory’s study of Armistice Day practices 

in Britain especially highlights the British Legion’s contributions to the national culture 

of remembrance, examining in detail the group’s Poppy Appeal.59 Trout’s examination 

of memory discourses in the interwar fiction of American Legion publications provides 

an essential foundation for this thesis.60 Further illuminating the American Legion’s 

activities before the Second World War is Mary Osborne’s recent doctoral work, 

analysing the organisation through a “living memorial” framework.61 By connecting the 

memory of the war to its service work and adapting that work in accordance with 

developing needs, Osborne asserts that the Legion ensured the relevancy of itself and its 

war throughout the interwar period.62 Her final chapters discussing Legion reactions to 

the outbreak of war in Europe after 1939 reveal fissures of opinion between the group’s 

local, regional, and national levels, informing Chapters Two and Four in this thesis.63 

Part I also draws extensively from Christopher Griffin’s recent doctoral dissertation 

detailing the American Legion’s mobilisation efforts during the Second World War.64  

This project knits these extant works on the British and American Legions 

together to illuminate nuances in existing understandings while simultaneously 

extending these studies to consider the Second World War’s influence on First World 

                                                 
59 Gregory, Silence of Memory, pp. 93-117, 155-8. 
60 Trout, Battlefield of Memory, esp. pp. 42-106. 
61 M. E. Osborne, ‘“An Everlasting Service”: The American and Canadian Legions 
Remember the First World War, 1919-1941’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of Kentucky, 
2016), pp. 10-13, 55. 
62 ibid., pp. 10-12. 
63 ibid., pp. 178-233. 
64 C. W. Griffin, ‘Veterans at War: The American Legion and Civilian Mobilization in 
World War II’ (Ph.D. thesis, Florida State University, 2012). For more information, see 
Part I of this thesis. 
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War memory in a more systematic way. The groups’ activities during the Second World 

War have been outlined by Wootton and Harding for the British Legion and by Rumer, 

Pencak, and Griffin for the American Legion, but this thesis places First World War 

discourses during this time at its heart. Rather than examining these through 

remembrance “snapshots” like Osborne’s study, this research charts discussions 

continuously during the period of 1938 through 1946. The project likewise connects 

Gregory’s placement of the British Legion in national remembrance activities during the 

Second World War to the trajectory of memory within the group. Moreover, this thesis 

situates First World War memory within the British and American Legions during the 

Second World War into a comparative framework. In doing so, it builds upon the 

precedent set by Osborne’s comparative study of the American and Canadian Legions.65 

Existing scholarship on the American and British Legions demonstrates that 

these organisations shared fundamental characteristics that anchor this comparative 

study. Dedicated to service in a communal but also national sense, both groups 

explicitly claimed responsibility for protecting the First World War’s legacy.66 The 

Legions shared national leaderships dominated by the middle and upper classes, as well 

as hierarchical structures of local, regional, and national outposts.67 Although open to a 

range of veterans, organisational memberships tended toward white men in rural 

communities espousing middle-class values.68 The British Legion awarded symbolic 

leadership positions to a number of noteworthy individuals while the American Legion 

                                                 
65 Osborne, ‘“An Everlasting Service”’. 
66 Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 65-6, 91, 153; Wootton, British Legion, p. 301; ‘Preamble 
to the Constitution’, reprinted in Rumer, American Legion. 
67 Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 27-56, 68-77; Pencak, God and Country, pp. 49-54, 89-
103. 
68 The British Legion drew mainly from the working-classes for its members, whereas 
American Legion members were typically middle-class. While the British Legion 
admitted post-war veterans, First World War ex-servicemen dominated the membership. 
Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 57-90; Harding, Keeping Faith, p. 41; Pencak, God and 
Country, pp. 81-3; Ortiz, Bonus March, pp. 19-20. 
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did not, but men from the upper classes filled the active management roles at the 

national levels in both groups.69 Although an apolitical character was enshrined in each 

organisations’ founding documents, both groups in practice saw a distinction between 

partisan politics and political engagement, using the latter to influence government 

decisions affecting the ex-service community.70 Their conservative political agendas 

facilitated close working relationships with their respective states.71 Both held varying 

interests in politics beyond their nations as well.72 Despite their conservative, middle-

class predilections, the need to retain existing members and recruit new ones motivated 

each Legion to present messages that would resonate with as many veterans as possible. 

Thus, these groups can be seen as representing views within the wider ex-service 

community of their respective countries. 

Most significantly for this study, both organisations drew heavily upon their 

Great War roots to define their ‘charters’ and sense of collective identity.73 James Liu 

and Denis Hilton deploy “charter” to identify ‘a group’s representation of its history’, 

specifically ‘its origin and historical mission’. ‘[R]enegotiated over time to reflect 

changing circumstances,’ these “charters” help groups create an interpretive framework 

that ‘explain[s]’ current affairs and shapes ‘responses’ to them. In doing so, they 

solidify certain ‘rules, norms, moral codes, laws, “do’s” and “don’ts”’ within the 

                                                 
69 Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 35-7; Pencak, God and Country, pp. 80, 91, 93.  
70 Wootton, British Legion, p. 58; Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 1-3, 18-19. Pencak’s 
detailed analysis of the American Legion as a political influencer brings the distinction 
between non-partisan and non-political to the fore more than Rumer’s Official History. 
Pencak, God and Country, pp. 26-9, 107-143. See also: ‘The American Legion: What it 
is, and Why it is Attacked’, BLJ 18:7 (January 1939), pp. 239, 242. 
71 Cohen, Disabled Veterans, pp. 52-7; Ortiz, Bonus March, esp. pp. 7, 11-12, 32-65.  
72 This interest was mostly expressed through internal assessments or through contact 
with ex-servicemen’s organisations in other countries, as is discussed in later sections of 
this thesis. A relationship between the British and American Legions had become firmly 
established by 1938 and interactions during the Second World War served to strengthen 
these ties. For more, see: Chapters One, Two, and Six.  
73 Cohen, Disabled Veterans, pp. 17-19, 52; Barr, Lion and Poppy, p. 19; Pencak, God 
and Country, p. 48; Trout, Battlefield of Memory, pp. 47, 62. 
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group.74 Although other elements of the British and American Legions’ “charters” 

remained distinctive, the organisations both held that service in the armed forces during 

the First World War bonded its participants in a unique way that was worth perpetuating 

beyond the period of the war itself. The Great War anchored ideas in both organisations 

about who counted as a veteran, his role in society, his relationship with his state, and 

the consequences of armed conflict for the world. Indeed, Trout maintains that the 

American Legion remained rooted in the ‘“memory culture”’ of the American 

Expeditionary Forces in World War I, and Osborne argues that interpretations of the 

war underpinned all of the American Legion’s work in the interwar period, ‘unit[ing] 

the various depictions of’ the organisation in historiography as ‘a right-wing political 

lobby, a nativist group, an envoy for international cooperation, and a rowdy 

fraternity’.75 This thesis finds that a similar ethos existed within the British Legion, 

which also placed the utmost importance on continuing wartime service and 

comradeship into the peacetime world.76 Because each Legion had particular 

interpretations of the war that were critical to its existence, challenges to and shifts 

within these narratives enjoyed privileged coverage in their documents, facilitating a 

comparative analysis of memory development over time.  

Considering memory development through a comparative framework unearths 

transnational factors affecting this process of change, bringing to light underlying 

commonalities obscured by nation-based frameworks that emphasise differing contexts. 

For example, British and American Legion discourses alike paid great attention to aging 

and the emerging Second World War “generation”. The concept of a First World War 

generation has been examined in several national contexts to date, including the “Lost 

                                                 
74 Liu and Hilton, ‘How the Past Weighs on the Present’, pp. 538-9. 
75 Trout, Battlefield of Memory, pp. 49-63; Osborne, ‘“An Everlasting Service”’, p. 216. 
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21 

Generation” in Britain and the “Génération du feu” in France.77 Robert Wohl’s study of 

1979 provides a foundation for examining the various incarnations of the “Great War 

generation” in a comparative framework, demonstrating that a “brotherhood of the 

trenches” was believed to exist in multiple nations after the war.78 This thesis takes 

discussions of generations and the First World War in new directions. First, it 

contemplates the “Great War generation” in middle-age. Although existing studies tend 

to focus on the meaning of the war to its ex-servicemen during the interwar period, it is 

worthwhile to consider how their progression through the life cycle and advancement in 

years affected these interpretations. Veterans occupied new social roles and encountered 

differing social norms in 1939 than they had in 1914.79 Most significantly, their bodies 

had aged. Physical fitness and the ability to wage war were central to the “soldier-hero” 

model of masculinity that these men had exemplified through their military service in 

the Great War.80 The return to civilian life after the Armistice, and the subsequent 

advancement through the life cycle, required ex-servicemen to acclimatise militarised 

concepts of masculinity rooted in the body to new social roles and reduced fitness 

                                                 
77 For example, see: B. Cabanes, ‘Génération du Feu: Aux Origines d’une Notion’, 
Revue Historique 641:1 (2007), pp. 139-150. The author is grateful to John Horne and 
Pierre Purseigle for bringing this to her attention.  
78 R. Wohl, The Generation of 1914 (Cambridge, 1979). 
79 Work by Steven Mintz on adulthood and Ralph LaRossa on fatherhood have 
particularly informed understandings of middle-age in this thesis. S. Mintz, The Prime 
of Life: A History of Modern Adulthood (Cambridge, 2015); R. LaRossa, The 
Modernization of Fatherhood: A Social and Political History (Chicago, 1997); R. 
LaRossa, Of War and Men: World War II in the Lives of Fathers and Their Families 
(Chicago, 2011).  
80 Dawson coined this term, “soldier hero”, to describe pre-war understandings of 
masculinity in Britain that upheld ‘[m]ilitary virtues such as aggression, strength, 
courage and endurance…as the natural and inherent qualities of manhood, whose 
apogee [wa]s attainable only in battle’. Dawson, Soldier Heroes, quote from p. 1. See 
also: J. Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Men’s Bodies, Britain and the Great War, 
Picturing History Series, eds. P. Burke, S. L. Gilman, and L. Jordanova (London, 1999 
[orig. 1996]); J. H. Ebel, Faith in the Fight: Religion and the American Soldier in the 
Great War (Princeton and Oxford, 2010), pp. 6-9. 
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levels.81 As they positioned themselves and their prior experiences in relation to the new 

war, middle-aged Great War veterans implicitly grappled with the physical implications 

of aging that placed them outside prevailing understandings of masculine citizenship.  

Secondly, this study highlights the relational dynamics of a “generation”, 

examining how World War I veterans positioned themselves discursively vis-à-vis the 

servicemen and future veterans of World War II. British and American Legion members 

looked to the rising generation to continue their organisations into the future, and 

consequently discussed the relationship between First and Second World War ex-

servicemen at length. Although sociologists have long considered the impact of aging 

and generational affiliations on collective memory, historians have started investigating 

this relationship only recently.82 Special interest has been shown to German experiences 

in the twentieth century. Nicholas Stargardt’s recent book on contemporary perspectives 

of the German war effort during the Second World War reveals that the First World 

War was not only crucial in framing engagement with the Second, but divided Germans 

along generational lines.83 Mary Fulbrook has likewise found in her study of Germany 

over the twentieth century that the intersection of age, life phase, and historical events 

shaped ‘[w]hat it was that individuals thought they wanted to achieve in life, and the 

ways in which they pursued their goals’.84 Crucial steps to expand the considerations of 

generations beyond modern Germany have been taken by the contributors to Stephen 

                                                 
81 This was particularly true for the war wounded. See: Bourke, Dismembering the 
Male, esp. pp. 31-75. On masculinity in the interwar period generally, see: M. Roper, 
‘Between Manliness and Masculinity: The “War Generation” and the Psychology of 
Fear in Britain, 1914-1950’, Journal of British Studies 44:2 (2005), pp. 343-362. 
82 For example, see: H. Schumann and J. Scott, ‘Generations and Collective Memories’, 
American Sociological Review 54:3 (1989), pp. 359-381. 
83 N. Stargardt, The German War: A Nation Under Arms, 1939-1945 (London, 2015), 
esp. pp. 16-18. 
84 M. Fulbrook, Dissonant Lives: Generations and Violence through the German 
Dictatorships (Oxford, 2011), quote from p. 3. 
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Lovell’s edited collection, Generations in Twentieth-Century Europe.85 Through its 

focus on the interplay of generational shift and memory, this thesis adds a new angle for 

consideration to existing scholarship on generational history while simultaneously 

expanding its application to new contexts.  

 Just as age-related social roles and generational identity emerge from this study 

as significant factors in the renegotiation of memory in response to subsequent events, 

so, too, does the research draw attention to sub-national identities in this process. Its 

concentration on two veterans’ organisations as case studies necessarily highlights the 

importance of organisational identity in particular.86 As Winter has argued, ‘[s]tates do 

not remember; individuals do, in association with other people’, and these associations 

occur at multiple levels within society, including but not limited to the nation.87 The 

Legions offered platforms for collective remembering as well as collective identity. 

Contextualising discourses within these particular associations shows the extent to 

which their specific agendas and identities framed engagement with national narratives, 

helping to unlock the selective processes of “remembering” and “forgetting”. For 

example, portraying military service in the Great War as a crucible for melding 

individuals of varied ethnicities and religious affiliations into a united American 

citizenry allowed American Legion discussions to dovetail with national “melting pot” 

legends while avoiding controversial issues such as racism in the armed forces.88 The 

need to secure an improved pensions system for Second World War ex-servicemen 

prompted British Legion narratives of the First to emphasise the negative consequences 

                                                 
85 S. Lovell, ed., Generations in Twentieth-Century Europe (Basingstoke, 2007).  
86 For a discussion on how project parameters influence the findings of comparisons, 
see: D. Cohen and M. O’Connor, eds., Comparison and History: Europe in Cross-
National Perspective (New York, 2004). 
87 Winter, Remembering War, p. 4. 
88 Trout, Battlefield of Memory, pp. 71, 84; Piehler, The American Way, p. 113. 
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of fighting.89 Thus, the comparison of the British and American Legions reveals the 

ways in which the interests and agendas of each group influenced memories of the First 

World War and its positioning to the Second. 

 

III. 

 In addition to its comparative framework, this thesis utilises sources in an 

innovative way to unlock the development of memory in real time within these groups. 

As Winter’s definition of “collective remembering” suggests, historians of memory 

have tended to gravitate toward particular cultural acts or moments that manifest 

reflections on the past. Significant anniversaries and the creation of war memorials, for 

example, offer memory “flashpoints” upon which a variety of studies have been based. 

Yet, as noted, these moments of explicit remembering represent only a partial view into 

the evolution of memory narratives. Individuals and groups continually re-evaluate 

interpretations of the past as they adjust to unfolding circumstances. Incidental 

invocations of the past in the course of everyday living contribute to the formation of 

memory discourses as much as the more prominent memory “flashpoints” do. 

Illuminating the impact of these incidental uses of the past, however, proves more 

difficult for historians, because these invocations often occur implicitly in discussions of 

other topics.  

Focussing on the monthly periodicals for each group, the British Legion Journal 

and the American Legion Magazine, this thesis draws upon the broad range of material 

found in every issue from 1938 through 1946 – including news articles, editorials, 

fiction, local announcements, advertisements, illustrations, and more – to shed new light 

on the implicit as well as explicit development of First World War memory discourses 

                                                 
89 See Chapter Five for further analysis. 
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in the two organisations. These periodicals communicated organisational policies, 

programmes, and debates between the national bureaucracies, local outposts, and 

individual members. A close reading of the texts reveals the unexpected, and even 

mundane, opportunities presented by everyday life in the Second World War for 

veterans of the First to re-evaluate the meaning of “their” war in relation to new events. 

By following discourses beyond and between “flashpoint” events such as Armistice Day 

ceremonies or annual meetings, the project sheds light on how the Great War memory 

narratives communicated at these prominent commemorative moments were formed. 

The analysis is further supported by reports on national membership meetings, circulars 

from the national leadership teams, committee minutes, and other unpublished sources. 

The American Legion maintains an enormous archive, while available documents from 

the British Legion before 1956 are considerably limited. Wootton’s Official History has 

proved useful in accounting for these gaps, including the missing Journal issues of 

January to July 1941. In all, the approach highlights the intersections of the past and the 

present made in daily life, and how these incidental reflections contributed to a longer 

trajectory of re-interpreting the past.  

 Moreover, the Journal and Magazine provide an alternative form of access to 

the physical spaces in which veterans gathered to rehearse and construct these 

memories. The ‘exclusive and ephemeral’ meetings of veterans have left few sources for 

historical research, as Todman notes.90 However, organisational periodicals operated as 

documentary forums for discussions of the First World War. As Trout contends, these 

newsletters created spaces in which individual experiences could be incorporated into 

wider narratives about the war itself.91 In fact, the Magazine cultivated regular features 
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with the expressed intention of memory construction and rehearsal.92 Additionally, as 

national publications, they transcended geographical barriers and facilitated discussions 

between members from distant locations. By reprinting articles published in local media 

outlets, the Magazine and Journal also presented individual veterans with differing 

regional viewpoints. Osborne is correct to note the important contributions that local 

post documents can make to the study of memory with these groups. However, her 

contention that research at the national level ‘miss[es] the nuances that the local 

chapters contributed’ to memory dismisses the important role that these publications 

played in engaging wide-flung members into discussions above the local level.93  

Indeed, some members primarily engaged with the group’s activities on the 

national level through these publications, so these periodicals represented negotiated 

spaces in which national leaders responded to critiques from within the ranks.94 Leaders 

could – and did – use the periodicals as a mouthpiece for their own views and agendas, 

but they still needed to make considerations for readers’ reactions in order to avoid 

alienating members. It was recognised that members would resist or rebel against 

editorial viewpoints if they disagreed. The British Legion Journal editor once remarked 

that ‘“[t]he Journal has been taken to task more often, and with more righteous 

indignation, over the years than most other institutions”’.95 Officials in both groups 

moderated their messages according to the perceptions of their membership base.  

Ultimately, the editorial staffs working at British and American Legion national 

headquarters controlled the content of these publications, and open debates over 
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organisational policy are therefore rarely found. Potential internal divides, however, are 

not entirely obscured. Placing these national publications into a comparative framework 

reveals which issues received special attention at the expense of others, illuminating 

areas of contention behind national policies. Because of its explicit ‘mission to secure 

unity of action’, the American Legion Magazine was used by leaders as a means to 

persuade members into supporting potentially controversial programmes and to address 

dissenting viewpoints.96 The British Legion Journal fulfilled a similar function. In both 

periodicals, more attention is given to potentially problematic policies. Detailing how 

these publications invoked the First World War to justify debated organisational 

initiatives illuminates the particular memory narratives that became privileged in this 

process. Positioning this process with unfolding events in real time further reveals how 

using the Great War in these ways came to inflect its meaning in subsequent discourses. 

Some similarities and distinctions within these parallel source bases are worth 

noting. As stated, both periodicals constituted important communication strands 

between national leadership and local members. Contributions reporting local and 

regional activities were encouraged in advance of publication, with issues being 

finalised between three and four weeks in advance of the respective month.97 ‘[A]s a 

publication of propaganda for the Legion’, the Journal was seen to be so imperative that 

British Legion officials were willing to take significant annual losses in order to 

continue publishing it.98 Started in 1919 as a weekly publication, the Magazine was 

                                                 
96 Post Handbook, 9th edn (1940), p. 41. 
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reorganised over the following decades into a monthly periodical, which likewise aimed 

at ‘interpret[ing] the Legion to its own membership’ and ‘mak[ing] clear to the average 

member the program and the policies of his organization [sic]’.99 Members dominated 

the readership of both periodicals, but the American Legion Magazine and the British 

Legion Journal were sold to the public as well.100 While British Legion members were 

required to buy Journals in addition to their membership fees, a Magazine subscription 

was included in American Legion dues.101 The Second World War affected the demand 

for both periodicals tremendously. Circulation of the Journal doubled during the 

conflict, with approximately 100,000 issues selling per month by 1945.102 The war 

likewise boosted Magazine subscriptions, not in the least because American Legion 

membership skyrocketed in 1946.103 

The tone and content of the Magazine differed noticeably from that of the 

Journal. Whereas the Journal’s foremost concern was news, the American Legion 

developed a separate publication in 1936 to distribute ‘news items’, so the Magazine 

focussed on ‘treating [the] fundamental principles of the Legion’.104 With ‘[t]ypically 

… just one or two feature news stories per issue, along with one or two editorials’, the 

Magazine offered a collection of short fiction, ‘brief “human interest” stories’, cartoons, 

and sports articles in addition to its coverage of the group’s national agenda and local 

post activities.105 Magazine issues were printed in colour, contained more 

advertisements, and adopted a more dramatic writing style in order to ignite the interest 
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of a wide-ranging audience. As the Publication and Publicity Coordination Committee 

explained, ‘the general articles themselves reflect[ed] definite Legion policy, and … 

they, together with fiction, humor [sic], and cartoons, serve[d] to draw the reader’s 

interest into the strictly Legion promotional material’.106 This approach yielded a more 

recreational tone with oblique references to organisational policies, in contrast to the 

British Legion Journal. Additionally, the Magazine was consistently longer than the 

Journal, especially during the Second World War. After the United States entered the 

hostilities, the Magazine averaged sixty pages per issue, whereas no wartime Journal 

issue went above twenty-eight pages.107 Adapting to Britain’s wartime paper shortages, 

the ‘pocket size’ wartime Journal took on ‘a more pithy style together with eye-

catching headlines’ from 1942.108 The overall length of the Magazine was also 

shortened and its layout changed to “pony” editions from 1945 through 1947, but the 

pieces retained their ambling writing style, with asides and repetitions.109 Guest 

columns and syndicated pieces appeared in each periodical, but the consistency of style 

and tone found across regular features and guest submissions in the American Legion 

Magazine indicate that the editorial staff maintained a strong voice throughout the 

publication’s components. 

These periodicals comprised parts of larger publicity programmes within these 

groups. Both Legions had consciously courted public opinion and press coverage from 

their origins.110 In addition to the campaigns launched on the national level, community 
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branches and posts were encouraged to secure local coverage of their events.111 

Likewise, each group capitalised on emerging media outlets to increase its visibility and 

promote its agenda; both developed promotional spots for radio and cinemas.112 

Publicity efforts intensified during the Second World War, with each Legion creating 

in-house departments to coordinate existing efforts and create new campaigns.113 Many 

of these efforts were tied to recruiting new members, but the organisations were aware 

of the need to create a public presence in their respective countries more generally as 

well.   

It must be kept in mind that the British Legion Journal and the American Legion 

Magazine represent particular viewpoints, with important implications for this study. 

Firstly, both periodicals were produced at the top administrative level of their respective 

organisations, so, as mentioned earlier, any analysis based on these documents 

necessarily privileges national over local perspectives. This viewpoint is infused with 

upper-and middle-class biases, reflecting the composition of leadership in each group. 

Secondly, the communication outlets typically took conservative outlooks.114 Thirdly, 

discussions about former and current military affairs focussed disproportionately on the 

army, with the other service branches receiving less attention. Army-specific rhetoric 

was often appropriated and expanded to include veterans of all services. Accordingly, 

signifiers affiliated with particular generations of veterans, such as “doughboys”, “GIs”, 

or “Tommy Atkins”, are used in this thesis to identify all ex-servicemen, regardless of 
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military branch. The terms “ex-serviceman” and “veteran” are also used 

interchangeably. 

 The periodicals also excluded certain voices, most notably those of ex-

servicewomen and African American veterans. The bias towards men stemmed in part 

from the groups’ compositions. Servicemen of the First World War outnumbered their 

female counterparts in the services, which naturally resulted in male-dominated ex-

service associations. The position of ex-servicewomen within these organisations – let 

alone their First World War experiences in memory discourses – remained contested.115 

It was further complicated by the creation of female-driven “sister” organisations. The 

British Legion Women’s Section and the American Legion Auxiliary enlisted the help 

of female relatives of veterans, war widows, and other women with direct connections 

to the First World War in order to support their primary agendas.116 More scholarship is 

required in order to understand the experiences of women within Legion membership, 

the place of the auxiliaries, and the relationship between them and the main 

organisational bodies.117 It is important, however, to recognise that the present study 

reflects the decidedly male gaze of its source base. 

 The sources furthermore restrict this thesis to considering narratives dominated 

by white veterans. Imperial ex-servicemen appear very infrequently in the British 

Legion texts, as do African American veterans in the American Legion ones. The 

absence in the American case is particularly jarring. Chad Williams has shown that 

national American memory discourses about the First World War largely excluded the 

                                                 
115 Harding provides a detailed overview of the difficulties that the British Legion’s 
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experiences of black ex-servicemen and the contributions of the black community more 

generally.118 The Legion’s silence regarding its African American members and its 

system of de facto racial segregation aligned with this contemporary context.119 Trout’s 

work in particular has illuminated the racist depictions of black veterans in the 

American Legion Magazine during the interwar period.120 Given this historiography, it 

is unsurprising to find a relative absence of black voices in Second World War 

Magazine issues.  

  The American Legion appears to exemplify the competing understandings of 

citizenship that Gary Gerstle has proposed in relation to this period: ‘the civic and the 

racial’. According to Gerstle, the ‘“civic nationalism”’ view centred upon political 

principles ‘enshrined in the American nation’s founding documents’, which could be 

adopted by and applied to anyone who subscribed to the ideology. Alternatively, ‘racial 

nationalism’ understood the nation to be ‘a people held together by common blood and 

skin color [sic] and by an inherited fitness for self-government’. Like the liberals 

examined by Gerstle, the conservative American Legion’s position on many political 

issues demonstrated an attempt ‘to adhere to both [concepts of citizenship] 

simultaneously’.121 Its advocacy for immigration restrictions while simultaneously 

providing assistance to immigrants already in the country with applications for 

citizenship exhibited a clash between these two conceptions of citizenship and the 
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nation.122 Debates in the Magazine over the forced relocation of Japanese residents and 

Japanese-American citizens into internment camps during the Second World War 

exemplified this tension. Proponents drew heavily from racial arguments about 

citizenship while opponents objected to basing presumptions of loyalty on skin 

colour.123 In many ways, then, the Legion’s approach to race aligned with other social 

trends in contemporary American society. 

Thus, by focussing on the Journal and Magazine as its source base, this thesis 

necessarily neglects important categories of analysis for historical study, such as gender 

and race. More research at the local level, following in the stead of Osborne’s thesis, is 

required to integrate these voices into memory discourses more fully.124 However, 

contextualising and thereby fully-illuminating these areas of research requires a 

foundational understanding of hegemonic discourses during the Second World War that 

is currently lacking. By addressing that gap, this project lays the groundwork for more 

systematic approaches to gender and race in future research on First World War 

memory in the British and American Legions during the Second World War.   

Finally, these case studies are not representative of broader contemporary 

discourses in Britain and America and should not be taken as such. Indeed, Trout has 

documented the American Legion’s inability to control Great War narratives in public 

discourses during the 1920s and 1930s.125 Still, the questions raised through a nuanced 

examination of these case studies in a comparative framework can inform research in 
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other areas. In fact, focussing on these specific collectives reveals additional factors to 

consider in the study of national memory narratives. This work thereby enhances the 

broader field by offering additional questions to consider when studying memory 

development, rather than serving as a barometer for national First World War legacies 

in Britain and the United States.  

 

IV. 

 While generally chronological, the thesis is structured thematically into three 

Parts, each with one chapter on the British Legion followed by one on the American 

Legion. Part I explores conceptualisations of duty and service for First World War 

veterans in discussions prior to British and American involvement in the Second World 

War. The First World War anchored understandings in both groups about how veterans 

could best serve their countries in times of peril, and these interpretations were adapted 

not only to developing threats, but also to accommodate the needs of the Legions and 

their middle-aged members. Part II examines the discursive construction of a “trans-

generational” comradeship connecting First World War ex-servicemen with their 

Second World War counterparts. Linking contemporary experiences of military life and 

war via select narratives of the earlier conflict allowed British and American Legion 

veterans to join themselves to men of a different war and generation, thereby 

safeguarding their organisations’ futures. Part III looks at post-war planning in each 

Legion, investigating how the anticipated social contract of the future granted emphasis 

to certain narratives of the First World War’s consequences while downplaying others. 

A short introduction and conclusion accompany each Part to situate the thematic 

analyses in the historiography and to draw out the comparative findings. 
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 As discussed in the concluding remarks, this project holds wider significance 

and implications for future research. By juxtaposing British and American case studies 

in a consideration of discursive shifts as the Second World War developed, it offers a 

new perspective in the quest to understand the differing significance afforded to the 

First World War in British and American historical memory. While the divergent 

assessments of the conflict’s significance may be rooted in distinct national experiences, 

how narratives of the war developed in relation to subsequent events also helped shape 

this outcome.  

 Regardless of their differing national contexts, discourses in both Legions 

allocated meaning to the First World War during the Second by framing it as a “learning 

experience”. Framing the event in this way had important implications for the Great 

War’s memory. Narratives about the previous war were invoked at particular moments 

in order to promote or discourage specific courses of action in response to unfolding 

events, on the premise of “learning” from the past in order to advance the present war 

effort. While the First World War could have been portrayed in an advantageous or 

disadvantageous light, depending on what was to be “learned” from it, the groups’ aims 

to help the concurrent war effort tended to obscure more positive interpretations of the 

past. Moreover, the significance of the earlier conflict became inherently tied to how the 

new war proceeded. The degree to which the “lessons” of the Great War were seen to 

have enhanced contemporary efforts determined what that conflict had ultimately 

achieved. It also affected the relevance of the First World War as Legion veterans 

looked to the future. Positioning the First World War as a “learning experience” for the 

Second allowed real time circumstances to alter the previous conflict’s meaning and 

significance, thereby shaping the event’s memory in Legion discourses.   
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Part I 

 Part I examines debates about duty to reveal how narratives of the First World 

War changed in response to unfolding, unstable circumstances. Each chapter focusses 

on the immediate pre-war period for Britain and the United States respectively, with 

Chapter One covering 1938 until September 1939 and Chapter Two dealing with 

material from 1938 up to December 1941. Placing the relationship between veterans and 

the darkening times preceding the Second World War at the heart of the study facilitates 

an analysis of memory and identity rather than institutional or political history. This 

approach enables the construction of a discursive trajectory of responses to unfolding 

events, unlocking the inherently relational dynamics of memory and identity. 

The dark decade of the 1930s gave many reasons for ex-servicemen to be 

concerned about the direction of the world and their place in it. The rise of dictatorships 

across Europe appeared to threaten the delicate peace established at Versailles, while the 

wars that did erupt exhibited alarming developments in tactics and weaponry, 

demonstrated by the brutality of the fighting and the targeting of civilians in conflicts 

ranging from the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, the Spanish Civil War and 

the Italian invasion of Ethiopia from 1935, and from 1937 in China.126 Growing support 

for extreme right- and left-wing political doctrines opposed to liberal democracy also 
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caused anxiety, especially in America.127 Following the collapse of international 

markets in 1929, the Great Depression threw millions out of work. It forced many 

countries to slash funding for pensions and other veterans’ entitlements, even for the 

most severely wounded or disabled. Coupled with mass unemployment, these cuts 

reduced many men and the families they supported to destitution.128 Widespread 

financial hardship destabilised understandings of masculinity based on “provider” 

models, prompting the rise of alternative conceptualisations of manliness on the eve of 

the Second World War in Britain and the United States.129 

 Meanwhile, developments in both countries cast doubt on the meaning of the 

First World War. The “war books boom” from 1929 featured a torrent of ex-service 

accounts of the war. While far from universal, the boom became associated with 

disillusionment and anti-war sentiments through the international popularity of works 
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by Erich Maria Remarque, Siegfried Sassoon, and Ernest Hemingway.130 According to 

G. Kurt Piehler, ‘some of the most widely read fiction and poetry about the war…dwelt 

on the alienation, senselessness, and brutality of the First World War’.131 Paul Fussell’s 

foundational study, The Great War and Modern Memory, argues that survivor accounts 

used irony and satire to distance the authors from the unprecedented scale of violence 

and mass death in the First World War. Existing values of heroism and self-sacrifice 

became archaic in the face of these modernist works, according to Fussell.132 Samuel 

Hynes concurs that ‘Big Words’ associated with the Great War fell from favour in some 

British circles during this period.133 The United States also felt the impact of British 

literature that enshrined this perspective.134  

By the 1930s, a prevalent public interpretation of the war in both Britain and the 

United States emphasised its achievement of international peace. Armistice Day 

ceremonies reinforced this view in both countries, but for different reasons.135 In 

Britain, this interpretation of the war legitimated the deaths of so many during the 
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conflict. Adrian Gregory argues that those who had lost loved ones and those who had 

survived the Great War began over the interwar years to question whether the sacrifices 

of the dead had been worthwhile. The idea that these sacrifices had been made in order 

to rid the world of war altogether provided justification for the losses and consolation to 

the bereaved. Armistice Day and associated remembrance ceremonies were an attempt 

to come to grips with the huge casualties of the war, and peace was offered as a reason 

for such incredible losses.136  

In the United States, on the other hand, the emphasis on peace served to gloss 

over the lingering ambivalence about the nation’s participation in the war. According to 

Piehler, Armistice Day events turned into the focal points for debating this decision. 

Piehler argues that organisers, including veterans’ groups such as the American Legion, 

emphasised the message that the war had achieved peace in order to reassure the 

sceptics that participating in the war had been the right choice. As a result of the First 

World War, ‘a new era of peace’ existed for the United States and the world. In the 

context of this debate, connecting the war to peace – which nearly everyone could 

support – helped placate lingering doubts about the war and conceal the disagreements 

that still existed.137  

The rise of powerful peace movements in both Britain and the United States 

combined with an unpredictable international context only served to strengthen this 

connection between the First World War and peace.138 Pacifists in Britain pushed the 

interpretation one step further to conclude that the futility of the ‘War to End All Wars’ 
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proved that war itself must be condemned.139 In America, the rising international threats 

fuelled the persistency of questions over the country’s involvement in the war.140  

Such developments prompted the British and American Legions to 

reconceptualise their obligations to their comrades and to their nations. Contributors to 

discussions in these two ex-service organisations espoused a sense of obligation or duty 

to serve, which is unsurprising given the centrality of service to both groups. How they 

conceptualised their duty to society and the best means by which to discharge those 

responsibilities was bound inextricably with the memory of the First World War. It was 

this wartime service to their nations that both Legions attempted to continue into 

peacetime life through their community service programmes. As the significance of the 

war changed, so, too, did the meaning of the veteran’s wartime service and, by 

extension, the importance and direction of his later efforts. Tracing how understandings 

of duty evolved in Legion discussions thus provides insights into how the views of the 

First World War underpinning these conceptions were likewise changing. 

As ex-service groups, the Legions placed great emphasis on wartime service to 

protect their countries in defining the role of their members generally, and this became 

even more important in uncertain times. As war looked increasingly likely toward the 

end of the decade, both British and American Legion discourses considered how 

middle-aged veterans could make unique contributions to the security and stability of 

their respective countries. With the national significance of “their” war under fire 

domestically and its legacy under threat internationally, the groups were forced to 

reconceptualise the meaning of the First World War and how the experience 

distinguished veterans from the rest of the population. These shifting interpretations 

underpinned discussions of service in each organisation. The unique contributions that 

                                                 
139 Todman, Myth and Memory, p. 134.  
140 Piehler, The American Way, p. 115. 
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veterans could make to national stability and security differed according to the memory 

of the First World War in each group. Unfolding events came to reinforce, challenge, or 

even negate these Great War interpretations, requiring Legion members to renegotiate 

understandings of duty and service further. Age and conceptions of masculinity also 

influenced these debates. In the event of war, many British and American Legion 

members would be prevented by official age restrictions or fitness limitations from 

entering the armed forces. Excluded from the “soldier-hero” model of masculinity, 

members of these groups negotiated new concepts of service reflecting the nuances of 

national contexts, organisational needs, and phases of the life cycle.141 Studying these 

case studies in a comparative framework illuminates the nuances of national and 

organisational influences while generating new considerations for future studies of 

memory development. 

  

                                                 
141 See Introduction for more details. 
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Chapter 1: Duty and Service in the British Legion 

Throughout 1938 and 1939, specific narratives of the First World War were 

mobilised in British Legion discussions to situate the ex-serviceman in relation to a 

changing geopolitical atmosphere that ultimately led to another war. This chapter 

analyses discourses about duty in order to unlock the ways in which Great War memory 

was adapted to accommodate these developments in real time. Examining debates up to 

the German invasion of Poland, it sets out a transition in Legion focus from identifying 

peace-making roles for veterans toward finding a place for ex-servicemen in areas of 

civil defence and non-militarised roles of service.  

 

The British economy was blighted by halting growth and high unemployment 

throughout the 1920s, and the onset of a global depression after 1929 crippled it further. 

Unemployment doubled to around twenty per cent in the crash’s immediate aftermath. 

Yet the adoption of new fiscal policies by the government – such as abandoning the 

gold standard and implementing import tariffs – helped stimulate economic growth after 

1931, albeit slowly. The discretionary income of the employed rose, and the national 

unemployment rate was reduced by more than half by 1936. At the same time, however, 

the impact varied widely between regions. Areas built around traditional and heavy 

industries suffered disproportionately high numbers of jobless men going without work 

for longer periods of time. While Britain had fared better overall in “the Slump” than 

the United States, the financial position of thousands remained precarious as the decade 

drew to a close.142  
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Lacking the robust system of state entitlements afforded to ex-servicemen in 

other countries, British First World War veterans reliant on public philanthropy saw 

even this safety net disintegrate in the wake of the stock market crash.143 Despite 

attempts from its creation to convince lawmakers to be more proactive in reintegrating 

vast numbers of unemployed First World War veterans into the economy, the British 

Legion had made little headway with its proposals and this lack of political influence 

forced it to consider other ways to alleviate the distress of the unemployed. The British 

Legion focussed on relief work and the Poppy Appeal, which kept the plight of ex-

servicemen in the public eye.144 It also launched job-creation schemes in an attempt to 

provide employment directly to destitute veterans. Examples included starting a Car 

Attendants Scheme which employed former servicemen to monitor vehicle security in 

urban parking lots, setting up sales divisions to market goods made by disabled ex-

servicemen, and, of course, hiring disabled veterans to produce poppies for the annual 

Poppy Appeal. Much of the support concentrated on the regional “special areas” of 

especially high unemployment.145 

Many of these programmes displayed a consciousness for the limitations of 

former servicemen in the workplace, particularly disabled and aging veterans. Indeed, 
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Legion discussions became increasingly preoccupied with aging and its implications for 

employment as the 1930s drew to a close. Contributors argued that many health issues 

facing veterans stemmed from their war service, even those without a clear connection. 

Having been ‘subjected to a degree of mental and nervous strain’ ‘for years’ and ‘living 

under insanitary and unfavourable conditions never experienced before’ had taken its 

toll on these men, who were reportedly experiencing the physical restrictions of aging 

earlier than their peers.146 Although the average age of British Legion members was 

only forty-eight years in 1937, the County Secretary from Lincolnshire reported 

encountering ‘astounding figures’ of ‘permanently broken down ex-Service men’.147 

Such men faced ‘great difficulty … in competing in the ordinary labour market’ due ‘to 

advancing years and increasing infirmity’.148 Calls for the government to assist these 

suffering men were clearly aimed at achieving pension reforms, but the emphasis on 

prematurely-aged veterans also revealed a concern about aging more generally.149  

While British politics had escaped the Depression-fuelled rise of extremism 

found in other countries in the early 1930s, its citizens watched the development of 

dictatorships abroad with great interest, fearing that ideological conflicts could turn 

easily into military ones. Neither the public nor its politicians wanted another global 

conflagration. Although united in this conviction, Britain remained divided over how to 
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preserve peace. Pacifism garnered significant support in the early 1930s, as did 

collective security, but even these movements began to splinter in the middle of the 

decade. The Spanish Civil War aroused public interest most strongly, while government 

and military officials also kept a wary eye on Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, the 

German reoccupation of the Rhineland, and Italian expansionist schemes in North 

Africa. Politicians manoeuvred throughout the decade to balance rearming Britain’s 

defences with pulling the economy out of “the Slump” and preventing another European 

arms race. By early 1938, Britons increasingly suspected the recurrence of global war. 

By October, it would be seen as an inevitability.150  

 Meanwhile, the meaning of the First World War came to be associated over the 

1930s almost exclusively with peace, both in the national consciousness and in the 

British Legion. Growing disillusionment with the war, embodied in the “war books 

boom” and reinforced by strained economic and diplomatic dynamics, came to 

overshadow the rhetoric of previous years. Adrian Gregory argues that, whereas ‘[i]n 

the immediate post-war period it was believed that the British soldier had established 

peace principally by winning’, by the late 1920s, peace had become ‘a lesson to be 

learnt from suffering and disillusion’.151 The memory of the war espoused by the British 
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Legion absorbed this view and increasingly invested the significance of the First World 

War in its outcome of peace. The successive crises in international relations from 1936 

onward highlighted the precariousness of this memory. 

 

The ex-serviceman is primarily affiliated with civil defence roles in public 

memory and extant scholarship regarding Britain’s Second World War. Associations of 

Great War veterans with the Home Guard have become ubiquitous in British popular 

culture since the prominent television series, Dad’s Army, debuted in 1967. Scholarly 

efforts to move beyond this binary association have been especially successful in 

deconstructing the nuances of the Home Guard more fully. S. P. MacKenzie has 

demonstrated the political dynamics of the organisation during the war, while several 

scholars have investigated the relationship between the Home Guard and gender, 

notably Penny Summerfield and Corinna Peniston-Bird.152 Some existing work adopts a 

cultural approach to the examination of civilian experiences during the Second World 

War beyond the Home Guard. Susan Grayzel’s comprehensive analysis of Air Raid 

Precautions and work by Juliette Pattison, Arthur McIvor, and Linsey Robb on men in 

reserved occupations are recent examples.153 Particular attention has been paid to how 

wartime activities contributed to the reconstruction of masculinity in the wake of mass 

unemployment during the Great Depression.154  
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  This chapter builds upon this existing scholarship, extending Jessica Hammett’s 

work in particular. Hammett has examined civil defence magazines to identify how First 

World War veterans discursively positioned themselves and “their” war in relation to 

civil defence duties of the Second World War. By considering a different group of 

veterans – those of the British Legion – during a different time frame – in the months 

before the war, rather than during it – this thesis builds upon Hammett’s research and 

positions her findings in a broader context. Her arguments are therefore worth 

explaining in detail. First, Hammett finds that these ex-servicemen framed their 

contributions to the Second World War in direct reference to those of the First. Due to 

their previous experiences, ex-servicemen argued that they possessed useful skills such 

as remaining calm under fire that would enhance their performance of civil defence 

duties.155 She recognises that while the image of the veteran was generally belittled in 

contemporary society, discussions in civil defence magazines still apparently ‘stressed 

the value of combat experience’ in executing civil defence duties. Indeed, Hammett 

maintains that it was in response to this dismissive popular attitude that veterans 

involved in civil defence work invoked their first-hand experience of modern war to 

distinguish themselves as ‘significant members of the civil defence services’. Secondly, 

she contends that ‘[t]his focus on usefulness produced a particular vision of 

masculinity’, which she terms ‘“useful masculinity”’. In contrast to Graham Dawson’ 

“soldier hero” model of masculinity upholding military service in wartime as supreme, 

or Sonya Rose’s “temperate masculinity” of restraint, courage, and kindness, 

discussions espousing a “useful masculinity” model emphasised the veterans’ ‘first-

hand knowledge of warfare, their efficiency, self-control and comradeship’. 
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Conceptualising masculinity on these terms allowed veterans to evade the focus on 

youth and physical fitness found in the “soldier hero” ideal – which these middle-aged 

men could no longer meet – without relegating themselves exclusively to the domestic 

sphere by removing martial influences entirely.156 Asserting their usefulness enabled 

veterans to ‘develop … alternative hierarchies of war work which privileged veterans in 

civil defence’. Finally, she argues that such counter-narratives highlighting the veteran’s 

value to the war effort could be constructed only through a ‘group setting’. First World 

War ex-servicemen needed a separate discursive space in which to address the 

disconnect between how society understood their worth and how they themselves 

viewed it. Civil defence programmes that tapped into existing formal and informal 

networks of ex-servicemen provided such a space.  

 In accordance with Hammett’s findings, Legion veterans turned to their First 

World War experiences to identify and justify distinctive ways in which the ex-service 

community could contribute to Britain’s security as the future of Europe became 

increasingly unpredictable in 1938 and 1939. Legion debates corroborate Hammett’s 

conclusions regarding the importance of group affiliations. In addition to allowing for 

the rehearsal and construction of memory narratives, ex-service groups offered vehicles 

for veterans to secure their social status. Demonstrating their usefulness to the nation in 

unstable times represented a paramount concern for Legion members, speaking to the 

importance of the “useful masculinity” model identified by Hammett. Evidence from 

Legion discussions further suggests that Hammett’s “useful masculinity” may be 

applicable to veterans in service roles beyond civil defence. In particular, this chapter 

highlights how Legion efforts to establish contacts with ex-servicemen’s groups in 
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former enemy countries offered a means to mobilise veterans’ war experiences to fulfil 

notions of masculine citizenship. It also explores Legion calls for veterans to support the 

nation through distinctively civilian roles, such as sustaining morale or leading by 

example.  

This study highlights the centrality of First World War memory to British 

Legion understandings of the ex-serviceman’s prospective responsibilities to his nation 

in the event of another war. The group’s motto, “Service, not Self”, made conceptions 

of duty central to its mission, so identifying appropriate roles in which veterans could 

serve the nation had long occupied Journal contributors. Particular interpretations of the 

Great War underpinned what duty meant in these discussions and the means by which it 

could be suitably discharged. Discussions of duty highlighted different aspects of the 

First World War in response to changing contemporary circumstances. The so-called 

Anschluss of March 1938 and the disputes over the Sudetenland in 1939 served as 

important moments in this process. Select aspects of First World War narratives were 

accentuated as understandings of duty and service roles shifted, speaking to the ways in 

which unfolding events of another world war would ultimately inflect the meaning and 

significance of its predecessor. 

 

I.  

Specific interpretations of what had caused the First World War in the first place 

had long informed Legion attempts to establish a peacetime role for veterans in 

developing friendly relationships with former enemy ex-service organisations. From 

1921, the British Legion had led efforts to create contacts with veterans in former 

enemy nations, first via the network of Allied ex-servicemen’s organisations, 

Fédération Interalliée des Anciens Combattants (FIDAC), and then autonomously. The 



50 

Legion spearheaded the 1937 establishment of the Comité International des Anciens 

Combattants (CIP), a collective of ex-servicemen’s groups from former Allied and 

former Central powers. Niall Barr and Graham Wootton argue that this work reflected 

the personal agendas and interests of Legion leaders – especially President Major-

General Sir Frederick Maurice, Chairman Major-General Sir Francis Fetherston-

Godley, former National Chairman Colonel G. R. Crosfield, former National Chairman 

Sir Colonel John Brown, and prominent Legion spokesman General Sir Ian Hamilton – 

more than the concerns of their members. Initially, it was the leaders themselves who 

undertook the mundane work to support the foreign affairs initiatives, especially 

attending international conferences. Yet more rank-and-file members became involved 

once the leadership decided to pursue unilateral contact between the Legion and 

German ex-service groups. Thus, whereas ‘the ordinary membership of the Legion were 

little affected by the deliberations of FIDAC’, their participation in work connecting 

British and German veterans had increased dramatically by the late 1930s. In 1937, for 

example, Legion members undertook 1,700 trips to European countries on behalf of the 

programme.157  

Select conceptualisations of duty and the role of the veteran in society 

underpinned these efforts and the discussions of them in British Legion periodicals. 

Proponents argued that former servicemen could be useful to their nations by building 

transnational bonds on organisational and individual levels to support peace on a global 

scale.158 Barr argues that the programme sprang from ‘[t]he idea that ex-service men 

were specially marked out to play an important role in maintaining peace’, held by both 
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Legion leaders and the British public in the immediate post-war years. The memory of 

the war was essential to this mission, as their war experience anchored Legion 

understandings of veterans’ roles as peacemakers. Proud of their service and their 

victory, British veterans were portrayed to be uniquely situated for this work because, 

unlike other Allied countries, Britain had escaped the conflict without witnessing 

fighting campaigns on her own soil.159 The efforts reflected broader public opinion 

prioritising the need for peace internationally and “active citizenship” domestically.160 

Moreover, the programme fulfilled organisational needs. According to Barr, Fetherston-

Godley recognised that these initiatives offered a means to secure a position of national 

and international importance for the Legion. Maintaining the peace won by their 

sacrifices became the British Legion’s preeminent aim, through which its leaders sought 

to elevate the organisation from a special interest group working on behalf of its 

members to a global player acting for the world’s wellbeing.  

The Legion’s efforts were rooted in the belief that wars originated as a result of 

particular contexts, reflecting a specific view of the First World War’s origins. 

According to this view, distrust, resentment, animosity, or rivalry between two peoples 

led to war, so in order to make peace sustainable, the seeds of such discontent had to be 

unearthed in each nation. Proponents of the British Legion’s efforts framed ex-

servicemen as ‘the moral force’ responsible for ‘steadily dissipating the dangerous fogs 

of ignorance, mistrust and suspicion’ between European nations.161 This perspective 

reflected Great War narratives circulating in British society after the Armistice and the 
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1920s, and it remained prevalent in Legion discussions into the late 1930s.162 ‘“Why is 

it that the thought is never far from any of us that we might be attacked and destroyed in 

a night?,”’ Treasurer Brunel Cohen asked his fellow ex-servicemen in a July 1938 

speech at the National Congress of the Union National des Combattants in France. ‘“It 

must be, I think, due to the lack of understanding between nations and between the 

individual members of nations”’.163 ‘[E]stablish[ing] ties amongst people estranged by 

doctrines’ could thus be seen to offer ‘the only means by which certain nations can 

obtain a true perspective of world affairs’.164 

The British Legion was certainly not alone in its interest in deterring a possible 

world war, but it continued to allocate a central role to veterans long after the public 

more generally had abandoned the idea.165 As Fetherston-Godley explained it, ‘“[in] 

1914 very few people knew anything about war”’, whereas, in 1938, ‘“eighteen million 

survivors of the last conflict know what war is’”. ‘“That’”, he concluded, ‘“[wa]s one of 

the factors which will maintain the peace of the world”’.166 Knowledge of what modern 

industrial warfare really entailed distinguished the ex-serviceman from his peers, 

legitimating his work for peace and infusing it with particular significance. Similar 
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sentiments were expressed by a speaker to Greenside Branch: ‘“[i]f we could only get 

the ex-Service men of each country round a table, I think we could prove that no 

bitterness exists and that whatever we tried to do to each other during the war there is 

now no feeling of enmity amongst us”’.167 It was the experience of war itself that 

distinguished the veteran for this work. Because they knew how horrible war could be, 

Europe’s ex-servicemen would stand against another conflict, and by publicly forming 

bonds between former enemies, these veterans could convince their civilian 

counterparts to likewise let go of lingering animosities. If public “war enthusiasm” had 

facilitated the world’s descent into conflict in 1914, then the men who had fought that 

war and who had seen its horrors could serve an important function in educating their 

civilian counterparts and thereby averting a recurrence of public pressures leading to 

war in the future. 

A specific understanding of the First World War’s origins shaped the Legion’s 

methods in its efforts to turn enemies into friends. The idea that public animosity, an 

enthusiasm for war, and an ignorance of modern warfare had led to the Great War 

inspired methods targeting public opinion, rather than diplomatic or political elites. Pen-

pal requests from former enemy veterans were circulated via the Journal and found 

welcoming responses.168 One letter from a former German serviceman even sought an 

exchange visit for his daughter.169 All levels of the Legion’s structure, including local 

branches, hosted visiting ex-servicemen from former enemy countries, and exchange 

trips were also arranged.170 By ‘[t]ravelling in motor cars, flying the Union Jack and the 
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Legion Standard, making frequent halts in wayside towns and villages’, Legion visitors 

were reportedly ‘able to make all sorts of personal contacts not normally available to 

formal delegations’.171 Reports such as this one sought to demonstrate how easily 

veterans integrated into local communities, and how this accessibility offered them a 

unique role to play in the larger scheme for promoting peace in Europe. Moreover, it 

was posited that the reconciliation of former enemies – men who had literally 

jeopardized each others’ lives two decades earlier – would offer a powerful example for 

the rest of the population to follow.172  

Still, the ultimate aim was to affect official policy, particularly in a time of 

crisis. Leaders argued that cultivating a sense of mutual understanding between nations 

and a steady political atmosphere resistant to jingoism would facilitate the peaceful 

resolution of disputes in the halls of diplomacy. ‘Ex-Service men working 

internationally cannot of themselves maintain peace and prevent war,’ Crosfield 

conceded, adding that ‘no one but a rabid lunatic would make such a claim’.173 Yet 

conflicting national interests ‘“need[ed] intelligent understanding and co-operation… 

[in order] to be overcome”’.174 By learning more about the perspectives of former 

enemies, veterans could help build such a political atmosphere, thereby ‘do[ing] 

something real and practical to improve relations between the nations’.175 This was the 
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ultimate objective of such efforts: that cooperation between ex-servicemen would tip the 

balance in moments of crisis. As Crosfield put it, ‘it may well be that [veterans’] efforts 

in the present gigantic tug of peace and war may be decisive just like that extra ounce of 

effort which enables A Company’s tug-of-war team to pull over B Company’s team’.176  

The diplomatic crises following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand 

in the summer of 1914 may go unmentioned, but they loomed large behind these 

discourses. Indeed, comments about the causes of war and the veteran’s unique place in 

preventing it seem to draw upon select understandings of August 1914 that emphasised 

public ignorance and a diplomatic climate of unwarranted animosity. All that was 

necessary to avoid war in 1914, according to this interpretation, was an enlightened 

shepherd to steer the masses away from the brutality and futility of modern war. Armed 

with his experience in that very context, the First World War veteran was bound by duty 

to mobilise that wisdom to shape public opinion and thwart the development of 

dangerous political climates reminiscent of 1914. Creating a new international political 

climate of tolerance and understanding represented the fulfilment of all they had fought 

for, whereas abandoning this effort symbolised a betrayal of their – and others’ – 

sacrifices. According to a leading French figure in the movement, the ‘unbelief and 

savagery’ that led to wars ‘den[ied] and threaten[ed] everything which we have affirmed 

and defended with our blood’.177 Fetherston-Godley struck a similar note when he told 

British Legion members: ‘“You fought for liberty. You are working for it now. You, as 

a unit of the Legion, are fighting as much for your country now as you did in the 
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war”’.178 Whereas their wartime duty was to serve and defend their nations, learning the 

war’s lessons and sustaining its resultant peace became their duty after laying down 

arms.  

 

II. 

 Yet Legion members were forced to re-evaluate these “lessons” of the First 

World War when Anschluss and the questions it raised about Hitler’s intentions for 

Europe changed the landscape in which the group operated. According to Todman, 

Hitler’s annexation of Austria itself concerned Britons less than what it symbolised. It 

was feared that future territorial expansions by Germany into more controversial areas 

such as Czechoslovakia would again pull the country into war through this network of 

European alliances.179 From this perspective, maintaining relationships with veterans in 

other countries could be more dangerous than helpful. Indeed, British Legion 

discussions after March seemed to recognise that facilitating cordial relationships with 

former enemies no longer sufficed as the primary ex-service contribution towards 

Britain’s security. The groups’ work for peace was increasingly expanded to include 

supporting rearmament efforts and defence preparations. In part, this reflected internal 

debates over the foreign affairs work.180 It also reflected the altered context in which the 

group’s leaders were operating. As events shifted the focus of ex-service duty 

discussions, these discourses also began to pay more attention to other aspects of First 

World War narratives.  
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Germany’s annexation of Austria did not prompt an abandonment of the 

Legion’s work for peace, however. The Legion’s work to promote mutual 

understanding between nations and to strengthen national preparations in case of war 

were both portrayed in relation to the veteran’s duty to maintain peace. As the National 

Executive Council explained in a letter to Area and County Chairmen on 19 March 

1938, ‘“a great national organisation such as our own … must give a lead in every 

movement tending to preserve the Peace which its members fought to bring about”’. 

This included their extant international relations programmes, but also ‘“mak[ing] a 

more definite contribution to the Defence of this Country, and actively support[ing] 

defence measures taken by the State”’.181 Legion voices supported veteran participation 

in national defence because it was believed that a strong Britain would preserve peace in 

Europe. Contributors contended that British preparations were necessary ‘to show their 

friends that they were strong’ and to reinforce the country’s position ‘as a rock, in this 

disturbed world’.182 Work in one area was not seen as contradictory to efforts in the 

other. Indeed, they were seen as complementary – ‘“being prepared for defence to 

ensure peace”’, as one branch put it.183 A June 1938 article in the Journal explained the 

dual approach in more detail. The Legion aimed ‘to do everything possible to keep the 

peace’ while also ensuring proper self-protection for Britain. ‘[H]aving an orchard with 

a fine crop of ripe apples, while some of their neighbours had very poor apples, [the 

Legion] intended to keep a dog to protect their crop’, it explained. Freedom, this author 

conceded, ‘always had to be worked for’, and even ‘occasionally to be fought for and 
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died for’.184 The willingness to fight did not replace the prioritising of peace, though. 

The Legion’s work to reconcile former enemies and prepare Britain’s defence system 

each constituted avenues through which veterans could contribute to the country’s 

welfare.  

Within this framework, ex-servicemen of the First World War occupied a unique 

position because of their previous military service. These veterans reportedly had fewer 

misapprehensions of what war would mean – not just in ‘knowing the bitterness and 

futility of war, with its grim legacy of sorrow, disappointment and loss’, but in more 

practical ways.185 For example, a comic in the June 1938 Journal issue depicted two 

veterans, complete with Legion badges, assisting civilians at an air raid precautions 

(ARP) station. Gesturing towards a civilian studying the gas mask information board on 

the wall, one ‘Legionary A. R. P. Worker’ tells the other: ‘“Go on, George, you take ‘im 

[sic] over, I’m fed up. ‘E [sic] thinks gas is the stuff you cook your dinner with”’.186 By 

humorously highlighting the differing reference points between the veteran and the 

civilian for the word ‘gas’, the cartoon hinted at how war would affect domestic daily 

life in Britain and suggested that the veteran’s familiarity with living under fire would 

be helpful. As Hammett has found in civil defence periodicals, evidence from British 

Legion discussions suggests that veterans thought their war experience singled them out 

as particularly useful to Britain’s civil defence efforts. Whether veterans worked for 

peace through contacts with their German counterparts or through readying Britain 

against attack, it was their experience of war that legitimated their efforts. 
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As contributors invoked the First World War to justify the peculiar “usefulness” 

of veterans in national security, narratives of that conflict increasingly highlighted the 

experiences of combat, rather than the causes of war. For example, it was argued that 

veterans’ first-hand experiences of modern combat enabled them to set an example for 

others and bolster morale. As the ARP comic mentioned above illustrated, both the 

government and the public alike expected that the next war would involve intense aerial 

bombardment of civilian targets from its onset.187 Visions of bombers overhead thus 

haunted citizens as they watched events unfold on the international stage and awaited 

the unknown outcomes. Legion discussions posited that veteran support for defence 

preparations would bolster morale in the midst of such uncertainty. Contributors 

referred to the population as ‘often bewildered’, especially the ‘younger generation’, 

and evidence from Mass Observation surveys conducted in the spring of 1938 

substantiates this depiction.188 Speakers across Legion events spoke to this 

understanding of the public’s vulnerability, contending that ‘the Legion had a steadying 

influence on the nation’.189 Having proven his steadfast nerves under fire in the previous 

war, the ex-serviceman could protect his nation from another conflict by calming nerves 

in moments of crisis. 

Legion voices also referred to the sacrifices made by servicemen in 1914-1918 

in order to persuade others to volunteer for civil defence roles. Grayzel has aptly 

detailed the fears circulating in official circles that too few volunteers would come 
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forward to man vital civil defence posts adequately in the event of another war.190 Their 

concerns were not necessarily unfounded; the Munich Crisis would ultimately reveal 

significant gaps in civil defence preparations across the country, including a lack of 

volunteers.191 Thus, recruitment efforts were an important service to the protection of 

Britain at this time, and Legion proponents argued that veterans were uniquely suited 

for the role. Field-Marshal Sir Philip Chetwode told Legion members that this was 

precisely their duty: ‘to use their influence to convince people that there was a job for 

everyone to do’.192 Their “influence” came from the meaning attached to the symbolic 

identity of the First World War ex-serviceman in post-war Britain, rooted in what Eric 

Leed termed the ‘economy of sacrifice’. Having sacrificed his own interests for the sake 

of the nation’s, the veteran held ‘a blood-debt’ with his fellow citizens.193 Legion 

contributors appropriated this “economy of sacrifice” to add greater weight to 

recruitment calls.194 Volunteering to help strengthen the country’s defences was the 

least that citizens could do to repay those who had already sacrificed so much.  

In this way, discussions in the wake of Anschluss began to uncover age and 

generational change as important concerns underlying Legion debates about duty and 

service. Oblique references to age exposed a recognition of the fact that many First 

World War veterans would be beyond military age and unable to enlist in the 

conventional armed forces. A Legion pamphlet outlining the various roles involved in 

air raid precaution made a point to clarify that these positions had ‘no active connection 
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with the fighting forces’. They were ‘passive defence measures’, distinct from the 

soldiers, sailors, and airmen responsible for taking the fight to the enemy.195 Advocating 

that ‘[o]ld soldiers’ ‘recommend young men to join the armed forces’, rather than 

joining themselves, acknowledged that the archetypical duties associated with “soldier-

hero” conceptions of masculine citizenship now fell upon the shoulders of a younger 

generation.196 Tasks such as upholding civilian morale or encouraging recruitment 

offered alternative ways to fulfil the Legion’s sense of duty without joining the armed 

forces. In addition to the “semi-militarised” civil defence roles explored by Hammett, 

Legion discourses envisioned roles that drew upon their post-war civilian identities. 

Conceptions of “useful masculinity” were thus deployed beyond civil defence 

programmes and were in fact incorporated into broader discussions of duty, service, and 

masculine citizenship.  

 

III. 

Still, military-based notions of masculinity and corresponding service roles 

remained potent in Legion discussions. The British Legion’s involvement in the Munich 

Crisis especially spurred fresh invocations of veterans’ combat experiences in the First 

World War. After repeatedly criticising the minority status of ethnic Germans in the 

Sudetenland, Hitler used riots in that country on 12 September 1938 as grounds for an 

invasion and annexation. Objections arose from other European states, raising the 

spectre of war with Germany, and British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain stepped 

forward to arbitrate the dispute. Meanwhile, British armed forces mobilised and 
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civilians braced for war.197 Offering itself to Chamberlain as a tool for implementing his 

proposed plebiscite on German annexation, the Legion organised, mobilised, and 

equipped a volunteer police corps of 1,200 members to travel to Czechoslovakia and 

monitor the vote on the ground.198 Ultimately, negotiations went another direction and 

the so-called British Legion Volunteer Police Force was disbanded without leaving 

Britain.199  

Discussions in Legion sources praised the efforts nonetheless, focussing on how 

members went about fulfilling their duties rather than what the work actually 

achieved.200 Journal coverage of the Police Force emphasised the spirited and quick 

response of Legion members, invoking the selflessness stressed in the 1914-era 

“economy of sacrifice”. Many reports from Legion branches, counties and areas told of 
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veterans eagerly and rapidly volunteering for service.201 An account from Birmingham 

County stressed that their members moved to form a crisis committee ‘before the call 

came’ from headquarters.202 The Isle of Man reported ‘that names of the men selected 

on the Island [for the Police Force] were in possession of the Area office six hours 

before the conditions of service had reached the Island’.203 These men were apparently 

so eager to fulfil their duty that they had signed on for the job before knowing what it 

would require. Discussions particularly highlighted the potential sacrifices made to meet 

this call of duty, the selfless motivations behind them, and the powerful example this set 

for other citizens. According to the Journal’s coverage of the Police Force volunteers, 

‘all but a small percentage left good jobs, forsook businesses and vocations, expecting 

to be away for several months on a mission that promised plenty of arduous work, but 

no individual glory’.204 Two Legion members selected for the Police Force likewise 

claimed that although each man felt ‘privileged’ to have made the cut, ‘one and all 

realised that individual capacity mattered nothing’.205 By acting again in accordance 

with the Frist World War’s “economy of sacrifice”, ex-servicemen exhibited behaviour 

that other citizens ought to follow. The President of Wrenbury Branch depicted the 

Legion’s reaction as ‘a shining example … of how service should be rendered’, noting 

in particular the message it sent ‘to the youth of the country’.206 Indeed, in a letter to the 

Police Force upon its disbandment, Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax went so far as to say 
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that, ‘[i]f the peace secured at Munich is to be preserved it is largely men like you, 

ready for voluntary self-sacrifice, who will preserve it’.207 The willing self-sacrifice of 

First World War veterans provided a model of service for other citizens.  

Absent actual deployment, setting an example of service in action offered a way 

to combat the doubts about the physical limitations of aging in order to prove the 

“useful masculinity” of veterans, fulfilling a sense of duty and reaffirming the relevance 

of military service in the Great War. Remarks about the ‘splendid physique’ of those in 

the Police Force, despite having grown ‘a little grey or thin in the thatch’, point to the 

underlying anxiety that these middle-aged veterans would be ‘found wanting’ during the 

emergency.208 While the volunteers never left England, their efforts were lauded for 

‘show[ing] the world that the men who did their bit in 1914-18 were not on the 

scrapheap when it came to a job of work which needed men of backbone’.209 “Doing 

their bit” without regard for the limitations of aging reiterated not only that these 

veterans were still “useful”, but also that “their” war could still be useful in providing an 

example for success in defending the country.  

 

IV. 

Yet British Legion leaders remained unsatisfied with merely upholding civilian 

morale and demonstrating model citizenship; after the Munich Crisis, efforts to identify 

a veteran-specific role in national defence intensified in Legion discussions. The Police 

Force episode suggested the viability of incorporating the group as an entity into 

                                                 
207 ‘The British Legion Volunteer Police Force’, BLJ 18:5 (November 1938), p. 159. 
208 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 18:5 (November 1938), p. 185; ‘Metropolitan Area 
Supplement’, BLJ 18:5 (November 1938), p. iii; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 18:6 
(December 1938), p. 219. See also: F. H. Shaw, ‘The Glorious Living’, BLJ 18:6 
(December 1938), p. 197. These findings corroborate Hammett’s findings that veterans 
in civil defence roles feared being classified as ‘too old and unfit to be of value’. 
Hammett, ‘“It’s in the Blood”’, p. 343. 
209 ‘Metropolitan Area Supplement’, BLJ 18:5 (November 1938), p. iii. 
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national defence with its own particular role, and this became the focus of discussions 

moving forward. Civil defence roles charged with the ‘safeguarding of “wives and 

families”’ – including positions in National Defence Companies or Local Defence and 

ARP volunteers – were portrayed as suitable options for veterans.210 Securing a position 

in civil defence would have increased the Legion’s visibility, relevance, and potentially 

its political influence in Britain. In fact, the exposure from the Police Force reportedly 

garnered membership gains of 12,553 in 1938 over the same quarter in 1937.211 

Moreover, an official mandate in national defence for the British Legion would have 

ensured a respectable service role for its members. As noted, discussions demonstrated a 

concern that older men might be excluded from more conventional military roles.212 

Aged-out of the “soldier-hero” model and still haunted by economic threats to the 

“provider” model of manliness, middle-aged British Legion members needed to find 

suitable service roles that reaffirmed their “useful masculinity” while also fulfilling their 
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Local Defence Volunteer units were later renamed the Home Guard.   
211 Untitled front matter, BLJ 18:8 (February 1939), p. 267. Indeed, Barr argues that this 
was the primary motivation behind the Legion’s intervention during the Munich Crisis. 
He contends that leaders such as Fetherston-Godley and Maurice saw the scheme as a 
‘practical and important project’ that could ‘raise the name of the British Legion to new 
heights’, facilitating the fulfilment of two long-held ambitions: ‘giving a chance for the 
Legion to play an important national role by loyally serving the British Government in 
its hour of need’ while ‘finally proving the worth of ex-service men in their efforts for 
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sense of duty. If the government allocated a specific defence mandate for the British 

Legion as a whole, it would provide validation for individual members as well. 

It would also validate the meaning of the First World War – depending on how 

events unfolded. Legion attempts to reconceptualise the ex-serviceman’s duty in the 

face of rapidly changing international circumstances drew implicitly and explicitly upon 

the First World War. Select aspects from this frame of reference were invoked at 

different times according to the evolving situation. Interpreting the conflict as “the war 

to end all wars” initially inspired attempts to carve out a specific ex-service role in 

maintaining peace in Europe through befriending former enemies. As events 

increasingly undermined this narrative of the war, discussions turned to emphasise the 

First World War veteran’s prior knowledge of modern warfare to distinguish his 

contributions to national defence as being especially useful. Tommy’s hallmark self-

sacrifice in the First World War was co-opted to describe service roles undertaken by 

ex-servicemen during the Munich Crisis, expanding the ideal of masculine citizenship to 

include alternatives beyond bearing arms directly.  

Although a collective mandate for the Legion itself was never secured, the 

discussions about duty prompting this idea extends existing understandings of First 

World War veterans’ views of the Second World War.213 While Hammett’s study found 

that Great War veterans used their previous service to distinguish themselves from other 

volunteers, this chapter shows that these attempts extended to non-militarised roles as 

well. British Legion discussions sought to identify specific “ex-service” contributions to 

national defence in peacetime as in wartime. Contributors initially linked the group’s 

peace work and its involvement in national defence preparations to the same purpose: 

                                                 
213 Wootton contends the government’s persistent refusals of these offers of collective 
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perpetuating the First World War’s legacy of peace. From early 1939, Legion discourses 

about duty shifted in response to the increasing probability of war and began deriving 

meaning from the Great War through the “economy of sacrifice” it exemplified rather 

than the peace it had secured. This conceptualisation of duty allowed meaning to be 

found in the veteran’s sacrifices in pursuit of victory in the Great War, rather than the 

outcome his victory achieved. This previous experience continued to be put forth as 

grounds for distinction from the civilian population in Legion attempts to secure a 

collective role in civil defence after the Munich Crisis. Securing a mandate for the 

Legion in the national defence would have solidified the relevance of their experiences 

in a previous war for any future ones. 

Although Hammett attributes this need to distinguish ex-servicemen from the 

wider population to the negative image of veterans in contemporary popular culture, this 

thesis asserts the importance of First World War memory in this process. Even before 

Hitler’s invasion of Poland, the increasing international tensions of the late 1930s 

prompted British Legion veterans to re-evaluate the meaning of the Great War and to 

consider what their position would be should Britain go to war again. Growing 

disillusionment with the First World War’s outcomes forced its veterans to reconsider 

the point of their service. Legion members began to look to find meaning in the service 

experience itself rather than the end goal of that service. Mobilising the “lessons” 

learned from the earlier war became a means to demonstrate the usefulness of veterans. 

Indeed, the Journal editor argued after the British Legion Volunteer Police Force was 

raised that ‘[this prompt service] to the State at a critical moment reminded everybody 

of the high potential national value of the British Legion’.214 Such considerations would 
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prove to be important factors shaping American Legion discussions of duty and service 

as well, despite significant differences in national contexts.  
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Chapter 2: Duty and Service in the American Legion  

Chapter Two examines how American Legion discourses portrayed the ex-

serviceman’s duty in relation to an increasingly threatening international and domestic 

climate. It covers the years from 1938 through 1941, prior to American entry into the 

Second World War, in order to distil how members conceptualised or imagined their 

role in relation to a potential conflict. 

 

Whereas the British economy had faltered repeatedly since the Armistice, the 

Great Depression came as a dramatic shock to most Americans, following as it did on 

the heels of booming economic growth. Ex-servicemen took an additional hit. 

According to Jennifer Keene, ‘veterans suffered a nearly 50 percent [sic] higher 

unemployment rate than their age cohort as a whole’.215 Like the British Legion, the 

American Legion paid special attention to these unemployed veterans. It increased relief 

spending and launched programmes to help those affected directly.216 While the Legion 

became involved with campaigns pressing the government for relief specifically for 

veterans, others called for broader government intervention.217 Under Franklin D. 

                                                 
215 J. D. Keene, Doughboys, the Great War, and the Remaking of America (Baltimore 
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Roosevelt’s “New Deal”, programmes designed to assist the jobless drastically 

expanded the powers of the federal government and sparked sizeable opposition. By the 

end of the decade, the initiatives had been considerably curtailed and the economy 

remained stalled.218  

Shifting ideas of masculinity affected American Legion discussions of 

unemployment, just as they had with the British Legion. The Great Depression 

especially challenged the “provider” model of masculinity. Tom Pendergast has found 

that public periodicals such as Collier’s and American Magazine placed increasingly 

less influence on this model during the Great Depression, emphasising instead 

characterisations that ‘allowed men to understand themselves through their personality, 

their physical vitality, and their ability to enjoy leisure time’.219 Christina Jarvis has 

demonstrated that New Deal programmes which gave jobs to unemployed men were 

‘explicitly constructed as…“man-building”’ projects. These projects were also overtly 

associated with youth. According to Jarvis, ‘youthful male bodies’ came to exemplify 

‘the “health and vigor [sic]” of the nation’ in government messages about relief 

programmes, and initiatives to bolster national morale through art also featured 

depictions of ‘brawny male workers’. A real disconnect existed, therefore, between the 

middle-aged First World War veteran and official attempts to reaffirm American 

masculinity in the face of the Depression. Jarvis’s central argument that ‘a powerful 

male “body politic” emerged’ over the course of the Second World War which 

                                                                                                                                               
(New York, 2010); Keene, Doughboys, pp. 179-186. See Chapter Six in this thesis for 
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218 On the effects of the Great Depression on America, see: M. E. Parrish, Anxious 
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highlighted ‘young, well-muscled, white’ male bodies suggests that this gap only 

widened in the years from 1938 to 1946.220  

Given this context, it is unsurprising that aging and its implications constituted a 

major theme in American Legion discussions about unemployment. Whereas British 

Legion discussions asserted that fighting a war had prematurely aged many veterans 

who had difficulty maintaining steady employment due to health issues, American 

Legion discourses implied that employers were discriminating against veterans due to 

their age. References to ‘the age problem’ and ‘age-limit[s]’ in industry littered 

discussions of the Depression. American Legion Magazine coverage – including articles 

featuring prominent businessmen such as Henry Ford and Jay Hormel – fought against 

such ageist practices by reaffirming the usefulness of middle-aged men in the 

workplace, echoing in some respects the “useful masculinity” found by Jessica 

Hammett.221 American Legion discourses were thus already engaged with determining 

the place of aging Great War ex-servicemen in society when national security became a 

pressing concern in the late 1930s.  

As the British Legion’s programme did, so too did the American Legion’s 

agenda echo concerns over the increasingly unstable geopolitical climate in the 1930s. 

Yet the differing national contexts and organisational levels of influence within these 

contexts resulted in important nuances between the two groups’ programmes. The 

prevailing mood of “isolationism” in the United States tempered American Legion 
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engagement with global developments. Congress responded to Mussolini’s invasion of 

Ethiopia with the first of what would become three Neutrality Acts, placing strict legal 

limits on American citizens’ interactions with any foreign powers at war. As tensions in 

Europe and Asia continued to rise through the end of the decade, these provisions 

became the centre of official and public discussions about America’s place in the 

world.222 Supporters argued that the best way for the country to avoid being pulled into 

another war was to restrict its connections to belligerents, while opponents thought the 

United States needed to intervene in order to protect its interests. The onset of war 

between the great powers in Europe in September 1939 intensified these deliberations. 

Thus, while the American Legion had participated in efforts to support peace through 

contact with other veterans’ groups in the 1920s, working alongside the British Legion 

in the Fédération Interalliée Des Anciens Combattants (FIDAC), the group’s interest in 

these efforts had faded by the late 1930s.223 

The debates between so-called “isolationists” and “interventionists” in American 

society dominate historiography and public memory of this period. Contemporary 

polling figures ‘consistently’ portrayed an American public reluctant to enter a 
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European war, with increasing support for the Allies as time progressed.224 Extensive 

research has been conducted on President Roosevelt’s hand in encouraging, or even 

engineering, this turn of opinion.225 Still, little scholarly consensus exists, even 

concerning the terms of the debate. Brooke Blower argues that existing ‘[b]inaries 

simply cannot encompass the confounding issues Americans faced during these years 

nor properly illuminate the solutions they entertained’. Despite earlier research 

indicating that opinions on neutrality diverged along ethnic, regional, and party lines, 

Blower contends that ‘[t]he arguments and alliances’ of activists were far from 

straightforward or constant. Citizens’ views apparently evolved over the period in 

response to changing circumstances and varied according to the reporting technique, 

with private records indicating more controversial attitudes.226 

The American Legion and its members were not immune to this debate nor its 

fluctuations, as research by Thomas Rumer indicates.227 While the Legion was seen by 

members and external observers alike as a cultivating force for public opinion on 

foreign policy issues, the shifts in Legion discourses and policies from favouring 

neutrality to backing more interventionist moves on behalf of the Allies reflected 

parallel developments in the American public at large.228 In the meantime, the 

organisation focussed on refining existing programmes to ensure American security. 
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Whereas the British Legion sought to secure peace through direct involvement in 

international affairs, American Legion efforts concentrated on bolstering the strategic 

position of the United States and combatting perceived threats to American institutions 

domestically. 

 

This study covers ground left unattended by extant scholarly debates about 

American public opinion and its relationship to official policies at the time by turning 

instead to how the shift from neutrality to intervention refracted and inflected First 

World War memory. Close examination of Legion discussions reveals that placing 

unfolding events in relation to this previous conflict informed veteran’s conceptions of 

their own roles vis-à-vis another global war. In doing so, this thesis builds upon existing 

studies of the Legion, illuminating how the Great War continued to frame Legion ideas 

of service in these tumultuous times.  

As Rumer and William Pencak have pointed out, the Legion discussions about 

national security largely focussed on preparedness and anti-radicalism programmes.229 

Aspects of these initiatives proved controversial, provoking debate within the group’s 

ranks and beyond. Nationwide discussions over neutrality infused Legion declarations 

about military preparedness with added meaning. Connecting the group’s long-standing 

anti-communism efforts to national security also held the potential to alienate members 

with more leftist political leanings.230 The ways in which the First World War was 

invoked to advocate for these potentially controversial moves helped to strengthen 
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certain narratives of that conflict over others. Moreover, in tying the Great War to these 

programmes, their perceived success, or lack thereof, came to further inflect the 

memory of that conflagration. 

More recent scholarship assessing the American Legion in the context of the 

Second World War also informs this chapter. Christopher Griffin’s doctoral thesis 

examined the American Legion’s role in creating and running civil defence operations 

at this time, offering important insights into this branch of the group’s preparedness 

efforts. This study adds another layer to Griffin’s assertion that ‘Legion leaders’ sought 

to ‘carve out a heroic role in the defense [sic] of the nation’ by considering discussions 

beyond the realm of civil defence.231 Rumer, Pencak, and Griffin allude to the 

discourses that surrounded these service programmes, but this chapter places these 

discussions at the centre of its analysis. A more nuanced understanding of Legion 

discourses of duty illuminates how unfolding events were framed by First World War 

memory. As with the British Legion, the meaning of this memory changed, in turn, due 

to this framing.  

 Mary E. Osborne’s recent doctoral project has given partial consideration to this 

question already, albeit in a different comparative framework. Osborne’s work explores 

the development of collective memory in the American and Canadian Legions from 

1919 through 1941, approaching them as “living memorials” whose ‘core functions’ 

stem from, and therefore reflect, collective memory narratives of the First World 

War.232 Particular organisational events provide “snapshots” into the evolution of 

memory over this period, and sources from the national, departmental, and local levels 

are used to illuminate divergences between the views of leaders and those of members. 
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She argues that wartime sacrifices, continued service to the nation, and ex-service 

camaraderie remained important tenets of First World War memory in both the 

American and Canadian Legions throughout the interwar period. Her earlier chapters 

are useful in demonstrating the American Legion’s work for international cooperation 

among ex-service organisations, especially by state departments and local posts, and she 

contends that the group was on the whole less “isolationist” than has been previously 

asserted. Yet her final chapter is the most relevant for this study. It examines the 

American Legion’s participation in Canada Day celebrations in Toronto from 4-6 July 

1941 as well as the group’s annual national convention in September 1941. She argues 

that American Legion members who wanted the United States to abstain from any 

involvement in the new European conflagration held distinct interpretations of the First 

World War from those who advocated intervention. The former reportedly focussed on 

the Great War’s brutality to argue against American involvement, with the latter 

emphasising the need to help the anti-fascist fight in order to fulfil the promise of 1917 

to defend freedom. According to Osborne, members on both sides of the debate feared 

their age and physical limitations would inhibit their ability to serve their country again, 

and both worried about the implications of war for the younger generation. She 

concludes that the First World War left a lasting impact on veterans by threatening their 

ideological ‘sense of security’ and that the Second World War posed challenges for 

them to prove their relevancy in changing times. 

This study differs from Osborne’s work in ways that nuance existing 

understandings of First World War memory development at this time. Both studies 

point toward the importance of concerns about aging, generational responsibilities, and 

organisational relevancy as factors shaping Legion engagement with developing 

international circumstances, and this thesis builds upon Osborne’s analysis to examine 
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these issues in greater depth. Yet this chapter finds the line dividing “isolationist” 

interpretations of the First World War from those of “interventionists” to be less rigid 

than Osborne indicates. References to the futility and horrors of war as well as the need 

to preserve democratic liberties do appear in Magazine discourses, but they do not 

dominate the discussions. Instead, the focus remained consistently upon ensuring that 

the course of action adequately protected the country’s interests. Narratives of the First 

World War were mobilised to interpret how international developments would affect the 

United States, and doing so infused select aspects of its memory with renewed 

importance.  

Similar themes emerged in the American Legion discourses as appeared in the 

British Legion. Specific narratives of America’s First World War involvement as well 

as interpretations of life phase and age affected how veterans positioned themselves in a 

turbulent period. Their service in the preceding world conflict framed perceptions of 

their role in any future conflagration. Like their British counterparts, contributors to 

American Legion discussions asserted that their experiences of war made veterans 

uniquely suited to assessing national security issues.233 It was contended that Legion 

members stood out in their authority on these matters, even within the ex-service 

community itself.234 This self-image added tremendous weight to the Legion’s sense of 

responsibility to lead the nation during an uncertain era. At the same time, important 

distinctions arise between the two case studies, revealing the influence of differing 

national and organisational contexts. In contrast to those of the British Legion, 

discussions about duty in the American Legion focussed on determining United States’ 

strategic interests abroad and combatting ideological “radicalism” at home. The duty of 
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First World War veterans centred on ensuring that the country learned the “lessons” of 

that war, and this role only became more important with each passing crisis from 1938 

through 1941. 

  

I. 

 Legion observers of world events in the months from early 1938 through mid-

1940 emphasised the need to protect the country from war and allocated unique roles to 

veterans in this undertaking. Like those in the British Legion, American Legion 

discourses sought to identify the causes of war in order to deduce the best means of 

preventing one. Peculiar to the American case, however, was the assumption that the 

United States could avoid entering hostilities should a conflict erupt in Europe. The Nye 

Committee’s investigations of American commercial ties to the Allied Powers during 

the Great War anchored this perception. Led by Senator Gerald P. Nye, the Special 

Committee Investigating the Munitions Industry (Nye Committee) examined American 

manufacturers’ and financiers’ ties to belligerents during the First World War and the 

extent to which these connections had influenced the country’s entry into the conflict.235 

The resultant report solidified views that America’s involvement had been a mistake, 

motivated not by threats to the country’s security but by the greed of those who profited 

from war. By suggesting that industrial and financial players had been able to influence 

American foreign policy, the Nye Committee’s findings gave weight to theories posited 

by disillusionment authors that Allied propaganda had mislead the government’s 

decision.236 G. Kurt Piehler argues that the Committee’s summation made even ‘liberal 
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intellectuals’ reassess whether the Great War had been necessary for the United 

States.237  

It is clear that views of the First World War within the American Legion were 

influenced by these debates. It was not uncommon for the Magazine to allude to and 

address questions such as ‘“what the hell were the Americans doing in [the war] 

anyway?”’, demonstrating Legion members’ engagement with these wider 

discussions.238 Blaming the ‘greed and selfishness’ shown by ‘the generation of 

industrialists, financial and business men’ ‘during the early days of the last war,’ the 

American First World War ace Captain Eddie Rickenbacker argued in a guest piece for 

the Magazine in June 1940 that the Great Depression was a direct result of America’s 

involvement in the war.239 Legion “kingmakers” and Congressmen Hamilton Fish and 

Bennett Clark Champ later campaigned for the prominent isolationist group, the 

America First Committee, and supported neutrality legislation restricting commercial 

ties with belligerent countries. Indeed, Rumer argues that ‘[t]he American Legion was 

in the forefront of the movement to keep the nation out of the war’ in Europe.240  

Part of the Legion’s plan was to remove the enticements for war that the Nye 

Committee had laid bare. In the event of future hostilities, the Legion wanted all citizens 

to be conscripted and assigned to appropriate war work, including those involved in 

munitions and finance.241 This “universal draft”, in Pencak’s words, was portrayed in 

Magazine discussions throughout 1938 and 1939 as serving two purposes. First, it 
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would negate any financial incentives for businesses involved in making war. A 

“universal draft” would standardise wages across the civil-military divide, thereby 

removing profit as a motivating factor for commencing hostilities and ensuring that 

those in uniform received equal remuneration to workers on the home front. As Pencak 

explains, the Legion’s allowance for the possibility that ‘munitions makers and bankers 

had dragged the nation into a useless war for their own profit’ in 1917 substantiated this 

policy proposal.242 Moreover, proponents thought codifying a “universal draft” in 

peacetime would serve to deter potential aggressors from attacking the country.243 

Being ready for battle would project an image of strength on the world stage, thus 

helping to ensure America’s ability to stay out of hostilities at its own choosing.  

The ability to interpret the impact of world events on American strategic 

interests was also key to avoiding involvement in another war, and Legion contributors 

alleged that veterans’ first-hand knowledge of America’s last conflict gave them 

particular insights in this area. Discussions especially stressed the need to move beyond 

the conventional areas of geography and rearmament when assessing the country’s 

security. It was emphasised that the distance separating the United States from emerging 

conflict zones in Europe and Asia could no longer in itself protect the country. 

American Legion voices saw a connection between the British scramble to prepare for 

aerial bombardment during the darkest days of the Munich Crisis and the security of 

their own country.244 ‘Public opinion ha[d] not yet been awakened to the real threat’ 
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posed to the United States by developments in aerial warfare, Robert Ginsburgh warned 

in December 1938. Airplane carriers and forward bases ‘adjacent to our mainland’ could 

facilitate an aerial attack on the continental United States, neutralising the protection 

offered by the ‘wide oceans on our borders’.245 By the time the Munich Agreement had 

collapsed in March 1939, National Commander Stephen Chadwick was echoing this 

conclusion. ‘Man’s inventive genius has dramatically contracted the Atlantic and 

Pacific Oceans,’ he told readers. Efforts to strengthen America’s defensive networks 

were necessary because, while ‘today our air, sea and land forces are capable of warding 

off any conceivable attack across either ocean … tomorrow is another day’. ‘[I]solation 

[wa]s no longer a fact for us’, in terms of geographical distance from hostile areas.246 

The country needed to take developments beyond its own borders into account when 

assessing its security. 

Conceding that external events may affect America’s interests was not the same 

as proposing intervention in those foreign occurrences, however. Invoking the Monroe 

Doctrine, Legion contributors drew a line between the “Old World” and the “New”, 

advocating that the United States refrain from involving itself in the affairs of the 

former.247 Indeed, Chadwick portrayed the brewing crisis in Europe as characteristic of 

age-old squabbles on that continent, calling it ‘that welter of hates which goes back a 
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thousand years’.248 An editorial in June 1939 reaffirmed this view, suggesting that ‘the 

struggle of the conflicting ideas, the fight of the boundary lines of the Old World, the 

racial hates and the successive waves of intolerance … have been a fertile breeder of 

war for more than three thousand years’.249 Condemnations of ‘“the mad old world”’ 

increased after Germany’s invasion of Poland sparked World War II. Characterising 

Europe as ‘a continent that for a thousand years has known scarce a generation without 

its invasion of one nation by another, plus internal blood baths’ normalised the recent 

developments, making them easier to dismiss as “Old World” problems that America 

could do little to fix.250 

‘[P]reserving the democratic way of life in this [Western] hemisphere’ quickly 

became a focal point of American Legion leaders’ rhetoric in response to the outbreak 

of war in Europe.251 Benjamin Alpers’ research on understandings of dictatorship in the 

United States at this time has contended that the politics of the “Old World” were 

upheld as ‘a warning’, and Legion discussions appear to corroborate these findings.252 

While ‘[t]here is little we can do about Europe’, Attorney General and Legion member 

John E. Cassidy assured his fellow veterans in September 1939 that ‘[t]here is a great 

deal we can do about America’.253 Contributors championed attempts ‘to make peace 

permanent within our sphere of influence, the New World’ and advocated stridently for 
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a non-interventionist policy towards the new war in the “Old World”.254 Calls to 

reinforce the Monroe Doctrine through economic ties to South American countries 

furthermore underscored the importance of these relationships to American strategic 

interests.255   

While arguing that the country should keep its distance from the European 

conflict, Legion voices likewise advocated for greater military preparedness at home. 

According to discourses, the declaration of hostilities in 1917 had caught the country’s 

armed forces unprepared to wage modern warfare and its industry unable to sustain such 

an effort. Believing that ‘a million untrained men springing to arms over-night’ could 

defend the country in a crisis had been a ‘folly’, according to one contributor.256 Even 

those with military training could do little without the requisite provisions. American 

Legion veterans lamented their time spent waiting for everything from training facilities 

to vital supplies such as uniforms and ammunition, arguing that the slow distribution of 

weapons and equipment hampered the initial war effort.257 The result had been needless 

loss of life among those in uniform, as well as an unacceptable risk to the country’s 

security. ‘How many lives did we sacrifice because we were unready?’, Frederick 

Palmer asked his fellow Legion members to consider in March 1939. Moreover, 

veterans with overseas experience could recall being ‘dependent upon supplies of Allied 

planes, guns and machine guns’ up to the Armistice itself.258 The country had allegedly 
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been lucky in 1917 and 1918 that it could count on the British and French to supply its 

forces and buy more time for its mobilisation; such luck could not be expected again.259 

At the core of such claims was the idea that learning from this experience would 

help the United States avoid war in the future. Whatever its mistakes, America’s Great 

War had bestowed ‘the priceless lesson of preparedness’. ‘[I]t was not all in vain’, so 

long as the country learned this essential lesson. An editorial printed in March 1938 

wagered that readers reflecting on the twentieth anniversary of the Great War would feel 

‘ashamed’ that it had taken the United States ‘eleven months’ to make its impact on the 

Western Front ‘felt’.260 One editorial even claimed that a faster American mobilisation 

would have brought the conflict to an end earlier than November 1918. Indeed, it 

reportedly could have kept the country out of that fight altogether – alluding to broader 

debates over America’s decision to enter the fray, informed by the Nye Committee.261  

Armed with this understanding of the First World War, American Legion 

discourses paid great attention to assessing the state of planning and preparations in the 

United States should war come. The First World War experience was taken to show 

how citizen-soldiers must be trained before the declaration of hostilities in order to 

ensure that ‘the Army [could] … be expanded many fold in the course of a few 

weeks’.262 Following the onset of war in Europe, one member also demanded ‘a 

definite, practical program’ for transitioning the peacetime economy ‘from the normal, 

free competitive system into an emergency state’ ‘with the minimum of friction and 

delay’.263 Articles on questions such as ‘what would happen if M Day (Mobilization 

[sic] Day) should come tomorrow or next week’ and how would industrial efforts be 
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coordinated with military ones informed Legion members of the country’s plans for the 

worst-case scenario.264 In a trend that would accelerate after the capitulation of the Low 

Countries and France to Nazi rule, evaluations of America’s training programmes for 

military recruits also began circulating – showing that the Legion was monitoring the 

situation closely to ensure that the “mistakes” of World War I were, indeed, not 

repeated.265 

Legion members were specifically encouraged to take leading roles in 

establishing frameworks for mobilisation within their communities. National 

headquarters, state departments, and local posts alike initiated programmes to help 

support the development of defence capabilities. As Griffin has meticulously 

documented, national leaders courted a place for the group as a collective unit in the 

country’s air raid warning systems and anti-aircraft defence measures.266 Pressing local 

authorities to develop technical training programmes, which would ensure a supply of 

skilled labour for manning America’s wartime industrial needs, reportedly constituted ‘a 

great service’ by the Legion for ‘the cause of national defense [sic]’.267 A successful 

endeavour of this type undertaken by Legion members in Akron, Ohio, received 

detailed attention in the Magazine, which encouraged other departments and posts to 
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adopt Akron’s methodology to put together their own programmes.268 Discussions also 

highlighted fundraising efforts, such as sponsoring planes.269 These examples all 

represented initiatives to promote preparedness that Legion members could launch 

independently of the government’s actions or popular opinion. Promoting an accurate 

understanding of how current events threatened United States interests and what the 

country could do to protect itself remained an important role for Legion veterans even 

as the group advocated a non-interventionist stand on the war in Europe.  

 

II. 

Interpretations that the financial ties of American businesses had prompted the 

country’s involvement in the previous global war underscored further the need to 

understand its interests accurately amidst present-day developments. If it was to avoid 

repeating the 1917 mistake of intervening in a conflict to protect commercial interests, 

the United States not only needed to adopt pre-emptive measures to prevent financial 

ties from forming – as anti-interventionists advocated – but it also needed to identify the 

kinds of threats to the country’s security that would be worth fighting for. Magazine 

contributors reminded readers that, subsequent doubts aside, the doughboys of 1917 had 

believed their country to be under threat.270 Portraying “their” war as a necessary one 

solidified its meaning and significance for the men who had fought it. It also 

demonstrated the limits of Legion anti-interventionism. Fighting in itself was not a 

problem; fighting on false pretences, however, was.  

Precluding “influencers” from affecting the assessment of American interests 

required identifying these potential interlopers. Current belligerents were prime 
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suspects. Legion discussions absorbed wider American sentiments that their former 

allies had betrayed America’s noble ambitions of ‘making the world safe for 

democracy’ after the First World War, and contributors remained sceptical of British 

and French motivations in the unfolding fight.271 Disagreements over the repayment of 

war debts by European powers to the United States in the 1920s and 1930s strengthened 

this disdain.272 It was widely accepted, too, that the United States had been targeted with 

propaganda by belligerents from all sides during the First World War, and it was 

suspected that these had affected the country’s decision to go to war.273 More 

sophisticated campaigns were noted to be underway again by June 1940, according to 

Legion voices.274 Fearful that such efforts might influence public opinion, Magazine 

writers urged veterans to be wary of incomplete information disseminated in the 

‘insidious propaganda, from those people in the old world and their agents in our 

land’.275 Determining whether or not America’s participation in the Great War had been 
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worthwhile was a secondary concern to what this experience could teach them about 

facing similar circumstances in the future.  

Suspicion also fell on the Legion’s conventional targets of “unAmerican” 

activities, which became merged with new “enemies” as time passed. Since its 

inception, the American Legion had targeted communism and the groups advocating it 

as anti-American.276 The group continued its anti-communism work even as the threat 

of fascism became clear in the late 1930s and early 1940s. This new danger was joined 

to the old one in Legion discussions that conflated ideologies from the left and right, 

apparently reflecting a broader trend found by Alpers in which fascism and communism 

were intertwined under the umbrella term of “totalitarianism.277 The capitulation of 

Austria and Czechoslovakia to National Socialism in 1938 and 1939, respectively, 

followed by the collapses of Denmark and Norway in April 1940 seemed to confirm 

discussants’ worst fears about these “subversive” forces: that their infiltration of 

American society would bring the country to war and its ultimate destruction.278 In the 

British Legion, these events on the continent had prompted doubts about the feasibility 

of maintaining friendly relationships with German ex-service organisations. In the 

American Legion, discussions depicted these Nazi successes as examples ‘of “invasion 
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from within” – by means of a sub-rosa nazi organization [sic] inside Austria, or a 

Sudeten “autonomy” party, or an “independence” movement in Slovakia’.279 

Contributors recorded concerns, for example, that seemingly innocent groups working 

with German immigrants were actually acting on Hitler’s directions to spread Nazi 

propaganda and coordinate espionage acts.280 The risk appeared immediate, particularly 

as accusations connecting leading isolationists to a “Fifth Column” increased in political 

debates.281  

Reacting to these fears, contributors called upon Legion members to help 

identify undercover spies and saboteurs in their midst. The Magazine ran pieces 

informing readers of potential tactics that might be employed to influence American 

opinions and decisions. It expressly circulated a story about ‘enemy agent attempts at 

sabotage in a wartime factory’ during the First World War in order ‘to serve both as a 

record and a warning if we are so unfortunate as to be again embroiled in conflict’.282 

Warning that ‘the slouching radical[,] … the naturalized foreign-born[,] … [or] the first 

generation American of foreign extraction’ would be ‘too obvious’ for a sabotage role, 

Legion members were nonetheless advised that propagandists ‘were in large part aliens 

or newly naturalized citizens’.283 Coverage before September 1939 tended to look at 

specific espionage-related threats, such as Japanese fishing boats being used for 
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reconnaissance of American fortifications in Alaska.284 Attention was increasingly 

diverted back to communism, however, from the spring of 1940 onward.285 

Examples notably pointed to the influence of foreign ideologies on independent 

organisations. Communists were particularly suspected of ‘adopt[ing] “Trojan Horse” 

tactics, “boring from within,” in an effort to seize control of the trade union movement 

in the country and subvert it for political purposes’. Members were warned of falling 

victim to a ‘united-front tactic’ that duped ‘innocent and unsuspecting American 

citizens’ into supporting ‘certain phases of the communist party line’.286 The Magazine 

ran articles detailing how communists used innocent-looking youth groups to advance 

their ideological agendas as well as the means by which they could be exposed.287 

Alpers has argued that ‘the regimented crowd’ had become a ‘symbol of dictatorship in 

late 1930s America’, and Legion references to collective activities may draw upon this 

symbolism.288 The idea that these manipulators ‘bore[d] from within’ respectable 

organisations in American civil society embodied the fear that the country’s view of its 

interests could be unknowingly skewed to the advantage of its enemies.289  

Underpinning these warnings was a sense that American society as a whole was 

vulnerable to external influences, and veterans were accordingly tasked with 
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strengthening the citizenry, primarily through education. Having already fulfilled the 

ultimate obligation of a citizen – bearing arms to defend his country – the ex-

serviceman was urged to set an example of responsible citizenship to others. 

Discussants claimed that the public looked to the Legion not only ‘as [the] spokesmen 

for World War veterans’, but also as those ‘prepared to preserve, protect and defend the 

characteristic institutions’ of the United States.290 It was their duty, therefore, to show 

other citizens what this meant in practice. ‘Our greatest service can be rendered by 

demonstrating here at home the practicability of democracy’, Chadwick told 

members.291 All levels of the organisation were encouraged to implement 

“Americanism” programmes for their communities, in order ‘to have America know 

itself and to have Americans be jealous of the liberties which they enjoy’.292 It was 

believed that ‘teach[ing] loyalty’ and an ‘appreciation for the advantages of American 

citizenship’ would fortify American citizens from falling prey to other ideologies that 

promised ‘“a cure-all for [the country’s] ills”’.293 The ultimate goal was to make United 

States ‘citizens realize [sic] the precious things they’ll lose if they are persuaded into the 

fighting overseas’.294 While British Legion veterans were encouraged to set an example 

for others in their forgiveness of former enemies and their self-sacrifice for the nation’s 

defence, American Legion members were urged to guide others in appreciating their 

American citizenship.  

In focussing on teaching others to appreciate the American system, Legion 

discourses failed to recognise that not all Americans enjoyed the same advantages. 
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Discussions did not address the racist Jim Crow system oppressing African Americans 

in the South, nor the widespread racial discrimination reducing blacks throughout the 

country to second-class citizens. It is a striking omission in Legion discussions 

connecting domestic “subversion” and national defence, because African Americans’ 

legitimate grievances held the potential for discontent and radicalisation. Black voices 

in the press repeatedly compared the status of Jews in Nazi Germany with the restricted 

rights of African Americans, particularly in the South.295 The Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) had begun looking into the potential for unrest in black communities 

as early as 1936, and once hostilities erupted in Europe, these enquiries turned 

specifically to examine the extent to which African Americans could be expected to 

support the country if it entered the conflict.296 Moreover, clear links existed between 

black campaigners for racial equality and the communist movement in the United 

States.297 It would seem reasonable that African Americans would enter into the 

Legion’s debates about its “Americanism” programmes, if only because of these links. 

The lack of consideration given to the vulnerability of black communities to 

“anti-American” influences suggests that African American narratives of the First 

World War remained absent from the Legion’s organisational memory. Many black 

leaders had hoped that the federal government would take steps to ensure the civil rights 

of black citizens in recognition for their contributions to America’s First World War 
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effort. Instead, racial violence skyrocketed in the immediate post-war years and Jim 

Crow laws went untouched. The conflict’s legacy left many black communities 

disillusioned and unmotivated to fight again on behalf of a country that did not afford 

them full citizenship.298 ‘“Why die for democracy for some foreign country when we 

don’t even have it here?”’, asked the Chicago Defender editor in 1940.299 This question 

would continue to weigh upon black citizens even after the United States entered the 

Second World War.300 Yet the issue never elicited comment in Magazine discourses 

probing the question of how America’s domestic strength might be undermined from 

within. Even when the organisation was looking for potential tinderboxes, the Great 

War’s legacy in African American communities – and the threat it might pose to the 

country’s future security – remained “forgotten” in Legion discussions, reflecting the 

long-standing marginalisation of these voices in the group.  

Encouraging members to act as educators and leaders not only demonstrated the 

selective nature of Legion First World War memory, but also spoke to the status of 

these veterans in society more generally. Such service roles particularly corresponded 

with the life phase facing most former doughboys in 1938: middle age. With a reported 

average age of forty-four to forty-five, these veterans found themselves at the time in 

life affiliated most strongly with positions of authority.301 Their age was associated with 

wisdom and maturity, and Legion voices drew upon this understanding to validate their 

assumption of leadership responsibilities in national defence. Indeed, the parade at the 
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1938 National Convention was reported to show ‘a stirring, glowing, unforgettable 

picture of America on the march, of Americans still serving America, of men moving 

forward year after year into the full maturity of accomplishment’.302 Osborne’s research 

using documents from posts and departments in 1941 has found similar portrayals of the 

Legion as having “grown up” in its two decades of existence.303 Their previous 

experiences of war may have provided insights into certain topics, but the roles adopted 

to deploy this knowledge were shaped by the social responsibilities attributed to their 

contemporary age and life phase.  

 Age informed all Legion discourses about duty. Concerns that First World War 

ex-servicemen would need to find new ways by which to contribute to the nation’s 

defences – beyond the conventional demonstration of masculine citizenship, bearing 

arms – surfaced early. Although forty per cent of delegates to the 1940 convention were 

reportedly considering enlistment, discussions readily acknowledged that most Legion 

members would be too old to fight should war come again.304 Even those who were still 

fit to serve in the military’s reserve forces could not expect to fulfil that role 

indefinitely. ‘[A] continuous weeding out process’ was supposedly already underway in 

these units by April 1938.305 ‘Not yet are we to be counted out, but there is no cheating 

of time’, former National Commander Louis Johnson warned his fellow Legion 

members.306 The Chief of Staff for the United States Army, General Malin Craig, 

agreed and told veterans that ‘the vast reservoir of manpower that was represented by 
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the members of The American Legion and other World War veterans [wa]s no longer 

available’ by May 1938. Moving forward, ‘we must look to the post war generation of 

young men’.307 As it had in the British Legion, the assumption that most veterans would 

not be joining the armed forces in the next war provided the backdrop to Legion 

conversations about the ex-serviceman’s responsibilities to the nation and the roles he 

could undertake to fulfil these duties.  

The roles under consideration reflected other realities of age and life phase as 

well, particularly that of parenting. This study corroborates and expands upon 

Osborne’s research showing the Legion’s concern for the ‘next generation’.308 A sense 

of duty to protect and care for the younger generation permeated discussions of 

preparedness and “anti-subversive” initiatives alike. ‘[B]eing so prepared for war that 

the nations of the world will hesitate to commit overt acts against us’ was necessary, in 

E. S. Haile’s mind, in order to keep the children of First World War veterans from 

having to ‘repeat’ the experiences of their fathers.309 An editorial in May 1939 

concurred, arguing that the United States must not be tempted into fighting, ‘for one 

very special reason: It is the sons of Legionnaires who would bear the brunt of it, suffer 

and die’.310 Following the German invasion of Poland and the subsequent declarations 

of war across Europe, veterans who were not already members of the Legion were 

encouraged to join the group ‘not only for the sake of the good company, but for the 

sake of their sons, unless they want their sons in a European war’.311 Chadwick went so 

far as to assert that ‘“avoid[ing] the necessity of your sons ever attending the same 
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school that their fathers were forced to attend”’ formed the foundation of the Legion’s 

perspective on preparedness.312  

Thus, Legion “Americanism” programmes centred around children and schools. 

The rise of totalitarian doctrines throughout the world only served to highlight the 

importance of continuing these programmes, in the eyes of Legion contributors.313 

Veterans who had ‘received the blessings of liberty from the previous generations’ were 

now charged with preserving these for ‘posterity’, according to Thomas Brockhouse. 

‘The youth of today and the unborn millions of Americans of the future depend upon 

us’, he extolled Legion readers.314 Failing in this duty to preserve an appreciation for 

American principles would jeopardise the country’s ability to make sound decisions in 

areas of national defence and international affairs. ‘Upon the youth of today will 

devolve the responsibilities of citizenship on the morrow,’ National Commander Daniel 

Doherty reminded members in October 1938. If they agreed with him that ‘[t]he future 

of America essentially depend[ed] upon an educated and intelligent electorate,’ then 

providing such an education to young people represented a central responsibility for 

Legionnaires who wanted to ensure that the lessons of “their” war would continue to 

inform the country’s future decisions.315 It was their duty as fathers – both literal and 

figurative – to ensure their children’s inheritance of American freedoms and to prepare 

them adequately for their parts in maintaining these privileges.  
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 Conceptions of duty and the appropriate roles for fulfilling it remained largely 

consistent in Legion discussions through mid-1940, although the ends of these means 

changed slightly with the emergence of war in Europe. Support for preparedness 

programmes as well as “anti-subversion” initiatives had been conceptualised as ways to 

implement the lessons of the First World War and thereby maintain peace for the United 

States generally. After September 1939, however, there was a concrete contemporary 

example that Legion discussions could address. Sharing their insights as ex-servicemen, 

leading local defence initiatives, and protecting the younger generation became more 

important once the long-feared conflagration in Europe actually commenced. As the tide 

of public opinion began reluctantly turning away from neutrality toward support for 

rearmament efforts, more opportunities arose for the Legion as an organisation and its 

members individually to participate in specific preparedness and “anti-subversive” 

programmes.  

 

III.  

The war in Europe began intensifying in April 1940, reaching new heights in 

June. Hitler’s forces invaded Denmark and Norway on 9 April before launching a larger 

campaign one month later into the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France. It 

was expected that the French defences along the so-called Maginot Line would obstruct 

the German advance, leading to stagnation of the front line reminiscent of the First 

World War. Instead, the Nazis shocked the world by attacking through the Ardennes 

Forest. By avoiding their main force, Germany compelled a capitulation from France 

and an evacuation of the British armies. The conquered French territory was placed 
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under direct German rule, while a collaborative regime took the reins for the rest of the 

country.316  

These developments stunned American observers and transformed the domestic 

political landscape. The Nazi victories greatly impacted Republican deliberations over 

their presidential candidate at the Party convention on 24 June. While the nomination 

was expected to go to a proponent of strict neutrality, the Party named the pro-

interventionist Wendell Willkie to their ticket instead. Selecting Willkie to oppose the 

Democratic incumbent, President Roosevelt, changed the dynamics of the subsequent 

race for the White House, because both candidates offered similar views on where the 

United States should stand in relation to the unfolding conflict.317 More significantly for 

this study, the Willkie-versus-Roosevelt contest reframed the debate for the American 

public. Sympathy for the Allied cause was strong, though hardly universal, with anti-

interventionist groups such as America First advocating strict neutrality.318 However, 

for proponents of these views, the Republican decision meant that there would be no 

viable candidate in November who would support efforts in this direction. The 

presidential contest symbolised that the question for citizens to consider was no longer 

whether the United States should support the Allies – or, more specifically, Britain – but 

the extent to which this support should be offered.  
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In light of this context, it is hardly surprising that American Legion discourses 

about duty changed noticeably in the wake of June 1940. Discussions throughout 1940 

and 1941 continued to emphasise the role of veterans in protecting the United States 

against domestic threats through the Legion’s “anti-subversion” work, and against 

international ones through its preparedness programmes.319 Yet the focus within these 

areas shifted to reflect interpretations of the current conflict rather than the First World 

War. Discussions from this point forward increasingly drew upon the unfolding Second 

World War as a frame of reference for assessing America’s vulnerabilities, rather than 

the First World War.  

With their special insights into war, veterans were reportedly able to interpret 

the German victories accurately and draw conclusions about their implications for the 

United States’ military. Over the summer of 1940 and into the autumn, the Magazine 

ran a series of articles assessing “what went wrong” across the Atlantic. Some 

contributors analysed the German attack plan, seeking to determine how a modified 

version of the discredited Schlieffen Plan had succeeded and what had enabled German 

units to exploit their gains so rapidly.320 These investigations pointed to the “lessons” 

that America should learn from these battles. Knowing he had started rearming his 

forces years ahead of his enemies, Hitler had deliberately timed his assault to maximise 

Germany’s lead in production over France and Britain, according to T. H. Thomas. The 

evidence proved that any ‘open challenge to the United States’ by Hitler would likewise 

‘come not after, but long before, our rearmament program will have reached its goal’.321 

Preparedness was therefore a matter of utmost urgency. ‘T[he] desperate character of 

the fighting in Europe’ further illustrated ‘the futility’ of trying to keep America out of 
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the war through diplomatic means rather than military deterrence.322 In the minds of 

some Legion members, it had shown beyond a doubt just how inadequate America’s 

defences really were.323 

 Examples from the recent onslaught also conveyed the urgency and importance 

of understanding the United States’ position in the fluctuating global situation. Lending 

insights into these issues endured in Legion discussions as the purview and 

responsibility of ex-servicemen. The Magazine continued its coverage of America’s 

strategic interests in the aftermath of June 1940, and to this trend was added more pieces 

explaining the capabilities and vulnerabilities of the military. According to these 

contributors, the unfolding conflict provided further evidence that America’s strategic 

interests extended beyond its immediate shores.324 The need to secure offshore bases 

throughout the Western Hemisphere in order to safeguard the Panama Canal and the 

viability of the Monroe Doctrine was discussed at length.325 The majority of the 

attention focussed on the Atlantic, but threats in the Pacific were acknowledged in the 

wake of Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941.326 Even articles 

detailing infrastructure weaknesses within America’s borders appeared.327 The primary 
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message behind each piece was that America needed to be prepared for anything, and 

Europe provided the proof. Although some possibilities, like a German-instigated revolt 

in South America, ‘sound … so fantastic that some American experts laugh at it,’ L. 

Gibbs reminded readers ‘that what Hitler planned and actually d[one] in Europe looked 

fantastic until accomplished’.328 Marvin Zahniser argues that the strategic importance of 

France to the United States’ security was lost on the American public more generally, 

and in such contexts, the Legion’s voice on the issue became even more important.329 

American security and interests ‘[d]epend[ed] upon future events in Europe and 

elsewhere’, and it was the Legion’s responsibility to use its base of ex-service 

knowledge in assessing these for the American people as circumstances developed.330  

 Another means of sharing their ex-service perspective came in the form of 

monitoring the expansion of the military. Just as they had with United States’ strategic 

interests, Legion discourses encouraged veterans and other citizens to deepen their grasp 

of military capabilities beyond simplistic interpretations.331 Using meteorology to 

predict weather patterns, ‘decentrali[sing]’ manufacturing to safeguard the supply of 

materiel, training and equipping a mass army, and experimenting with how to organise 

and deploy that force all comprised vital, yet frequently overlooked, aspects of the 

nation’s defence system.332 Contributors explained how existing civil industries, such as 

aviation and commercial shipping, could be tapped to help the rearmament programme, 
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by providing trained personnel immediately for national defence.333 Other articles 

assessed the strength of the forces and the efficacy of the training processes in place.334  

Collectively, these features conveyed a picture of the military that was in certain 

respects alarming, yet in others, reassuring. On the one hand, the deficiencies that 

veterans saw demonstrated the extent to which America was, indeed, unprepared for 

war and how far it had yet to go. On the other hand, these “war experts” recognised 

signs of progress, which served to comfort the anxious that the country was at least 

moving in the right direction. Most of the articles placed this progress in relation to that 

of other nations. This comparative technique reinforced the message that retreating into 

“isolationism” would not protect the United States and its rearmament programme must 

be continued in order to address this risk. At the same time, however, readers could be 

heartened to find that the country did hold some advantages over its potential enemies. 

The delay in rearmament that jeopardised their safety also provided the opportunity for 

America to learn from the mistakes of other countries, for example. By incorporating 

these insights into its processes, the nation’s forces would, in the end, be far superior. It 

could benefit from others’ learning curve without paying for it in blood. 

 A key refrain emerging from discussions of the European situation was the need 

to keep any future war off of American soil. Following developments such as the Battle 

of Britain and the Blitz, Legion voices showed increasing conviction that the country 

should prioritise this point in considerations of its foreign policy. The prevention of 

‘hav[ing] … bombs bursting over the skyscrapers of New York or old Fort McHenry in 
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Baltimore’ in part justified Legion support for offshore bases in 1940.335 Building an 

effective defensive ring beyond the country’s shores would ensure that Americans ‘will 

not, like unhappy Britain, have to forsake [their] beds or factory machines in a desperate 

scramble for refuge in a bomb cellar’.336 A visit of Legion officials to Britain in 

February in order to observe the devastation for themselves served to solidify this 

resolve in the group’s national headquarters, as Rumer and Griffin have observed.337 

When delegates met in September 1941 for the National Convention, an agenda 

advocating that the country be defended ‘by “whatever means necessary”’ including 

‘those means [that] might bring our country into war’ was passed on these very grounds: 

to ensure that the country would be ‘strong enough to carry the war to the enemy and 

into the enemy’s country if war should become unavoidable’.338 This aggressive stand 

triggered some disagreements within the ranks, as discussions in the primary material 

and extant historiography have demonstrated.339 Ultimately, the justification came down 

to keeping the war off of American soil. ‘[I]f fighting is necessary to defend our 
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country’, objecting Legion members were told, ‘we want to be prepared to fight outside 

this nation so our homes will remain intact and our families secure’.340 

The American Legion’s position on official policies reflected these 

interpretations of the unfolding war and the veteran’s duty in it. Controversial moves by 

President Roosevelt and his Administration to aid Britain and other Allied countries in 

their fight against the Axis won Legion backing almost without exception.341 The 

Selective Service Act, the destroyers-for-bases agreement with Britain, Lend-Lease aid 

to Britain, China, and ultimately Soviet Russia, the repeal of the Neutrality Acts, the 

expansion of US Navy patrols and convoy escorts in the Atlantic – each idea that the 

President conjured up to manoeuvre around the Neutrality Acts and other regulations 

inspired by isolationism in the hope of providing American materiel to secure an Allied 

victory was accepted as a necessary defensive measure by the Legion.342 Supporting the 

industrial mobilisation to meet the Allies’ and America’s production needs, assisting 

with military recruitment and the Selective Service call-up, investing in War Bonds and 

War Stamps, and even re-enlisting for another round of military service themselves all 
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constituted ways by which veterans could support the Administration’s rearmament and 

mobilisation programme, according to discourses.343  

Support for the establishment, particularly the incumbent President and the 

military, was not an unusual position for the American Legion, and it had a history of 

advocating its agenda in national defence regardless of prevailing public opinion. Yet, 

as Pencak argues, its vocal support for the Administration during these months 

demonstrates that ‘[t]he middle ground’ in discussions ‘had … shifted’. The minority of 

Legion members still supporting a policy of neutrality became outliers in the 

discussions from 1940 onwards.344 Much like the British Legion case, the transition in 

American Legion discourses is striking due to its speed. A Midwestern isolationist, 

Raymond Kelly, had been elected to the position of National Commander at the 1939 

convention; a year later, the group voted to abandon the course of neutrality in favour of 

supporting the Allies; and in 1941, the organisation decided to aid the Allies – including 

communist Russia – even at the risk of bringing America into the war, and then sent an 

official delegation to observe the effects of the Blitz.345 Meanwhile, debates over these 
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measures continued in wider society. While the Nazi victories in western Europe did 

trigger increasing support for a more aggressive approach to rearmament and to 

providing material aid to Britain, there was by no means a consensus in public opinion 

on the issue of American intervention. Many feared that Britain would also fall to the 

Nazi juggernaut and argued that American supplies should be kept to defend the United 

States following this eventuality. The summer of 1940 made many Americans realise 

the extent to which the European war affected their own security, but it did not resolve 

the ongoing debate over the proper response.346 Indeed, a poll by the American Institute 

of Public Opinion suggests that 63 per cent of the population still opposed war with 

Germany in November 1941.347 The Legion’s reversal on intervention thus appears to 

have been more rapid than the rest of American society.  

The lessons of Europe’s Second World War were integrated quickly into Legion 

“Americanism” programmes as well. The group reacted strongly to news that “Fifth 

Column” actions had assisted the rapid German advances in 1940, and the Legion’s 

extant programmes designed to combat the spread of radical ideologies gained great 

prominence for the rest of the year and into 1941. Legion members were portrayed as 

providing a service to their country in this area by lobbying in support of the Dies 

Committee and immigration restrictions, working with the authorities – including the 

FBI – to identify and suppress “subversive” activities, and alerting others to the risks 

that espionage, sabotage, and propaganda posed to the neutral United States.348 
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Discussions invoked the French example in particular. Having lived for several years in 

France, Hudson Hawley ‘deem[ed] it … to be [his] duty as an American’ to explain the 

country’s collapse in a Magazine article.349 He concluded that France had ‘[grown] soft’ 

in the 1920s and 1930s, owing in part to the ‘anti-militaristic sentiment’ spread in 

schools, the press, and the political establishment by communists.350 Research on 

American reactions to the collapse of France indicate that this was a fairly common 

response.351 Legion discussions connected fears that America had similarly “grown 

soft” to “Fifth Column” concerns, casting additional suspicion on communists and 

fascists as ‘political Trojan Horses’.352 To some Legion voices, Americans had turned a 

blind eye to ‘the Fifth Column parachutists of Russia, Germany, Italy and a dozen other 

countries land[ing] behind our coast line defenses [sic]’ for years.353 Now the country 

ran the risk that dictators’ aims to ‘throw us into confusion and bring our efforts [for 

rearmament] to naught’ might come true.354 The understandings that Nazi sabotage and 
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108 

subversion had helped paved the way to Germany’s victory in France added further 

emphasis to Legion attempts to combat “non-America” influencers domestically.355 

 After the fall of France, attention to protecting the younger generation from 

these “subversive” elements intensified through Legion efforts to suppress ‘“frontier 

thinkers”’ in the education system.356 The movement advocated new approaches to 

teaching the social sciences and encouraged more critical thinking among secondary 

school students. Proponents such as George Counts and Harold O. Rugg sought to 

replace ‘nationalist textbooks’ and curriculum with material that offered differing 

viewpoints and critiques of extant American institutions. By challenging the 

understanding that ‘[e]ducation meant developing … and promoting … an unswerving 

loyalty to the United States’, Christine Erickson argues that “frontier thinkers” 

threatened an identity of conservatives ‘centered [sic] in part on a particular 

construction of historical events’. Her study has shown that ‘[qu]estioning America’s 

superiority and righteousness in its deeds past and present was equivalent to attacking 

it’ in conservative women’s groups of this time.357 American Legion discourses appear 

to portray the movement in similar terms. Leaders launched a substantive campaign 

against Rugg’s revised textbooks, urging members to play leading roles in monitoring 
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the curriculum in their local schools and take requisite actions to eliminate offending 

materials.358  

 Efforts against “frontier thinkers” in the school system revealed another 

dimension to the veteran’s duty of exemplifying good citizenship for others: ex-

servicemen were also required to ensure that this model was passed on to the next 

generation. Indeed, E. J. Tippett, Jr., argued that the commitment in the Legion’s 

constitution ‘“to foster and perpetuate … a one hundred percent [sic] Americanism”’ 

comprised an ‘acknowledge[ment of] a self-imposed task of passing on to the next 

generation, unimpaired, the legacy bequeathed by our ancestors’.359 The task required 

action on two fronts. Firstly, veterans needed to ensure that these rights were preserved 

for their children. Secondly, they were charged with indoctrinating these children with 

the necessary respect for these ideals. As Legionnaires – the ‘home guards of 

constitutional democracy’ – they were obliged ‘to inculcate in the Youth of America a 

spirit which will jealously protect and guard the ideals of Democracy’.360 Posts 

accordingly started collaborative programmes with local schools to provide lessons in 

‘Positive Americanism’ to deliver Legion-approved messages about the country and its 

history to children.361   
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 These programmes demonstrated how interpretations of both the First and the 

Second World War had started to merge in framing Legion debates about duty by 1941. 

While no formal declaration of war existed for the United States, veterans looked to 

Europe to learn the unfolding conflict’s lessons pre-emptively while simultaneously still 

working to avoid the mistakes of the last war. In light of events in Europe, the 

possibility that “subversive” textbooks would ‘undermine [the young’s] faith in the 

American way of life’ translated easily into concrete security threats for Legion veterans 

already on guard against saboteurs and spies.362 Contributors to debates expressly noted 

the possibility that these new teaching methods represented ‘[s]ubversive activities 

designed to promote a fifth column’.363 Meanwhile, the fact that the Nazi flag now flew 

over countries once thought to be impregnable solidified the stake that America had in 

the conflict. Witnessing the unthinkable reminded observers that some wars were worth 

fighting. ‘[S]ome things, to real men, are more precious than life itself,’ Bill 

Cunningham told Legion members before the 1941 Annual Convention, adding ‘and … 

liberty, freedom and the other items outlined and guaranteed in the Constitution of these 

United States are most of them’.364 It was particularly vital for Legion ex-servicemen as 

fathers to communicate this message to their children.365 One Magazine advertiser got 

to the heart of the matter with a poster pairing ‘The American Legion’ with the motto, 

‘America is worth defending’.366 
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 At the same time, Legion discussions continued to echo the memory of being 

unprepared in 1917 in articles detailing the service roles suitable for veterans. Arranging 

programmes to prepare young men physically for their Selective Service training 

surfaced as an important priority for Legion members over the course of 1941. 

‘[B]uild[ing] up the health and strength of all Americans through recreation’ offered a 

means ‘to toughen the body and mental fibre and build a rugged citizenry for 

preparedness and defense [sic]’.367 Reports of high rejection rates from the Selective 

Service on the grounds of physical fitness reinforced the need for such programmes, and 

discussions within the Legion emphasised how the work contributed to national 

defence.368  

This training role reflected the age and life phase of the average Legion member. 

Discussions highlighting their responsibilities to younger generations mirrored the 

parental obligations that many ex-servicemen held as fathers. ‘Every Legionnaire now 

knows just how our parents, relatives and dear ones felt when we were called into 

service’, Mayor and Director of Civilian Defense Fiorello H. LaGuardia pointed out. 

Although 1941 saw the reversal of these roles – this time, Legion members were 

watching with ‘a lump in [their] throats’ as their sons left for military training – the 

veterans were not without their own responsibilities to the state, for they ‘too [were] 

again called to help’.369 The Legion’s “anti-radicalism” efforts likewise spoke to the 

factors of age and life phase in shaping conceptions of duty. Preventing the confusion 

that a “Fifth Column” could spread suited contemporary social norms aligning ‘public 
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calm and coolness’ with ‘high status’. In an analysis of how speakers at an America 

First meeting in Pittsburgh reacted to the news of the Pearl Harbor attacks in December 

1941, David Goodman shows that this affiliation of ‘[e]lite americans’ with restraint 

was deployed to delineate outsiders based on emotional displays. This “outsider” status 

was often infused with racial or ethnic prejudices, as well as assumptions about loyalty 

to the United States, according to Goodman.370 In this socio-cultural setting, presenting 

themselves as leaders in a coordinated, long-standing fight to subdue “subversive” 

ideologies and the corresponding discord these sowed confirmed the patriotism and 

social status of the Legion nationally and of members locally.   

 

IV. 

 Scholarly assessments agree that the Legion ultimately played an important part 

in America’s domestic war effort after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the 

consequent German declaration of war brought the country fully into the conflict in 

December 1941. Authorities placed the training of Air Raid Wardens in the 

organisation’s hands and, by September 1942, an estimated 700,000 pupils – including 

almost 350,000 Legion members – had moved through the Legion’s programme. 

Indeed, Griffin argues that the Legion was largely responsible for providing the 

template used for civil defence systems and protocols, especially air raid precautions. 

He concludes that ‘an overwhelming majority’ of Legion members participated in some 

form of civil defence.371 Moreover, Pencak suggests that more than fifteen per cent of 
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the membership re-enlisted for military service.372 The organisation also continued to 

lobby for a stronger peacetime military during the war.373 Meanwhile, the “anti-

radicalism” programmes seemed to have paid off. Legion cooperation with the 

authorities resulted in ‘exposing suspected spy rings in Detroit, Los Angeles, and 

Seattle, seizing German agents landed on the East Coast by submarines, and recapturing 

escaped German POWS’.374 The Legion’s 1943 ‘America Alert Campaign’ reinforced 

the tenets of its “Americanism” programmes during the war while combatting war 

weariness. The group furthermore reacted to emerging wartime needs by launching new 

projects, exemplified by its scrap drives designed to address material shortages.375 

 As the analysis of the British Legion case has found, American Legion veterans 

were ultimately encouraged to fulfil service roles that were not exclusive to the ex-

service community. ‘[A]ll patriotic groups and all loyal citizens’ were called upon in 

Legion discussions to fight “subversive” influences in society, for example.376 Likewise, 

defending the country against external enemies constituted the responsibility of ‘[e]very 

American’.377 The Legion tasked its members with being the vanguard of the entire 

citizenry towards these ends. Such a position fell uniquely to ex-servicemen who had 

proven, through their service in war as in peace, their unfaltering loyalty and patriotism. 

As ‘America’s most powerful patriotic organization [sic]’, the American Legion had the 

distinct responsibility of establishing the standards that others should aspire to meet.378 

Through their interpretations of external and domestic threats, their leadership in local 

programmes, and their guardianship of younger generations, these Legion members 
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presented a model of good citizenship to their countrymen and challenged them to do 

likewise. The ultimate duty of the American veteran, thus, was to demonstrate the 

responsibilities that fell to all citizens.   

During the months that inadvertently led the United States towards war, the First 

World War experience grounded Legion discussions about the ex-serviceman’s duty. 

The claim that veterans could offer special – and often more accurate – insights into 

current problems because of their previous war experience provided the premise for 

Legion members to interpret the impact of events on the United States and advise on 

how to address the country’s vulnerabilities. They were also obliged to help their state 

and fellow citizens detect and subdue “unAmerican” influences in their midst that might 

obscure the country’s security needs. As spokesmen for their comrades who had died to 

protect the American way of life, they were the natural inheritors of the duty to preserve 

those ideals for future generations and to prepare these successors to take their places as 

citizens. More than that, they were responsible for ensuring that these successors went 

to war only in defence of America’s true interests. 

Yet the events of 1940 that altered America’s political landscape also shifted 

Legion discussions. While Osborne has found a clear distinction in the memories of the 

Great War invoked by the “isolationist” and “interventionist” camps, this thesis 

contends that narratives of the preceding conflict highlighted the need to accurately 

interpret unfolding events, their relationship to the United States’ interests, and the 

potential for nefarious forces to influence this assessment. The ‘ongoing service’ of the 

Legion veterans was less about having ‘pledged to keep alive such ideals as freedom 

and democracy’ or ‘testif[ying] to war’s brutality’, and more about learning – and 

implementing – “lessons” from the First World War in order to better protect their 

country. Not ‘break[ing] faith with their dead comrades’ and ‘finish[ing] what they had 
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begun in France in 1917’ certainly fit into the discussions, but these motivations do not 

appear to have been the ultimate goal of these debates.379 Both proponents of strict 

neutrality and those advocating involvement in the European conflict drew from these 

aspects of Great War memory to press upon readers the importance of accurately 

assessing the United States’ interests and taking the appropriate steps to safeguard them.   

Although the United States remained officially unengaged in the conflict, the 

battles between the Allied and the Axis Powers provided contemporary reference points 

that in some ways displaced the supremacy of the First World War in Legion debates 

about national security. It was still the duty of former doughboys to educate, advise, and 

lead their nation in combatting external and internal threats, but the Great War alone 

was no longer orienting these discussions. While still vital to Legion discourses, the 

“lessons” of America’s First World War would increasingly be filtered through the 

demands and parameters of the current conflict. 
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Part I Conclusion 

 As both cases demonstrate, existing organisational interests continued to 

influence the interpretation of duty in the midst of developing national and international 

circumstances. The peacetime agendas of the British and American Legions helped to 

direct the avenues of service identified as most important under the threat of war. In the 

British Legion, the mission to secure a socially and politically recognised role for 

veterans remained paramount throughout 1938 and 1939. In the American Legion, 

discussions of duty continued to turn toward the areas of preparedness and 

“Americanism” programmes as the international landscape became more volatile for the 

United States through 1941. Indeed, it is striking that the discussions in both Legions 

began in 1938 on the premise that peace could be maintained and that veterans had a 

role to play in guaranteeing that.  

Moreover, both groups brought their concerns about age into discussions of 

service and duty in times of national threat. The service roles deemed most appropriate 

for veterans by discussions in both groups reflected the physical implications of aging 

as well as the social norms affiliated with the life phase of middle age. Considerations 

for age and life phase combined with the importance of previous war experiences to 

point the attention of both groups toward similar areas of service, including the 

promotion of domestic stability – through bolstering morale or combatting “subversive” 

elements – and the strengthening of national protections against external threats – by 

participating in civil defence or advising on military matters.  

Discussions in both Legions also drew from social roles associated with 

veterans’ civilian lives in defining the place of ex-servicemen in national defence. The 

affiliation of middle-age with positions of authority and fatherhood informed discourses 

emphasising the duty of veterans to educate, lead, or set the example for other citizens. 
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Significantly, British and American Legion discussions ultimately pointed toward 

service roles open to all citizens, positions that were not exclusive to the ex-service 

community. Despite the quest to distinguish veterans from their peers and thereby assert 

the significance of “their” war, age-related factors mitigated the possibilities. Even 

discussions before a second global conflict had erupted reflected this reality.  

Differing national and organisational contexts, however, simultaneously shaped 

discussions about duty in both Legions and mitigated the development of First World 

War memory in response to unfolding international circumstances. The time line of 

discourses bears this out. The distinct geopolitical positions of Britain and the United 

States made the Anschluss and Munich Crisis more important to British Legion 

discourses than American Legion ones. Instead, American Legion debates responded 

sharply to the successful Nazi invasion of Western Europe in 1940. These respective 

“turning points” in British and American Legion discussions corresponded to the 

events’ impacts in each nation more broadly, reiterating the importance of national 

conditions in shaping veteran responses to these crises. 

 The extant status of veterans in society also influenced discussions of duty in 

each group during this tumultuous period. Both organisations emphasised how previous 

experiences of war could be useful to their nations during times of crises, and both 

charged veterans with leadership roles, particularly in setting the example for other 

citizens. Yet British Legion discourses tended to focus more on the former message 

while the latter dominated American Legion conversations. These respective emphases 

reflected the divergent political and social stature of ex-servicemen in Britain and the 

United States. While British veterans were still fighting to secure a distinctive identity 

in society, American ex-servicemen already enjoyed an honoured status underpinned by 

historic traditions and political entitlements. The idea that military service in itself 
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distinguished the veteran from his peers was still contested in Britain, so arguments 

claiming unique roles for the ex-service community in supporting national security 

needed to be substantiated to a greater extent than those in the United States. By starting 

from a socially-accepted premise that their service mattered, American Legion 

discussions could focus more on cementing the position of veterans as leaders than on 

asserting their general usefulness. This discrepancy suggests that Hammett’s “useful 

masculinity” may be particular not only to Britain, but more specifically to British 

veterans. 

 Given the divergent position of veterans socially, it is unsurprising that differing 

organisational factors also distinguished British and American Legion discussions of 

duty. Most significantly for this study, each group entered 1938 with distinctive 

interpretations of the First World War. For the British Legion, the significance of the 

Great War was still attached to its establishment of peace in Europe, whereas the 

American Legion emphasised its messages for protecting American security. As a result 

of these differences, the events of 1938 through 1939 disrupted – and effectively 

negated – the meaning of the First World War in British Legion discussions, while only 

strengthening American Legion views.  

Both interpretations of the First World War held important implications for 

defining the respective nation’s relationship to the rest of the world. Although service to 

the nation and the local community was upheld in the doctrines of both groups, only the 

British Legion identified an ex-service duty to the international community. British 

Legion proponents of the group’s work in international affairs argued that British 

veterans were uniquely-suited to the role of peace-makers. Their ultimate inability to 

secure this peace upset extant understandings of their place as veterans of a specific 

country in relation to the world. In contrast, the American Legion’s internally-focussed 
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interpretation of the First World War’s meaning insulated it from such dislocations. 

Rather than undermining existing conceptions of American veteran identity, unfolding 

events from 1938 to 1941 reinforced those ideas. The American Legion member was 

not portrayed as having a role outside of his country. Nor did his country’s involvement 

in the Great War necessitate its participation in future international disputes – if the 

United States secured its interests via military strength and domestic stability. Whereas 

British Legion narratives of the war centred on Britain’s role externally, American 

Legion views of the First World War held only internal implications for the United 

States.  

Thus, alterations in the nature of Britain’s relationship with the rest of the world 

held great ramifications for British Legion understandings of the Great War. The onset 

of another war in Europe in 1939 proved problematic for British Legion narratives 

about its predecessor not only because it annulled the peace of 1919; it also invalidated 

presumptions about Britain’s power to influence world events. By comparison, the 

events of 1939 through 1941 verified American Legion conclusions about the United 

States’ position internationally. Even the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor aligned with 

Legion understandings. It vindicated interpretations of American involvement in the 

Great War that positioned strong military capabilities as a deterrent to potential 

aggressors. The argument that the Japanese had only dared to attack because the United 

States was known to be unprepared for war reaffirmed, rather than undermined, this 

“lesson” of the First World War. 

 As both countries entered into hostilities in September 1939 and December 1941 

respectively, the unsecured social status of First World War veterans and the 

undermined position of Britain on the international stage left the meaning of the 1914 

conflict and the significance of its ex-servicemen in question in British Legion 
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discussions. Conversely, the events of 1938 to 1941 confirmed American Legion 

interpretations of the Great War, thereby validating claims that former doughboys could 

accurately assess the nation’s strategic position and advise on how to best protect its 

interests. The relevance of the preceding war and its ex-servicemen remained contested 

in the British case to a degree unmatched in the American one.  

 The comparative framework for this study illuminates important methodological 

contributions to be considered in future research on memory. The real time analysis 

provided here underscores the relational nature of memory and identity as well as the 

need to track narrative changes in direct connection to unfolding events. For example, 

despite the dissimilar time lines, the cognitive accommodations of evolving events 

occurred within similar time frames in both groups. In January 1938, the British Legion 

portrayed sustaining peace in Europe as the veteran’s ultimate duty. By September 

1939, when Britain found itself at war again, the group emphasised the contributions 

that ex-servicemen could make to the country’s protection, particularly through civil 

defence. American Legion discussions likewise turned from advocating policies of strict 

neutrality to the unlimited support of the Allies, even to the point of war, within 

approximately two years’ time. Additionally, neither group paid close attention to the 

Pacific threat. While the American Legion referred more frequently to Japan and events 

in China than did its British counterpart, the Eurocentric perspective of unfolding events 

in both groups from 1938 reflects their likewise heavy foci on the Western Front in the 

First World War. Placing two disparate national experiences side-by-side reveals that 

developmental patterns can be discerned in memory discourses beyond initial 

experiential discrepancies.  

 Moreover, this Part raises new questions for studying the trajectory of memory 

over time. The British and American Legion cases demonstrated the important 
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implications contained within First World War narratives about the relationship between 

each nation and the rest of the world. In remembering a global war, a nation’s 

subsequent position within the global community mattered, and changes to this standing 

influenced the development of memory narratives. This finding affirms transnational 

and comparative approaches as essential to understanding historical memory, even at a 

national or sub-national level.  
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Part II380 

For Great War veterans, the coming of the Second World War held implications 

for both the value and meaning of their preceding experiences. For Great War veterans’ 

organisations, the new conflict contained a further challenge: what to do about the 

future ex-servicemen that this new conflict would generate. Part II studies how 

members within the British and American Legions oriented themselves in relation to 

Second World War servicemen, showing how juxtaposing these two wars transformed 

memory narratives of the First World War. Specific discourses of the Great War were 

leveraged after 1939 to develop a sense of comradeship in both Legions that could 

encompass veterans from two different generations. This part of the study focusses on 

periodicals released between 1939 and 1941 for the British Legion and 1942 to 1944 for 

the American Legion. As demonstrated in the analysis below, these time frames reflect 

the respective transition periods when First World War veterans cognitively came to 

terms with a younger generation still largely absent from their membership ranks. 

British and American Legion discussions about comradeship, and their 

incorporation of Second World War veterans into their First World War-dominated 

ranks, offer an innovative means of accessing real time memory changes. Conversations 

about camaraderie are inherently tied to memory. Steven Trout’s argument, that 

‘[p]reserving wartime “comradeship” was … fundamentally, a matter of formulating 

and perpetuating collective memory’ for the American Legion also applies to its British 

                                                 
380 Some of the research and analysis in Part II appears in a forthcoming book chapter. 
See: A. Garber, “Brothers – and Sons – in Arms: First World War Memory, the Life 
Cycle, and Generational Shifts during the Second World War”, in L. Halewood, A. 
Luptak, and H. Smyth, eds., War Time: First World War Perspectives on Temporality 
(London and New York, 2018). 
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counterpart.381 Faced with shifting circumstances, the British and American Legions 

faced the prospect that millions of younger men with differing service experiences 

would seek entry into their memberships. Incorporating ex-servicemen from a new 

global war into extant First World War groups required a definition of comradeship that 

could accommodate discrepancies in age, life phase, and war experience – in effect, a 

“trans-generational” comradeship. The memory of the First World War was transformed 

through real time cognitive adjustments made to develop this sense of camaraderie in 

order to anchor the collective identity of both groups moving forward.  

Examining discourses of generational identity offers a window into the 

development of memory. In contrast to “age grades” or “cohorts”, the term “generation” 

allows for the consideration of history’s influence on individual and group identities.382 

Indeed, historical developments – especially social changes – are fundamental to Karl 

Mannheim’s theory of generations, still the foundational text of current generational 

history. Both “age grades” and “cohorts” fall short in considering the interactions 

between life stages, social roles, and history. While social norms change as an 

individual ages and moves from one age grade to the next, “age grades” do not 

                                                 
381 S. Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American 
Remembrance, 1919-1941 (Tuscaloosa, 2010), p. 48. The interplay between 
comradeship, memory, and generations is further substantiated by Nicholas Stargardt’s 
work. In his study of Second World War Germany, he has found that: ‘The sense of 
being caught up in a terrible cycle of repeated wars fought over the same issues fostered 
a sense of fraternal “comradeship” across the generations’. N. Stargardt, The German 
War: A Nation Under Arms, 1939-45 (London, 2015), quote from p. 17. 
382 Elwood Carlson argues that “age grades” function as ‘sharp breaks or transitions 
separating homogenous segments in the life course’. Social conventions ascribed to 
each of these segments assign specific roles, providing stable identities in spite of the 
ongoing processes of aging. E. Carlson, ‘Generations as Demographic Category: 
Twentieth-Century U. S. Generations’, in H. Berghoff, U. Jense, C. Lubinski, and B. 
Weisbrod, eds., History by Generations: Generational Dynamics in Modern History 
(Göttingen, 2013), pp. 15-16. While age grades lay at the intersection of aging and 
prescribed social roles, "cohort" ‘stands for a set of individuals who pass some crucial 
life stage at approximately the same time, like marriage, first employment, and 
especially birth’. See: G. Carlsson and K. Karlsson, ‘Age, Cohorts and the Generation 
of Generations’, American Sociological Review 35:4 (1970), p. 710. 
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conceptually allow for how historical events or social changes influence an individual’s 

experience of these new roles. Similarly, the cultural conditioning of significant life 

markers, such as parenthood or marriage, can appear to remain unchanged from 

preceding or successive cohorts without reference to the specific historical contexts. By 

contrast, historical generations represent ‘[s]hared experiences (usually with a temporal 

focus) [that] generate a group out of a collection of individual personalities’, creating a 

potential source of lifelong social identity.383 Mannheim’s emphasis on historical 

context provides the crucial underpinning connecting this framework to the study of 

memory. The study of memory is predicated on the notion that cultural interpretations 

of historical events change over time, as new cohorts enter into societies and new forms 

of social change arise. Generational shifts play as much of a role in memory formation 

as memory plays in shaping generational identities. Looking at how generations are 

identified and discussed can thus provide insights into the shifting perceptions of the 

historical developments underlying them.  

 Focussing on modern cohorts in times of abrupt and often violent social 

changes, scholarship on generational history is dominated by the ideas of adolescent 

revolt, with children rising in protest against their parents, and of political mobilisation, 

with particular generations mobilising into self-aware political bodies.384 Historians 

such as Rebecca Klatch and Roy Foster have examined select cohorts as they navigated 

formative periods that transformed them into historical generations, with Klatch 

                                                 
383 ibid., pp. 19, 22-3, quote from p. 15. The alternative concept of genealogical 
generations appears predominantly in anthropological studies of kinship and the family, 
frequently defined as the time span between parents and their offspring. This concept is 
problematic for the study of history and memory because it cannot extend beyond the 
biological constraints of kinship in any accurate way. See: H. Jaeger, ‘Generations in 
History: Reflections on a Controversial Concept’, History and Theory 24:3 (1985), pp. 
281-3; Carlson, ‘Generations’, pp. 20-1. 
384 Jaeger, ‘Generations in History’, p. 274. 
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offering further consideration to the longitudinal effects of this transformation.385 Yet 

the focus on a single generation’s formation ignores that “generations” are defined in 

relation to one another.386  

Part II addresses this gap and approaches this relationship from the First World 

War generation’s vantage point in order to expand methodological frameworks for 

generational history beyond the perspective of youth. Moreover, it builds upon work by 

Robert Wohl, in illuminating how contemporaries constructed understandings of 

“generations”, and Mary Fulbrook, in revealing how the formative experiences of a 

historical generation influenced its engagement with later developments.387 Considering 

how an existing generation cognitively accommodated an emerging one reveals the 

extent to which the relational nature of “generations” influenced experiences of and 

interpretative frameworks for unfolding events.  

This methodology further advances the study of memory. Recognising a new 

generation required contemporaries to reflect upon their own experiences and the events 

of their formative years, as well as how these differ from arising circumstances. Such 

reflections shaped the characteristics attributed to the emerging cohort, but also the 

memory of preceding historical events, and can therefore provide insights into memory 

shifts. 

                                                 
385 R. E. Klatch, A Generation Divided: The New Left, the New Right, and the 1960s 
(Berkeley, 1999); R. F. Foster, Vivid Faces: The Revolutionary Generation in Ireland 
1890-1923 (London, 2014). 
386 Carlson, ‘Generations’, pp. 24-5; H. Berghoff, U. Jense, C. Lubinski, and B. 
Weisbrod, ‘Introduction’, in H. Berghoff, U. Jense, C. Lubinski, and B. Weisbrod, eds., 
History by Generations: Generational Dynamics in Modern History (Göttingen, 2013), 
p. 7. An interesting recent volume addressing how ideas are transmitted between 
generations includes: S. Pooley and K. Qureshi, Parenthood between Generations: 
Transforming Reproductive Cultures, Fertility, Reproduction and Sexuality Series, eds. 
S. Tremayne, M. C. Inhorn, and P. Kreager (New York and Oxford, 2016).  
387 R. Wohl, The Generation of 1914 (Cambridge, 1979); M. Fulbrook, Dissonant Lives: 
Generations and Violence through the German Dictatorships (Oxford, 2011). 
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Specific discourses of the Great War were leveraged within both the British and 

the American Legion to conceptualise trans-generational comradeship, encompassing 

veterans from two different generations with their respective ages, life phases, and war 

experiences. Differing national and organisational contexts aside, both Legions saw the 

Second World War as an opportunity to revitalise their associations and they opened 

their ranks to the conflict’s ex-servicemen accordingly. Both groups saw the extension 

of membership as a way to avoid organisational decline as First World War veterans 

aged. At the same time, however, this very strategy introduced the risk that, due to the 

numerical superiority of Second World War ex-servicemen, these newcomers would 

eventually supplant their predecessors within the groups themselves.  

The characteristics of the conflicts and the conditions of military life differed 

between the First World War and the Second, in both Britain and the United States. 

Acknowledging these differences and sculpting them into a cumulative narrative 

became a means to connect the two generations who fought them without overstating 

commonalities or undermining the significance of both conflicts. Discussants found 

underlying similarities between the aims and enemies of both fights as well as the 

hardships of life in uniform. Choosing to depict the Second World War as a harder fight 

and focussing on how the First World War had helped to enhance service life in the 

Second reaffirmed the contributions of older veterans, while also highlighting the 

shortcomings of the earlier war and situating Second World War servicemen as superior 

to those of the First. A hierarchical relationship between the generations was emerging, 

even as the conflicts were construed as separate chapters in the same story. 

Building on this conception of a cumulative narrative, discourses in both 

Legions employed a familial framework to construct the roles each generation would 

play in this trans-generational comradeship. The focus on family ties between the two 
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generations – particularly of fathers and sons – allowed for substantial differences to 

exist between the outlooks of each cohort without undermining the bonds between 

them. Moreover, it reflected the day-to-day realities of life in the Second World War, in 

which many First World War veterans were either sending their sons into battle or were 

back in uniform themselves. Putting this sense of familial comradeship into action, the 

Legions developed programmes of pastoral care to support servicemen and their 

families. According to discussions in the Legions’ documents, the previous experiences 

of former servicemen gave them insights into the current serviceman’s frame of mind 

and the organisations sought to mobilise these insights in their support programmes.  

Looking at these cases comparatively reveals the extent to which sub-national 

factors mitigated and shaped memory discourses in response to unfolding events. 

Despite the substantial differences in British and American participation in World War 

II, similar discussions arose within the British and American Legions after each nation’s 

respective entry into the conflict. The new conflagration was interpreted according to 

the fears of the organisations and their members, and these fears – especially those 

related to aging and its consequences – transcended national boundaries. National 

contexts anchored the specific ways in which discourses linked the First World War to 

the Second, but the needs generating them and the ends for which they were leveraged 

constituted a transnational pattern.  

  



128 

Chapter 3: Comradeship in the British Legion 

This chapter examines British Legion discourses relating the First and Second 

World War generations from 1939 through 1941 in order to uncover how the memory of 

the former conflict was affected by developments in the latter conflagration. It brings a 

new interpretive lens to the study of wartime shifts in the organisation by focussing on 

collective identity and memory discourses.  

 

Great Britain entered the Second World War on 3 September 1939, following 

the German invasion of Poland. The conflict would prove very different from its 

predecessor. A large percentage of men in Army uniforms, for example, would spend 

prolonged stretches of their service time on British soil.388 Those who did leave 

“Blighty” were destined to be away for several years.389 In their absence, their country 

would be transformed into a war zone, with enemy bombing campaigns devastating 

population centres, the stationing of foreign troops in Britain for lengthy periods, and 

the intense mobilisation of manpower and resources to create and sustain a ‘warfare 

state’.390 The Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy would prove critical to the conflict’s 

                                                 
388 Exact numbers are difficult to determine, but Jeremy Crang estimates that ‘more than 
1.5 million troops’, or ‘well over half of the army’, could be found in Britain ‘for much 
of the war’. J. A. Crang, ‘The British Soldier on the Home Front: Army Morale Reports, 
1940-45’, in P. Addison and A. Calder, eds., Time to Kill: The Soldier’s Experience of 
War in the West 1939-1945 (London, 1997), p. 60. Geoffrey Field argues that the 
soldiering experience of the Second World War varied ‘far more than in the First World 
War’ more generally as well. G. G. Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil: Remaking the British 
Working Class, 1939-1945 (Oxford, 2011), p. 251. 
389 Even those who stayed saw little of their families or homes during their tenure in the 
military, due to leave regulations and transportation problems. See: J. A. Crang, The 
British Army and the People’s War 1939-1945 (Manchester, 2000), pp. 100-6; Field, 
Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp. 257-8, 269; A. Allport, Browned Off and Bloody-Minded: 
The British Soldier Goes to War, 1939-1945 (New Haven and London, 2017 [orig. 
2015]), esp. pp. 131-4. 
390 David Edgerton’s work is critical to understanding how the war effort re-organised 
and structurally transformed Britain. D. Edgerton, Britain’s War Machine: Weapons, 
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outcome to a degree that was unprecedented by the Great War experience.391 The 

outcome itself would differ, too, with the total surrender of the Axis Powers, rather than 

a negotiated peace.  

Yet in September 1939, contemporaries did not know how the new war would 

unfold. Resigned to waging another war on a global scale against Germany and facing 

an uncertain future, the British public drew upon its First World War experience as a 

framework for understanding the current conflict. Indeed, scholars have shown that the 

earlier war greatly informed not only citizens’ expectations for the conflict, but also the 

official planning for it.392 As the developing war diverted from these expectations, the 

process of adjusting the cognitive framework to accommodate unanticipated 

developments impacted the legacy of the First World War in turn. In the British Legion, 

this process was further complicated by the emergence of a new ex-service generation.  

                                                                                                                                               
Resources and Experts in the Second World War (London, 2012 [orig. 2011]), quote 
from p. 7. Many accounts of the Luftwaffe campaign against Britain exist, but Angus 
Calder’s is particularly illuminating because of its detailed account of the lived 
experience. A. Calder, The People’s War: Britain 1939-1945 (London, 1992 [orig. 
1969]), esp. pp. 163-227. After Germany violated its Non-Aggression Pact and invaded 
the Soviet Union, Britain became a training ground for Allied forces preparing to open a 
“second front” in western Europe. However, the attack would not be launched for 
another three years, so Britain hosted foreign servicemen for quite a length of time. 
Hosting American troops proved particularly problematic, in part because they had 
access to better pay, food, and clothing, but also because there were so many of them: 
1.5 million US servicemen would come to Britain over the war’s course. See: J. 
Gardiner, Over Here: The GIs in Wartime Britain (London, 1992); D. Reynolds, Rich 
Relations: The American Occupation of Britain, 1942-1945 (New York, 1995).  
391 Allport, Browned Off, pp. 70-3. Evan Mawdsley provides a useful brief on how 
controlling supply routes on the seas via naval and aerial power affected the war’s 
outcome. E. Mawdsley, World War II: A New History (Cambridge, 2009), pp. 249-283. 
For more on the war in the air and at sea specifically at this time, see: R. J. Overy, The 
Air War, 1939-1945 (Washington, 2005 [orig. 1980]), esp. pp. 1-70; S. W. Roskill, The 
War at Sea, 1939-1945, Volume I: The Defensive, History of the Second World War 
United Kingdom Military Series, ed. J. R. M. Butler (London, 1976 [orig. 1954]). 
392 An interesting example of the First World War experience informing planning for 
the Second can be found in the field of military psychology and preparations for 
psychological casualties. See: B. Shephard, ‘“Pitiless Psychology”: The Role of 
Prevention in British Military Psychiatry in the Second World War’, History of 
Psychiatry 10:40 (1999), pp. 491-524. 
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The onset of war immediately disrupted how the British Legion functioned. 

Leadership on a national level fell immediately upon the shoulders of Vice Chairman 

Colonel S. W. L. Ashwanden, Treasurer Brunel Cohen, and former National Chairman 

Colonel G. R. Crosfield when National Chairman Major-General Sir Francis Fetherston-

Godley departed for the forces. Shortly after Ashwanden was officially named National 

Chairman in May 1940, the General Secretary position transferred from Colonel E. C. 

Heath to J. R. Griffin. While all of these men had long service records as national 

leaders in the Legion, these changes at the top were representative of the substantial re-

shuffling taking place throughout the organisation due to the mobilisation for war.393 

The group saw membership figures drop from 399,293 to 326,053 in less than two 

years, and these changes in membership acutely affected local branches.394 Indications 

in Journal discussions suggest that leaders and members alike saw the war as a defining 

moment, holding ‘“life or death”’ stakes for the group’s immediate existence – and its 

future.395  

                                                 
393 G. Wootton, The Official History of the British Legion (London, 1956), pp. 255-9, 
281-2; B. Harding, Keeping Faith: The History of The Royal British Legion (Barnsley, 
2001), pp. 61-6. The war also prompted financial concerns. See: Daily Mail Reporter, 
‘Legion to Stop Grants’, Daily Mail [London], no. 13547 (25 September 1939), p. 7. 
394 Wootton, British Legion, pp. 258, 305. Examples of the impact on branches include: 
‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:5 (November 1940), p. 137; S. W. L. Ashwanden, 
‘Looking Facts in the Face’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 203; ‘Around the Branches’, 
BLJ 20:11 (May 1941), p. 302; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:6 (December 1940), p. 
161; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:12 (June 1941), p. 333. Such disruption mirrored 
what was happening in society more generally. For example, according to Alan Allport, 
a third of British men aged from twenty to twenty-four were in the services by the end 
of 1940. The evacuation of mothers and children from urban areas in fear of imminent 
German air strikes has since come to symbolise the population disruption of the early 
war in Britain. Allport, Browned Off, p. 68. See also: J. Welshman, Churchill’s 
Children: The Evacuee Experience in Wartime Britain (Oxford, 2010). 
395 ‘The Future of the Legion: Two County Conferences’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 
177. See also: ‘Eastern Area Conference’, BLJ 19:11 (May 1940), p. 312; ‘The 
Anniversary’, BLJ 20:3 (September 1940), p. 59; S. W. L. Ashwanden, ‘The Future of 
the Legion’, BLJ 20:5 (November 1940), p. 123; S. W. L. Ashwanden, ‘Looking Facts 
in the Face’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 203; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:10 
(April 1941), p. 273.  
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Yet the new global conflagration also offered hope. The conflict would produce 

more ex-servicemen, whom the group could recruit into its membership.396 

Accordingly, little debate is found in the Journal over whether Second World War 

servicemen should be admitted to the British Legion upon their discharge. The course 

appears to have been taken as self-evident. In the meantime, serving personnel could be 

awarded honorary membership. The status incurred no dues to the serviceman while 

allowing the Legion to stay in contact with him throughout his time in uniform.397 

Branches eagerly extended this status to men in the forces, while also devising other 

recruitment strategies such as opening their events to serving personnel or hosting 

special ones specifically in their honour.398 The Journal played a key role in recruitment 

efforts nationwide, with voices from all Legion levels advocating that the periodical be 

sent as reading material to men in uniform.399  

The advantages for the organisation’s status in society were obvious. At the 

1940 Annual Conference, Ashwanden speculated that ‘not less than one-sixth or one-

seventh of the total population of Great Britain’ would be eligible for Legion 

                                                 
396 More veterans in Britain also posed a threat to the Legion, however, in that these 
numbers would generate more work for the group to do and could thus strain Legion 
resources. See: Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 27, 109, 113. 
397 GSMC (31 October 1939), p. 1. See also: Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 40-1. 
398 Examples of “honorary membership” include: ‘Serving Men’, BLJ 20:8 (February 
1941), p. 199; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:11 (May 1940), p. 326-7; ‘Around the 
Branches’, BLJ 20:10 (April 1941), p. 274; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:1 (July 
1940), p. 21; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:12 (June 1941), p. 334; ‘Legion Log’, BLJ 
19:5 (November 1939), p. 153. Examples of events opened to or hosted for serving 
personnel include: ‘Membership: Position of Members who Have Rejoined the 
Colours’, BLJ 19:7 (January 1940), p. 205; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:11 (May 
1941), p. 307; ‘The Annual Conference,’ BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 341; ‘Around the 
Branches’, BLJ 20:4 (October 1940), p. 109; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:10 (April 
1940), p. 298; ‘Legion Log’, BLJ 20:5 (November 1940), p. 129. 
399 ‘The Journal in “Comforts” Parcels’, BLJ 20:2 (August 1940), p. 34; ‘Fine 
Propaganda Work by Women’s Section’, BLJ 20:2 (August 1940), p. 42; ‘Around the 
Branches’, BLJ 20:11 (May 1941), p. 304; ‘To Our Readers New and Old’, BLJ 20:12 
(June 1941), p. 312; ‘The Legion’s First War-year’, BLJ 20:7 (January 1941), p. 172; 
‘The Journal’, BLJ 19:10 (April 1940), p. 279. 
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membership by the close of the present conflict.400 ‘[A] new legion … of millions’ 

loomed on the horizon.401 A group of that magnitude could be ‘an enormous power for 

good’ in the nation, as National President Major-General Sir Frederick Maurice put it, 

but it would also carry enormous political and social clout to promote its agenda.402 It 

was therefore barely two months into the war with Germany when the first appeal from 

British Legion national headquarters went out to branches, urging them to establish 

contact with serving men to recruit them for the organisation.403 ‘[E]arly contact’ was 

urged as the key to the success of this ‘excellent missionary work’.404 Recruiting these 

men constituted ‘[one] of the most important things the Legion ha[d] to take care of’ in 

the first years of the war.405 

Concerns over age and aging also coloured these discussions. It was the 

inevitable aging and eventual death of First World War veterans that placed the 

longevity of the British Legion at risk in the first place. When Ashwanden vowed in 

February 1941 that ‘[w]hatever else happened, it was essential that the Legion should 

continue,’ he also acknowledged that this outcome relied upon the next generation, for 

‘[w]hen the present members had passed on, who was there to continue the Legion 

except the men who were serving to-day?’406 Recruiting new members from the Second 

World War to replace aging First World War veterans could secure the group’s future. It 

was a significant challenge, given that some branches had previously refused to admit 

                                                 
400 ‘The Annual Conference’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 347. 
401 ‘The Area Conferences’, BLJ 19:9 (March 1940), p. 259. 
402 ‘Spotlight on Area Conferences’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 252. For more on the 
British Legion’s political influence in the interwar period, see the Introduction of this 
thesis.  
403 GSMC (31 October 1939), p. 1; ‘The Future of the Legion: Two County 
Conferences’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 177. 
404 ‘Membership: Position of Members Who Have Rejoined the Colours’, BLJ 19:7 
(January 1940), p. 205; ‘Serving Men’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 199. See also: 
‘New Army Joins the Old’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), pp. 228-230. 
405 ‘Legion Log’, BLJ 20:5 (November 1940), p. 129. 
406 S. W. L. Ashwanden, ‘Looking Facts in the Face’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 203. 
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post-First World War ex-servicemen to their ranks.407 Yet facing the fear ‘“that the 

Legion would be dead before the next war”’, many Legion voices recognised that this 

war offered the group ‘“a new lease of life”’, if they managed to capitalise on the 

opportunity.408 

The organisation would need to address the real gaps in age and life phase 

between the First and Second World War generations in order to incorporate younger 

veterans. By 1937, the average age of British Legion members was reported to be forty-

eight years old, whereas only men between the ages of twenty and twenty-three were 

required to register for national service – and, by extension, conscription – by the end of 

1939.409 In practice, these age-based disparities combined with differing war 

experiences to mean that Second World War servicemen would ‘come out of the 

Services with ideas different from those of the men who were in the last war’.410 In their 

encounters with newly-discharged veterans, individual members were encouraged to 

remain open-minded and flexible to suggestions from these younger ex-servicemen.411 

‘[T]he old boys of 1914 [we]re now old fogies”’, and they needed to allow a more 

youthful generation to ‘re-vitalise the Legion’.412 Local and national leaders encouraged 

members to allow this ‘new generation of ex-service men’ to ‘com[e] forward with their 

                                                 
407 Harding, Keeping Faith, p. 63. 
408 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 356. 
409 ‘British Legion Report of the Special Committee Established for the Purpose of 
Investigating the Problem of Prematurely Aged Ex-Service Men’, (December 1937); D. 
Todman, Britain’s War: Into Battle, 1937-1941 (London, 2016), p. 263. 
410 ‘The Future of the Legion: Two County Conferences’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 
177. 
411 Examples include: ibid., p. 177; ‘National President at Hampshire County 
Conference’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 208; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:10 
(April 1940), p. 303. 
412 T. S. N. M. Howard quoted in ‘National President at Hampshire County 
Conference’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 208; ‘The Area Conferences’, BLJ 19:9 
(March 1940), p. 262. 
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own ideas’, without ‘stand[ing] in their way’.413 According to these voices, the younger 

men needed to be given ‘“the opportunity of saying what the future basis of this 

organisation shall be”’.414 In an address to the Women’s Section Annual Conference, 

Griffin emphasised this point, saying: ‘we must be receptive to every new idea, and 

whatever our policy has been in the past, we must try to understand new view-points, 

determining our problems in a different way, and go hand-in-hand along the new path 

with the new generation’.415 It was not merely a matter of letting the men into the group, 

but of letting them make changes to it.   

Yet attracting younger veterans to join the Legion would require more than 

simply a welcoming attitude. Making Second World War men feel like comrades in the 

British Legion required their predecessors to adapt the organisation, aligning its internal 

dynamics and discourses to suit those of the new generation.416 Until 1939, Legion 

conceptualisations of collective identity had been anchored in the First World War. 

Incorporating Second World War men into the group required reframing the core tenets 

of ‘comradeship, service, and Legion team work’ to encompass differing war 

experiences, ages, and life phases.417 Discourses relating the two generations redefined 

the meaning of “comradeship” and collective identity within the group, transforming 

narratives of the First World War in the process. 

 

                                                 
413 ‘The Area Conferences’, BLJ 19:9 (March 1940), p. 262. See also: Harding, Keeping 
Faith, p. 28; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:2 (August 1940), p. 52. 
414 J. R. Griffin, ‘As I See It’, BLJ 20:12 (June 1941), p. 324. 
415 ibid., p. 324. 
416 For example, the Poppy Day Appeal was expanded to support veterans of all 
conflicts starting in 1939. The British Legion also added a publicity officer to the 
national operation in 1943. See: N. Barr, The Lion and the Poppy: British Veterans, 
Politics, and Society, 1921-1939 (Westport and London, 2005), p. 195; Wootton, British 
Legion, pp. 271-2. 
417 ‘The War-time Legion’, BLJ 19:4 (October 1939), p. 111. 
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This study adds a new layer of understanding to scholarship outlining the British 

Legion’s transition from war to peace. Extant organisational histories by Graham 

Wootton and Brian Harding have explored the structural changes undertaken to expand 

the British Legion into a two-war organisation, but these adaptions have rarely been 

connected to the cognitive shifts accompanying them.418 The strategic decisions facing 

national leaders during the war have been scrutinized by Wootton. Deciding how the 

Legion could best assist serving men and their families during the war as well as 

addressing post-war concerns about recruitment and the rise of competitor groups 

affected how trans-generational comradeship was conducted, and this study expands 

upon Wootton’s work to explore the conceptualisation of these practices as well.419 

Harding has outlined the Legion’s support programmes for serving personnel and 

ongoing debates within the group over tying its membership specifically to the Great 

War, but he does not explore how these connected to conceptions of camaraderie or 

First World War memory.420 Although his study concludes in 1939, Niall Barr has 

ventured the furthest into the territory of trans-generational comradeship, arguing that 

the group’s chief success proved to be ‘bridg[ing] the gap between old and new and thus 

ensur[ing] that its central ideal of comradeship would continue’.421 This chapter traces 

the discourses constructed to bridge this gap as they unfolded in real time, while also 

paying greater attention to the role that aging played in this process.422  

                                                 
418 Wootton, British Legion, pp. 255-8; Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 64-8. Niall Barr 
also touches on the changes made during this time, but they largely fall outside the time 
frame of his study. Barr, Lion and Poppy, p. 195.  
419 Wootton, British Legion, pp. 258-9, 261-8. 
420 Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 59, 63-4, 66. 
421 Barr, Lion and Poppy, p. 195. 
422 Harding and Barr have alluded to the importance of age and aging in shaping Legion 
reactions to the Second World War, and this study deepens their work on the subject. 
Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 59, 63-4; Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 194-5. 
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Readjusting interpretative frameworks rooted in the First World War in order to 

accommodate the Second constructed the cognitive basis for trans-generational 

comradeship in British Legion discourses. Using “their” war as a lens to view the 

current one, Legion voices acknowledged both the similarities and differences between 

the two conflicts and used these to connect the men who fought them. Contributors 

examined Britain’s reasons for fighting and her enemies in each war, as well as the 

experience of serving in the military itself. In drawing these connections, a hierarchical 

relationship based on progress evolved between the two generations. Discussions 

portrayed the Second World War serviceman and his military as having improved upon 

those of the First. This narrative of progress simultaneously bridged the generational 

gap, constructing a sense of trans-generational comradeship, while also reinforcing a 

critical interpretation of Britain’s Great War. Enhancing the service experience for 

contemporary service personnel in particular took on a parental gaze in Legion 

discourses. Many Legion members were watching their children enter the services, and 

discussants drew upon this reality to characterise the relational dynamics of trans-

generational comradeship. The “father/son” metaphor further underscored the 

hierarchical relationship between the generations, and the overarching narrative of 

progress in these discussions reinforced certain aspects of First World War memory at 

the expense of others.  

 

I. 

 A preliminary basis for trans-generational comradeship in British Legion 

discussions was created by identifying similarities between the motivations for 

intervention in both wars. The new war was but a month old when British Legion author 

Frank H. Shaw rebranded the Great War as ‘the last war, as it will have to be called 
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now, since this present conflict promises to be known to posterity as the Greatest 

War’.423 The Journal depicted Britain’s decision for war in both cases as a defence of 

principles. In ‘another job of work in cleaning up Europe’, British servicemen faced a 

‘task to once more try to make the world a better and brighter place for all decent 

thinking people’.424 A regular contributor to the Journal, “Kitchener’s Man”, wrote in 

December 1939 that ‘clearly complete links’ existed between ‘this new generation’ and 

‘the 1914-1918 men’, claiming that ‘[f]or the first time in England’s story have we had 

from one generation to another this complete succession of tradition in arms borne in 

the cause of human freedom’.425 For this First World War veteran, the spirit of ‘arms 

borne in the cause of human freedom’ offered the basis for trans-generational 

comradeship. Such a claim represented a revision to extant interpretations of World War 

I, which focussed on peace in Europe.426 Peace is conspicuously absent from the 

December 1939 article outlining the Great War’s aims. Rather, according to 

“Kitchener’s Man”, freedom and bettering the world had been the primary motivations 

all along. 

 The First World War continued to serve as a benchmark in Legion discussions 

throughout the so-called “Phoney War” from September 1939 to May 1940.427 The 

perceived failure of the Treaty of Versailles and the German culpability for ‘again’ 

‘thrust[ing] Europe into such a hideous nightmare’ constituted primary themes in an 

                                                 
423 F. H. Shaw, ‘A Personal Experience of the Q-boat Way’, BLJ 19:5 (November 
1939), p. 147. See also: A. Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and the First 
World War (Cambridge, 2008), p. 5. 
424 “Kitchener’s Man”, ‘Chips of the Old Block’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 176; R. 
W. Phillips, ‘An Appeal by Captain R. W. Phillips’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 174. 
425 “Kitchener’s Man”, ‘Chips of the Old Block’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 176. 
426 These British Legion narratives began shifting in the late 1930s, after repeated 
confrontations with Germany forced them to reconsider the sustainability of this 
assumed legacy. See Chapter One for more analysis. 
427 Dan Todman notes that, while “Phoney War” is more commonly known today, 
British contemporaries used the term “Bore War”. Todman, Into Battle, p. 199. 
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April 1940 article by Crosfield. Yet, in other ways, the connections drawn between the 

conflicts had begun to shift. In the same piece, Crosfield remarked: ‘[w]e never dreamt 

that within 21 years we should have to face a sterner and tougher fight’.428 The 

comments reflected the organisation’s and the nation’s anticipations more than the 

realities at that point in the new war, but events soon confirmed these fears.429 The fall 

of France forced the Legion to recognise that even Britain’s First World War cemeteries 

on the continent had ‘now [been] desecrated by a war more hideous than that in which 

[the interred] gave their lives’.430 By the Annual Conference in May 1940, the unfolding 

war had shattered all illusions that the First World War had been waged and won for 

peace: ‘[a]t Queen’s Hall this year, the organised survivors of the 1914-18 shambles 

were compelled to accept defeat – not defeat of their ideals, but defeat of peace 

itself’.431 It is significant, however, that the ideals of the First World War generation 

remained undefeated. The memory of the conflict in Legion discourses was adapting to 

new events: whereas maintaining the peace had previously been emphasised, other 

principles for which Britain had fought now took centre stage: the defence of liberty and 

the progression of the modern state. This shift facilitated stronger ties between the First 

and Second World Wars. Rather than making the previous war irrelevant and futile, the 

Second World War effort was now a continuation of Britain’s efforts in the First.   

However, the message that the Great War should have secured peace in Europe 

did not evaporate immediately, as the Journal’s review of the conference’s memorial 

service at the Cenotaph illustrates. The first of such services to be held by the British 

                                                 
428 G. R. Crosfield, ‘Dangers of Patched-up Peace’, BLJ 19:10 (April 1940), p. 283. 
429 S. R. Grayzel, At Home and Under Fire: Air Raids and Culture in Britain from the 
Great War to the Blitz (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 251-294; Calder, People’s War, pp. 35-
76; Todman, Into Battle, pp. 199-322.  
430 ‘Our Own Refugees’, BLJ 20:1 (July 1940), p. 6. For more on Britain’s role in the 
fight for France, see: Todman, Into Battle, pp. 323-357.  
431 ‘The Annual Conference’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 336. 
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Legion in wartime was ‘a most poignant celebration, which, almost unbearably for 

some, linked a grim past with a grim present’. The author went on to define the mood in 

more detail: 

All [attendees], indeed, must have been thinking that afternoon of the way in 
which the wheel had now turned full circle, so that, in spite of the sacrifices of 
yesterday, yet more were to be made to-day and to-morrow, and, indeed were 
actually taking place during the afternoon while the Germans once again drove 
through the old, familiar French and Flanders countryside.432 
 

The defeated tone of this commentary cannot be overlooked. ‘[I]n spite of the sacrifices 

of yesterday’, the world had returned to war and as a result ‘more [sacrifices] were to be 

made to-day and to-morrow’. A remembrance service ‘staged in the midst of a new war, 

to commemorate the dead of the last one’, appeared to render the outcome of that 

preceding conflagration not only insufficient, but futile.433  

 Yet Maurice’s speech salvaged this interpretation, restoring World War I’s 

significance in a World War II age. This new war offered the opportunity to redeem past 

shortcomings, and even added to the stakes of the new fight: ‘[u]nless we triumph, 

everything we hold dear, everything we fought for, everything our comrades died for, 

everything the young men fighting to-day are struggling for, will go by the board’.434 

This statement intrinsically linked the outcome of the Second World War with the 

memory of the First. Victory in the current battle was the only way to vindicate the 

shortcomings of the earlier one. Connecting the two wars in this way encouraged the 

two participating generations to view themselves as part of the same fight, and thus as 

comrades. Yet it also served a more urgent purpose. It acknowledged the struggle for 

existence that Britain faced at this point in 1940. By the summer, Hitler directly ruled 

Austria, Bohemia, Poland, Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg, much of 

                                                 
432 ‘Annual Memorial Parade and Service at the Cenotaph’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 
347. 
433 ibid., p. 347. 
434 ‘The Annual Conference’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 338. 
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France, and parts of Lithuania, in addition to managing cooperative or allied regimes in 

Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Vichy France, and Mussolini’s Italy, including 

French and Italian North African territories. These circumstances, combined with the 

Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact and the Russian occupation of large portions of 

Eastern Europe, meant Britain stood alone in Europe against the Nazi juggernaut. With 

British forces still sorting themselves out following the emergency evacuation at 

Dunkirk, the country faced the potential of foreign invasion.435 Using the unfolding 

conflict as a means to validate the perceived failings of its predecessor was one way to 

rally morale in the face of this overwhelming crisis. Indeed, Maurice ended his 

statement with a call-to-arms: ‘it is essential that everyone [sic] of us, immediately and 

henceforth, should make every effort of which he or she is capable’.436 Interpretations of 

the earlier conflagration thus shifted in response to the needs of the present-day one.  

 That both generations of British servicemen fought against a similar enemy 

provided another continuity. Any distinction between Wilhelmine and Nazi Germany 

was given little notice by Legion contributors, one of whom referred to the country as 

‘“our late – and present – enemy”’.437 Both regimes were seen to share a ruthless 

ambition for power. Just as ‘the veterans of the Great War … stood between German 

ambition and our national freedom’, so too did the Second World War men now ‘“stand 

                                                 
435 Italy declared war on France and Britain on 10 June 1940, following Germany’s 
victories in the west. Philip Bell provides a useful, but brief, overview of the German 
and Soviet advances at this time, their distribution of territory, and the threat that these 
acquisitions posed to Britain. More detailed accounts of the German military campaigns 
can be found in work by Williamson Murray and Allan Millet, while a similarly 
thorough examination of Soviet expansion efforts are provided by Chris Bellamy. P. M. 
H. Bell, The Origins of the Second World War in Europe, 3rd edn, Origins of Modern 
Wars Series, ed. H. Hearder (Harlow, 2007), pp. 314-333; W. Murray and A. R. Millet, 
A War to Be Won: Fighting the Second World War (Cambridge and London, 2000), esp. 
pp. 6-7, 44-95; C. Bellamy, Absolute War: Soviet Russia in the Second World War: A 
Modern History (London, 2007), esp. pp. 39-98.  
436 Quoted in ‘The Annual Conference’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 338. 
437 C. F. Fleming quoted in ‘Legion Log’, BLJ 19:8 (February 1940), p. 233. 
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again for civilisation against a reign of terror and lawless aggression”’.438 Indeed, author 

“Mons Star” believed that Britain’s First World War dead ‘died to destroy exactly such 

a menace as this which now dominates civilisation’.439 Legion writers acknowledged 

the prowess of the German military machine in both conflicts, but asserted Britain’s 

ability to triumph nonetheless: ‘Like the old timers of 14-18, the youngsters refuse to be 

overawed by the stamping and roaring of the German big shots’.440 German leaders 

indeed were singled out for particular censure, blamed for disregarding the expensive 

lessons of an earlier era.441 T. S. N. M. Howard drew a direct line from the German 

leaders of 1914 to those of 1939: ‘“[s]o far as we ex-Service men and women are 

concerned, Hitler and his group of despots still stand for the destruction of all that we 

fought for in the last war”’.442 Continuing the same mission against the same enemy 

united two generations from two different wars into a shared sense of camaraderie. 

Such parallels were underscored further by recalling the fighting orders of the 

preceding war. In a letter to the editor in December 1939, contributor Silvia M. Glossop 

invoked a special order from General Sir Douglas Haig in the Great War to describe the 

1939 conflict, arguing that ‘[t]his extract shows how similar are the circumstances when 

England went to war this year’. The extract is worth quoting in its entirety: 

It is two years since the British Army entered on the greatest struggle in the 
history of the world against the most formidable fighting machine that has ever 
been created, a machine fashioned by the unceasing effort of many generations 

                                                 
438 “Mons Star”, ‘Give with Both Hands this Poppy Day’, BLJ 19:5 (November 1939), 
p. 140; Howard quoted in ‘The Future of the Legion: Two County Conferences’, BLJ 
19:6 (December 1939), p. 177. 
439 “Mons Star”, ‘Give with Both Hands this Poppy Day’, BLJ 19:5 (November 1939), 
p. 140. 
440 “Kitchener’s Man”, ‘Chips of the Old Block’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 176. 
On German military ability, see also: J. R. J. Macnamara, M.P., ‘Has the Tide Turned?’, 
BLJ 20:5 (November 1940), p. 122. 
441 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:8 (February 1940), p. 247. 
442 Quoted in ‘The Future of the Legion: Two County Conferences’, BLJ 19:6 
(December 1939), p. 177. 
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for the deliberate purpose of imposing on all nations the will of one, regardless 
of justice and of the sufferings to be imposed on humanity.443 
 

If Wilhelm’s Germany fought for tyranny, injustice, and suffering, then Britain had 

fought for the opposite of these principles. By comparing Hitler’s Germany with this 

Wilhelmine nation, Glossop positioned the Third Reich as its successor – another in the 

line of ‘many [German] generations’ inciting war – and thus Prime Minister Neville 

Chamberlain’s Britain as successor to that of H. H. Asquith and David Lloyd George. 

Choosing an order by General Haig, who was revered by the Legion as the impetus 

behind its foundation and as a champion of ex-servicemen cause more generally, 

crystalized the alignment of British principles in both world wars and joined the efforts 

into a cumulative narrative.444  

 

II. 

Comparing aspects of service life between the two world wars brought out 

commonalities as well as disparities, and discussants used both to strengthen notions of 

trans-generational comradeship. The “old soldiers” reminisced in Legion newsletters 

about their escapades in uniform, retelling pleasant memories of romances and 

camaraderie as well as more bittersweet ones of homesickness.445 These seemingly 

mundane experiences bonded men across military branches and outposts.446 Moreover, 

the stereotypical British serviceman from all eras was depicted as a frequent “grouser” 

with a good sense of humour and a humble pride in the service he rendered for his 

                                                 
443 S. M. Glossop, ‘Letters: Haig’s 1916 View of German Aims’, BLJ 19:6 (December 
1939), p. 180. 
444 D. Todman, The Great War: Myth and Memory (London, 2013 [orig. 2005]), pp. 73-
5; Wootton, British Legion, pp. 16, 43, 107-116. 
445 Examples include: “Kitchener’s Man”, ‘Chips of the Old Block’, BLJ 19:6 
(December 1939), p. 176; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:4 (October 1939), p. 130. 
446 ‘The Legion Overseas – Rochester (New York State) Branch’, BLJ 19:4 (October 
1939), p. 127. 
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country.447 Assurances that ‘the modern soldier would carry on the fine tradition of the 

old’ portrayed contemporary servicemen as successors in this tradition, particularly 

following the Great War.448 New reiterations of soldiers’ songs demonstrated that First 

World War service experiences were intrinsic components in the emerging Second 

World War ones, drawing together the differing generations. For example, ‘the new 

version of that undying [First World War] favourite “Pack up your Troubles”’ had 

become ‘“Pack up your gubbles”’ in reference to the German propaganda tsar, Joseph 

Goebbels.449 The First World War ex-serviceman’s presence likewise loomed large in 

the contemporary training camps: ‘[like] the old songs, the old stories of the Great War 

are being retold in mess and barrack room’.450 Portraying the “old soldier” as a fixture 

in service life gave the impression that – despite the temporal gap – the new generation 

remained in contact with the old.  

 Framing these generations and their conflicts in reference to each other, 

however, brought out differences as well as similarities. Comparisons between First and 

Second World War servicemen peppered Journal articles, and typically the latter were 

held up as superior.451 For example, from his encounters with the younger generation, 

Fetherston-Godley concluded that ‘[t]he present war soldier was a man who thought’.452 

Identifying contemporary troops as “thinking men” suggested, by contrast, that those of 

                                                 
447 Examples include: ‘Home Guard Notes and News’, BLJ 20:5 (November 1940), p. 
119; “One of Kitchener’s Army”, ‘War Humour – 1914-1918’, BLJ 19:7 (January 
1940), p. 201; ‘Old Bill, Educator of Germans’, BLJ 20:10 (April 1941), p. 258; G. 
Cooper, ‘Great War Christmas Cards’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 170. 
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Man”’, ‘What Songs Will Our Soldiers Sing?’, BLJ 19:8 (February 1940), p. 227. 
449 ‘“Pack Up Your Gubbles.”’, BLJ 20:4 (October 1940), p. 94.  
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451 These discussions notably centred upon the Royal Army, reflecting the Legion’s 
tendency to focus especially on that branch of service. See the Introduction for more 
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452 ‘The Area Conferences’, BLJ 19:9 (March 1940), p. 260. 
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the First World War were not. Lieutenant-General Sir James O’Dowda, Chairman of the 

North-Western Area, reinforced this idea in a speech to his 1941 area conference, 

saying: ‘“the present generation had greater freedom of thought and expression than ex-

Service men of the past”’.453 Carried to its conclusion, the implication provided a subtle 

but effective means of bolstering wartime morale: if an unenlightened Tommy Atkins 

could win a war in 1918, then these “thinking” men of 1939 certainly could do the 

same. Reiterating the advances of the present-day military over its predecessor worked 

to reassure veterans with serving sons that their children were in good hands – better 

hands, in fact, than they themselves had been.  

 Current servicemen outstripped their fathers in other ways as well. The ‘air of 

businesslike [sic] efficiency about this outfit’ struck “Kitchener’s Man” as a notable 

difference between the two armies. ‘There are no buttons to clean, no puttees to unravel 

– only a war to win and to win quickly’, he reported. Cumbersome military regulations 

had been removed and these soldiers no longer stood on ceremony, which in the 

author’s mind suggested a more egalitarian force. Salutes were executed ‘quickly and 

smartly … without servility and without any sense of inferiority’ and only when ‘really 

necessary’. Maintaining the highly-mechanised modern military required more skilled 

soldiers, lending an air of ‘equal importance and value’ to all ranks. In the end, he 

judged the younger cohort to be ‘a worthy generation to follow in the steadfast footsteps 

of the older bearers of the flag of freedom’ – these being the First World War veterans 

specifically of the British Legion.454  

                                                 
453 Quoted in ‘Spotlight on Area Conferences’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 239. 
454 “Kitchener’s Man”, ‘Chips of the Old Block’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 176. 
The British Army of the Second World War was, indeed, more technical than that of the 
First, and this did translate into more skilled soldiers. Approximately twenty-five per 
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Existing scholarship sheds light on the accuracy of these contemporary 

appraisals. Historians concur that the army men of the Second World War were better 

educated than their predecessors.455 On the whole, these men enjoyed healthier and 

more comfortable lives before entering the military than those of 1914-1918. As 

‘democratically aware citizens, self-conscious about their “rights”’ due to the expansion 

of the franchise in the interwar period, this generation proved less deferential and 

compliant to the military autocracy.456 Those based in Britain particularly resented the 

conventional “spit and polish” requirements of the army – so much so that official 

reports in 1942 indicated these requirements were affecting morale.457 In these ways, 

then, British Legion assessments of their younger counterparts as “thinking men” 

dedicated to the task of winning the war without regard for more frivolous military 

conventions rings true.  

Legion discussions assessing the extent to which the present-day army had 

modernised since the First World War tapped into broader contemporary debates 

informed by the prior conflict’s legacy. A long-standing scepticism of the army’s 

capabilities, particularly those of its commanders, had been reinvigorated on a wider 

scale in the aftermath of the Great War.458 Gary Sheffield has demonstrated that films of 

the interwar period accentuated ‘the intellectual climate of distrust of military 

authority’, portraying First World War officers as inept leaders whose orders facilitated 

                                                 
455 This paragraph draws especially upon work by Field, Allport, and Crang. Field, 
Blood, Sweat, and Toil, esp. pp. 254-296; Allport, Browned Off, esp. pp. xxi-xxiii, 63-
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the futile deaths of their men.459 Army leaders in the early years of the Second World 

War were likewise criticised for failing to modernise their perspectives. Dan Todman 

has shown that this legacy continued into the Second World War in his analysis of the 

1943 film, The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp. He contends that the film used ‘the 

myth of aristocratic military incompetence which predated the First World War’ to 

explain the Allied losses from 1939 through 1941.460  

In reacting to contemporary concerns, these discussions reinforced select aspects 

of First World War memory that criticised the hierarchical and deferential military 

system. The “myth” of military incompetence in the Great War was not only used in the 

later war years to explain early losses, as Todman has suggested, but it was also 

deployed in the war’s opening months to demonstrate the superiority of Britain’s current 

forces to those of the past. “Kitchener’s Man” praised the egalitarian atmosphere of the 

Second World War forces in December 1939, before any significant fighting had begun. 

The account represented an expectation – a prediction of how these men would perform 

when the time came. As such, it indicates that the Great War’s legacy of distrust in 

military leadership was very strong indeed, because the positive appraisal by 

“Kitchener’s Man” rested on the very absence of unconditional deference in the ranks. 

In reassuring Legion members of the military’s capacity for waging another successful 

fight against Germany, the author also reaffirmed the affiliation of officer incompetency 

with the First World War.  

                                                 
459 G. D. Sheffield, ‘The Shadow of the Somme: The Influence of the First World War 
on British Soldiers’ Perceptions and Behaviour in the Second World War’, in P. 
Addison and A. Calder, eds., Time to Kill: The Soldier’s Experience of War in the West 
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460 Todman, Myth and Memory, pp. 94-99, quote from 98. Allport argues that an out-
moded perspective within the command structure, especially the failure to adapt more 
quickly to the demands of a citizen-soldier force, contributed to British losses in the 
initial campaigns of the war. Allport, Browned Off, esp. pp. 3-56, 86-127. 
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Moreover, the article reflected the organisation’s needs at this time. By saying 

that these equality-minded men would step readily into the British Legion, “Kitchener’s 

Man” was also asserting the egalitarian nature of the organisation. National leadership 

aside, a strong anti-officer current was present throughout the British Legion’s history 

to this point.461 Whether or not former officers should be admitted as members 

constituted one of the obstacles to founding the Legion, because they had been barred 

from joining the National Federation of Discharged and Demobilised Sailors and 

Soldiers, a contributory organisation involved in the negotiations. The Federation’s anti-

officer tone carried into the British Legion’s early years. The issue remained salient 

nearly two decades later, as the affiliated status of the Officers Association and its 

independent benevolence scheme continued to strain the Legion’s relationship with 

military rank.462 The needs of the organisation thus contributed to understandings of 

trans-generational comradeship and, by extension, the portrayal of the Great War. In 

this case, the need to uphold the principle of equality among Legion members, 

regardless of rank, influenced what was valued in Britain’s Second World War military, 

and what was seen as lacking in that of the First. 

 Remembering the First World War in this way also affected the task to construct 

a sense of comradeship encompassing both generations. The fear that the old-fashioned 

approaches of an older generation would deter younger veterans from joining the 

Legion motivated many contributors to call for a revamping of the group’s procedures 

and processes. After all, these cerebral Second World War men who valued efficiency 

and equality would potentially be joining the Legion in the future. Adjustments to 

                                                 
461 Barr notes that, ‘[o]f the five National Chairmen of the Legion 1921-1939, only the 
first, Thomas Lister, was not an officer’. Still, Barr argues that officers were not over-
represented among the actual membership. Barr, Lion and Poppy, pp. 67-74, quote from 
p. 68. 
462 Wootton, British Legion, pp. 2, 12, 95-9.  
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incorporate ‘ex-Service men of an enlightened type’ were necessary.463 As Sussex 

County Chairman Captain Madden expressed at the Hampshire County Conference in 

late 1939, the early months of the war offered an opportunity for the organisation ‘“to 

put our house in order, and see to it that we not only keep the Legion alive, but 

modernise it and fashion it so as to suit the point of view of these men”’. The ‘“[m]any 

members who had served in the Great War … [who] thought that they were the only 

people who counted”’ needed to confront their mistake, according to Hampshire County 

Chairman Colonel P. S. Stoney.464 Contributors such as Stoney contended that the 

Legion should use the war as a wake-up-call to revisit its structural shortcomings and 

align itself more with the efficient, “business-like” military that the Second World War 

man valued, in order to secure its reputation against any rival ex-servicemen’s 

associations.465 Although these discussants framed the issues in terms of structural 

efficiency, the conversations spoke to the broader obstacles to trans-generational 

comradeship posed by differing perspectives rooted in the discrepancies of age and life 

phase.  

 

III. 

 One way to circumvent these age-related obstacles was to anchor notions of 

trans-generational comradeship in metaphors drawn from extant social norms. Journal 

contributors deployed familial rhetoric to discursively accommodate generational 
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465 For examples of rival organisations at this time, see: Wootton, British Legion, p. 267.  
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differences in age and status in the life cycle. The reality that many First World War 

Legion members were sending their own sons and daughters to war in 1939 helped 

Legion discourses to reframe these divergences as connections. As Journal contributor 

“Mons Star” expressed it, ‘[w]e have surrendered our sons to fight in this new crusade’, 

calling it ‘a righteous one if ever one was begun’.466 ‘[T]he sons of Legionaries’, 

Second World War servicemen were depicted as ‘carrying on the best traditions of their 

fathers’.467 One account from a First World War veteran who was again in uniform, 

training young recruits for the present-day conflict, suggested that these men also 

recognised and found meaning in familial links: ‘[i]f I indulge in reminiscences perhaps 

of Ypres and draw upon my experience there for an example, a shy well-spoken lad is 

sure to come to me after the lecture to say “My father was at Ypres”’.468 Rather than 

distancing him from contemporaries, sharing personal memories of his experiences 

from twenty years ago tied the veteran trainer to his younger recruits by aligning him 

with extant role models in their lives, such as their fathers. 

 Children attending Legion functions or winning medals in the forces earned 

mentions in branch reports to the Journal, further illustrating the importance placed on 

familial ties. The attendance of ‘a father and son who served in the Great War, and a 

third generation … serving in the present war’ distinguished a ‘successful dinner’ at 

South Hetton Branch.469 ‘[S]everal members’ sons in the uniform of H. M. Forces’ who 

attended the annual meeting at Muswell Hill Branch received similar recognition. 

Branch president Colonel F. S. Hammond praised the record of these young men, saying 

                                                 
466 “Mons Star”, ‘Give with Both Hands this Poppy Day’, BLJ 19:5 (November 1939), 
p. 140. See also: ‘“Buy Two Poppies” – One for the Sons’, Daily Mail [London], no. 
13562 (12 October 1939), p. 3. 
467 ‘The Annual Conference’, BLJ 19:12 (June 1940), p. 336; ‘All Conference’, BLJ 
19:12 (June 1940), p. 335. 
468 “Kitchener’s Man”, ‘Chips of the Old Block’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 176. 
469 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:7 (January 1941), p. 193. 
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that ‘events’ had ‘completely justified’ his ‘faith’ ‘that our young men would prove 

themselves worthy of their fathers who fought in the last war’.470 When a member’s son 

was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal in 1940, Westminster Branch also used 

a “father/son” comparison to assess the latter’s military performance. The Branch 

boasted proudly that ‘[h]e may well be said to have followed in his father’s footsteps’, 

observing that his father had earned the Military Cross in the last war.471 Although the 

report does not comment on it, the fact that the son earned a more prestigious honour 

than the father in this case is conspicuous.  

 Linkages between a father and his children were made in death notices, too, 

which often reported the member’s experience of World War I alongside the roles his 

children were playing in World War II. Death notices in the Journal were not new, but 

the emphasis on the deceased’s links to the current conflict is a noticeable development 

in the wartime reports. ‘[B]adly gassed on the Somme’, West Bridgford Branch 

president Canon C. N. Hatfield, M. A., passed away with ‘[b]oth his sons … serving in 

the Royal Air Force and his daughter in the V. A. D. [Voluntary Aid Detachment]’.472 

G. A. Watson of Heston Branch had ‘served in France with the Royal Artillery during 

the Great War, and [left behind] a son serving in the same regiment’.473 In reporting the 

death of Frank Thompson, who earned a commission and a Distinguished Conduct 

Medal in Mametz Wood, Llandudno Branch noted that ‘[t]he fact that his son had been 

missing since the evacuation of Dunkirk had undoubtedly weight very heavily upon Mr. 

Thompson’.474 The suggestion that the unknown fate of his son had influenced that of 

Mr. Thompson underscored the connection between the younger and older generations.  

                                                 
470 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 245. 
471 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:2 (August 1940), p. 50. 
472 ibid., p. 51. 
473 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 217. 
474 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:3 (September 1940), p. 83. 
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Age and aging implicitly factored into these reports of First and Second World 

War familial connections. Announcing the military honours awarded to a member’s 

offspring or mentioning his children in uniform in an announcement of his death 

reiterated that the veteran himself was too old to be in service. His children had taken 

his place as defender of the nation. This evidence appears to align with Sonya Rose’s 

assertion that hegemonic masculinity in World War II Britain was associated 

specifically with youth.475 The death notices in particular highlighted to surviving 

members the fragility of their First World War-era comrades, and the need to recruit 

new members in order to sustain the organisation into the future. These realities do not 

draw explicit commentary from Journal editors or contributors, but given the group’s 

focus on the problem of prematurely-aged ex-servicemen in the late 1930s and the 

wartime contexts described by Rose, it is not unreasonable to suggest that many 

members would have deduced the age-related implications of these reports for 

themselves.476 Moreover, using his Second World War children to frame the First 

World War veteran conveyed an important message about his relevancy. The 

significance of the Great War ex-serviceman was determined by his connection to the 

present-day conflict. The future of their organisation and their own meaning relied upon 

the younger generation.  

The contingent nature of their importance was reinforced for First World War 

veterans through generational comparisons concluding that men of the Second were 

exceeding their own performances. Fetherston-Godley remarked in a speech to the 1940 

Midland area conference, saying ‘[l]ike his father, [the present war soldier] was the 

finest fighter, the biggest grouser, the most cheerful individual in adversity and possibly 

                                                 
475 S. O. Rose, Which People’s War? National Identity and Citizenship in Britain 1939-
1945 (Oxford, 2003), pp. 168-9. 
476 ‘Prematurely Aged Ex-Service Men’, pp. 1-23. See also: Wootton, British Legion, 
pp. 208-215; Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 98, 105, 107. 
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the greatest gentleman’.477 Caveats such as ‘like his father’ or ‘possibly’ did little to 

deflect from Fetherston-Godley’s underlying point: the contemporary serviceman was 

surpassing his elders. Windlesham Branch President Admiral Sir Richard Webb 

concurred in an evaluation of the Second World War battle of River Plate, which he told 

his branch ‘seemed to show that the younger generation was at least as good as, if not 

better[,] than themselves’.478 Such points were made ‘without [the intention of] 

reflecting in any way on past serving members’, and yet these assessments of the 

contemporary forces contributed to an emerging hierarchical relationship between the 

generations, in which the First World War veteran became inferior to his successor.479 

Wartime roles for veterans that emphasised improving contemporary service life 

further strengthened the development of this hierarchical relationship. Legion members 

were encouraged to take on supportive roles for troops to enrich their successors’ 

military experiences.480 Programmes, such as sending comfort parcels and offering 

advice bureaux, reportedly sprang from the “old soldier’s” compassion for the new one, 

for ‘[t]heir own troubles in the Great War period [gave] them a special sympathy with 

those who [were] going through the same trials now’.481  

The gendered nature of this work could have jeopardised the construction of 

trans-generational comradeship ideas, making it vital that the work be framed in 

connection to the First World War. As discussed in Chapter One, bearing arms in 

defence of one’s country epitomised masculine citizenship in wartime. By affiliating 

                                                 
477 ‘The Area Conferences’, BLJ 19:9 (March 1940), p. 260. 
478 Quoted in ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 222. 
479 ibid., p. 222. 
480 ‘Legion Log’, BLJ 19:7 (January 1940), p. 207; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:9 
(March 1941), pp. 246-7. 
481 ‘Comforts for Serving Men’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 174; ‘Around the 
Branches’, BLJ 19:5 (November 1939), p. 160; ‘Legion Maid-of-all Work’, BLJ 20:9 
(March 1941), quote from p. 229. See also: Harding, Keeping Faith, pp. 27-8, 109; 
‘Books for the Forces’, The Times [London], no. 48906 (22 April 1941), p. 2. 
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themselves with programmes aimed at supporting troops, British Legion veterans were 

advertising that they themselves were not in uniform. This work drew more attention to 

the age gap between the First and Second World War generations. Rather than 

participating in the masculine role of fighting, the middle-aged veteran was undertaking 

civilian work often affiliated with women, due in large part to his age.482 Implying that 

the “old soldier” was beyond the point of being useful to the nation in wartime might 

suggest that his value to recently-discharged ex-servicemen was likewise limited. In this 

context, framing the support work in connection to First World War service experiences 

was vital. Legion discussions conveyed the message that veterans’ previous time in 

uniform provided insights into the current serviceman’s situation, and using this wisdom 

to inform support efforts made the Legion’s contributions more valuable. 

Differentiating Legion work from those of other groups was what transformed these acts 

from practical steps for the war effort into expressions of trans-generational 

comradeship.  

Accordingly, acts to improve the conditions of service life for contemporary 

servicemen offered a way for elder veterans to assert the relevance of their own 

experiences while simultaneously contributing to the new war in substantive ways. For 

example, writing to local men in the forces reflected a veteran’s familiarity from 

personal experience with ‘that unpleasant “forgotten feeling” when the postman brought 

letters and parcels to his pals, but not even a postcard for himself’. Passing along ‘useful 

tips and advice’ was another way that ‘the boys of the Old Brigade’ could mobilise their 

                                                 
482 Rose, Which People’s War?, p. 160. For more on the intersection of age, gender, and 
war work, see: S. R. Grayzel, ‘Women and Men’, in J. Horne, ed., A Companion to 
World War I (Chichester, 2012 [orig. 2010]), pp. 263-278; D. Campbell, ‘The Women 
of World War II’, in T. W. Zeiler and D. M. DuBois, eds., A Companion to World War 
II, Volume II (Chichester, 2013), pp. 717-738; R. Mackay, Half the Battle: Civilian 
Morale in Britain during the Second World War (Manchester and New York, 2002), pp. 
128-134. The author is indebted to Senia Pašeta for her feedback on these points.  
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insights to the advantage of their younger counterparts.483 Captain R. W. Phillips, a 

British Legion member serving again in the forces, advised his peers to ‘[p]in your 

name on to your gift’ when sending comfort parcels so that the recipient ‘will know that 

his old comrade is still thinking of him’.484 Having ‘not forgotten their experiences of 

the last war, especially those who were prisoners of war’, North Walsham Branch 

collected funds for the Red Cross ‘to show their feelings for their junior colleagues of 

this war’.485 Efforts like these manifested the perceived connections linking the two 

generations through their service experiences, reaffirming their commonalities rather 

than differences.  

Trying to improve the experience, however, required focussing on the problems 

of military life in the First World War. Recalling times ‘when their units received none 

of the comforts which the public were sending to the troops, while the battalion next 

door was being inundated with gifts’ prompted the Legion to support official plans to 

centralise distribution of these comforts.486 ‘While most of us do not regret those 

experiences,’ noted one overseas Legion branch, that did not mean that they wanted 

their ‘sons and the present generation of the British Empire … to be called upon to 

endure similar ones’.487 In this context, the narrative of Britain’s Great War revolved 

not around its meaning or the victory, but on what went wrong. In contrast to the 

numerous 1930s disillusionment views finding fault in the military, diplomatic, or 

political aspects of the war and its outcomes, the attention here was directed at mistakes 

made on the experiential level.488 In a group convinced of the value to be found in the 

                                                 
483 ‘Legion Log’, BLJ 19:7 (January 1940), p. 207. 
484 ‘Comforts for Serving Men’, BLJ 19:6 (December 1939), p. 174. 
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First World War military experience, the demands of the Second World War were 

directing ever more attention toward identifying the negative aspects of that experience, 

rather than the positives.  

 This purpose-driven refocussing on “what went wrong” in the previous conflict 

by its veterans is particularly striking when juxtaposed to the views of contemporary 

serving men, illuminating the influence of national and organisational needs in shaping 

these discussions. Sheffield has argued that Second World War soldiers strongly 

believed that ‘no matter how appalling the circumstances they found themselves in, the 

men who served on the Western Front had suffered more’.489 Accordingly, the 

rhetorical emphasis on improving service life in Legion discussions could have 

portrayed the First World War generation as superior to the Second, by arguing that 

these men had endured greater hardships than their successors. This was not the case, 

however. In part, this can be attributed to the course of Britain’s Second World War. 

Civilian deaths outnumbered service ones until 1944, reflecting the delayed opening of 

the “second front” in Europe.490 Thus, discourses from 1939 through 1941 had no 

                                                 
489 Sheffield, ‘Shadow of the Somme’, p. 36. It is also interesting to note that the pattern 
of casualties in both world wars differed greatly. Britain suffered fewer casualties 
overall in the Second World War, but the majority of these were clustered around 
specific campaigns and concentrated in certain units. Thus, while many World War II 
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Bessel, ‘Death and Survival in the Second World War’, in M. Geyer and A. Tooze, eds., 
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contemporary army complement to compare to the Western Front experience. Yet the 

naval and aerial battles waged during these years offered examples of difficult service 

conditions that could have been used as counter-points to the First World War 

experience.491 Such a focus would hardly have suited the national or organisational 

needs at the time, however. In 1939, the forces enrolled more volunteers than 

conscripts.492 Early volunteers secured their preferred branch of service more easily 

than draftees, and in the shadow of the trenches, the ‘relatively “safe”’ Royal Navy and 

Royal Air Force proved the most popular selections.493 Maintaining volunteers and 

morale more generally required overlooking the dangers awaiting these sailors and 

airmen. Moreover, glorifying the First World War veteran’s courage under fire served 

little purpose for an organisation seeking to update its modus operandi and attract 

Second World War ex-servicemen into its ranks. The emerging focus on Tommy 

Atkin’s suffering in the First World War, but not so much on his valour, reflected these 

contemporary demands. 

Rather than undermining the superiority of the Second World War generation to 

the First, then, viewing the previous conflict as more brutal than the contemporary one 

fit into a narrative of progress reinforcing this hierarchical relationship. By improving 

the lot of current servicemen, the Great War veteran could vindicate the suffering he had 

endured and contribute to the emergence of a greater ex-service generation. The parental 

                                                                                                                                               
on the Eastern front, as well as the “peripheral” Allied ones before Normandy, see: 
Mawdsley, World War II, pp. 164-187, 284-319.  
491 Like the Western Front, the fight in the air produced significant psychiatric 
casualties, speaking to the strain of enduring combat hardships in both cases. See: E. 
Jones, ‘“LMF”: The Use of Psychiatric Stigma in the Royal Air Force during the 
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493 ibid., p. 264; Sheffield, ‘Shadow of the Somme’, p. 32. 



157 

metaphor was particularly well-suited to sustain this line of thinking, because as 

“fathers”, Legion members were charged with building a better future for their 

“children”.  

 Legion ideas of parental responsibilities to the next generation extended beyond 

the man in uniform himself to include his dependents as well. Caring for ex-service 

widows and orphans of the First World War had been a key component of the Legion’s 

comradeship ideals since its inception, and the organisation expanded these endeavours 

in the contemporary war.494 Aiding World War II dependents constituted a ‘direct 

service’ that could be offered ‘by sympathetic Legionaries, all of whom ha[d] been 

through the same troubles themselves’.495 The work extended comradeship to the 

younger generation, making them equals with Great War veterans. Moreover, Legion 

veterans knew how critical these concerns were to the war effort overall. ‘Unless wives 

and children were properly looked after’, one contributor remarked, ‘men could not do 

their work in the forces and in the factories’.496  

Such work spoke to present needs. The financial implications of his departure to 

the forces alongside the intensifying aerial bombardments of civilians raised pressing 

concerns for the serviceman about the safety and wellbeing of loved ones back home. 

                                                 
494 Examples include: ‘Legion Maid-of-all Work’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), pp. 229, 
244; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 19:5 (November 1939), pp. 160, 164; ‘Women’s 
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Men in the forces were particularly dissatisfied with the separation allowances in the 

early war years. Geoffrey Field has noted that a 1942 report by the War Office indicated 

that ‘it was “generally accepted as axiomatic that a private soldier’s wife and children in 

an urban area who had no resources other than his pay and allowances simply could not 

manage”’.497 Fears for the safety of family members increased as the Luftwaffe bombing 

campaign intensified from late 1940 and into 1941.498 During this so-called Blitz phase 

of the war, the anticipated daytime raids transformed into concentrated night attacks 

executed without relief for days or even months at a time. Smaller cities and towns 

found themselves targeted by bombers as well, undermining ideas of who was at risk. 

Concerns about their dependents proved so overwhelming for some troops that they 

went AWOL in order to check on the situation back home.499 

The Legion spurred members to work. When the bombing raids began in earnest 

in September 1940, the national headquarters issued the following pledge to British 

serving personnel:  

The Legion accepts this responsibility to the serving man while he is serving: 
that it will try in every way to safe-guard the interests of his dependants – help 
them in any difficulties they may have to face, encourage them, see that their 
health is maintained and generally try to create such conditions for them as will 
make the man feel they are adequately cared for – thus relieving him of worry 
and anxiety.500 
 

As Maurice told members in March 1941, ‘[t]he chief thing in the mind of the serving 

man at the present moment was his anxiety regarding what the people at home were 

going through’, and as such, it became a major priority for the Legion.501 County 

Chairman of Somerset Captain C. V. Wills told delegates to the 1941 county conference 

                                                 
497 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, p. 256, emphasis in Field. Insufficient pay reportedly 
also affected the soldier’s quality of life. See: ‘Soldiers’ Pay: Making Ends Meet’, The 
Manchester Guardian (27 November 1940), p. 3. 
498 Calder, People’s War, pp. 163-227; Grayzel, Under Fire, pp. 285-294. 
499 Field, Blood, Toil, and Sweat, p. 269. 
500 ‘Legion and Serving Men’, BLJ 20:3 (September 1940), p. 60. 
501 ‘Notable Sayings’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 227. 
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‘that the greatest work they could do now was to assure men in the forces of their ability 

to care for parents, wives[,] and orphans’.502  

Those less affected by the attacks were able to see an opportunity in the shadows 

of war. The Legion’s work in this area demonstrated the practical advantages that 

Legion comradeship offered to serving personnel. Worcestershire Branch chairman 

Lieutenant C. R. Pritchard classified caring for dependents as ‘spadework’ for the 

Legion’s future membership rolls, saying, ‘[t]he help given to dependants of serving 

men in times of stress and difficulty was the best kind of propaganda they could 

have’.503 Indeed, reports in the Journal drew the attention of readers in uniform to the 

Legion’s work in this area.504 In November 1940, a special inset claimed that ‘more 

than 200,000’ service families had been aided thus far in the war by Legion efforts. 

Journal estimates suggested that the group’s work on separation allowances alone had 

exceeded 100,000 cases.505 

 In highlighting these tangible examples of comradeship, contributors extended 

the wartime metaphorical “father/son” relationship between the First and Second World 
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War generations into the future. The Legion’s experience with readjustment issues 

reportedly constituted an ‘immense advantage’ for the present-serving generation.506 

‘[T]heir fathers who served in 1914-1918’ could turn to ‘no nation-wide ex-Service 

organisation like the Legion’ for assistance in ‘watch[ing] paternally over their interests 

and the welfare of their families’, nor did they find ‘a comradely hand when invalided 

out or demobilised’.507 The older veterans could help the younger to navigate among 

‘the “sharks and vultures” that might lie in wait for them’, both now and in the future.508 

The British Legion offered Second World War personnel ‘a nation-wide organisation of 

practical comradeship at their disposal’, both in the war and after it.509 

Taking better care of service families integrated seamlessly into narratives of 

progress between the wars. Contributors looked upon present-day needs through a 

“parental” lens, seeking to build a better experience for the younger generation than 

they had experienced. As explored in the Introduction, British veterans and their 

families received less support from the government after the Armistice than their 

counterparts in other countries. Although not explicitly mentioned in these discussions 

about service dependents, this legacy of inadequate pensions after the First World War 

would become particularly central to the Legion’s post-war planning efforts, explored in 

detail in Chapter Five. These narratives thus formed part of the backcloth for 

discussions of insufficient separation allowances and other efforts to assist service 

dependents. Attributing the responsibility for securing these improvements to the First 
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World War veterans of the Legion nurtured the familial frameworks and hierarchical 

relationships underpinning trans-generational comradeship concepts.  

 

IV. 

While admitting Second World War ex-servicemen triggered little discussion in 

the Journal, significant debate considered whether participation in the Local Defence 

Volunteers, later known as the Home Guard, qualified an individual for membership.510 

The issue received particularly high attention in 1943, including discussions at Area 

Conferences, the national Annual Conference, and NEC meetings, and it continued to 

surface until 1945.511 It is significant that it was Home Guard membership that proved 

controversial, rather than that of Second World War servicemen. Debates focussed on 

the extent to which Home Guard responsibilities matched the sacrifices demanded by 

regular military service, with proponents arguing that men who ‘toiled on the land for 

sixty hours a week and yet made themselves efficient for the defence of the country’ 

were additions of which the Legion could be ‘proud’.512 Opponents countered that such 

hardships were not universal, pointing to some Home Guard volunteers who ‘were 

supposed to be doing their bit’, but ‘had never even donned their uniform once in 18 
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months’.513 Such men, it was implied, did not deserve the distinction of Legion 

membership, because it was the hardships imposed in service to one’s country that 

ultimately distinguished who belonged. Ultimately, any decision on the matter was 

postponed until those currently serving could contribute their opinions.514 

The controversy demonstrated the extent to which the Second World War 

challenged the group’s models for membership, based on the First World War. The 

impact and course of the war in Britain forced the Legion to reconceptualise – or, at 

least, deliberately articulate – aspects of its collective identity and the memory 

narratives underpinning that identity, that had previously been left unsaid. Harding has 

noted that previous interwar debates about extending membership to include, for 

example, the sons of ex-servicemen, had foundered because opponents believed ‘that 

true comradeship could only be forged in war’.515 Yet the war of 1939 had been waged 

on British soil to an extent unseen in the war of 1914, and this challenged what being 

“in war” meant. The threat of invasion and the direct attacks made on British civilians 

altered the landscape in which discussions of Legion membership took place. The fact 

that civilian defence forces were even considered for membership speaks to how the 

Second World War was changing this First World War-based organisation. By delaying 

a resolution to this question until serving men could participate in the discussions, the 

group indicated an acceptance of this change. Insisting that Second World War ex-

servicemen be allowed to voice their views on an issue with such significant 

                                                 
513 ‘Conference Forecast – What Will be Discussed at Whitsun’, BLJ 23:4 (April 1943), 
p. 70. See also: ‘Around the Areas’, BLJ 23:3 (March 1943), p. 57. 
514 Examples include: ‘Around the Areas’, BLJ 23:3 (March 1943), p. 57; ‘3 Years of 
Progress’, BLJ 23:4 (April 1943), p. 68; ‘Conference Forecast – What Will be 
Discussed at Whitsun’, BLJ 23:4 (April 1943), p. 70; ‘Conference Highlights: Enter – 
Men of this War’, BLJ 23:7 (July 1943), p. 122; ‘Eighth Army Man Speaks Out’, BLJ 
23:7 (July 1943), p. 130; ‘Home Guard and Legion’, BLJ 24:11 (November 1944), p. 
203. See also: Wootton, British Legion, p. 267. 
515 Harding, Keeping Faith, p. 59. 
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implications for the organisation’s future evidenced claims that First World War 

veterans were ready and willing to make room for the younger generation.516 In 

accommodating the questions posed by the Second World War, the collective identity 

and memory narratives anchoring the group fundamentally shifted. 

 

The need to develop a useful conception of trans-generational comradeship 

ended up privileging select First World War narratives in British Legion discourses. 

Finding parallels in Britain’s motivations for fighting in both wars required that more 

attention be paid to the ideals behind the country’s Great War effort than to the 

conflagration’s outcomes. New events made existing peace-focussed interpretations of 

World War I unsustainable, and discussions accordingly “forgot” narratives of the war 

which had been emphatically espoused in previous years. While unsurprising, such 

shifts remain significant for tracing memory changes in real time because they 

demonstrate the importance of tracking absences as well as occurrences in this process. 

As Chapter Four explores, “forgetting” played a role in shaping American Legion 

interpretations of the First World War during the Second as well. While a new war 

forced British Legion discussions to abandon extant narratives of the earlier one, in the 

American case, the new conflagration and its conditions prompted a continued 

avoidance of certain aspects of the country’s Great War experience, perpetuating 

“forgotten” memories.   

Attempting to anchor trans-generational comradeship notions in shared lived 

experiences across the two world wars, service life comparisons reinforced narratives 

focussed on Britain’s mistakes in the First World War. Construing the Second World 

                                                 
516 The strategy also allowed officials to sidestep a divisive issue in the meantime. A 
decision was rendered at the 1945 annual conference. ‘British Legion and Home 
Guards’, The Times [London], no. 50148 (22 May 1945), p. 2. 
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War forces as improving upon their predecessors developed a discursive framework of 

progress, which inadvertently positioned the Great War veteran as inferior to the current 

serviceman. This hierarchical relationship was further strengthened by portraying First 

World War ex-servicemen as “fathers” to the Second World War generation. Such 

depictions were underpinned not only by extant familial connections, but also by the 

biological aging process. The debates over Home Guard eligibility for membership 

revealed the extent to which the Second World War challenged the Legion’s collective 

identity rooted in the First.  

Ultimately, the incorporation of ‘new blood’ ensured the British Legion’s 

continued presence nationally and locally after the close of the Second World War.517 

Indeed, Legion officials claimed that both world war generations were represented 

evenly in the group’s membership by 1952.518 Constructing a usable concept of trans-

generational comradeship, however, had unintended as well as intended consequences, 

effectively sidelining the older generation in favour of the younger one. A similar 

process occurred in the American Legion, which the next chapter will explore in more 

detail. That narratives of progress, hierarchical relationship, parental rhetoric, and the 

influence of aging can be found in both groups suggests that First World War memory 

was being shaped by broader generational shifts impacting both societies at this time.  

 
  

                                                 
517 Harding, Keeping Faith, p. 68. 
518 Wootton, British Legion, p. 284. 
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Chapter 4: Comradeship in the American Legion 

This chapter explores the conceptualisation of trans-generational comradeship in 

American Legion discussions from 1942 through 1944, illuminating how connecting the 

two generations altered interpretations of the earlier conflict. In considering the 

cognitive shifts triggered by another global war and its ex-servicemen, this study 

contributes another layer to existing scholarly understandings that have traditionally 

focussed on wartime structural changes in the organisation.  

 

The United States entered the Second World War a full two years after Britain. 

Following a protracted debate over the country’s status – formally neutral, yet 

supporting the Allies both ideologically and materially – America’s hand was ultimately 

forced by a pre-emptive Japanese attack on the Pacific Fleet stationed at Pearl Harbor. 

The assault on American soil stifled questions about whether the country should enter 

the fray.519 By 11 December 1941, the United States was at war with the Axis Powers.  

America would become more intimately involved in fighting the Second World 

War than it had in the First. Facing enemies to its east and to its west simultaneously 

would require a global strategy to defend its own territories as well as those of its Allies. 

Waging war would take Americans in uniform back to the familiar territories of western 

Europe, but it would also spread servicemen to such far-away places as New Guinea, 

Algeria, Germany, and Japan. Amphibious assaults would prove pivotal to the eventual 

victory, especially in the Pacific where naval, aerial, and hand-to-hand combat came to 

                                                 
519 It is important to note that the attack opened hostilities between America and Japan, 
not the Axis Powers collectively. The question of whether or not the United States 
should join the battle against Germany and Italy as well was pre-empted by Hitler’s 
declaration of war four days later. A summary of the historiographical debates regarding 
Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s subsequent declaration of war is provided in: J. D. Doenecke 
and J. E. Wilz, From Isolation to War, 1931-1941, 4th edn (Chichester, 2015 [orig. 
1968]), pp. 209-233. 
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dominate a campaign of “island-hopping”.520 The intensity of the front lines would be 

mirrored on the home front by a drastic increase in industrial productivity and civilian 

mobilisation. As the “arsenal” for the Allied Powers, the American war effort drove 

forward technical and scientific advances that ultimately produced the unprecedented 

nuclear weapons that would end the conflagration.521  

 Unlike the British, the American public had had the opportunity to watch the 

Second World War unfold for years before getting directly involved in it, and these 

observations certainly informed their expectations in December 1941. Yet the First 

World War retained a strong presence. Like the British, Americans were forced by 

unforeseen circumstances to amend their 1917-based paradigm as the war unfolded. 

This process likewise inflected the legacy of the First World War, as discussions of 

trans-generational comradeship in the American Legion demonstrate.  

 Work by Thomas Rumer and Stephen Ortiz on the American Legion has shown 

considerable debate over the admission of Second World War ex-servicemen into the 

organisation. Incorporating these new members posed many challenges to the group, as 

opponents pointed out. Many objections were rooted in concerns about aging; it was 

feared that the differences dividing these two historical generations were too wide to 

bridge. A gap of twenty years between the average ages of First World War veterans 

and their serving Second World War counterparts suggested to many that few 

                                                 
520 A concise overview of the fighting in the Pacific can be found in: J. T. Kuehn, ‘The 
War in the Pacific, 1941-1945’, in J. Ferris and E. Mawdsley, eds., The Cambridge 
History of the Second World War, Volume 1: Fighting the War (Cambridge, 2015), pp. 
420-454. 
521 For more on America’s economic mobilisation for war, see: M. G. Carew, Becoming 
the Arsenal: The American Industrial Mobilization for World War II, 1938-1942 
(Lanham, 2010). How this mobilisation impacted American society is explored in: J. M. 
Blum, V Was for Victory: Politics and American Culture during World War II (New 
York and London, 1976). For more on the development of nuclear weapons, see: W. 
Murray and A. R. Millet, A War to Be Won: Fighting the Second World War 
(Cambridge and London, 2000), pp. 516-522. 
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‘comparable interests’ would be found. This new generation was feared to have 

different priorities and principles. Indeed, James Cooke argues that the vast changes in 

American society from 1917 to 1941 created ‘very distinct generational differences’ 

between the men of each war.522 Incorporating them into the Legion could not only 

invite discord between older and younger members, but also jeopardise the very 

character of the organisation itself. The move also posed serious structural challenges, 

such as allocating leadership positions and funding resources evenly between the 

generations.523 Moreover, the creation of new, conflict-specific veterans’ organisations 

in the wake of war was a familiar practice in the United States, and the American 

Legion accordingly faced the prospect that Second World War veterans would establish 

their own group instead of joining the Legion to a degree unmatched by its British 

counterpart.524 In the end, Rumer concludes that First World War veterans felt a duty to 

assist their younger counterparts. The move to accept Second World War ex-servicemen 

as members was authorised at the National Convention in 1942 and the eligibility 

criteria was officially changed on 14 October 1942 by an act of Congress.525 

Analysis of Magazine debates on this issue reveals that organisational concerns 

also factored into these calculations, just as they had done with the British Legion. 

                                                 
522 J. J. Cooke, ‘The Experience of Being Abroad: Doughboys and GIs in Europe’, in P. 
Liddle, J. Bourne, and I. Whitehead, eds., The Great World War 1914-1945, Volume 1: 
Lightning Strikes Twice (London, 2000), esp. pp. 238-241.  
523 T. A. Rumer, The American Legion: An Official History, 1919-1989 (New York, 
1990), pp. 277-9, quote from p. 279. In contrast, proponents argued that the next 
generation could benefit from joining an existing organisation with experience 
campaigning for state benefits and providing benevolent aid. 
524 ibid., pp. 277-9, quote from pp. 278-9; S. R. Ortiz, Beyond the Bonus March and GI 
Bill: How Veteran Politics Shaped the New Deal Era (New York, 2010), pp. 189-190. 
The issue of extending membership to those called up for Selective Service appeared on 
the Legion’s radar as early as October 1940 – before the United States had even entered 
the conflict. 
525 Rumer, American Legion, pp. 280-2. Evidence from the Magazine substantiates 
Rumer’s view here. A. A. Wallgren illustration, ‘A Letter from A Buddy “Somewhere 
Overseas”’, ALM 35:1 (July 1943), p. 16. See also: ‘Many Members of Armed Forces 
Apply for Legion Membership’, The Washington Post (27 September 1942), p. L10.  
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Proponents argued that folding the Second World War generation into its membership 

ranks ensured the American Legion’s survival. The decline of the Grand Army of the 

Republic (GAR)’s power as its members aged provided an instructive example that 

informed American Legion discussions and incentivised the incorporation of younger 

members to secure its legacy.526 Even the delegates who authorised the move at the 

1942 National Convention recognised this, as one account of the proceedings later that 

day related: 

A few minutes after that action had been taken, Robert L. Gordon of Arkansas, 
in a debate on the question of remission of dues to service men, referred to the 
Legion as a “dying organization.” “Not now, not now,” came a chorus from the 
floor. “We fixed that just a few minutes ago.”527 

 
The incorporation of a number of men from the current war into the convention 

programme the following year demonstrated how eager First World War Legion 

members were to secure the group’s future by involving this younger cohort.528 The 

younger veterans were encouraged by their elders ‘to move right in and take … over’ 

Legion programmes.529  

 

While Rumer explains the structural mechanics of reorienting the organisation 

after this decision and Ortiz examines the Legion’s subsequent recruitment drives, 

                                                 
526 W. Pencak, For God and Country: The American Legion, 1919-1941 (Boston, 1989), 
pp. 26-31; S. McConnell, Glorious Contentment: The Grand Army of the Republic, 
1865-1900 (Chapel Hill and London, 1992), esp. pp. xiii, 206-7, 237-8.  
527 B. B. Stutler, ‘American Legion Keeping Step: The Ranks Open Up’, ALM 34:1 
(January 1943), p. 24. 
528 B. B. Stutler, ‘To Victory and Beyond’, ALM 35:5 (November 1943), p. 37. See also: 
A. L. Martin and L. A. Abercrombie in Annual Convention Proceedings (21-23 
September 1943), pp. 54-8.  
529 Examples include: J. J. Noll, ‘Dog Tag Doings’, ALM 37:5 (November 1944), quote 
from p. 25; J. J. Noll, ‘Then and Now: They Shoot Too – with Cameras’, ALM 34:1 
(January 1943), p. 59; J. J. Noll, ‘Come on, You G.I.’s and Mac’s’, ALM 35:5 
(November 1943), p. 14; B. B. Stutler, ‘American Legion Keeping Step: Old Drummers 
Never Die’, ALM 36:1 (January 1944), p. 28. See also: Post Handbook, 13th edn (1944), 
pp. 22-3, 50-1. 
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neither investigates how this change affected self-perceptions of collective identity and 

memory within the group.530 The divisions in age, perspectives, and experience 

separating the two generations needed to be addressed narratively as well as 

mechanically. A two-war American Legion would never succeed unless it found a way 

to bridge these differences and construct an understanding of trans-generational 

comradeship to effectively link veterans of the First World War to those of the Second.  

Like those of the British Legion, American Legion discussions identified 

similarities and differences between the First and Second World Wars in order to 

construct a sense of trans-generational comradeship, reinforcing select narratives of the 

First World War in the process. Yet these discourses were nuanced in particular ways 

according to national circumstances. America’s war aims in the contemporary conflict 

were explicitly tied to those of the preceding one, but the experience of military service 

was situated within a broader tradition of citizen-soldiers. Constructing a hierarchical 

relationship between the generations by praising the latter cohort for enduring far worse 

living conditions at the front than their forebearers enabled contributors to link the two 

while also addressing the very real differences between the service and war experiences 

of 1917 and 1942. American Legion voices built upon extant connections, such as 

familial ties and doughboys back in uniform, to reinforce a sense of trans-generational 

comradeship. Concerns about aging and differences in life phase especially coloured 

these accounts, pointing toward a stronger perception of difference between the 

generations in the American Legion than the British. Still, like their British 

counterparts, the American Legion’s interpretative frameworks associating the First and 

Second World Wars ultimately privileged certain memories of the earlier conflict over 

others.  

                                                 
530 Rumer, American Legion, pp. 277-280; Ortiz, Bonus March, pp. 190-1. 
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I. 

Their country’s reasons for fighting as well as their experiences of military life 

constituted important areas for linking the two world war generations for the American 

Legion, just as they had for the British Legion. In the American case, these focal areas 

not only helped to shape First World War interpretations moving forward, but also 

reflected existing organisational discourses about that conflict. Steven Trout has argued 

that Legion interwar publications drew upon two interpretive frameworks for assigning 

meaning to the First World War: the first being what the war achieved politically, 

especially in relation to President Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic war aims, and the 

second being ‘the experiential value of American participation in World War I’.531 

These existing emphases provided the lens through which that conflict would be 

connected to the new one after 1941. 

 Upon the United States’ entry into the Second World War, contributors 

expressed little doubt that this second conflict was a direct descendent of “their” war. 

Like the British Legion, American Legion discussions focussed on the ideals for which 

the Great War had been waged, not its outcomes, in order to validate their own 

experiences while simultaneously connecting them to those of the current generation. 

Incorporating Wilsonian language to explain the latest war linked it and its war aims 

intrinsically to the First World War.532 Legion contributors invoked Wilson’s appeal “to 

make the world safe for democracy” in particular, relaying both disillusionment with the 

First World War and hope for the Second. A Magazine advertisement promoting 

subscriptions among men in uniform featured a fictionalised letter from a veteran to his 

                                                 
531 S. Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American 
Remembrance, 1919-1941 (Tuscaloosa, 2010), p. 69, emphasis in Trout. 
532 ‘The U. S. At War Editorial’, ALM 32:1 (January 1942), pp. 1, 23; R. Waring, ‘Our 
Duty to Our Fighting Men’, ALM 33:5 (November 1942), p. 1. 
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serving son, explaining his own motivations for fighting in the earlier conflict. ‘We 

were crusading – we were saving the world for democracy,’ he explained to his son, 

“Joe”, who was now ‘out there across the world somewhere, fighting it again’.533 The 

editorial team asserted in February 1943 that America’s war efforts in both conflicts 

shared the ‘common denominator’ of seeking ‘to make the world safe for 

democracy’.534 Indeed, R. Hammberberg jokingly pointed out how World War II 

rhetoric mirrored World War I sentiments: ‘“many of our boys are again crossing the 

high seas to make the ‘world safe for democracy’ – or is it the ‘Four Freedoms’?”’535 

With each generation comprising parts of the same “crusade”, servicemen of both wars 

became comrades through a shared mission, and the lessons of the First World War 

became inherently relevant to the success of the current battle. 

Invoking this idealistic interpretation of the Great War in 1942 is initially 

surprising. As G. Kurt Piehler has noted, ‘[i]dealism played a major part in moving the 

country toward war’ in 1917, and it remained significant in shaping its memory 

thereafter.536 Yet it had become very controversial over the course of the 1920s and 

1930s, even within the American Legion itself. Trout finds that even the ‘memory 

                                                 
533 ‘Dear Joe’, ALM 34:1 (January 1943), p. 31. See also: ‘Axis Must Win Now or 
Never, McNutt Says’, The Washington Post (15 June 1942), p. 15. 
534 ‘The Editorial Viewpoint: What We Fight For’, ALM 34:2 (February 1943), p. 24. 
535 J. J. Noll, ‘Then and Now: Women o’ War’, ALM 34:6 (June 1943), p. 66. 
536 G. Kurt Piehler argues that the resonance of this idealistic interpretation can be 
attributed back to the official multi-modal propaganda campaign launched to galvanise 
public opinion after America’s entry into the Great War. While the brazen Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor had largely settled public endorsement for the Second World 
War, the Roosevelt Administration similarly launched a campaign to crystallise support 
for the war effort. Still, Cooke supports Stephen Ambrose’s argument that GIs had little 
time for idealistic rhetoric, because their language had been tempered by 
disillusionment after the First World War. G. K. Piehler, Remembering War the 
American Way (Washington and London, 1995), pp. 92-3, quote from p. 92; R. Dallek, 
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(New York, 1995 [orig. 1979]), pp. 317-8; Cooke, ‘Being Abroad’, pp. 239, 244-5; S. E. 
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of Germany (London, 2016 [orig. 1997]), p. 14. 
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obsessed’ Legion – which had positioned itself ‘as champion and protector of the war’s 

heritage’ from its inception, according to Piehler – ‘moved beyond the bankrupt 

idealism of Woodrow Wilson’ to more experience-based understandings of the Great 

War during this period.537 Thus, drawing upon the Wilsonian legacy to frame the 

relationship between the two world wars was a complicated, if not risky, venture.  

 Yet this idealistic framework facilitated a direct connection between America’s 

aims in each conflict, and by extension, the men who fought them. Legion discourses 

incorporated Wilsonian language to signify the First World War as the Second’s 

progenitor. When addressing the question ‘[w]hat are we fighting for?’ in February 

1942, Frank N. Belgrano, Jr., told readers: ‘[w]e are fighting for our families, our 

homes, our farms, for the very preservation of our way of life’. ‘[I]t is the same issue, 

the same challenge, for which we fought in 1917 and 1918’, he concluded.538 Indeed, in 

its first wartime issue, the Magazine’s editorial staff employed Wilson’s speech 

requesting a Congressional declaration of war in 1917 to capture the nation’s situation 

after the Pearl Harbor attack:  

[t]o this foul act of aggression we have given the one answer befitting free men 
– total, uncompromising war. “God helping her,” as Woodrow Wilson said of 
this nation in 1917 when German aggression forced war upon us, “she could do 
no other”.539  
 

American Legion contributors portrayed the second conflict as a direct descendent of 

“their” war. As an extension of their own fight, former doughboys could claim serving 

GIs as direct comrades. 

Connecting the Second World War to the Wilsonian idealism of the First also 

addressed current needs. By setting parameters for the new war’s aims, this approach 

                                                 
537 Trout, Battlefield of Memory, quotes from pp. 46, 63; Piehler, The American Way, p. 
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evaded important questions of racial inequality that challenged interpretations of the 

United States’ roles in both world wars. Conceptualisations of trans-generational 

comradeship in Legion discussions implicitly excluded African American veterans. 

Even as Legion veterans claimed that American forces in both world wars were fighting 

for ‘the right of minorities of race and religion to sympathy and respect’, these same 

voices provided no comment about the lack of “sympathy and respect” afforded to black 

citizens in the United States.540 This contradiction was not lost on civil rights advocates, 

who used wartime rhetoric to illuminate the injustices of Jim Crow laws in the South 

and of racial prejudice and violence throughout the country as a whole.541 The Third 

Reich offered a particularly useful example. Throughout the 1930s, activists juxtaposed 

the Nazis’ treatment of Jews with white Americans’ treatment of blacks to awaken a 

public sympathetic to the Jewish plight in Europe to the one faced by their fellow 

citizens.542 For many African Americans, winning the war in Europe was as important 

as winning the fight at home.543 The inherent contradiction in using racially segregated 

forces to defeat a state ‘ideologically grounded in racial inequality’ confronted all 

citizens, but especially black servicemen, prompting ‘the troubling question of what 

distinguished the racial segregation in the military and American society from that of 

                                                 
540 J. G. Harbord, ‘1917 “We’ll Do It Again” 1942’, ALM 32:4 (April 1942), p. 12. See 
also: Untitled illustrations by John Cassel for this article. 
541 M. Höhn and M. Klimke, A Breath of Freedom: The Civil Rights Struggle, African 
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America’s foe in the war’.544 Yet these questions were necessarily excluded in Legion 

discussions that transferred the goals of 1917 to the war of 1941. By implying that the 

unfinished international business of the Great War was all that the United States sought 

to address in the new one, the questions that America’s enemies of the Second World 

War raised about its own racist practices were framed out of the discussion. 

While tracing the reasons for fighting the Second World War back to Wilsonian 

language wove the two wars into a cumulative narrative, these discourses also 

reinforced select interpretations of America’s Great War. The approach was founded 

upon the understanding that the United States had failed to secure its objectives in the 

First World War. The fact that these idealistic aims had not been achieved in 1918 

became less important if 1941 offered the opportunity to rectify those mistakes. Still, 

this motivating view of the new conflict reiterated an association of the prior one with 

unfulfilled objectives  

 

II. 

Legion discussions also found commonalities between the two generations in 

service life in order to construct conceptions of trans-generational comradeship, 

adopting an experiential view of the First World War’s meaning. Focussing on the 

experience of wartime service, rather than its results, confirmed the value of that time in 

                                                 
544 Höhn and Klimke, A Breath of Freedom, pp. 21, 25. Segregation in the armed forces 
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each individual’s life while also facilitating an organisational identity that transcended 

differences in service and war experiences. Whereas British Legion discourses drew 

connections specifically between the First and Second World War service experiences, 

American Legion discussions positioned both generations within a longer tradition of 

military service. Steven Mintz’s extensive study of “adulthood” demonstrates that 

military service has marked a coming-of-age for male citizens throughout American 

history, ‘provid[ing] skills, discipline, a sense of accomplishment, and time to 

mature’.545 This view certainly resonated with Legion discourses, according to existing 

scholarship on the group. Trout argues that fictional pieces in the Magazine during the 

interwar years conveyed First World War service ‘in terms of the masculine toughness, 

courage, and comradeship that the conflict had supposedly fostered in its American (or 

Americanized) participants’. The participants grew from boys to men while 

simultaneously gaining a foundation of principles that would help them excel later in 

life.546 As a marker of male adulthood, military service linked men across time by 

mitigating the distinctions of age and placing younger veterans in the same “adult” life 

phase as older ones.   

According to Legion discussions, this shared formative experience inculcated a 

particular approach to the dangers of combat held by all American troops across time. 

The ex-serviceman of any conflict reportedly learned to face war with determination 

and respond to its consequences with a sense of humour, while undertaking his duty in 

loyalty to the United States. The Second World War generation was depicted as 

continuing this tradition. ‘In every war we ever fought’, Clarence Woodbury wrote in 

December 1942, ‘the American fighting man has carried a sense of humor [sic] right 

                                                 
545 S. Mintz, The Prime of Life: A History of Modern Adulthood (Cambridge, 2015), p. 
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along with his rifle and pack’. ‘[T]hat is proving just as true in this one as in all the 

others’, he concluded.547 Attributes of current serving personnel such as ‘grinning while 

they bear it’ and ‘still com[ing] up smiling!’ spoke not only to their morale in this 

particular conflict, but also connected them to veterans of other eras who had 

undertaken their service in the same vein.548   

Entering adulthood through the institutional framework of military service was 

seen to instil a shared perspective dating back to the country’s origins. ‘[E]ntrusted with 

the vision that made Washington and Lincoln both great soldiers and great leaders of the 

nation’, these personnel were engaged in a war ‘to preserve civilisation’.549 Defending 

these ideals underpinned every serviceman’s experience in the United States forces, thus 

providing a basis for camaraderie after discharge.550 Fighting ‘to preserve his America, 

its ways, its life, its dreams … is what the American soldier has always fought for’, 

asserted J. Ernest Isherwood.551 Defending America, then, made men of the current 

generation comrades of all their predecessors, including former doughboys. The details 

of service life may have changed over time, but the principles it instilled in each 

participant transcended these parameters and connected veterans from different 

periods.552 These commonalities affirmed a sense of trans-generational comradeship 
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within the Legion. On the one hand, it reassured the First World War members that their 

successors shared their principles. They could be confident, then, that the group they 

had worked to build would retain its original character under the stewardship of their 

successors.553 On the other hand, this interpretation glossed over the generational 

differences that may have made Second World War men reluctant to join an 

organisation of their older forebears.  

Indeed, significant distinctions existed between the service lives of doughboys 

and GIs, and these received considerable attention in Legion discussions. Firstly, the 

United States military was a very different force than it had been twenty-five years 

earlier.554 Legion voices pointed out that contemporary soldiers had been issued with 

more comfortable uniforms and packs, as well as individual anti-lousing bags that could 

exterminate the pests from clothing even in the front lines.555 Improved facilities made 

for better accommodations in training camps as well, and the troops reportedly enjoyed 

military rations of a superior quality, nutritional value, and taste than their 

predecessors.556 Advances in mechanisation and engineering likewise distinguished the 

armed forces of 1942 from that of 1917.557 Some veterans worried that the younger men 
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were being ‘coddled’ with such improved comforts, rather than hardened for battle, but 

on the whole, the advances were treated with awe and admiration.558  

Secondly, Legion discussions acknowledged that the war of 1942-1945 was a 

very different fight from its 1917-1918 counterpart. As S. E. Lawrence noted, this war 

was ‘not localised in one Grand Division, or one Continent, or one Hemisphere’ like the 

earlier conflict had reportedly been for the United States.559 American servicemen found 

themselves stationed ‘in a hundred … places from Greenland’s icy mountains to India’s 

coral strand under conditions of snow, ice, oil-chilling temperatures and frozen ground, 

to the steaming 120 degrees of deserts and jungles’.560 Maintaining the men and 

machinery of war around the globe required unprecedented feats in areas from 

engineering to provisioning.561 Whereas the Western Front was located ‘well in the 
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interior of France and Belgium’, with ‘comparatively safe’ areas behind it, troops in the 

South Pacific and North Africa ‘[waded] ashore right into the midst of battle’.562 With 

fluctuating front lines, the war of movement drew in service units and combat units 

alike, regardless of these designations.563 These battles could last ages. One commenter 

pointed out that the entire Argonne offensive of 1918 fit into the thirty-seven days it had 

taken to secure the Munda airport alone during the 1943 Solomon Islands campaign.564  

Incorporating men with such distinct experiences of war from their own into the 

Legion proved a daunting task for First World War veterans. The everyday challenges 

that individual soldiers faced in the First World War, such as adapting to a new currency 

or communicating with locals in a foreign language, were confronted on such a scale by 

the current forces that it left some veterans agog.565 ‘[C]an you picture the growing 

Tower of Babel as our youngsters come back from [military stations in] seventy 

different countries, islands and posts…?’, queried The Company Clerk columnist John J. 

Noll. ‘If these newly-developed linguists spread their knowledge at Legion conventions, 

the cry will go up: “They don’t speak our language!”’566 Legion veterans would need a 

way to “translate” distinct service and war experiences into a shared camaraderie. 

Focussing on the unpleasant living conditions and hardships endured by troops 

in hostile theatres served to connect the two generations and make the distinctive 
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experiences of each more relatable to the other. At the same time, it created a 

hierarchical relationship between the generations, positioning the Second World War 

men as tougher than those of the First. Frequent contributor Abian A. Wallgren, who 

had drawn cartoons for the trench journal The Stars and Stripes in the preceding 

conflict, used his comics in the American Legion Magazine to draw connections 

between the two war experiences.567 A comic entitled ‘Down Under’ portrayed GIs 

struggling in the jungle with ‘bugs’ and ‘apes’, reminding his fellow First World War 

veterans that ‘we used to complain about just cooties’.568 Wallgren made a similar point 

with his February 1944 cartoon, entitled ‘Then and Now’.569 Dividing the page into two 

columns, he depicted aspects of First World War life on the left with the corresponding 

Second World War experiences on the right. In one example, three men in a First World 

War dugout complain about the lice and rats while two young Second World War GIs in 

jungle foxholes exchange words about the ‘flock o’ crawlin’ insecks, toads, and rodents’ 

and the ‘[f]leas, files, and ‘skeeters … the tarantulas, scorpions, and centipedes’ co-

habitating their temporary accommodations. Meanwhile, an older soldier – whose 

younger self appears in the Great War dugout in the left illustration – remarks, ‘I still 

don’t like rats – even human ones – And I likes snakes even lesser!’ as he draws a knife 

to deal with a fanged snake. Although Wallgren concluded by telling readers that these 

younger servicemen ‘have just as much to gripe about today’, his illustrations suggest 

that perhaps these men had even more to “gripe” about than their predecessors did.570   
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The conditions in the South Pacific especially underscored this right to “gripe”. 

For example, Associated Press war correspondent J. Norman Lodge prepared a 

comparative assessment of the New Georgia campaign for the Magazine in January 

1944. While the doughboys of the ‘practice World War’ complained about ‘such 

sissified things as deep dugouts and six-foot trenches’, men fighting in the Pacific had it 

much worse, according to Lodge. Despite their filth, trenches at least allowed men to 

shelter alongside comrades while under fire, in contrast to the solitary confines of a 

jungle foxhole. The respite provided by deep dug-outs in the lines and civilian towns 

outside of them was also denied to South Pacific troops. Even the lack of lice was not a 

benefit there, because the men faced greater pests, including reptiles ‘using your trouser 

legs as garages’.571 Indeed, the New Georgia islands of the Solomon archipelago 

comprised dense jungles that experienced frequent, intense rain and swarmed with 

insects carrying deadly tropical diseases. ‘[P]lagued by heat, bugs, poor diet, jaundice, 

dermatitis, and gnawing apprehension’, half of the unit that launched the campaign 

would contract tropical diseases within four months.572  

While Lodge’s report focussed on the putrid conditions, the fighting itself in the 

Pacific had also become increasingly distinctive from that of preceding eras and of the 

contemporary European theatre, due to its ‘unrestrained’ savagery. Gerald Linderman 

argues that Japan and the United States espoused very different cultural ideas of how to 

wage war. While America expected to fight in accordance with Western laws defining 

what was and was not allowed, the Japanese held such norms in contempt and 

constructed strategies that exploited them. Incensed by such treachery, American troops 

rapidly developed an intense hatred for their enemy and adopted tactics in line with the 

“no rules” game of war that Japan was playing against them. A cultural process of 
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dehumanisation accelerated this descent into merciless warfare aiming for complete 

‘[o]bliteration of the enemy’.573 The brutalisation of servicemen in the Pacific theatre 

was something few First World War veterans could understand directly. 

A hierarchical relationship between these experiences afforded recognition to 

this irresolvable gulf of experience, while simultaneously diminishing the hardships 

encountered in the earlier conflict. Developments in aerial warfare tactics, the quality of 

tanks and other vehicles, and the deliberate targeting of civilians by combat units all 

contributed to the impression in American Legion discourses ‘that this new, enlightened 

civilization of ours has produced many new and harrowing horrors of destruction which 

make the First World War seem like a safe and sane Sunday School picnic in 

comparison’.574 Such comparisons reduced World War I to ‘“just a fight in the 

backyard”’.575 ‘You thought the Argonne was bad,’ Lodge told his comrades, ‘and for 

25 years you have been kidding the public that it was tough’.576 Likewise, Noll 

concluded that ‘that all-in-all, [the Great War] was pretty soft compared to what our 

fighting men of today are facing’.577 While these comments were not intended to rebuke 

former doughboys or ‘belittl[e]’ “their” war, praising GIs for enduring such hardships in 
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effect imbued their experiences with more respect, establishing a hierarchical 

relationship between the two service generations and the wars they had fought.578  

These depictions of difference notwithstanding, connecting service life in the 

two wars remained an important project. Discussions of the changing nature of warfare 

in this context could serve to strengthen trans-generational comradeship. Noll noted that 

the constant attention paid to present-day ‘[motorization] and mechanization’ could 

easily convey an impression of a foreign world to the “old soldiers”. But ‘accounts of 

the heroic land fighting in Bataan and Corregido, and of the Louisiana and Carolina 

maneuvers’ reminded veterans that ‘there [was] still plenty of hoofing to do’ in uniform. 

Knowing as they did the results of such hiking – ‘what with our sciatica’ – these former 

servicemen could hardly ‘begrudge the present doughboys for the motorization they’re 

enjoying’.579 While admitting to feeling ‘a little envy’ toward the new generation that 

appeared to be fighting ‘a “riding” war’, veterans of the first AEF knew from experience 

that ‘once the Infantry got into action … it all boiled down to the same old situation: G. 

I. Joe still has to depend upon the old dogs as the ultimate means of locomotion’.580 

Hiking remained a reality of soldiering even in a war of machines, one characterising 

the service experiences of both generations and one that could bind them together 

subsequently as comrades. 

This bond was further underscored when advancements in mechanisation were 

explicitly ascribed to the American military’s experiences in the First World War. 

Lawrence contended that ‘the parent ideas [of present-day mechanisation] were in 

embryo in that first war’, and other contributors echoed this sentiment.581 Peter A. 
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Campbell, a veteran of Motor Truck Company 534, believed that ‘“the experiences 

gained in the earlier World War”’ had provided the knowledge to enhance and expand 

military mechanisation for the contemporary one.582 The learning curve was slow, 

however, with lessons that seemed self-evident to those in uniform only taking root 

systemically twenty-five years later. Still, the fact that ‘any doughboy could have 

proved in 1918’ ‘that a soldier who rides up to a battle has a lot more fight in him than 

one who hikes twenty miles into the lines’ only reinforced the shared understanding 

linking men of both wars.583  

No one in the Legion understood the Second World War generation more than 

the First World War ex-serviceman who had re-joined the forces. Called “retreads” in 

the Magazine, these old “tires” had been retrofitted with updated treads and bore the 

marks of aging while simultaneously aligning with younger “models”.584 Trans-

generational comradeship in these cases was more than a constructed concept based on 

common service experiences. It sprang from the traditional understanding of 

camaraderie rooted in training or fighting alongside one another. “Retreads” literally 

brought the ex-service and current service worlds together, not just through camaraderie 

in the ranks, but also by organising American Legion Posts and meetings at military 

sites.585 Their unique position enabled them to transcend distinctions between serving 

and ex-service personnel, creating a bridge for fostering trans-generational comradeship. 
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American Legion discussions paid far greater attention to “retreads” than did 

those of the British Legion. The fact that there was a more vibrant tradition of ex-

service groups in the United States may help to explain this difference. Age gaps had 

previously proved problematic for other veterans’ groups seeking to expand their ranks. 

Indeed, Stephen Ortiz argues that many Great War ex-servicemen had joined the newly-

christened American Legion rather than the established Veterans of Foreign Wars 

(VFW) precisely because VFW members were perceived to be much older than 

doughboys.586 Reflecting these concerns, “retread” Karl Detzer told readers that First 

World War veterans were to men of the Second what Civil War ex-servicemen had been 

to them. ‘They look on us almost as we looked on the GAR, in the other war’, he 

reported, concluding that ‘[t]he Argonne is nearly as long ago to them as Shiloh seemed 

to us’.587 

Coverage of “retread” experiences demonstrated how such disconnects could be 

overcome and replaced by a sense of trans-generational comradeship. Differences in age 

and life cycle did initially mitigate the camaraderie-in-arms between men of the two 

generations in the forces. As Detzer explained, the ‘old-timers who have come limping 

back to war after twenty-five fattening years’ were ‘treat[ed] with … a little too much 

respect’ by their younger counterparts.588 Deference for the elders hindered 

comradeship by separating the men as from different worlds. When the younger draftees 

addressed him as ‘“Pop” or “Mr. Reardon”’, “retread” Lieutenant William A. Reardon 

inferred that they were ‘looking on me as a relic from the morgue’ rather than 
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‘accepting me as an equal’.589 That Reardon and the other soldiers had managed to 

overcome this perceived difference apparently testified to the feasibility of trans-

generational comradeship.  

Reardon’s age and life experience afforded him significant advantages over his 

younger comrades, but the Magazine article detailing his time in uniform instead used 

his story to reinforce the superiority of the Second World War generation over that of 

the First. Insights gained in his four decades of living, including his prior service, had 

enabled Reardon to manoeuvre through the military bureaucracy into a relatively 

comfortable posting. Coverage of his second time in uniform, however, focussed on the 

impediments he faced in achieving equality with his service peers.590 While “retreads” 

were said to be ‘lucky … to live over [their] 1917-18 experience with the ’42 edition’, 

ultimately the younger generation was seen to be in the more advantageous position in 

age and life phase.591 This perspective may have reflected contemporary cultural 

understandings of adulthood associating loss and physical pain with middle-age.592 

Ultimately, age and life phase allocated a more junior position in Legion discussions to 

the First World War generation in relation to the Second.  

 Those who had not re-joined the forces still shared pride in the present-day 

successes of their respective service branches, further strengthening trans-generational 

comradeship and altering First World War memory as a result. Ex-sailors seemed 
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particularly eager to claim these connections in 1942, thanks to the increased visibility 

of the United States Navy in World War II.593 ‘The ex-bluejackets certainly have more 

than a little to crow about concerning the heroic work of their branch of service in this 

present war’, Noll remarked, noting that he had accordingly been receiving more 

contributions for his monthly column from ‘ex-gobs’.594 Indeed, the summer of 1942 

was a critical juncture in the war at sea against both Germany and Japan, and the US 

Navy played a key role in securing an outcome in the Allies’ favour.595 Legion members 

used the opportunity to reclaim “forgotten” aspects of First World War narratives. 

George H. King Cole wrote in October 1942 to remind his fellow veterans of the ‘“the 

outstanding job”’ that First World War US Navy mine-laying and mine-sweeping teams 

did in the North Sea to ‘“[save] our country thousands of lives and tons of material by 

cutting short the Kaiser’s unrestricted submarine warfare”’.596 Connecting this previous 

duty to how ‘“[t]he Navy [of the Second World War], on the sea and in the air, [was] 

putting in its licks – successfully, too!”’ reiterated shared service in the same military 

branch, thereby strengthening the trans-generational bond. In doing so, it also reasserted 

a “forgotten” narrative of the First World War.  
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III. 

Like the British Legion, discourses in the American Legion turned to existing 

ties, especially family links, to strengthen trans-generational comradeship messages. By 

1944, Noll judged that being a parent to a serving man or woman was a common 

condition in the Legion. ‘[T]here are but few of the 12,000 Posts that cannot boast of 

such fathers,’ Noll told readers.597 Additionally, ‘more than one-third’ of the young men 

involved in the Sons of the Legion association had reportedly joined the forces by 

February 1943, and these numbers were expected to increase.598 Thousands of service 

personnel, then, possessed links to the American Legion that predated their time in 

uniform, via their ‘sons and nephews, daughters and nieces’.599 All were seen to be 

following the course of their fathers or uncles. In some cases, this was meant quite 

literally. The Magazine reported examples of sons requesting to serve in ‘the very same 

company and regiment of reactivated First World War Divisions in which their fathers 

served’.600 The return of American troops to France and Belgium following the invasion 

of Normandy likewise saw ‘our boys … fighting in their fathers’ footsteps’.601 As 

Wallgren pointed out to his comrades in a cartoon entitled ‘When the second A.E.F. 

invades “sunny France”’, the return to old battlefields offered ‘the “sons” … a chance to 

find out things for themselves – things you’ve talked so much about’.602 Both real and 

metaphorical “father/son” relationships were mobilised to reinforce trans-generational 

comradeship. 
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First World War fathers seeing their sons enter the armed forces constituted a 

source of pride for Legion parents and the group itself, but this development also 

manifested in no uncertain terms that the former doughboys were aging.603 A photo of a 

mother holding a toddler in front of his father’s military tent in 1917 juxtaposed with 

one showing that boy as a man in uniform in front of his own tent manifested the 

changes brought by twenty years. As the father, Herbert S. Ford, reflected: ‘“[i]t’s 

difficult to realize the swift passage of time since we older fellows were fighting in 

another World War and that our babies are carrying on where we left off”. The 

enlistment of his children also prompted him to reassess his own record as a father – 

albeit in a joking manner. ‘“During the last war my service was in the Army,”’ he 

related to readers, ‘“but possibly I did not set a very good example, as my children went 

into the Navy and the Marine Corps”’.604 In another case, W. L. Paul, Sr., submitted a 

photograph to the Magazine of himself wearing olive drab in 1918, standing with his 

toddler son, alongside a present-day one in which the son wore the uniform instead. 

Behind its humour, his letter describing the photos struck a tone of apprehension. 

‘“Don’t get the mistaken idea from comparison of the snaps that this old veteran has 

shrunken in height,”’ he warned readers, explaining: ‘“I still stand 5 feet 10 inches, but 

that son of mine towers to 6 feet 4 inches, plus!”’605 The obvious pride in his son did not 

diminish an awareness of his own aging, demonstrated by his concerns about 

“shrinking”. 

As these cases illustrate, advancing through different life phases had now made 

the son the protector of his aged father, inverting contemporary cultural expectations. 

‘Before the [Second World] war’, as Ralph LaRossa explains, ‘fathers were judged by 
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how well they provided for their families economically and whether they were 

playmates and companions to their children’.606 During the Second World War, 

however, a ‘system of stratification’ emerged based on ‘another image of fatherhood, 

namely the father as protector’.607 This “protector” role as fathers – in both the literal 

sense of preparing their sons and daughters for war and in the figural sense of 

welcoming younger ex-servicemen into the group – coloured Legion discussions 

relating the two generations and their respective conflicts.  

The doughboy generation was not always portrayed as having succeeded in this 

parental obligation, however. As “fathers” responsible for protecting their “sons”, they 

were charged with keeping their children out of danger, and by extension, war. The fact 

that another conflict had erupted on their watch indicted them for failing in this role of 

protector. ‘Twenty-five years ago today,’ C. A. Barrett had ‘joined the Army to fight a 

war/ To rid the earth of a festering sore’, but instead he found that ‘now my son has 

gone to war/ To finally finish an unfinished chore’. Rather than protecting his son, 

Barratt felt he had let him down and placed him in his current position of peril. Yet the 

Second World War offered the chance to redress this parental shortcoming. His 

generation was now accountable for ensuring ‘that no father may need agin [sic] note,/ 

“I’ve sent my son to carry a gun/ To finish the job I should have done”’. 608 Adopting 

the “father as protector” role reinforced for Barrett First World War interpretations 

emphasising its failure to eliminate the threat of war for future generations..  

Still, by helping to improve the military’s capabilities, the former doughboys 

had strengthened the means of defence for their “sons” in uniform, thereby providing a 

form of protection. The fact that the Second World War generation was surpassing their 
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607 ibid., p. 51, emphasis in LaRossa. 
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record was taken as evidence of their success in this endeavour. ‘[T]hey’re not only 

better than we were, they’re better cared for’, Detzer told readers.609 This emphasis on 

improvement remained key to both sides of the trans-generational comradeship 

question. It not only reassured anxious fathers with offspring in the forces, but it also 

softened the “failure” of the First World War generation to protect the Second from 

combat. The efforts of the First World War generation retained meaning because they 

had contributed toward improving the system that prepared their successors for the 

fight, even if that fight itself was not prevented.  

In addition to “protecting” the younger generation, Legion members were 

charged with improving service life for their successors. Mobilising their familiarity 

with service life in order to provide useful comforts to the serving man as well as 

standing guard for the family and community he left behind became important 

expressions of camaraderie. As found in the British case, assertions that veterans 

possessed a unique understanding of servicemen’s needs distinguished Legion support 

efforts from those of civilians. Legion campaigns to ease the inconveniences of military 

life included collecting records, reading material, sending care packages, writing letters, 

fundraising, and providing recreational facilities and accommodation to troops passing 

through town on military business or stationed nearby.610 Supporting the war effort at 
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home was also seen as an important means to improve the lives of troops by hastening 

victory.611 Support programmes like these ‘won a place in the hearts of service men’ 

that would ‘be remembered when they, too, return to civil life’, according to 

advocates.612  

Legion contributors also highlighted ways in which former doughboys could 

serve as protectors on the home front, to show camaraderie with contemporary service 

personnel. Whereas British Legion veterans focussed on protecting the dependents of 

those fighting, the American Legion efforts centred on protecting the “American way of 

life” that the country’s adversaries threatened.613 ‘They want the America they are 

fighting for to be here when they return’, Isherwood said of serving personnel in 

September 1943.614 National Commander Warren H. Atherton asked Legion members 

‘on the home front … [to] be alert to preserve that for which they fight’.615 The hopes 

for America’s future, cultivated through defending the nation, transcended generations 

and wars to unite all those who had worn the uniform, thus making the preservation of 

that future an act of comradeship. 
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 “Protecting the home” had distinct meanings for the British and American 

Legions, corresponding to divergent experiences on the home front in each country. In 

addition to the Luftwaffe, British civilians faced food and material shortages as well as 

inflation.616 Rationing became ‘the most potent symbol’ of the restrictions under which 

civilians lived during the Second World War.617 In total, civilian consumption decreased 

by twenty-two per cent. By contrast, the United States saw an increase in civilian 

consumption during the war. Families that had struggled with the burdens of 

unemployment or financial insecurity in the Great Depression now encountered an 

industrial job market in which demand outstripped supply. Although directed primarily 

toward war production, the industrial revitalisation benefited consumers as well. In 

David Kennedy’s words, ‘[m]ost Americans had never had it so good’ as during the 

Second World War.618 These marked variations between wartime civilian life in each 

nation help to explain why the American Legion could afford to be less concerned than 

their British complements about the families left behind by serving personnel. 

Moreover, the groups’ differing emphases reflected interpretations of the First 

World War specific to each national context. Demands from American Legion members 

to ‘win the war; [sic] win the peace, and return to the normal American way of life’ 

mirrored narratives that America had ‘lost the peace’ after the Armistice.619 In the 

aftermath of the military victory, “subversive” ideologies such as communism and 

fascism had taken hold and, in the Legion’s view, jeopardised the ideals for which they 
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194 

had fought.620 Legion efforts to preserve American ideals at home for the serving 

generation abroad thus reinforced the idea that this had not been achieved for them. 

 

IV. 

 Existing work by Rumer and Ortiz establishes the success of the American 

Legion’s efforts to convert itself into a two-war veterans’ association over the course of 

the Second World War. By August 1946, the group claimed approximately 1,651,322 

World War II members.621 Although these figures would drop over the immediate post-

war years, the initial spike in membership suggests that efforts to construct a trans-

generational comradeship within the Legion appealed to Second World War men, at 

least to a degree.622 Post reports from across the country boasting about new, younger 

members indicated that the rank-and-file took up the national leadership’s calls for 

recruitment with enthusiasm.623 As contemporaries had predicted, the organisation’s 

structure and character morphed as it absorbed these new members and they began 

charting its course for the future.624 

These efforts to prepare for the organisation’s future inflected narratives about 

the past, particularly those of the First World War. While references to Wilsonian ideals 

created a exclusive bond between the two world wars, it also reiterated the First World 

War as an unfinished task and perpetuated the omission of black voices in memory 

discourses. Drawing the military service experiences of men in both conflicts into a 
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cumulative narrative stretching back to the country’s founding negated the sense that the 

Great War had been a special occurrence in American history. Downplaying the 

hardships faced by former doughboys in comparison to those endured by GIs positioned 

the latter servicemen as superior to the former. Adopting the contemporary model of the 

“protector” father figure reinforced a legacy of the First World War focussed on the 

failure to prevent another conflict. Like British Legion discourses, American Legion 

discussions mobilised commonalities to knit the two world wars into a cumulative 

narrative, while using differences to build a hierarchical relationship between the 

generations, reinforced by kinship metaphors. Specific national contexts shaped these 

connections, however, and the American Legion’s process of linking the men of the 

previous war to those of the present-day one served to reinforce select First World War 

interpretations, anchored in existing organisational discourses. 
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Part II Conclusion 

Analysing how British and American Legion discourses constructed notions of 

trans-generational comradeship illuminates the manner in which First World War 

narratives shifted as the Second World War unfolded, addressing an important gap in 

scholarship on First World War memory. Doing so in a comparative framework brings 

out specific national influences that affected memory development in each context, 

while also pointing toward transnational commonalities.  

Legion discussions relating the war aims of the First to the Second World War 

reveal the controversial aspects of the former conflict still being debated in Britain and 

America upon the outbreak of the latter. In the shadow of another global conflagration, 

both groups worried about what “their” war had achieved and whether it had been 

worthwhile. The collapse of peace in Europe required British Legion voices to look 

elsewhere to explain why their country had fought in that conflict. Defending liberty 

against war-obsessed Germany joined the British efforts of both world wars into a 

cumulative narrative. In the American Legion, casting the present-day war in Wilsonian 

terms transformed it into a new phase of a larger fight dating back to 1917. In both 

cases, the new war presented the chance to complete the aims of its predecessor and 

provide closure to the controversies over the Great War’s legitimacy in each national 

context.  

Identifying commonalities in service life strengthened attempts to place both 

wars into a cumulative narrative, but addressing important differences between the men 

who waged each conflict and the conflicts themselves led to the construction of a 

hierarchical relationship between the generations. Both groups situated the world wars 

and their servicemen into longer national traditions of military service, but American 

Legion voices emphasised these connections to a greater extent than their British 
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complements. An established precedent of war-specific veterans’ organisations in the 

United States translated into stronger perceptions of generational differences, which the 

American Legion needed to overcome in order to recruit Second World War members. 

Placing doughboys and GIs within a shared historic narrative helped to accentuate the 

shared aspects of military service and downplay distinctions between war experiences. 

Yet repeatedly emphasising the First World War’s place within a series of other 

conflicts implicitly diminished its own significance as an important moment in 

American history. Portrayed as one link within a longer chain, the conflagration’s value 

became determined largely by the events it connected rather than what it could 

contribute itself. In contrast, the Great War largely stood independent from other events 

in British Legion discussions, reiterating its singular importance. In both cases, 

ascribing this relational dynamic to First World War memory so early into the Second 

had implications for the significance afforded to the Great War in longer-term memory 

discourses. 

Neither group could ignore the significant differences between the two world 

wars and the resulting divergent experiences of service. The Pacific front embodied 

these gaps for the American Legion. While both generations had faced unpleasant living 

conditions in the front lines, Second World War servicemen stationed in the Pacific 

theatre undoubtedly had it worse. Discourses praising their forbearance in such 

circumstances while joking about the comparative luxuries of the Western Front 

positioned the Second World War serviceman as better than that of the First. Likewise, 

British Legion discussions highlighting the less deferential “thinking” man of the 

contemporary forces conveyed a sense of progress that afforded these men a higher 

standing than their predecessors. Portraying Second World War improvements in 
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service life as building upon the experiences endured in the First tied veterans of both 

conflicts together in a story of progression. 

 Framing the present-day in relation to the past held consequences for memory 

narratives. Comparing the two experiences drew attention to the shortcomings of service 

life in the Great War, reiterating more disparaging interpretations of that conflict in both 

groups. The British Legion’s focus on intelligence and deference within the ranks 

implied that irrational or unjustified operations would be more difficult to execute than 

in the last war, thereby reaffirming narratives of an incompetent British High Command 

in the Great War. American Legion voices claiming that the Second World War made 

the First appear “soft” by comparison diminished not only the accomplishments of the 

men who won it, but also the importance of the Great War itself. These discourses 

reiterated narratives relegating the First World War to a secondary status among 

America’s conflicts.    

Using kinship language to extend existing bonds and construct notions of trans-

generational comradeship served to reinforce emergent hierarchical dynamics 

characterising this relationship and the extant interpretations of the First World War 

underpinning it. First World War fathers taking pride in their Second World War 

serving sons embellished the tiered connections drawn between each generation’s war 

aims and service conditions. Reports of military honours or deaths in the British Legion 

Journal as well as anecdotes of fathers and sons swapping combatant status in the 

American Legion Magazine portrayed the importance of First World War fathers as 

contingent upon the actions of their Second World War children. While these real 

familial connections often reinforced the differences in age and life phase dividing the 

two generations, transforming these links into broader “father/son” metaphors drew 

upon existing social roles as a means to bridge these generational gaps. As “fathers”, 
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members of both Legions took it upon themselves to improve the lot of their “sons”. 

Viewing “their” war through this lens for British Legion veterans brought out the 

country’s shortfalls in supporting the troops in the Great War, while in the American 

case, it threw light upon the war’s unsatisfied idealistic aims. American Legion 

discussions of helping present-day servicemen reiterated particular views of the past, 

mainly the need to “win the peace” and defend against radicalism at home. Meanwhile, 

British Legion calls to improve the lives of serving men, especially by protecting their 

dependents, spoke to fears about the post-war era. As Chapter Five will explore further, 

British Legion discussions of post-war planning would invoke narratives of First World 

War ex-servicemen being abandoned by their government after the Armistice, thereby 

reiterating that memory of the conflict.  

It is striking that the re-enlisted Great War veteran should feature so prominently 

in American Legion discourses while receiving virtually no attention in those of the 

British Legion. Specific organisational concerns shaped by national circumstances help 

to explain this divergence. As noted, the American Legion started discussions about 

trans-generational comradeship from an assumption of generational difference to a 

greater extent than its British counterpart. Convincing Second World War ex-

servicemen to go against the conventional American practice of forming conflict-

specific veterans’ associations required the Legion to identify tangible connections 

linking the two wars and the men fighting them. “Retreads” made a compelling case for 

what the two generations shared. No similar convention existed in Britain. Instead, the 

British Legion had a greater need to differentiate ex-servicemen from the civilian 

population. The British veteran did not enjoy a distinct status from his civilian peer to 

the same degree that his American counterpart did. The Second World War’s course 

jeopardised efforts to crystallise a unique status for veterans even further by bringing 
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increasing numbers of civilians into the line of fire, blurring the boundary between 

combatants and non-combatants. This context contributed to the concern over Home 

Guard membership in British Legion discussions. In both cases, nation-specific 

influences intersected with organisational imperatives to affect how trans-generational 

comradeship was constructed. This interplay would continue to influence discussions as 

planning for the end of the Second World War and the start of the post-war era became 

more pressing.  

The contrast between the focus on the “retread” in American Legion discussions 

and the Home Guard in British Legion ones speaks to how distinctive national contexts 

nuanced discourses in particular ways. Still, the shared approaches to fostering trans-

generational comradeship are striking. Discussions in both Legions looked to unite 

disparate cohorts by identifying similarities in war aims and service life. Knitting 

commonalities and differences into a cumulative narrative of progress – wherein one set 

of servicemen built upon the experiences of the other – accommodated age and life 

phase divergences while also constructing underlying connections. Likewise, utilising 

the rhetoric of kinship allowed for these disparities while reinforcing existing ties 

between the cohorts. In addition to sub-national and age-related concerns, concepts of 

“generations” served important functions in constructing memory discourses within the 

British and American Legions. In the Legions, recognising a new generation required 

contemporaries to reflect upon their own experiences and the events of their formative 

years, as well as how these differed from later circumstances. Such reflections shaped 

the characteristics attributed to the emerging generation and the meaning of preceding 

historical events. The specific ways in which developing ideas of trans-generational 

comradeship affected narratives of the First World War in each group reflected extant 

interpretations unique to each national and organisational context. Yet the 
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commonalities of the process itself suggest that organised First World War ex-

servicemen employed similar discursive techniques when adapting interpretive 

frameworks to the unfolding Second World War. These techniques, in turn, shaped the 

evolution of Great War memory. 
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Part III 

Like their fellow countrymen, members of the British and American Legions 

looked to the future and considered what they wanted the post-war world to look like 

even as the war against the Axis Powers still raged. Part III examines reconstruction 

planning in both organisations to illuminate how these veterans envisioned the social 

contract between themselves and their societies in the post-war era. Pensions, benefits, 

and entitlements for veterans were a preeminent concern for both Legions in 

discussions, at a time when broader welfare provisions for all citizens were being 

debated more generally in Britain and the United States. In these contexts, 

conceptualisations of the relationship between a veteran and his state held particularly 

important implications for ex-service organisations like the British and American 

Legions. Each chapter in Part III reflects the period when post-war issues came to the 

fore in the discussions of the respective groups. Chapter Five on the British Legion 

covers a broader period, from 1940 through 1946 inclusive, while Chapter Six analyses 

analogous discussions in the American Legion from 1944 through the end of 1946. In 

both Legions, narratives of the First World War and its aftermath as well as unfolding 

events influenced how the veteran’s relationship to the nation-state was conceptualised. 

Examining these discussions shows how understandings of the social contract shifted in 

real time during the Second World War and the extent to which these adjustments 

inflected perceptions of the prior conflict.  

Memories of their own homecomings left unique “scars” that resurfaced when 

veterans of the Great War in the British and American Legions discussed what should 

happen after the Second. British Legion discourses reiterated the interpretation that the 

government had failed to fulfil its wartime promises to provide adequate state support 

for servicemen after 1918. The spectre of the “forgotten” First World War veteran who 
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had been left behind as society moved forward loomed large in debates about the 

country’s obligations to Second World War ex-servicemen. American Legion 

contributors highlighted the unsettled questions that had survived the Armistice to 

plague society in the later decades. Particular focus fell on the issue of “adjusted 

compensation” and the failure of the United States to ratify the Treaty of Versailles or 

join the League of Nations. Discussants in both groups sought to address these 

respective “mistakes” for the younger generation, and the extent to which this was 

accomplished became pivotal in assessing the Great War’s meaning and significance. 

Additionally, the respective national experiences of the Second World War 

affected both groups’ discourses about the social contract in the post-war era. 

Solidifying a distinct status for the ex-service community in society underpinned 

virtually all discussions in the British Legion case. The British veteran had never 

achieved the unique status afforded to his American counterparts, and the course of the 

new global conflagration only added challenges to achieving this distinction. The 

unprecedented incorporation of civilians into the war effort as well as the sustained 

targeting of the home front by the enemy complicated conventional understandings of 

service and combatant status that could have distinguished the serviceman’s role from 

that of the civilian. Public support for social reform meant that the British Legion had to 

position its calls for ex-service entitlements in relation to the wellbeing of society as a 

whole. Uncertainty about the veteran’s social contract with the state continued even 

after a new political regime promising expansive welfare measures was elected in 1945. 

Its American counterpart faced no such dilemma after securing an 

unprecedented benefits package specifically for Second World War servicemen in 1944. 

The successful passage of the “GI Bill” certainly altered the context of American 

Legion discussions about post-war planning, but so, too, did the emerging geopolitical 
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status of the United States as the war progressed. Previously, Legion voices had debated 

the extent to which international developments would affect the United States. After 

1944, discourses became underpinned by the assumption that such events would impact 

the country, forcing veterans to consider America’s role on the global stage. As the war 

drew to a close and the dynamics of the post-war era began to emerge, national and 

international circumstances reflected back on to interpretations of the earlier world war 

and its aftermath in both the British and American Legions.  

Examining these groups through a comparative lens illuminates commonalities 

affecting contemporary discussions in both organisations while also pointing toward the 

limitations of existing research rooted in national frameworks. The character and 

priorities of each Legion continued to influence which post-war planning issues were 

seen as important and the best means of addressing them. Age-related concerns and 

generational dynamics further informed the parameters of discussions in each group. 

These mutual factors have thus far been overlooked by scholars, who have paid closer 

attention to examining how the service and ex-service communities affected important 

political developments in each country – namely, the Labour Party’s victory in the 

British 1945 election and the GI Bill’s success in the United States. This thesis nuances 

the existing scholarship, highlighting in particular the shared factors that transcended 

differing national contexts, and raises important questions for the study of memory 

transnationally. 
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Chapter 5: The Post-war Social Contract in the British Legion 

This chapter considers British Legion conceptualisations of the post-war social 

contract between the ex-serviceman and his state. Legion discussions of post-war 

planning and reconstruction from 1940 through 1946 illuminate how Britain’s Second 

World War experience intersected with legacies of its First to shape fears and 

aspirations for the ex-serviceman’s position in society. In doing so, this chapter 

highlights sub-national factors that contributed to post-war planning debates and the 

acute sense of uncertainty felt by contemporaries as they looked to the future after the 

close of hostilities.  

 

Post-war planning was a critical issue on the British home front throughout the 

Second World War. Having initiated inquiries into reconstruction as early as 1940, 

government planning began in earnest after successes at the fronts reassured public 

confidence in an Allied victory. Events in early 1942, such as the surrender at 

Singapore, the fall of Tobruk, and the defeat at Crete, had brought British morale to a 

low point, but the military situation was more hopeful after the Allied landings in North 

Africa later in the year.625 The issue gained irrefutable momentum following the 

publication of the Beveridge Report in December 1942. Charged with investigating 

minor discrepancies in pensions, William Beveridge instead launched a wide-ranging 
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examination of British social policy. The resultant report proposed reforms to the 

country’s healthcare system, the introduction of social security as an entitlement, and a 

more active role for government in managing the economy in order to diminish 

unemployment. While historians disagree on the extent to which these 

recommendations represented radical departures from pre-war social policy approaches, 

the Beveridge Report has universally been identified as playing an integral role in the 

development of social legislation in post-war Britain and the “welfare state” model of 

government.626 Most important, the public overwhelmingly supported the Report and 

this popularity ultimately made reconstruction policies a decisive issue in the 1945 

general election.627  

                                                 
626 Richard Titmuss’ work is critical to scholarship on the British post-war welfare state. 
In particular, see: R. M. Titmuss, Problems of Social Policy (Basingstoke, 2002 [orig. 
1950]). It must be remembered that social welfare programmes did exist before the 
Beveridge Report, and indeed, these predecessors helped contribute to the development 
of post-war plans. On welfare provisions in Britain historically, including the Beveridge 
Report’s provisions, see: K. Laybourn, The Evolution of British Social Policy and the 
Welfare State (Keele, 1995); C. Renwick, Bread for All: The Origins of the Welfare 
State (Milton Keynes, 2017). Also, the British system should not necessarily be taken as 
representative of the welfare state model on the whole. See: D. Wincott, ‘Images of 
Welfare in Law and Society: The British Welfare State in Comparative Perspective’, 
Journal of Law and Society 38:3 (2011), pp. 343-375. 
627 The 1945 election pitted the Conservative Party under sitting Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill against Clement Atlee of the Labour Party. Churchill had led a 
coalition government during the war, but stood in 1945 as the head of the Conservative 
Party. For more reading on the politics of post-war planning, including the Beveridge 
Report, and the 1945 election, see: K. Jeffreys, ‘British Politics and Social Policy during 
the Second World War’, The Historical Journal 30:1 (1987), pp. 123-144; S. Brooke, 
Labour’s War: The Labour Party and the Second World War (Oxford, 2008 [orig. 
1992]); R. McKibbin, Parties and People: England 1914-1951 (Oxford, 2010), pp. 106-
176; A. Thorpe, Parties at War: Political Organization in Second World War Britain 
(Oxford, 2009); Addison, 1945; Calder, People’s War, pp. 525-586. Steve Fielding, 
Peter Thompson, and Nick Tiratsoo present a revisionist argument in ‘England Arise!’ 
The Labour Party and Popular Politics in 1940s Britain (Manchester, 1995), arguing 
that the British public’s investment and interest in political matters during the Second 
World War has been greatly exaggerated. The analysis has been largely discredited. For 
a review, see: J. Hinton, ‘1945 and the Apathy School’, History Workshop Journal 43 
(1997), pp. 266-273.  
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The memory of the First World War and its aftermath significantly shaped 

British approaches to the coming post-war world, as historians have shown. “Never 

again” became a central theme in these discussions. The spectre of economic recession 

and mass unemployment loomed the largest in these debates, underpinned by the fear 

that demobilisation would flood the marketplace with workers searching for jobs.628 The 

British public also feared that government promises to improve society after the war 

would go unfulfilled as had been the case in the First World War.629 Despite the 

enthusiastic reception of the Beveridge Report, Geoffrey Field argues that few Britons 

thought the reforms would be enacted. Labour back-benchers voiced concerns that the 

Tory-led Coalition government would delay codifying recommendations so these could 

be abandoned after the war had been won.630 Indeed, cynicism was particularly strong 

among the working-classes, who stood to gain the most from reform.631  

While the desired social reforms were not exclusive to the ex-service community 

and would affect all citizens, the ex-serviceman was a central symbol in these “never 

again” refrains, be they about unemployment or unfulfilled promises. The image of the 

jobless, destitute First World War veteran as well as the lack of “homes fit for heroes” 

powerfully evoked the “failures” of the last war in demands for concrete policies in 

preparation for the end of the contemporary one. The prospect that the previous war had 

not secured peace internationally, nor improved the lives of the average Briton, threw 

doubt upon whether it had been worthwhile.632 

                                                 
628 Brooke, Labour’s War, pp. 313-315. 
629 G. G. Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil: Remaking the British Working Class, 1939-1945 
(Oxford, 2011), pp. 336, 372, 283; Addison, 1945, pp. 218-220, 247-9. 
630 Indeed, Kevin Jeffrey argues that Churchill and other Conservative party leaders 
hoped to do just that. Jeffreys, ‘British Politics and Social Policy’, pp. 129-131. 
631 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Tears, pp. 336-340. 
632 D. Todman, The Great War: Myth and Memory (London, 2013 [orig. 2005]), p. 94; 
M. Connelly, The Great War, Memory and Ritual: Commemoration in the City and East 
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Legion discussions of the post-war world reflected these wider discussions, in 

both timing and subject. The group established a Planning Committee in the summer of 

1940 under Organising Secretary T. F. Lister and charged it with developing proposals 

and position statements on post-war planning policies, including everything from 

demobilisation, employment reinstatement, pension provisions, retraining programmes, 

and wider social welfare legislation.633 Much of the initial work focussed on pensions 

and allowances.634 Having secured improvements to Second World War pensions 

through the 1943 Royal Warrant, the Legion’s attention then moved to other areas of 

post-war planning, echoing contemporary public debates. Finding the appropriate place 

for veterans within the proposed social reforms for post-war Britain became a central 

consideration in these later discourses. Alongside the Beveridge Report, Legion 

discussants also highlighted the Tomlinson Committee report on employment policies 

for the disabled.635 The victory over Germany in May 1945 marked the next turning 

point in Legion attentions, when housing emerged as the dominant issue – much as it 

did nationally.636  

The motto of “never again” echoed in British Legion discussions just as scholars 

have found in other case studies. In the Legion, it was deployed largely in three strands 

                                                                                                                                               
London, 1916-1939 (Bury St Edmunds, 2002), pp. 8-9; A. Gregory, The Last Great 
War: British Society and the First World War (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 4-5, 273-8, 293-6. 
633 ‘The Legion and the Future of Serving Men’, BLJ 20:2 (August 1940), p. 35. These 
issues had already arisen in certain Area Councils. See: ‘Fund for Servicemen after the 
War’, The Manchester Guardian (22 April 1940), p. 9. 
634 This focus tied into widespread complaints by service personnel about inadequate 
service allowances. See: Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp. 255-9; Calder, People’s War, 
pp. 249-250. 
635 For more on The Disabled Persons (Employment) Act of 1944 which resulted from 
this Committee report, see: A. Roulstone and C. Barnes, eds., Working Futures? 
Disabled People, Policy and Social Inclusion (Bristol, 2005), pp. 306-307; J. Anderson, 
War, Disability and Rehabilitation in Britain: ‘Soul of a Nation’ (Manchester, 2011), 
pp. 192-7. 
636 Brooke, Labour’s War, p. 325; Addison, 1945, p. 248. 
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of argument. Firstly, “never again” should the close of one global war lead to another.637 

Rather than looking to the international arena to achieve this, British Legion discussions 

sought to prevent another global conflagration by constructing a better Britain. This aim 

constituted the second focal point of Legion discussions. ‘No lasting peace could be 

looked for until aggression and war insanity had been destroyed,’ claimed one British 

Legion Journal article, ‘and no peace could be satisfactory until poverty and 

unemployment had ceased to exist’.  Legion discourses were especially concerned with 

eradicating unemployment within the ex-service community, reflecting the group’s 

interwar experiences.638 A number of the Legion’s programmes intersected directly with 

the consequences of high unemployment. Everything from pension work – both in terms 

of advocating reforms and assisting with individual casework – to the Poppy Day appeal 

and employment schemes had brought Legion members face-to-face with unemployed 

ex-servicemen. The memory of unemployment and economic depression after the war 

was therefore particularly dear to the British Legion, and this shaped concerns as the 

group looked ahead to the aftermath of the Second World War. A June 1942 Journal 

article put the point succinctly: ‘[n]ever again must two million of our fellow-citizens be 

left to rot through unemployment’.639 

A final area in which the refrain “never again” can be found in Legion 

discussions related to improving the organisation itself. The Legion needed to plan for 

its future. Four years of negotiations among competing groups had been required after 

the First World War to produce a united, non-partisan ex-servicemen’s movement in 

Britain, and it was believed that this factionalism and delay had hindered the British 

                                                 
637 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 223. 
638 S. W. L. Ashwanden, ‘Looking Facts in the Face’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 203; 
‘The Legion’s First War-Year’, BLJ 20:7 (January 1941), p. 172. 
639 ‘Our Obligations Growing’, BLJ 22:6 (June 1942), p. 106. 
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Legion’s interwar political influence.640 The new world war thus presented an 

opportunity not only to accomplish the outstanding war aims of the Great War, but also 

to establish a stronger, united ex-service movement in Britain. When the National 

President told delegates at Hampshire County Conference in 1941 that ‘they were not 

going to be caught out again’, he was referring to the Legion, not Britain. More 

specifically, he was speaking about recruiting returning Second World War servicemen 

as members.641 Bringing the two world war generations into a single veterans’ 

organisation that could intercede with the government on their behalf was portrayed as 

vital for avoiding ‘the mistakes which occurred after the last war’. A speaker at a 1941 

meeting of the East Lancashire District branches argued that ‘the men who are fighting 

for the nation to-day must be allowed to take part in the re-construction of society which 

will follow the cessation of hostilities’.642 Whereas First World War veterans had lacked 

a united front, the Legion could ensure that Second World War voices were heard this 

time, thereby avoiding the “mistakes” of the past.  

Indeed, discussions presented the Legion as uniquely qualified to contribute to 

such deliberations. Through its ‘twenty years of experience’ working with struggling 

veterans, the Legion could offer insights into everything from ‘where the shoe pinched 

last time’ for the demobilised man to ‘the psychology of difficult cases’ in pension 

disputes.643 As early as March 1941 – when the country was still in the midst of the 

Blitz – the Mayor of Preston told his Legion audience that he ‘hoped the authorities 

                                                 
640 N. Barr, The Lion and the Poppy: British Veterans, Politics, and Society, 1921-1939 
(Westport and London, 2005), pp. 9-21, 25-55; G. Wootton, The Official History of the 
British Legion (London, 1956), pp. 1-29; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:10 (April 
1941), p. 280. 
641 ‘National President at Hampshire County Conference’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 
208. 
642 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:11 (May 1941), p. 306. 
643 ‘A Fair Deal for Everybody – Sir F. Maurice’, BLJ 20:10 (April 1941), p. 264; ‘Their 
Future – and Ours’, BLJ 24:5 (May 1944), p. 91; ‘County Chairmen in London’, BLJ 
24:9 (September 1944), p. 165. 
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would ask for their help after the war, so that the grave mistakes made last time would 

not be repeated’.644 Legion voices echoed this sentiment.645 Lister suggested that the 

government ‘should be [able] to avoid most of the mistakes which occurred following 

the 1914-18 war’ as long as ‘they follow[ed] the advice which has been given to them’ 

from the Legion.646 ‘T[he] serving man’s right to a fair deal and a chance to earn a 

living after the war [wa]s being kept in the forefront of British Legion plans,’ one 

Journal article claimed, precisely because ‘[w]e know what happened last time’.647 

 

This chapter supplies an ex-service viewpoint to broader historiography of the 

“never again” discourses affecting post-war planning in Britain. In doing so, it sheds 

light on the sub-national factors affecting the ways in which First World War narratives 

were invoked in these discussions. In the British Legion, organisational needs helped 

determine which interpretations of the Great War ultimately came to be privileged over 

others.  

Additionally, this chapter extends existing scholarship on the 1945 election. This 

landmark election handed the reins of government to the Labour Party for the first time 

since 1929. The results were particularly striking because of Winston Churchill’s 

popularity and successful management of Britain’s war effort. Such an unexpected and 

                                                 
644 ‘Spotlight on Area Conferences’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 239. 
645 ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:7 (January 1941), p. 194; ‘Branch News in Brief’, 
BLJ 22:3 (March 1942), p. 59. 
646 T. F. Lister, ‘Tomlinson Plan for Training Disabled Endorses the Legion’s Proposals 
of 1941’, BLJ 23:2 (February 1943), p. 26.  
647 ‘What Shall I Do after the War? A New Start for Demobbed Men’, BLJ 22:8 (August 
1942), p. 153. The phrase “square deal” appears throughout discussions about post-war 
planning in the Journal. Multiple contributors employed the term to summarise the 
themes examined herein: the need to atone for the inherent disadvantage that veterans 
suffered through war service, compared to their civilian peers, and the long-term effects 
this had on their financial standing. 
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yet pivotal moment has naturally received ample attention from historians.648 Attempts 

to explain the outcome or gage its impact on broader trends in British history obscure 

lived experiences, however. While the election itself received little notice in Journal 

discussions, the focus on non-radical reform and the need for voluntary associations to 

supplement state welfare measures illuminates underlying anxieties about the future.649 

In the absence of legislation codifying proposed reforms, the Legion continued its 

existing work to assist those who lay beyond the reach of the state. Analysing British 

Legion discourses reintroduces fear and uncertainty as factors shaping engagement with 

and responses to the 1945 election, adding a new layer to existing understandings of this 

critical juncture in modern British history.  

The focus in Legion discussions on providing for the ex-serviceman both drew 

from and reinforced narratives that veterans of the Great War had been forgotten in 

Britain after the conflict’s end. The belief that war service had disadvantaged the First 

World War ex-service generation and the fear that this would be repeated with that of 

the Second underpinned discourses covering a range of topics. Great attention was paid 

to preparing for the war’s end, but also, to how these plans were to be implemented, in 

order to ensure that no veteran would be “left behind” to suffer long-term ramifications 

of his time in uniform. The conviction that only a small window of time existed in 

which to secure government support for programmes safeguarding ex-service interests 

                                                 
648 Of particular note for this thesis is the historiographical debate over the extent to 
which the votes of serving personnel influenced the election results. Following Labour’s 
victory, contemporary discussions hotly debated the degree to which men and women in 
uniform had been “radicalised” by educational Army Bureau of Current Affairs 
programmes. Yet the “radicalisation” idea has been largely discredited in subsequent 
scholarship. See: McKibbin, Parties and People, pp. 113-115; Field, Blood, Sweat, and 
Toil, pp. 275-285, 364-5; Calder, People’s War, pp. 251-2; A. Allport, Browned Off and 
Bloody-Minded: The British Soldier Goes to War, 1939-1945 (New Haven and London, 
2017 [orig. 2015]), pp. 279-281. 
649 The few remarks are limited to emphasising the non-partisan nature of the British 
Legion itself. For example, see: ‘See They Keep Their Word to Fighting Men’, BLJ 
25:6 (June 1945), p. 105. 
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into the future attached a sense of urgency to Legion planning efforts. The position of 

ex-servicemen vis-à-vis civilians within new social welfare proposals and the Legion’s 

own role in relation to state ex-service programmes received increasing attention as 

victory drew nearer. While the topics of interest shifted as time progressed, the 

underlying attitude that ‘we must all try to do better after this war than we did after the 

last one’ reinforced specific narratives of the First World War over others.650  

 

I.  

The British Legion followed the development of pensions and other government 

programmes designed for Second World War veterans closely. Some of their objections 

to these policies are unsurprising.651 According to the terms of the 1940 Royal Warrant, 

men who had married before becoming disabled in uniform would receive allowance 

increases for their wives and future dependents, whereas ‘a disabled ex-Service man 

who marries after his disablement’ would not. The Legion strongly objected to these 

terms, arguing that the conditions ‘put … a premium on hasty marriages’. Couples ‘had 

every incentive to throw discretion to the winds and take the plunge’ into marriage to 

ensure that, should the man be injured in his military service, his pension would be pro-

rated for a household of two instead of one.652  

                                                 
650 F. Maurice paraphrased in ‘The Queen Wishes Women’s Section God-Speed’, BLJ 
20:12 (June 1941), p. 330. 
651 Examples include: ‘Colonel Ashwanden’s Promise to Northern Delegates’, BLJ 
20:10 (April 1941), p. 264; ‘Around the Branches’, BLJ 20:12 (June 1941), p. 332; 
‘Pensions-getting Team in This War Comprises – 2,500 Voluntary Workers’, BLJ 22:7 
(July 1942), p. 135; ‘Legion Pensions Policy: Official’, BLJ 22:12 (December 1942), p. 
225. See also: ‘Legion Ask for Higher Pensions’, Daily Mail [London], no. 13985 (20 
February 1941), p. 5. 
652 ‘Disabled Men Who Can’t Afford to Have Families’, BLJ 22:4 (April 1942), p. 65. 
See also: ‘British Legion’s Four Demands’, The Times [London], no. 49488 (8 March 
1943), p. 2. The onset of war did, indeed, spur Britons to marry, and the more 
favourable pensions awarded to married veterans likely contributed to this. See: J. M. 
Winter, ‘The Demographic Consequences of the War’, in H. L. Smith, ed., War and 
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The idea that injured ex-servicemen from the First World War had been 

forgotten by the state and left to live a reduced quality of life underpinned these 

objections. ‘[F]or 25 years’, the disabled ex-serviceman of the Great War who married 

after his injury ‘had led a family life handicapped by the fact that [he] had to compete 

for a living with men who had never fought, and yet they were allowed only a single 

man’s pension’. Reversing this policy was a question of principle. As a delegate from 

Hornsey Branch explained, securing ‘“a square deal”’ for disabled veterans meant 

ensuring that they could ‘“enjoy a full life and all that that means – a home of their own 

and a wife and children”’ after their time in uniform. A family was depicted as a 

‘“natural, inalienable right”’ of every British man, and particularly useful for the 

disabled ex-serviceman who ‘need[ed] the comfort, care and companionship of home 

and wife and family’ even more than others.653 Pensions were presented a means not to 

compensate these men for their bodily sacrifices in defence of the nation, but to rectify 

the longer-term consequences of those sacrifices.  

 The fear that a portion of veterans would fall through the bureaucratic “cracks” 

in the war’s aftermath and be left by the state to suffer in reduced life circumstances 

also pervaded Legion discourses about entitlements. The perspective was best 

summarised in a Journal column from Lady Apsley, President of the Women’s Section, 

published in August 1942. ‘[W]e know that no matter how fair and willing the 

Government may wish to be (and the public desire them to be), human beings cannot be 

put into a mould’, Lady Apsley told her readers. ‘There are always the odd sizes left 

over[,] often in large numbers, and it is these that will need the Legion to back them’. 

                                                                                                                                               
Social Change: British Society in the Second World War (Manchester, 1986), esp. pp. 
151-3, 174.  
653 ‘Disabled Men Who Marry: “I am a Bachelor, so I Can Speak Freely”’, BLJ 22:6 
(June 1942), quotes from pp. 107, 80. See also: M. Frazer, ‘Uprooted Millions’, BLJ 
24:1 (January 1944), p. 10. 
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According to Lady Apsley, the Legion’s role was in protecting these ‘odd sizes’ from 

being forgotten by government officials, whose ‘memories [were] always short when 

the war is won’.654 It was their expertise in this particular area – the unseen long-term 

suffering of the ex-serviceman who had slipped through the system – that made the 

Legion’s potential contributions to post-war planning so indispensable. 

 British Legion discourses therefore considered policies in detail in an attempt to 

identify any potential gaps. Reinventing the relationship between the state and ex-

servicemen as a whole was less of a concern than rectifying the pitfalls in the current 

system in order to protect vulnerable veterans. This concern was a common theme in 

debates over retraining plans aimed to integrate demobilised men back into the work 

force.655 According to these discussions, developing and implementing programmes in 

particular ways would ensure that men could make a smooth transition into civilian 

employment after their service, thus preventing individuals from being left behind to 

struggle on their own. 

Narratives of broken promises after the First World War also added a sense of 

urgency to these discussions. According to Journal coverage, delegates at the 1942 

Annual Conference believed that “[i]f we don’t get [entitlements] settled during the war 

we shan’t get it after”’.656 The statement implied that there was a small window in 

which the Legion could secure the changes it sought in official policies, and thus the 

work had to begin immediately, regardless of how near or far the end of hostilities 

appeared. Over the course of 1942, the Journal gave increasing coverage to Legion 

                                                 
654 V. Bathurst, ‘My Hopes’, BLJ 22:8 (August 1942), p. 156. See also: ‘Legion 
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655 Examples include: ‘Demobilisation: A Forecast of Legion Plans’, BLJ 22:6 (June 
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pressure upon Parliament and the Ministry of Pensions to enact the group’s 

recommended reforms. It was depicted as a responsibility that ‘they who represented 

ex-Service men must see that the Government heard [their demands] now’.657 This 

sense of urgency foreshadowed, and coincided with, wider cynicism that the 

government would fail to act on social reform proposals as suggested by official 

enquiries like the Beveridge Report.658 This scepticism aside, Legion observers saw 

government statements as progress – even when unaccompanied by legislative action – 

because they helped to establish principles that could later be used to push through the 

reforms. Statements ‘“on the record”’ in the present-day would ‘forestall … any excuse 

later that enough had already been done’.659 Future debates could focus on how these 

polices were administered, rather than arguing over the principles upon which they were 

based.  

Indeed, monitoring the administration of entitlements, as well as the many other 

government programmes designed to help ex-service men and women readjust to 

civilian life, was seen as vital. Concerns that demand may overwhelm the administration 

of these projects, or that local employers or authorities would not implement them to the 

advantage of the individual veteran, peppered Journal discussions.660 Ensuring the 

effective implementation of readjustment programmes was depicted as central to the 

Legion’s role as ‘trustees of the dependants of those who ha[d] fallen by the way, or of 

those who, owing to the chances of demobilisation, [were] handicapped in obtaining re-

                                                 
657 ‘4,000 War Widows Refused Pensions’, BLJ 22:12 (December 1942), p. 233. 
658 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp. 336-341; Addison, 1945, pp. 218-220, 247-9. 
659 E. R. Fitzpatrick paraphrased in ‘Team-work’ BLJ 22:6 (June 1942), p. 109.  
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employment’.661 Members at all levels of the Legion hierarchy were encouraged to 

help.662 ‘Nobody understood the psychology of difficult cases from the Services as well 

as the Legion did’, asserted one veteran, because without the Legion, ‘such men might 

have no one to support them’. In his view, the Legion had a ‘right to look after their 

own border-line cases’.663  

Legion discourses emphasised the needs of the individual veteran and judged 

each programme based on this measurement. Voices repeatedly demanded that 

government initiatives be ‘made to work … for the benefit of the men themselves’.664 

Directing veterans with psycho-neurosis toward professions unsuitable to their 

condition, or advertising training programmes that were in fact offered only in other 

locations, were examples of poorly administered schemes that drew Legion 

condemnation.665 By contrast, an ‘industrial rehabilitation centre’ in Surrey met with 

approval because it allowed disabled men to train in a skilled trade of their choice, in 

accordance with their interests.666 ‘It isn’t any use putting him to a job he can’t do, and 

not much use asking him to do a different job if he hates it’, the article argued.667 

This focus was rooted in select First World War interpretations. Warnings that 

disabled men may be pigeon-holed in dead-end occupations by compulsory hiring 

quotas, or that education programmes may go unutilised without proper financial aid, 
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harked back to the problems encountered with many government programmes in the 

years following the Great War.668 Memories of chronic unemployment among First 

World War veterans prompted plans to use the period immediately following discharge 

to retrain Second World War men, to prevent them from ‘laps[ing] into idleness’.669 

These legacies reiterated to Legion members that policies such as reinstatement for “fit” 

men, or compulsory hiring quotas for the disabled, were only as good as their 

administration. 

Armed with more information about the government’s plans to help serving men 

settle back into civilian life, Legion voices from 1943 onward urged immediate 

piecemeal action on the Tomlinson and Beveridge report recommendations that affected 

ex-servicemen.670 Contributors feared that officials would not work out the broader 

welfare schemes fast enough to provide assistance to the Second World War veterans 

already being discharged from the forces. ‘“W[e] cannot wait for the adoption of the full 

report of the Tomlinson Committee before the war-disabled are dealt with,”’ Lister told 

Journal readers.671 Building an expanded welfare state system would take time, and 

without stopgap measures, these veterans would be denied the support they needed in 
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the interim. The Minister of Pensions was urged to take action ‘in so far as [war] 

pensioners [were] concerned’ on the Beveridge report immediately and ‘not wait until 

the Government had decided to implement’ it.672 The ex-service community could not 

wait if they were to avoid the ‘chaos and distress that followed demobilisation in the last 

war’.673 Urgent action was seen as essential in avoiding the repetition of past mistakes.  

 Discussions after 1943 also invoked First World War memory to press the 

government on its demobilisation plan. The Great War process of releasing men from 

uniform according to their occupation and Britain’s industrial needs ‘certainly was 

unpopular’ and was portrayed as having ‘led to abuse and caused discontent’ at the 

time.674 Remembering this dissatisfaction led Legion leaders to insist that the release 

criteria be not only publicised this time, but done so before the war ended. As early as 

October 1943, Maurice was demanding that ‘an equitable system of demobilisation … 

be ready and made public in good time’ in order to ensure ‘that no private influence 

should be allowed to change it’.675 Lister followed suit a month later, arguing that ‘if 

discontent is to be avoided, [serving men] must be satisfied that there are adequate 

reasons for their retention’. ‘[A] well-thought-out system’ that ‘conforms to standards of 

fairness’ must be released ‘to the members of the forces in order that they may know 

what to expect, and be able to judge if it is being applied fairly’.676 It is striking how 

early in the war these calls appeared. Although Mussolini’s government had surrendered 

                                                 
672 ‘Minister to Legion “Men Who Should Not Have Been Accepted”’, BLJ 23:5 (May 
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675 F. Maurice, ‘Immediate Practical Steps for the Future’, BLJ 23:10 (October 1943), p. 
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676 T. F. Lister, ‘Service Men Must Know What to Expect’, BLJ 23:11 (November 
1943), p. 210. 
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to Allied forces in September 1943 – only a month before Maurice’s article on 

demobilisation was printed – the fight to wrest control of the Italian peninsula from the 

Nazis continued to rage until Germany’s surrender two years later. Indeed, the main 

“battle for Europe” would not even begin for another eight months.677 The British 

Legion was so concerned about having an impartial and publicised demobilisation plan 

that its leaders began campaigning for its release before the invasion of the continent 

was in sight, let alone the end of the war itself.  

 The Legion’s campaign for a publicised demobilisation plan softened once the 

invasion of the continent finally did begin in June 1944 – but only initially. While 

Operation Overlord waged in France, group leaders intentionally stepped back from 

post-war planning to prioritise supporting the invasion.678 Yet the end of hostilities with 

Germany became an increasingly realistic prospect following the summer victories, and 

by August, demobilisation returned to the fore of Legion discussions.679 On 10 August 

1944, Chairman Fitzpatrick published a letter to the editor in The Times demanding that 

officials publish their plans.680 Despite having announced programmes covering 

everything from housing shortages to the administration of occupied territories after the 

war, the government had not said ‘anything of plans for demobilisation, plans which 

affect so directly millions of men and women and their families’, according to 

                                                 
677 W. Murray and A. R. Millet, A War to Be Won: Fighting the Second World War 
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Fitzpatrick.681 Releasing these plans was no longer about avoiding the mistakes of the 

past, however. It was now depicted as imperative for contemporary morale. Legion 

members in contact with service families reported that, despite the recent military 

victories, ‘doubt and anxiety … [were] growing considerably’ in the forces, due to 

‘want of knowledge and uncertainty’ about the future.682 Publishing the demobilisation 

scheme ‘can do nothing but good at the moment’, Fitzpatrick claimed, because ‘the 

recognition that the scheme is in fact fair … will result in increased efforts by all’ to 

complete the victory.683 By this point in the unfolding war, appealing to current 

concerns made a more compelling case than invoking memories of past mistakes. Even 

an issue such as the demobilisation process – which was only seen as a potential 

problem because of the debacle made of it in the First World War – came to be 

subsumed in time by the priorities of a new war. 

The sense of urgency in Legion discourses about the post-war era did not 

disappear even with the surrender of Germany in May 1945; rather, the need for action 

remained. At home, rationing and other interruptions to daily life would continue, even 

worsen.684 While Britain’s responsibilities in waging the final battle against Tokyo were 

still unclear, the ferocity of the fighting was widely anticipated. Moreover, thousands 

would need to remain in uniform to monitor former enemy territory.685 By the end, it 
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was feared that ‘men will have become so wearied with discord and conflict that their 

only objects will be to return to their homes, indulge in pleasures and reach out after the 

happiness which for so long they have been denied’.686 Legion voices worried that, as a 

result, the fight to improve Britain would fall by the wayside and the aftermath of the 

First World War would indeed be repeated.687 

 Thus, monitoring the implementation of government plans as well as demanding 

further revisions to them remained an important part of the Legion’s work throughout 

1945 and 1946.688 Legion members visited demobilisation centres and training 

programme sites to observe them first-hand.689 National leaders collected data on the 

success rates of ex-service applications for disability status under the Disabled Persons 

(Employment) Act, to make sure ‘that applications were being sympathetically 

considered’.690 Statistics on rehabilitation programmes for disabled veterans were 

likewise kept to monitor its administration.691 Work to influence Parliamentary debates 

received substantial coverage in the Journal. Members of Parliament who also belonged 

to the Legion’s ranks questioned Ministers and other government officials about their 

policies, presenting information about the problems occurring therein and reiterating the 
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Legion’s desired changes.692 More traditional Legion methods, such as passing 

resolutions at conferences and publishing accounts from casework, remained an 

important means by which the group reported its findings and sought to affect change, 

too.693 The focus still concentrated upon the “forgotten” veteran, with the organisation 

raising the alarm when it discovered such cases.694 

The varied needs of local contexts loomed large over these later discussions. 

Programmes that worked well in one place were not necessarily appropriate for others. 

The extent to which returning servicemen could take advantage of state provisions such 

as employment retraining, hiring quotas for the disabled, and care for psychological war 

wounds varied widely according to location.695 Whereas ‘[n]ew industries were more 

important than houses in’ Wales, Birmingham offered plenty of employment 

opportunities but too little accommodation.696 In addition to reflecting lived conditions, 

the focus on local contexts in Legion discussions tied into the organisation’s multi-level 

approach to monitoring these programmes. While there was only ‘one policy … laid 

down by the Annual Conference’ regarding the group’s endorsement or critique of 

government projects nationwide, still ‘there [was] no regimentation’ to how County 
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Committees, Area Committees, or Branches should handle operating problems because 

‘conditions [were] vastly different from county to county’.697  

The legacies of the Great War also factored into this local focus. According to E. 

G. Jones, the ‘strong’ ‘memory of unemployment among disabled ex-Service men after 

the first Great War’ had prompted a ‘warm welcome’ of the Tomlinson Plan ‘in [the] 

Northern Area’.698 Old issues likewise influenced the reception of post-war plans in 

other locales. While new ideas in urban planning, such as ‘[s]atellite towns’ and 

‘[t]rading [e]states’, may prove useful in redeveloping other regions of Britain, J. T. 

Spinks argued that these programmes would ‘not solve the problems of South Wales, 

Clydeside, or Durham,’ whose veterans were more concerned with finding ‘work near 

their homes’ and ‘facing up to the old problem of “Depression”’ than establishing new 

‘public services’.699 Tying current plans back to problems experienced after the First 

World War not only drew attention to diverse local needs, but also prompted a 

resurgence of region-specific narratives of the earlier conflict at the national level.700  

 

II.  

The differing role of the civilian in Britain’s Second World War from its First 

pulsed throughout Legion discussions of ex-service entitlements. The intensified use of 

aerial bombardment against civilian targets in this new war complicated the meaning of 

“combatant” and thus posed new considerations in post-war planning discussions. 
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Accordingly, Legion calls for unique ex-service benefits were muted during the Blitz. 

The unfolding ‘war of the people’ meant that ‘[t]he Legion could not go out to the 

country this time and say the ex-Serviceman, as such, had got the right to preference’.701 

Seeking special treatment for ex-servicemen ‘would not be right’ in such conditions.702 

‘[T]he men killed at Coventry were to some extent as much in the front line as the 

soldiers’, one branch report explained.703 Even those unaffected by bombing raids found 

themselves sacrificing for a war effort, and this fact alone complicated the distinction 

between the ex-service and civilian communities. Evacuations, rationing, blackout laws, 

conscription – the war infiltrated the daily lives of millions, transforming the notion of 

“service” itself.704  

It must be remembered, though, that the obstacle of distinguishing the veteran 

from his peers was not new for the British Legion. The ambiguous status of ex-

servicemen in British society meant that, from its inception, the Legion had positioned 

itself as serving both the veteran and his community more generally. Early post-war 

planning discussions employed this dual approach, emphasising the need to build a 

better future for veterans as well as the nation. The Planning Committee had the express 

mandate of ‘examining the whole problem [of post-war planning] with a full recognition 
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of the Legion’s duty to the nation as a whole.’705 Suggestions were to be ‘calculated to 

command the support of all sections of the community’ in addition ‘to giv[ing] … those 

who have served a reasonable opportunity in the life of the country when the happier 

days of Peace shall come’.706 The argument in Legion debates at this time that all 

Britons should see better futures in the post-war world represented an extension of the 

group’s established approach.  

Still, the Second World War exacerbated underlying tensions in this dual 

approach. Advocating for unique ex-service state provisions in an atmosphere of 

totalising warfare proved a substantial challenge for the Legion, in three particular 

ways. The British Legion’s President feared that ‘try[ing] to obtain special privileges for 

ex-Service men would’ position ‘the Legion into antagonism with the general public’.707 

As the organisation relied heavily on public support, striking the right tone in 

discussions about veteran entitlements was imperative. When Brunel Cohen remarked 

in March 1941 that ‘up to now some of the civilians have had it worse than the soldiers’, 

he was, in fact, summarising the predicament facing the Legion as it tried to represent 

ex-service interests in a wartime atmosphere dominated by civilian sacrifices.708 

Maurice also worried that campaigning for these benefits would displease serving men 

and women themselves. Serving personnel ‘were not going to ask for special privileges 

for themselves as against the people who had suffered at home’, he claimed.709 The 

Legion could not afford to alienate potential members by pursuing an agenda they did 

not support. At the same time, however, maintaining the distinction between civilians 

                                                 
705 ‘The Legion’s First War-Year’, BLJ 20:7 (January 1941), p. 172. 
706 ibid., p. 172. 
707 Untitled inset, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 231. See also: ‘House of Commons’, The 
Times [London], no. 49765 (28 January 1944), p. 8. 
708 ‘Spotlight on Area Conferences’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 240. See also: ‘National 
President at Hampshire County Conference’, BLJ 20:8 (February 1941), p. 208. 
709 ‘Notable Sayings’, BLJ 20:9 (March 1941), p. 227. 



227 

and veterans in state-sponsored programmes was vital for the continued existence of an 

ex-serviceman’s movement in Britain. Veering too far from this policy posed the risk 

‘that the ex-Service movement would lose its identity in the general psychology of 

“good for all”’.710  

Legion voices from 1943 onward increasingly supported making a distinction 

between ex-service and civilian citizens in post-war policies. The move was justified by 

the disruption that military service had caused to the life of a veteran. Calls for the 

prioritisation of ex-servicemen over civilian applicants in employment were especially 

strident.711 While such a preference should not be ‘absolute … [or] for all time’, Legion 

advocates contended that it was a necessary compensation for the opportunities missed 

by veterans ‘who ha[d] had no chance of big wages during war, no overtime pay, and no 

chance of advancement in their trade’.712 The distinction was framed not as 

‘“privilege”’, but as ‘“restitution”’.713 Moreover, the serviceman deserved special 

treatment because his military serviced forced his removal from his home and family.714 

Those in Britain ‘have had sheltered occupation and home life, and all that that means’, 

whereas service personnel ‘ha[d] been separated from home and family to serve in the 

armed forces, with all the disadvantages entailed”’.715 All men and women in uniform 
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faced being separated from home during the war, regardless of their role or location. 

Even those who had been stationed in Britain for the majority of the conflict had faced 

this hardship.716 ‘Although one was very sympathetic to people injured at home by 

bombing’, Cohen pointed out that ‘they were not called on to suffer the hardships’ of 

‘leav[ing] [the] family and go[ing] away for training’ like those in uniform did.717 

Emphasising the removal from home drew a distinction between all ex-servicemen, 

regardless of war experience, and the victims of air raids that more conventional 

definitions of military service focussed on exposure to danger could not.   

The fear of “forgotten” veterans generated by the First World War’s legacy was 

never far from debates about ex-service employment preference. Cohen, a disabled 

veteran himself, acknowledged that it was the prospect of unemployment after the war 

that motivated the Legion’s fight to secure preference for disabled ex-servicemen within 

the Tomlinson quota.718 Should the economy collapse after victory in the present war as 

it had after the 1918 Armistice, Legion voices predicted that ‘there would be a scramble 

for jobs between those who had fought for the country and suffered in the war, and 

those who had been disabled in industry’.719 Memories of disabled ex-servicemen 

forced by poverty to the dole during the interwar period clearly haunted these 

discussions. One member stated at the 1943 Annual Conference that ‘“[u]nder no 
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circumstances ... should [a disabled veteran] have to apply to Public Assistance”’, 

conjuring up the familiar ghost of the destitute Tommy in interwar Britain.720 The 

conviction that securing the preference provision immediately would prevent a new 

generation from suffering the poverty and degradation of their predecessors in turn 

underscored this legacy of the Great War.  

The question of ex-service preference arose in the area of housing policy as well, 

especially from 1944 onward. While housing shortages had posed problems for 

returning servicemen after the First World War, the challenge emerged on an even 

greater scale after the Second. Having entered the conflict with unresolved issues of 

overcrowding and insanitary dwellings, Britain then saw many buildings go unrepaired 

during the war in order to meet the material needs of winning and existing 

accommodations made uninhabitable by bombing damage.721 Tens of thousands of 

civilians who had been bombed out of their homes would still be awaiting relocation 

when the demobilisation of five million service personnel began after V-E Day in 1945. 

The convergence of demobilisation with this remaining civilian need made housing a 

priority for Legion discussions, forcing members to consider the extent to which 

veterans should be prioritised above other citizens in the allocation process.722 

On the whole, Legion discussions tended to make more concessions to civilian 

housing needs than did their debates on employment. When it came to finding jobs, 

civilians were depicted as having the upper hand over veterans, almost without 

exception. Initial discussions of housing, however, placed veterans on nearly the same 

level as bombed-out civilians. Providing Second World War serving men with ‘“[their] 
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own front door”’ was a priority, but it could not be discussed, let alone achieved, 

without reference to civilian needs as well.723 Indeed, certain comments on the issue 

prioritised civilians displaced by the war above returning service men. In January 1945, 

Fitzpatrick’s ‘9-point programme of re-settlement’ for Second World War troops 

demanded ‘[a] speedy and adequate creation of homes so that ex-Service people may be 

given the priority which they deserve as soon as those who have been bombed out have 

been housed’.724 While ‘the difference between’ these ‘bombed-out’ civilians and those 

returning from the forces ‘[wa]s not very great’ according to some, the 

acknowledgement of that gap and the endorsement of civilian need was significant for 

an ex-service group.725  

When voices did demand a housing preference for ex-servicemen, the case was 

justified by positioning returning troops as central to Britain’s family life and future. As 

was the case in employment, arguments for an ex-service preference in housing 

highlighted the handicaps of military service, particularly the impediments it posed to 

establishing a home life. Whereas civilians could ‘put their names down early’ for 

housing, servicemen awaiting demobilisation entered the queue at the military’s 

whim.726 Moreover, those in uniform would need to ‘make up for the five and six years 

that have been taken out of their lives’.727 Fitzpatrick argued that they must be allowed 

‘to settle down quickly’ as ‘the secret of happiness and the greatness of a nation is the 
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family’.728 The returning generation should thus ‘be encouraged to rear families’ 

because ‘[t]he home and the family’ constituted ‘the foundation of our national life’.729 

Without accommodation – or employment, for that matter – veterans could not establish 

families, and Legion voices argued that this delay would prove detrimental to Britain as 

a whole.730 Prioritising the returning serviceman in hiring and housing processes would 

accelerate his resettlement, allowing him to establish a family life and ensuring Britain’s 

path towards the brighter future it envisioned. 

 

III. 

The end of the war in Europe and the 1945 general election also prompted 

discussions about the Legion’s role in post-war society. Even as the organisation 

responded to official plans, Legion discussions continued to imply that the needs of 

Britain and its veterans could not be met by state support alone. Debates recognised a 

limitation to the government’s reach, believing that ‘voluntary philanthropy’ would be 

required to address the ‘gaps and anomalies’ that would eventually arise from ‘the new 

Social Service proposals’.731 Through its assistance in addressing these “gaps”, the 

Legion could secure a continued role for itself in British society.732 A statement at the 

start of 1946 from the National Executive Council identified the group’s position more 

precisely, specifying that ‘[w]hile … the rehabilitation of those who have served is the 
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responsibility of the State, it is the business of the Legion to see that all who are entitled 

to it get their full rights and to augment the available assistance and advice where 

necessary’.733 The former responsibility had been addressed by the group’s work begun 

earlier in the war, such as contributing ideas to national debates on post-war planning, 

pushing for revisions to official policies after their adoption, and keeping their 

implementation under surveillance. It was the second tenet of this mandate, then, that 

came to the fore in discussions after V-E Day.  

Significantly, the timing of this discursive shift coincided with Labour’s 

electoral victory in July 1945. Assertions about the importance of voluntary associations 

like the Legion to British society speak to the perception that such groups would be 

superfluous once a “cradle to grave” welfare state had been established. Legion voices 

drew upon existing fears about official programmes, rooted in First World War 

memory, to justify the need for their organisation in this context. Focus again turned to 

‘the odd cases’ left out of official schemes that needed ‘a personal interest which no 

Government department c[ould] so effectively give as a voluntary agency’.734 ‘No State 

organisation, however generous or well thought out, could quite fill the role of the 

British Legion’, it was argued, because some needs would never fully disappear.735  

These discussions also spoke to contemporaries’ uncertainty and doubts about 

the future. In truth, neither the end of the war nor the rise of Attlee prompted an 

immediate improvement of life in Britain. As noted, hardships of the war years such as 

rationing and housing shortages continued and, in some cases, worsened.736 Voters may 

have chosen Labour because it offered a future built on an alternative to the pre-war 

                                                 
733 ‘Five Times More Legion Work’, BLJ 26:1 (January 1946), p. 4. 
734 ‘Pensions History – in the Making’, BLJ 24:8 (August 1944), p. 147. 
735 ‘The Legion Comes in at the Right Moment’, BLJ 22:9 (September 1942), p. 168. 
736 Mackay, Half the Battle, esp. pp. 91-140, 186-220; I. Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 
Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls, and Consumption, 1939-1955 (Oxford, 2002 
[orig. 2000]). 
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status quo, as Stephen Brooke has argued, but these reform recommendations had not 

yet been passed into law.737 While a delay of a couple years may seem very minor to 

historians, contemporaries experienced this “waiting period” with far more anxiety and 

uncertainty.  

As an ex-service organisation eager to recruit new members from the millions of 

service personnel being demobilised, the specific anxieties of the British Legion turned 

to the potential for disillusionment among returning serviceman. Although these men 

had pictured a future life in Britain with ‘a house and a job … a good education for their 

children and proper provision for old age’, they were in fact coming back to an altered 

existence.738 As B. D. Parkin explained to Journal readers in February 1945, they would 

be returning to a very different Britain to the one they aspired to create:  

They will find an England that has been an armed camp and a munition factory 
for years. They will find hutments and hostels instead of green fields, and 
shadow factories, airfields and dumps where there were farmlands. They will 
find that children have become adults, earning good wages in war plants; they 
will find young women who have been directed away from their homes to war 
work, and they will find bomb-damaged cities, an England that has lived on its 
nerves but is struggling to establish a better world.739 
 

Facing the ‘rather wide gap’ between the future they hoped to build and the present 

reality from which it would have to emerge would be very disheartening for some 

returning servicemen.740 Indeed, when Lance Corporal Leslie Smith of the Eighth Army 

wrote on behalf of his comrades to the Journal in February 1946, he expressed just this 

                                                 
737 Brooke, Labour’s War, pp. 303-327. 
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Demobbed, pp. 62-4, 74-80, 110. 
740 ibid., p. 33. 
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disappointment. Lance complained of ‘appalling’ food and ‘living in squalor almost’ 

without adequate fuel for warmth. Not only did the veteran himself face ‘miserable 

pensions and poor jobs’, but the stress of the war and its deprivations had made his wife 

‘exhausted[,] … neurotic and ill’.741 Letters such as this one clearly demonstrated the 

dissatisfaction felt by many servicemen returning to a country marked by war privations 

even after achieving unconditional victory.  

These reports also hinted at the wider ramifications of that dissatisfaction. In his 

plea that the Journal ‘let every branch know how the ex-Service man feels and help us 

before we start demonstrating’, Smith pointed to the real potential for unrest arising 

from their discontent.742 As Alan Allport has written, the threat that ‘soldierly anger 

would be too volatile for parliamentary democracy’ placed British institutions in 

jeopardy.743 While ‘800 ex-Service men meeting under Daily Worker auspices’ called 

for a ‘militant British Legion policy’ in the summer of 1946, even moderate Legion 

voices were concluding that the country was ‘already in process of forgetting ex-Service 

men and women’.744 Discontent among discharged servicemen had similarly raised 

alarm in Britain after the First World War, although extremist political doctrines 

ultimately proved less popular among British “Tommy’s” than their continental 

counterparts.745 Still, the Great War’s aftermath made for an uneasy precedent and 

would not have been far from the minds of its veterans, even if discussions did not 

mention the example directly.  

                                                 
741 L. Smith, ‘Eighth Army Man Speaks Up’, BLJ 26:2 (February 1946), p. 32. Evidence 
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123; M. W. Gordon, ‘A Full-time Job’, BLJ 26:9 (September 1946), p. 215. 
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By early 1946, advertisements were also echoing concerns about discontent and 

war strain. In Ford Motor Company’s regular Journal advertisements during the war, 

vignettes under the heading ‘Until Then’ portrayed the ‘simple pleasures’ of life in 

peace – in which a Ford car was a central fixture – and urged dedication to the war 

effort to accelerate the return of these delights. Many adverts after V-E Day followed in 

this theme, but others addressed the frustration prompted by the continued hardships of 

daily life. ‘[A]fter six years of unremitting toil, of danger and sacrifice, it is perhaps 

natural that we should expect a speedy return to the way of life we knew in happier 

times’, Ford’s March 1946 advert told readers, before asking, ‘[i]t is natural, yes – but is 

it yet expedient?’ The advertisement cautioned its potential customers from expecting a 

hasty end to wartime restrictions. Equating war to ‘a sickness’ that ‘warp[ed] 

judgement’, ‘befog[ged] reason’, and ‘subjugat[ed] faith’, it suggested that Britain was 

not yet in a proper state for making decisions about the post-war era. The country 

needed ‘a period of convalescence’ before returning to ‘glowing vitality’, it argued. 

Nothing less than ‘the establishment of national prosperity and lasting peace’ were at 

stake without it.746 Such messages of perseverance and self-denial indicate that 1945’s 

military and political victories did little to pacify the immediate concerns about Britain’s 

post-war future.  

Legion voices thought their organisation was well placed to help new ex-

servicemen re-establish their civilian lives despite these strained circumstances. It was 

paramount that the mistakes made by veterans in the aftermath of the Great War be 

mobilised to assist this new generation. For example, concerns arose that Second World 

War servicemen would fall victim to “get-rich-quick” scams after their discharge, 

                                                 
746 Ford advertisement, BLJ 26:3 (March 1946), p. 49. 
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echoing memories of the earlier conflict.747 A proposed resolution for the 1945 Annual 

Conference touching on the problem exhibited its importance to the group, as did the 

increasing attention paid to the issue in the Journal over the course of 1945.748 Recently 

discharged ex-servicemen were encouraged to contact the Legion for ‘free advice’ 

before launching any new ventures.749 The group reportedly reached out to licencing 

boards to assist with veterans applying to open small businesses.750 ‘[I]f anybody tries 

last war’s tricks on unsuspecting men of this war – selling and reselling dud businesses 

to dupes newly out of khaki – it may be just too bad for them,’ as the Legion was 

warning these men and women ahead of time.751 The Journal also detailed cases of 

fraud that had been reported to the Legion. These examples not only gave readers an 

idea of what potential scams might look like in practice, but it also provided the chance 

for the organisation to publicise the aid it could provide in these circumstances. Indeed, 

victims who sought to settle their issues independently were portrayed as having acted 

‘very foolishly’ by ‘depriving the Legion of the opportunity of taking adequate 

action’.752 Legion discourses found these fights worthwhile because they ‘had a great 

effect on public opinion’, bringing more attention to the issue but also advertising how 

they could help.753 

 In addition to these organisational efforts, members were encouraged to provide 

one-on-one assistance to returning servicemen in their communities. Such aid was 

                                                 
747 Housing scams were particularly problematic after the Second World War. See: 
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portrayed as the greatest way to contribute.754 Just as their First World War experiences 

had prepared them to help with post-war planning in the Second, these also qualified 

them to provide superior support to the newly-discharged. As veterans themselves, they 

could:  

[bear] in mind what so many people forget, that hundreds of thousands who have 
been separated from their homes and families for many years, and often by long 
distances, will return after the war with no knowledge of changed conditions.755  
 

‘[S]how[ing] intelligent interest and sympathetic understanding in a man’s trials and 

troubles, and rous[ing] the public conscience to his urgent need[s]’ was a service that 

each Legion member could provide directly to his younger comrades.756 

Many contributors emphasised the need to guide men seeking employment into 

positions and industries that suited them and their families. The Journal ran regular 

articles spotlighting different occupations, detailing any training requirements or 

obstacles to entry as well as their lifestyle implications and the potential downsides to 

the jobs.757 Advice for specific industries was also provided.758 One 1946 Journal issue 

alone outlined careers in dentistry, ‘art and publicity’, farming, teaching, domestic 

service, construction, and journalism.759 Coverage often explored the discrepancies 

between how life in each industry was perceived and what it actually entailed.760 The 

advantages of state training and education programmes would prove inconsequential if 

the ex-serviceman were unsuited to the work for which he trained. The Legion’s focus 
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on the proper administration of resettlement programmes applied not only to the 

government side, but to the “client” end as well.  

 Making connections and liaising on behalf of ex-servicemen with the 

government, employers, and trade unions was another way in which the Legion could 

help ease readjustment for ex-servicemen.761 Branches were encouraged to establish 

employment officers responsible for ‘educat[ing] local employers’ to help find work for 

jobless veterans.762 Most notably, ‘official relationships’ between the Legion and the 

TUC were undertaken in early 1946 to resolve the issue of trade union membership for 

returning veterans.763 Many ex-servicemen who had been trained by the military for 

industrial work would not meet the conventional qualifications for technical trade 

unions upon their demobilisation, thus hindering their chances of employment and 

future advancement.764 While the issue did arise after the First World War, the scale of 

the challenge was believed to be even greater at the end of the Second. Contemporary 

forces were far more mechanised than their predecessors, Legion observers noted, and 

as a result, a higher percentage of servicemen had received industrial training and 

experience during their time in uniform.765 Legion cooperation with the TUC sought to 

secure a pathway for these men into occupations that would utilise the industrial skills 

they had gained in the Services.766  
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The Legion also pioneered its own programmes to buttress government plans, 

especially in the areas of greatest need. Housing was a great example. The years 1945 

and 1946 saw expanded Legion support for ex-service housing programmes.767 Efforts 

to supplement state housing plans focussed primarily on disabled veterans, especially 

those whose injuries required adapted living spaces.768 The extent to which such 

initiatives succeeded ultimately remained beyond the Legion’s reach, but proponents 

still remarked that, ‘[w]hile others argue about housing’, the Legion was taking 

action.769  

These supplemental programmes merged the memory of the First World War 

with the conditions of the Second. While ‘[a]fter the 1914-18 war many [married 

disabled men] were condemned to live in slums’, those of the current generation ‘more 

often have no homes at all to call their own’.770 The lack of prioritisation given to these 

families in government housing allocations could cause particular problems. 

Discussions argued that ‘the need is so urgent [in these cases] that they cannot in 

decency be left to take their turn with the rest’.771 It was precisely such situations in 

which the Legion’s help was vital.  

In contrast, Legion programmes providing access to temporary higher education 

courses drew very little from the Great War memory, springing instead from the 

                                                 
767 ‘Ideas Take Shape for Conference’, BLJ 26:4 (April 1946), p. 74. 
768 ibid., p. 74; ‘Badly-disabled Men Cannot Wait Their Turn with the Rest’, BLJ 26:8 
(August 1946), p. 174. 
769 ‘Ideas Take Shape for Conference’, BLJ 26:4 (April 1946), p. 74. This sentiment 
echoes Wootton’s assessment of the Legion’s work for the impoverished or unemployed 
during the Great Depression. He concludes that the Legion had too little influence in the 
circumstances to make major changes, but still managed to assist some veterans in need. 
Wootton, British Legion, pp. 135-6. See also: A. Temple, ‘What Sort of Paralysis has 
Seized the Nation?’, Daily Mail [London], no. 15447 (8 November 1945), p. 2. 
770 ‘Badly-Disabled Men Cannot Wait Their Turn with the Rest’, BLJ 26:8 (August 
1946), p. 174. 
771 ibid., p. 174. The Legion’s own housing programme went back to 1928, with its 
support of the Haig Homes Trust Fund scheme predating even this. See: Wootton, 
British Legion, p. 127.  



240 

demands and interests of the Second World War generation. Contributors to the Journal 

noted the competitiveness of gaining places in the government’s schemes, suggesting a 

high demand among returning service personnel for access to higher education.772 

Accordingly, the Legion established week-long ‘residential summer courses’ free of 

charge at various universities around the country.773 In addition to arguments that the 

group should ‘meet ex-Service men and women’s special needs as they arise’, 

proponents contended that the group should ‘encourage 100 per cent. efficient fighting 

men now to equip themselves vocationally and culturally to take the highest posts in 

civil life’.774 Providing an opportunity, albeit brief, to study subjects ranging from 

economics to psychology to literature would satisfy the demands of new veterans and 

potential members without ‘set[ting]up [the Legion] as an educational institute’.775 The 

residential courses represented an attempt to address the interests of the younger 

generation rather than the fears of their fathers.  

Ultimately, fears that the country would be too exhausted by the war to persist in 

the fight for a better Britain and a better peace did affect ideas about the Legion’s own 

future and its place in society, but not radically. In January 1946, J. A. V. Boddy urged 

the Legion to mobilise behind the principles of its Charter and ‘exert a moral influence 

on current affairs’. According to Boddy, the Legion could address present-day needs by 
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continuing and extending its existing ‘“Service” work’ and watchdog” duties’. 776 While 

clearly demonstrating an anxiety about Britain’s future and the promised social welfare 

reforms, Boddy’s advocacy of a “service” and “watch dog” role for the Legion made 

few alterations to the group’s existing work and the nature of its position in society. In 

the face of discontented Second World War ex-servicemen, pervasive war exhaustion, 

and the corresponding risks of radicalisation and unrest, British Legion discourses 

largely advocated that members continue in their conventional work. Even those who 

suggested that the Legion adapt its methods in the contemporary context did not venture 

too far from the group’s existing operational culture. Mitchell W. Gordon thought the 

Legion should work with local authorities to construct community halls as war 

memorials, equipped with full-time advice centres providing ‘pensions claims, 

benevolence, employment and other services’ to veterans.777 Drawing from the extant 

‘[v]oluntary service one or two hours a week’ provided by many branches, Gordon’s 

idea merely suggested an expansion of a familiar Legion role, in the same way that 

Boddy’s proposal had.778  

Thus, although the group found itself operating in altered circumstances after the 

war ended, visions of its place and purpose in post-war Britain remained largely 

unchanged. From its inception, the Legion aimed to protect the interests of ex-

servicemen while still ‘render[ing service] to the community as a whole’.779 Casework 

constituted the heart of its mission, as did advancing reforms to official policies to help 

veterans and monitoring their implementation. Still, great pride was expressed in the 

belief that ‘[t]he Legion … w[ould] never lose sight of the fact that the interests of the 
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community as a whole are more important than the interest of any one section’.780 The 

“war of the people”, the political atmosphere focussed on collective welfare and security 

that it produced, and the threat this posed to ex-service status in Britain did not 

drastically alter the Legion’s role, work, or relationship to society and state. ‘[T]he 

immeasurable influence for good that c[ould] be exerted on our National life by those 

pledged to perpetuate the spirit of service, self-sacrifice and comradeship’ inspired the 

development of programmes that were ‘good for the Legion and good for the 

country’.781  

 

IV. 

Narratives of the First World War and its aftermath provided the framework for 

the Legion’s post-war planning discussions. Invoking the refrain of “never again” drew 

upon particular interpretations of the interwar period to predict the problems that would 

follow the unfolding conflict. Having direct experience of these problems in the 

aftermath of the First World War reportedly gave the British Legion a unique 

contribution to offer in preparing for the future. The Great War’s legacy directed Legion 

attention mainly toward two areas: the economic impact of war service on veterans and 

the urgency of planning for their future. The conviction that military service would 

place veterans at a financial disadvantage to their civilian peers pulsed beneath 

discussions about state entitlements. In posing objections to official policies, the Legion 

frequently drew attention to the potential that certain veterans may “fall through the 

cracks” of the system. The legacy of economic depression and high unemployment after 

the First World War reverberated throughout these discussions. Moreover, the memory 
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of unfulfilled government promises from the Great War inspired the Legion’s sense of 

urgency in securing post-war planning early in the Second World War. The group 

pushed to get the principles underpinning various types of benefits on the record 

immediately, refusing to wait till the end of the war for such concessions. These 

preoccupations were rooted in particular memories of the First World War, and in 

mobilising these narratives to assist the Second World War generation, Legion 

discussions further entrenched these interpretations of the earlier conflict.  

How the Legion had conducted itself in previous circumstances – including, but 

not limited to, the aftermath of the Great War – provided tactics for navigating the new 

conditions found in post-Second World War Britain. The way in which the Second 

World War had blurred the lines between the front and the home, as well as the 

introduction of new social welfare programmes and the endurance of wartime shortages 

beyond the military victory, presented new challenges in defining the post-war social 

contract. Legion voices advocated preferential, but not completely unique or superior, 

treatment for ex-servicemen, drawing upon its long-standing work to serve the 

community as a whole. Legion voices also echoed existing organisational approaches 

when asserting the limitations of government support and the need for civil society to 

augment official provisions. Thus, the Great War’s legacy collided with organisational 

interests to shape the Legion’s engagement with the realities of the Second World War 

and its aftermath, adapting but not abandoning the group’s extant conception of 

“veteranhood” and the social contract.   

Legion debates in 1945 and 1946 demonstrate that the past, present, and future 

intersected in the interpretive frameworks that contemporaries adopted when adjusting 

to developing circumstances. Legion veterans looked ahead with anxiety and 

uncertainty, even after the military victory over Britain’s enemies and the 
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commencement of a new political era under the Labour Party. While discussants 

positioned the First World War as a lesson in “what not to do”, they also feared a radical 

departure from the pre-war norms. Framing discourses in this way connected and 

inflected narratives of the First World War to the perceived successes or failures of 

post-Second World War Britain.  
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Chapter 6: The Post-war Social Contract  

in the American Legion 

This chapter examines discourses about post-war planning and the social 

contract in the American Legion from 1944 through 1946. It first explores the extent to 

which American Legion discussions of state benefits and the general readjustment 

process mirrored those found in the British Legion. It then looks at debates about 

international affairs and America’s position in the post-war era. This study’s 

comparative framework highlights the national and organisational factors affecting 

discussions of the social contract, transcending conventional socio-political assessments 

of the “GI Bill” to consider instead its intersections with First World War memory 

development. The analysis of Legion concerns for the post-war geopolitical world 

furthermore extends existing historiography beyond considerations of the United States 

and Soviet Union relationship.  

 

Post-war planning became especially salient in American Legion Magazine 

discourses from 1944 onward. Developments in the war now made looking to the future 

more feasible than previously. The victory at Stalingrad in February 1943 ensured that 

the Soviet Union would remain in the fight on behalf of the Allies, and the threat to 

Britain’s survival posed by German U-boats in the Atlantic diminished over the course 

of the year. Additional successes in the North African and Italian campaigns restrained 

the reach of the Nazi juggernaut in the Western hemisphere. Meanwhile, securing 

territories of strategic value, such as New Guinea, and others important to morale, such 

as the Aleutian Islands, meant that Japan’s momentum in the Pacific had begun to ebb. 

It was now clear that the United States could rely upon its allies to see the war through 

to an unconditional surrender of the Tripartite nations. Moreover, by the spring of 1944, 
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the invasion of western Europe was expected imminently. As early as January 1944, 

Henry J. Taylor articulated a confidence in victory, reassuring his readers that ‘[t]he 

question is not, “Will we win?” The question is, “What will we win?”’782 This query 

had two dimensions for the American Legion: domestic and international.  

 As with the British Legion, American Legion discourses about state benefits 

were haunted by memories of the past. The desire to avoid a repetition of the so-called 

“Bonus March” loomed particularly large in American post-war planning discussions. 

The vast discrepancy between civilian workers’ pay in the booming war industries and 

the pittance paid to men in military service during the Great War had produced calls in 

the interwar years for the government to redress this imbalance by granting an 

allowance to all servicemen, a policy referred to as “adjusted compensation” or the 

“bonus”. Debates over whether such payment should be authorised and, if so, what form 

it should take raged throughout the period. The Great Depression forced the issue to a 

head. In May 1932, thousands of ex-servicemen travelled to Washington, DC, in a 

protest demanding an immediate payment of the “bonus”. Participants encamped in 

shanty-towns along the Anacostia River, with numbers reaching 20,000 at the 

movement’s height in July. The “Bonus Expeditionary Force” was ultimately evicted 

violently by federal troops using tear gas, bayonets, cavalry units, and tanks. Historians 

have aptly noted that the Hoover Administration’s response to the “Bonus Army” 
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solidified its image as insensitive to the people’s suffering under the Great Depression 

and intensified calls for greater governmental intervention to support citizens, helping to 

bring Roosevelt and his subsequent New Deal into power.783 Moreover, the image of 

veterans’ improvised shacks burning in front of the Capitol Building ultimately 

reverberated with implications for the Second World War. Politicians and the public 

alike were determined to avoid such confrontations over veterans’ entitlements in the 

future, eager instead to settle any questions before the war’s end and thereby pre-empt 

problems in the post-war era.784  

The American Legion played a leading role in determining what those 

entitlements would be by composing and promoting its own bill for consideration in 

Congress. The group envisioned a system of support administered by the Veterans’ 

Administration that would restore servicemen to the position they had enjoyed ‘right at 

the point at which the war had disrupted their lives’.785 To do so, it offered further 

education options and unemployment compensation, triggering opposition from official 

corridors. Other provisions of the Legion’s bill – put forward in Congress on 10 January 

1944 – prompted resistance from fellow veterans’ groups, including Veterans of Foreign 

Wars (VFW) and Disabled American Veterans (DAV). Despite competition from 

                                                 
783 For more on the Bonus March, see: J. D. Keene, Doughboys, the Great War, and the 
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alternatives, the Legion secured the passage of its own programme in a dramatic finish 

that required flying a Congressman to the capital in time to place the deciding vote.786 

Opposition from other veterans’ groups aside, The Servicemen’s Readjustment 

Act of 22 June 1944 was a major legislative achievement for the American Legion. Its 

innovative omnibus format delivered a package of benefits to Second World War 

veterans in a single measure, protecting individual aspects from future political 

manipulation. The Bill added unprecedented benefits, such as support for higher 

education and loans for housing and businesses, to more conventional entitlements like 

rehabilitation programmes for the disabled veteran.787 Ultimately, fifty-one per cent of 

Second World War veterans utilised the Bill’s education or training benefits.788 The 

provisions were truly life-changing, opening pathways to future lives that millions of 

serving men and women would not have had access to otherwise.789 As Jennifer Keene 

has put it, ‘[f]or the first time and perhaps only time, wartime military service became a 

stepping-stone to a better life’.790  

                                                 
786 Accounts of the process can be found in: Ross, Ulysses, pp. 89-124; T. A. Rumer, 
The American Legion: An Official History, 1919-1989 (New York, 1990), pp. 243-248; 
Mettler, Soldiers to Citizens, pp. 15-23; Ortiz, Bonus March, pp. 188-9, 193-9; Keene, 
Doughboys, pp. 208-211. See also: ‘Legion Seeks Nation’s Aid For “GI” Bill’, The 
Washington Post (13 March 1944), p. 4; D. Pearson, ‘Merry-Go-Round’, The 
Washington Post (1 August 1944), p. 10. 
787 The Disabled Veterans’ Rehabilitation Act, passed on 24 March 1943, additionally 
addressed the rehabilitation and care of disabled veterans. See: B. Rostker, Providing 
for the Casualties of War: The American Experience Through World War II (Santa 
Monica, 2013), p. 231. 
788 Mettler, Soldiers to Citizens, p. 7. 
789 Rumer, American Legion, p. 248; W. Pencak, For God and Country: The American 
Legion, 1919-1941 (Boston, 1989), pp. 172-3, 205-6; Ross, Ulysses, p. 98; Keene, 
Doughboys, pp. 204-5; Ortiz, Bonus March, pp. 200-1. See also: M. J. Bennett, When 
Dreams Came True: The GI Bill and the Making of Modern America (Washington and 
London, 1996); K. J. Frydl, The GI Bill (Cambridge and New York, 2009).  
790 Keene, Doughboys, p. 205. 
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Scholars largely agree that the so-called “GI Bill of Rights” not only improved 

the lives of a generation, but also transformed the history of America.791 Enlarging the 

middle class helped stimulate and sustain a booming economy into the post-war era. 

Rising home ownership also had important domestic and communal impacts. As ‘the 

most expansive system of social provisioning in the history of the country’, it 

contributed to the growth of the federal government and the development of further 

social legislation in later decades.792  

Access to the opportunities offered by the law were significantly curtailed 

according to race and gender, however. Influential Congressman John E. Rankin of 

Mississippi feared the social mobility of black veterans in the Jim Crow South. Local 

authorities were therefore allowed to administer the loan and unemployment provisions, 

ensuring that whites could control how African Americans used the programme. While 

the federal government coordinated the education and training schemes directly with 

educational institutions, the availability of courses limited access for black veterans in 

the segregated South.793 Other minorities such as Latinos also faced discrimination 
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(Ph.D. thesis, Washington State University, 2010); D. H. Onkst, ‘“First a Negro… 
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when trying to access their benefits.794 Women likewise were not able to utilise the GI 

Bill to its full extent. The programmes and their implementation favoured male veterans 

over their female counterparts, a dynamic that Melissa Murray has connected to 

gendered notions of work found in New Deal precedents.795 Despite the law’s uneven 

application, scholarship has demonstrated that even marginalised groups within society 

benefited from the GI Bill, albeit to a lesser extent than their white male peers.796 

Indeed, encounters with discrimination in using the legislation’s provisions may have 

helped to galvanise later campaigns against such practices, including the Civil Rights 

Movement.797 

 

Differing interpretations of the specifics aside, historians concur that the 

memory of the First World War and its veterans substantively shaped the development 

and success of the GI Bill. Keene argues that the law was the ultimate culmination of 

First World War ex-servicemen’s efforts to revise the citizen soldier’s social contract 

with the state. As she writes, ‘[s]tarting with adjusted compensation and ending with the 

GI Bill, World War I veterans forced the government to accept responsibility for 

redistributing profits and opportunities from advantaged civilians to disadvantaged 

veterans in the aftermath of total war’. Keene also highlights the important role that 

                                                                                                                                               
GI Bill, and the NAACP Campaign Against Residential Segregation, 1917-1960’, The 
Journal of African American History 98:3, Symposium: “St. Claire Drake: The Making 
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‘interpret[ations]’ of the interwar period played in shaping the legislation. Some saw the 

potential for political unrest in the ex-service demonstrations that had followed the First 

World War and hoped generous entitlements would deflate the prospective 

radicalisation of veterans after the Second.798 Alternatively, Stephen Ortiz argues that 

the state support offered to First World War veterans was seen as insufficient, and many 

therefore embraced the GI Bill as ‘an offering of atonement’ for these previous 

failures.799 In fact, Davis Ross asserts that American Legion veterans pushed the Bill 

forward ‘from a sincere desire to help prevent GIs from experiencing what they … had 

undergone’ after the Great War.800 It was not only the work of former doughboys that 

helped secure unprecedented support for the next ex-service generation, but also select 

narratives of the Great War emphasising a lack of government aid in its aftermath.  

The massive success of the American Legion’s GI Bill contrasts sharply with the 

British Legion’s legislative achievements in pension policies, and it largely monopolises 

work on veterans and post-war planning in existing scholarship. This thesis contributes 

another layer to extant understandings by considering Legion discussions of the GI Bill 

in conversation with the British Legion discourses examined in Chapter Five. While the 

lack of state support for veterans in the aftermath of the First World War featured 

prominently in both groups, their respective national and organisational contexts shaped 

how this memory developed in response to post-war plans for the Second World War.  

Indeed, comparing British and American Legion discussions of post-war 

planning reveals a stark discrepancy in the attention devoted by each group to the future 

of global affairs. Whereas international considerations appear very seldom in the British 

context, American Legion discussions from 1944 through 1946 dedicated considerable 

                                                 
798 Keene, Doughboys, pp. 204-5, 214, 209. 
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coverage to the United States’ role in international affairs and the future of the world 

more generally. Unlike the British Legion, the American Legion had taken a more 

ambiguous approach to international relations in the interwar period. William Pencak 

has documented the Legion’s reluctance to take a position on the League of Nations 

after the First World War. While state departments occasionally took particular sides in 

the debate, the national organisation repeatedly evaded attempts to endorse the League. 

According to Pencak, national leaders avoided ‘committing the Legion on … potentially 

divisive questions’ in order to maintain organisational unity.801 Roscoe Baker, on the 

other hand, contends that the Legion believed its military preparedness programme 

complemented ‘arbitration and international co-operation’ efforts such as the League in 

the promotion of peace.802 According to Baker, the Legion’s 1933 decision to oppose 

American membership in the League of Nations ultimately reflected the lack of political 

leadership shown by Congress and the ineffectiveness of League itself.803  

Evidence from this study suggests that the American Legion initially proceeded 

with caution in the area of international cooperation, before throwing its support behind 

the idea later in World War II. As late as June 1940, Magazine guest columnist and 

heralded First World War ace Captain Eddie Rickenbacker – a prominent voice against 

American intervention in Europe – had offered America’s distrust of collective security 

pacts as a reason not to become involved in the war in Europe. He predicted that the 

victors would seek to establish ‘a standing army in the old world’ to serve ‘as a military 

police force’ against potential conflicts in the future. Participating in the fight would 

                                                 
801 Pencak, God and Country, pp. 55, 59, 71, quote from p. 55. 
802 R. Baker, The American Legion and American Foreign Policy (New York, 1954), p. 
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require involvement in this later scheme, which Rickenbacker alleged would be 

unacceptable to the United States.804 As Chapter Two has explored, however, Legion 

assessments of America’s strategic position changed dramatically in the aftermath of 

Rickenbacker’s article. The country’s entrance into the war and its subsequent wartime 

alliances altered that position even more. Support for international cooperation became 

paramount to the war effort and the future. Written barely a month into America’s 

Second World War, an editorial praised the country’s allies for ‘perform[ing] miracles 

of bravery in standing up to a powerful and ruthless engine of destruction and 

tyranny’.805 It furthermore urged that the United States ‘must “organize [sic] the world” 

after the victory … gain[ed] for us and our allies’ – not only sharing credit for the 

eventual victory with America’s allies, but implying support for continuing these 

relationships beyond the end of the war.806 By the conflict’s conclusion, these 

considerations would be taken a step further. Whereas the American Legion had tasked 

veterans before Pearl Harbor with interpreting the consequences of events abroad for 

American interests, the discussions from 1944 onward considered the United States’ 

relationship to the world from a reversed perspective.807 Contributors were now 

analysing how domestic developments in the United States would affect the rest of the 

world. 

 In adopting a more supportive view of international cooperation, the Legion 

reflected contemporary official discussions demonstrating a more global orientation. 

According to Andrew Williams, many in the government thought that America’s refusal 

to participate in international reconstruction schemes after the First World War had hurt 

                                                 
804 E. Rickenbacker, ‘Let’s Keep Out!’, ALM 28:6 (June 1940), p. 43. 
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the economy and ultimately led to the Great Depression.808 Designing a cooperative 

scheme among the Allies that maintained American access to global trade in the 

immediate post-war years thus became a planning priority.809 Interest in the 

international situation only increased over the course of 1946, as repeated 

confrontations between the Soviet Union and other Allied countries raised more 

concerns in the government about the post-war era.810  

Few scholars to date have investigated the intersection of veterans and 

international affairs at the end of the Second World War. An important exception is 

Baker’s 1954 book on The American Legion and American Foreign Policy. Baker 

analyses the national organisation’s approach to a range of issues under the “foreign 

affairs” umbrella: collective security and international cooperation, military 

preparedness, and even the security implications of the Legion’s anti-communist 

agenda. His research draws primarily from National Executive Committee meeting 

minutes, Annual Reports, and The National Legionnaire.811 This chapter therefore 

builds upon his work by incorporating the American Legion Magazine more 

prominently into the analysis, allowing for greater consideration of disagreements 

between the national leadership and average members on particular issues. Moreover, 

post-1945 developments with the Soviet Union and the emergence of the Cold War 

heavily coloured Baker’s assessments; the passage of time facilitates the consideration 
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of other contemporary concerns in the realm of international affairs beyond the 

American-Soviet relationship.   

By analysing American Legion discussions about foreign affairs in detail, this 

chapter extends existing historiography on veteran involvement and opinions on 

international affairs beyond the interwar period. In doing so, it provokes further 

questions about the development of First World War memory in Britain and the United 

States over time. The sharp contrast between the British and American Legions 

regarding their attention to international post-war questions reflected their respective 

national contexts. Indeed, Williams has argued that American post-war plans 

approached reconstruction from an international perspective, whereas the British 

method was far more national.812 The extent to which these approaches could be viewed 

as successful, then, refracted back on to the experiences in which the plans were rooted 

– those of the First World War. Whether or not these “lessons” had been learned, and 

the extent to which they were helpful in the emerging post-Second World War 

dynamics, helped determine the relevance and significance attributed to the earlier 

conflict.   

 

I.  

Like their British counterparts, American Legion discussants sought to deploy 

their experiences of World War I’s aftermath to advise and assist returning servicemen 

of the Second through the readjustment process. The passage of The Servicemen’s 

Readjustment Act unsurprisingly prompted a flurry of articles in 1944 explaining in 

detail the eligibility issues, administrative processes, and potential outcomes of the 
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programme’s various facets.813 In addition to answering basic questions about the law, 

these pieces also relayed how it was being implemented, identifying potential areas of 

trouble for applicants. However, American Legion discussions were less preoccupied 

with monitoring the implementation of state programmes than those of the British 

Legion. While letters from members frequently referred to problems encountered when 

trying to take advantage of GI Bill benefits, these concerns rarely received a response 

from the Editor.814 Some Magazine remarks pressed the need to follow how the measure 

was administered, but ultimately, British Legion voices were more interested in 

monitoring the execution of government projects than their American counterparts.815  

Instead, American Legion discussions focussed on guiding individuals through a 

flawed system. In January 1945, Ray Tucker attributed the ‘several thousands of 

inquiries at the Veterans Administration’ to applicants’ ‘considerable misunderstanding 

about the law’.816 Legion discussions suggested that this confusion could be best 

resolved by educating the individual veterans making the enquiries, rather than 

changing the system. As such, ‘prospective borrowers’ under the GI Bill were instructed 

by the Magazine to ‘study … [its] provisions religiously’ and ‘talk to experts’ before 

                                                 
813 Examples regarding facets such as personal loans, business loans, education benefits, 
and mortgages include: R. Tucker, ‘Those GI Loans’, ALM 38:1 (January 1945), pp. 22-
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11, 48; M. Davis, ‘Building Can Use You’, ALM 39:6 (December 1945), pp. 22-3, 60-1; 
T. Krum, ‘After Discharge: School?’, ALM 38:3 (March 1945), pp. 14-16, 50-1; L. 
Holmes, ‘If You Have to Buy a House’, ALM 40:2 (February 1946), pp. 9, 50-3; S. 
Hook, ‘Don’t Go Overboard in Buying That House’, ALM 40:10 (October 1946), pp. 
32, 45. 
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6; A. L. Chandler letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 40:10 (October 1946), p. 7; G. G. Becker 
letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 40:6 (June 1946), p. 8. 
815 E. N. Scheiberling, ‘1945 Year of Fulfilment’, ALM 38:1 (January 1945), p. 6; A. 
Gardiner, ‘The Editor’s Corner’, ALM 39:3 (September 1945), p. 5. 
816 R. Tucker, ‘Those GI Loans’, ALM 38:1 (January 1945), p. 22. 
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submitting a loan application.817 Veterans were likewise advised on how to portray their 

service experiences and training in order to secure places on over-subscribed 

apprenticeship and educational programmes.818  

 The focus on the individual also permeated Legion discussions about the 

advantages that the GI Bill offered. Rather than exploring how the programme would 

affect American society as a whole, Legion proponents emphasised how it would 

improve the lives of individual veterans. Restoring ex-servicemen ‘to … the economic 

and social position they would have enjoyed had they not been called to service’ was 

necessary in order to provide them with ‘the full and free enjoyment of … economic 

opportunity’.819 Leverett Saltonstall defined a ‘successfully reintegrated’ Second World 

War veteran almost purely in economic terms: ‘able to stand on their own feet, able to 

own their own homes, raise families and give their children opportunit[ies]’.820 All of 

these achievements were rooted in a strong financial standing and were connected back 

to the Legion’s idealised notions of citizenship. Becoming ‘full status as members of 

their communities’ would ‘enable a man once again to become a productive citizen’.821 

Rather than ‘a cash handout’ or ‘charity’, the GI Bill benefits were portrayed as a form 

of remuneration for lost opportunities.822  

 Focussing on the individual rather than the government and connecting 

economic prosperity to citizenship spoke to the Legion’s organisational interests and its 

stand in wider political debates at the time. Firstly, critiquing the GI Bill’s 

                                                 
817 ibid., p. 22. Posts were encouraged to provide this expertise. See: Post Handbook, 
14th edn (January 1945), p. 30. 
818 A. H. Goldstein, ‘To Keep ’em Rolling’, ALM 40:3 (March 1946), pp. 15, 34. 
819 E. N. Scheiberling, ‘1945 Year of Fulfilment’, ALM 38:1 (January 1945), p. 6; E. N. 
Scheiberling, ‘It’s Going to Take Your Help’, ALM 38:5 (May 1945), p. 6. 
820 L. Saltonstall, ‘Marching Along Together’, ALM 38:6 (June 1945), p. 34. 
821 ibid., p. 34; J. J. Noll, ‘Good Bye, Olive Drab!’, ALM 38:1 (January 1945), p. 45. 
822 M. D. Novack, ‘Want to Be Your Own Boss?’, ALM 39:5 (November 1945), p. 10; 
R. Tucker, ‘Those GI Loans’, ALM 38:1 (January 1945), p. 49. 



258 

implementation directly would have been a conflict of interest for the Legion. Having 

pioneered the legislation, American Legion leaders needed to avoid associating the 

group with the shortcomings of its own initiative. In contrast, the British Legion, which 

supported Second World War pension reforms but did not author them, faced no such 

dilemma. Secondly, the approach reflected the contemporary political climate. Unlike 

wartime Britain, which witnessed a surge of political support for extending state welfare 

programmes for all citizens after the war, opinion in the United States remained divided 

over officially-provisioned social services. Opposition to the activist state created by 

Roosevelt’s New Deal policies during the Great Depression remained strong. Critics 

feared that further expansions of the federal government would impinge upon the rights 

and responsibilities of local and state authorities. Opponents further equated a welfare 

state with socialism, arguing that expanded social legislation contradicted the 

foundational principles of the United States.823 

 Although the Legion’s efforts had been vital in securing state ex-service 

entitlements, the organisation did not support social welfare provisions for the entire 

citizenry. Maintaining a separate, unique benefits system for ex-servicemen would 

reinforce the veteran’s special status in American society and the Legion’s value as an 

ex-service organisation. Opposing state support for other members of society also 

aligned with the Legion’s conventional political agenda. A long-standing advocate for 

the existing social order, the Legion’s belief in the responsibilities of citizenship to the 

community implied that social problems should be dealt with at the local level.824 

Properly fulfilling this responsibility obliged citizens to help each other as well, and this 
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understanding of “Americanism” left little need for state-run welfare programmes.825 

Moreover, as a vehemently anti-communist organisation, any policies that even hinted 

at socialism drew sharp condemnation.826  

Thus, discourses tying veterans’ entitlements to ‘individual initiative, self-faith, 

reliance on the guidance of Christian principles, integrity and courage’ spoke to wider 

issues about the character of America in the post-war period.827 The emphasis on the 

individual and economic opportunity in Legion discussions echoed the sentiments 

expressed by other conservative bodies. For example, ‘“individual liberty”’ and an 

unregulated capitalist economy constituted two major themes in the reconstruction 

programme promoted by the ‘Republican Post-War Advisory Council’ in 1943.828 Like 

this Council, Legion contributors characterised the welfare state as contradicting 

capitalism and the American way. ‘[T]he false crutch of government paternalism’ 

reportedly threatened to undermine the American ‘form of Democracy’ and ‘economic 

opportunity’ that those in uniform had fought to protect.829 Proponents of a ‘socialised 

form of government’ were depicted as communists and fascists using “liberal” labels to 

disguise their ultimate aim of sowing division throughout the nation.830 Capitalism and 

individual opportunity were central to Legion understandings of the ex-serviceman’s 

social contract with his state as well as the group’s view on the relationship between 

American society and its government more generally. 
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 Yet these remarks pertained almost exclusively to white American society. 

African American veterans appeared very sparingly in Legion discussions of post-war 

planning, and race as an issue facing post-war America itself went unacknowledged. 

The exceptions upheld norms of white racial superiority. In order to avoid ‘upset[ting] 

the social order’, the War Department had carefully monitored publicised footage 

during World War II of black service personnel, controlling images showing their 

participation in martial activities such as operating weaponry or attacking the enemy.831 

Instead, Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke have found that African Americans in uniform 

were ‘portrayed … as “helpers” rather than warriors’ in official propaganda.832 How 

black troops were incorporated spatially into Magazine coverage reiterated this “helper” 

status. Black veterans mainly appeared in photographs or captions accompanying 

articles focussed on white men. Excluding their accounts from the main body of the text 

visually deprioritised their concerns and experiences. This layout included African 

American ex-servicemen superficially, presenting them as supplementary actors in the 

group. 

 The content of these photographs and captions also relayed messages 

emphasising existing understandings of white superiority. One black soldier, ‘Pvt. Geo. 

T. Knax’, was included among twelve photographs and brief “profiles” of Second 

World War servicemen in the January 1945 Magazine issue. Having spent ‘2 ½ years 

with CAC [Coast Artillery Corps] in United States’, Knax reportedly hoped to become a 

‘waiter on coastwise steamships’ after the war.833 His assignment to a lower-priority 

unit such as the CAC was typical for black soldiers, ‘who were generally not trusted by 

                                                 
831 M. Höhn and M. Klimke, A Breath of Freedom: The Civil Rights Struggle, African 
American GIs, and Germany (New York, 2010), p. 28.  
832 ibid., p. 29. 
833 Untitled caption and photograph with J. J. Noll, ‘Good Bye, Olive Drab!’, ALM 38:1 
(January 1945), p. 11. 



261 

the Army hierarchy to perform more critical tasks’.834 In fact, the army assigned eighty 

per cent of its African American inductees to labour or service roles.835 These alleged 

post-service career ambitions conformed to contemporary racial stereotypes relegating 

African Americans to servile or unskilled jobs.836 Likewise, an article on the automotive 

industry printed in March 1946 reaffirmed certain prejudices about the position of 

African Americans in the workplace. While the caption noted Leon Elliot’s time ‘with 

the Engineers in Europe’ and his current position ‘servicing automobiles’, the 

photograph itself depicts him washing a vehicle.837 In contrast to an image of a skilled 

mechanic at work, a photograph of an African American man completing a menial task 

would reinforce, rather than challenge, racial prejudices maintaining the intellectual 

inferiority of black Americans to white ones.  

 The contributions of black soldiers to the military victory itself were also 

downplayed in the Magazine. In a photograph reportedly from the Italian campaign, 

African American troops line the open edge of a rough-hewn road winding along a cliff 

above a ravine, watching a string of trucks make their way along the perilous ridge. 

‘You can imagine how impossible this terrain south of Bologna became during last 
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winter and spring’, the caption reads, crediting ‘[t]he colored U. S. troops’ in the 

photograph with ‘hav[ing] done a fine job’.838 Despite this praise, the photograph itself 

undermined the significance of that “job” to the overall war effort. Showing men 

standing idle, the image offered no indication of the intensive physical labour required 

to carve this pathway into a mountainside. Even a depiction of that arduous task would 

have diminished the contributions of these African American servicemen, assigned to 

non-combat roles. Taken as a unit, the caption and photograph reinforced the status of 

black servicemen as “helpers” rather than soldiers in their own right.  

Such depictions were incongruous with the Legion’s charge to look after the 

interests of all world war ex-servicemen as well as the group’s public statements about 

race. As noted above, discriminatory practices significantly diminished the black 

veteran’s ability to utilise his GI Bill benefits. These obstacles went unnoticed in 

Magazine coverage advising readers how to manipulate an imperfect system to their 

individual benefit. Moreover, despite a resolution condemning ‘the undemocratic native 

Ku Klux Klan’ at the 1946 Annual Convention, the de facto segregation practiced by 

the Legion remained unacknowledged.839 While the group capitalised on the 

opportunity to renegotiate the white veteran’s social contract with the state during 

World War II, the Legion failed to reconceptualise the status of black ex-servicemen in 

society or within its own ranks. 

 While race was noticeably absent from discussions of the GI Bill, the dynamics 

of generational shift and aging were particularly apparent as factors inflecting Legion 

discourses. Leaders and members alike expressed concerns that older veterans would be 

neglected in the post-war period. Partially this reflected narratives about the First World 
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War and its consequences for its ex-servicemen. In November 1944, National 

Commander Edward N. Scheiberling promised members that ‘men of World War One 

and … men over thirty’ from World War II would not ‘be … condemned to selling 

apples on street corners’.840 Such references to destitute, unemployed veterans appeared 

in similar discussions in the British Legion.841 Associations of military service in the 

First World War with chronic unemployment still resonated in both organisations, 

prompting the common emphasis on jobs in discussions about Second World War post-

war planning. 

There was also a generational dynamic to these concerns. While the GI Bill 

offered unprecedented levels of state support and benefits to the Second World War 

generation, First World War veterans were excluded from it. Only men and women who 

had served between September 1940 and July 1947 for more than 90 days were eligible 

to apply.842 The selective provision prompted some confusion within the Legion’s two-

war membership, with Great War veterans asking as late as October 1946 whether they 

could take advantage of the programmes.843 This exclusivity also rankled some Legion 

members. ‘I am sick and tired of reading in The National Legionnaire as well as The 

American Legion Magazine what is being done for the veterans of World War II’, wrote 

D. A. Toomey in August 1946, arguing that this disproportionate attention distracted 

from the needs of unemployed former doughboys. 844 As Chapter Four has argued, this 

shift in focus from the First to the Second World War generation was inevitable, given 
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the numerical superiority of eligible veterans from the latter as well as the implications 

of aging for the former. Toomey’s letter illuminates one structural implication of this 

reorientation process, underscoring the risk that the passage of time posed to those who 

– in mid-1946 – already felt neglected by their own organisation. 

 Yet the concerns could be intra-generational as well. It is striking that 

Scheiberling’s pledge specified not only that First World War veterans would not need 

to sell apples on the streets, but that older veterans of the Second World War would be 

protected from this fate. As Clarence Woodbury noted, ‘the [contemporary] Armed 

Forces were not made up exclusively of kids’. ‘[M]en who had attained a mature 

earning capacity and undertaken real responsibilities before they entered the services’ 

reportedly encountered different challenges in readjustment than their younger peers. 

Whereas young veterans faced finding jobs without pre-war training or work 

experience, older ex-servicemen returned to the obligations inherent to an established 

life, such as mortgages and dependents.845 Second World War veteran ‘W. S. V.’ 

viewed the divide of support offered to older versus younger veterans in similar terms to 

Toomey. ‘While the GI Bill is a good thing, it is really good for one class of ex-GI’s and 

offers nothing for the rest’, he argued. ‘The young man’ could supposedly take 

advantage of business loans and educational opportunities in ways that ‘[t]he older man’ 

could not.846 Research has indeed indicated that men below the age of eighteen in 1941 

were more likely to utilise the GI Bill’s educational benefits than their older 

counterparts.847 The physical recovery from military service further complicated the 

distinction between young and older Second World War veterans. Men who entered the 

services at a younger age were likely to be spared the health issues that plagued their 
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older comrades.848 Age proved a pervasive factor in distinguishing the ex-service 

experiences within the Second World War generation.  

 Implications of generational shift and aging inflected references to the First 

World War in these discussions about the GI Bill. An article by Donald Glascoff 

published in August 1944 is a particularly striking example. Glascoff argued that former 

doughboys ‘had been laboring [sic] for 25 years’ to guarantee that ‘the neglect and 

indifference and unpreparedness for peace’ from the last war ‘would not be repeated’. 

The GI Bill accordingly ‘[went] a long way toward’ ensuring that the Second World 

War veteran’s future would be ‘unhampered’ by his time in uniform. While Glascoff 

invokes a version of the “never again” refrain found in the British Legion, he does so 

for a different end: to credit the First World War veteran – specifically the Legion 

member – with succeeding in securing a better post-war footing for the Second World 

War one. ‘Legionnaires never forgot those tragic days’ after the Armistice and had 

accordingly ‘made’ ‘[a]ll the breaks’ that their successors now enjoyed.849  

Given that the GI Bill had already been passed by the time Glascoff’s article 

reached publication, his triumphant tone is not surprising. Yet it has important 

ramifications for the development of First World War memory. While their legislative 

success validated the significance of Great War veterans, it also undermined the 

importance of the war they had fought. Once the “lessons” had been learned and 

addressed for the next generation, the lack of state support offered to First World War 

ex-servicemen lost its relevance for 1940s America. Moreover, it placed the former 

doughboy at risk moving forward. If the GI Bill revolutionised the social contract 

between the ex-serviceman and the state, then those who were excluded from its 
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provisions – like First World War veterans – or those who were unable to utilise them – 

like older Second World War veterans – found themselves also excluded from an 

important new dimension of post-war ex-service life. Rather than strengthening the 

bonds between veterans of different ages and wars, divergent experiences of 

readjustment to civilian life and relationships with the state could divide membership 

ranks along age and generational lines, threatening isolation and insignificance for those 

in the minority. 

 

II. 

As found in its British counterpart, the American Legion looked beyond the 

government to develop its own role in assisting newly-discharged ex-servicemen with 

the transition back to civilian life. Discussions in the American Legion positioned the 

group as a resource for guidance and advice, particularly regarding employment and 

career decisions. Great War veterans saw it as a ‘duty’ to provide ‘the right kind of 

help’ to their younger comrades.850 Even before Japan’s capitulation, the Magazine 

began printing articles outlining potential career paths, detailing the types of work, 

working conditions, lifestyle implications, wage ranges, and projections for growth for a 

variety positions across different industries. Notes about education or training 

requirements for the jobs as well as resources for more information were also 

provided.851 Like the British Legion case, particular emphasis was placed on finding the 
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“right” job for each man.852 The concern underpinning this focus was that ‘“improper 

placement”’ after discharge would lead to future failures and hardships, which British 

Legion veterans had also feared.853 American Legion voices believed that ‘[t]he average 

veteran [wa]s looking far beyond any temporary readjustment’, as Robert Ormond Case 

put it, and this perspective informed their recommendations.854 

Each national context presented different opportunities. By relocating in the 

United States, a veteran could reportedly capitalise on up-and-coming regions of the 

country in order to put down stable roots for his future. Moving to the Pacific 

Northwest, for example, offered an ex-serviceman the chance ‘to earn and maintain his 

own niche of security … in the nation’s permanent economy’ through the abundant 

‘timber, agriculture and power’ available in that area.855 Stanley Vestal went so far in 

promoting the Southwest that he claimed it ‘w[ould] be the greatest industrial region in 

North America’ – once solar power could be perfected, that is.856 Just as British Legion 

contributors had done, American Legion voices noted the regional variations affecting 

resettlement. Yet in the American case, discussions concentrated on helping the 

individual veteran capitalise upon the opportunities within those differences. 

Suggesting that an ex-serviceman relocate reflected not only the geographical 

expanse of the United States, but an approach emphasising flexibility and long-term 

planning found more generally in Legion discussions. One contributor suggested that 

men interested in advertising pursue local opportunities with newspapers, for example, 
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rather than insisting on a position with an ad agency.857 Multiple articles about outdoor 

careers advocated working in the field for a year before investing in property or 

equipment.858 Advice on buying a house likewise stressed that men be adaptable with 

short-term living arrangements so they could ensure any purchase would be sustainable 

into the future.859 In promising returning servicemen that ‘somewhere in the U.S. there 

is the right job for you’, members subtly urged these men to look beyond immediate 

opportunities in favour of finding the “right” situation for the long run.860  

 Narratives of the First World War shaped this advice. Memories of what had 

worked after the previous war and what had not influenced recommendations for the 

present-day. For example, Arthur Shultis saw the current ‘wartime boom with land 

values’ as a repetition of a similar phenomenon in 1919 and 1920 which had seen 

‘[m]any farmers … later lose [their farms] when the price … dropped off’. ‘What 

happened then can happen again’, he warned younger veterans.861 Like their British 

counterparts, Legion voices also recalled fraudulent schemes targeting ex-servicemen 

after the Great War and took pains to alert their successors to similar scams.862 By 

drawing from their own experiences, former doughboys could employ the “lessons” 

from “their” war to the advantage of the next generation.  

In fact, First World War voices contended that certain aspects of the 

readjustment process had already improved since their days. In an evaluation of 
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discharge processing centres, John J. Noll concluded that ‘this is indeed a different 

Army from that we knew – an Army that has benefitted from the mistakes of the 

past’.863 When ‘Six GIs’ wrote to complain about the slow pace of demobilisation, the 

Magazine Editor defended the system, warning that ‘[t]oo much haste now may help set 

the stage for another war’ as it had ‘after 1918’.864 An assessment of the government’s 

employment services also found it improved over the preceding schemes.865 Such 

positive appraisals contributed to the narratives analysed in Chapter Four, that 

connected the First and Second World War generations by depicting the latter as having 

benefitted from the mistakes endured by the former. In these later discourses, 

experiences beyond the sphere of wartime military service became incorporated into 

this cumulative narrative of progress, extending it into post-war civilian life. 

 Discussions of employment opportunities and career guidance were also 

coloured by the American Legion’s organisational predilections. Depictions of various 

career paths highlighted the contributions they could make to society. Joining the police 

forces or taking positions in the mercantile marine industry were portrayed as bolstering 

the nation’s security.866 Sales jobs in consumer goods reportedly strengthened the 

economy.867 ‘[S]ell[ing] … passenger cars and trucks’ would help ‘provide jobs for 

millions of returning soldiers, jobs for the unemployed, and jobs for the manufacturers 

themselves’.868 Finding good jobs for newly-discharged servicemen became connected 

to continuing American principles in the post-war era. As these ‘men and women’ had 
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‘offer[ed] their lives’ in defence of ‘the traditional American life’, they must be given ‘a 

generous measure of that free opportunity which is the basis of the American way of 

life’.869 The wartime rhetoric explored in Chapter Four of an older generation 

preserving the “American way of life” at home while a younger one defended its 

security abroad was thus being transferred to a post-war context.  

 

III. 

 Alongside concern for readjustment issues such as state entitlements and 

employment, the course of 1944 brought increasing Legion attention to considerations 

of the post-war world and the position of the United States within it. Magazine 

discussions of international relations unsurprisingly support many of Baker’s findings in 

his study on the American Legion and foreign affairs. The Legion believed the United 

States had an important role to play in geopolitical affairs after the war and strongly 

supported an effective body for international cooperation.870 As Baker has noted, 

military preparedness remained central to the Legion’s ideas of maintaining peace in the 

post-war era.871 According to Legion discussions, maintaining a strong military in 

peacetime offered the best means by which America could satisfy its responsibilities to 

other nations in the post-war era.872 Discourses contended that a strong United States 
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benefitted the entire world, but proponents found themselves grappling with how this 

strength would be perceived abroad.873 Evidence from the Magazine in 1945 and 1946 

largely supports Baker’s idea that the Soviet Union was quickly becoming the main 

threat to the United States.874 Baker argues that the group grew increasingly suspicious 

of the Soviet Union and believed not only ‘[t]hat Soviet Russia [was] the new enemy of 

human freedom’, but ‘[t]hat Russia w[ould] eventually attack the United States’.875  

Yet Baker’s arguments about Legion views of international cooperation, military 

preparedness, and the Soviet threat heavily reflect a Cold War perspective, informed by 

post-1946 developments. Approaching Legion discussions about the post-war world 

from this vantage point obscures more short-term concerns in favour of highlighting 

views that potentially appeared more significant in light of later events. Michael Sherry 

has argued that few American military officials involved with planning for the post-war 

era viewed the Soviet Union as a potential enemy until the last months of the war at the 

earliest. Despite growing suspicions about Moscow’s intentions, top military leaders 

continued to see a resurrected Germany or Japan as significant threats to the future 
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peace.876 The dynamics that would become the Cold War likewise constituted only one 

concern among many in American Legion discourses about the geopolitical future. For 

example, Legion voices worried about establishing a sound American economy to shore 

up international peace after the Second World War. Secretary of the Treasury and 

Legion member Fred Vinson told delegates to the 1945 Annual Convention that ‘a 

prosperous domestic economy’ was ‘intertwined’ with the international aim of ‘a lasting 

peace’.877 ‘[A] healthy world is impossible without a healthy America’, Henry Taylor 

argued, and the economy was a critical part of that “health”.878 It was suggested that 

America’s post-war economic progress had international consequences, because the 

American model of ‘self-faith and integrity’ offered ‘the only hope’ for a war-shattered 

world looking to the future.879 Indeed, Scheiberling foresaw the ‘arsenal of democracy’ 

transforming into ‘the citadel of peace’ through ‘our tremendous productive system’.880 

Whereas the post-war economic viability of the United States had been proven by the 

time of Baker, its success was still far from guaranteed for Legion contemporaries of the 

Second World War, who worried about the country’s immediate prospects. 

Evidence from the Magazine indicates that narratives of both world wars were 

central to the Legion’s ideas of the post-war peace and foreign policy. Proponents of 

military preparedness as well as those of international cooperation urged that the 

“mistakes” of the First World War be avoided.881 In discussions of preparedness, the 

Second World War was joined to the First to exemplify the consequences of reducing 
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American military capabilities after victory. ‘[T]he United States must not be caught 

[unprepared] a third time, as in 1914 and 1939’, Henry F. Pringle warned readers.882 

Importantly, these discussions highlighted the perceived failures of both world wars. As 

the Soviet threat emerged more prominently, many drew comparisons to the recently-

defeated Nazi regime to articulate the threat level of Stalin’s actions.883 In an August 

1945 article, H. V. Kaltenborn warned that ‘[w]eak-kneed concessions to … unfair 

demands’ by ‘totalitarian Russia’ risked stoking war, just as this reaction to Fascism had 

done in the 1930s. Here Kaltenborn feared ‘repeating the … mistakes’ not of the First 

World War, but of the Second.884 An article by William Henry Chamberlain published a 

year later stated the case even more emphatically, urging that the ‘[a]ppeasement of 

Moscow must cease’.885 In these instances, the spectre of Versailles and other First 

World War “errors” had been replaced by more recent ones from the 1930s. 

Interpretations of the First World War as well as the Second inflected Legion discourses 

on the issues central to Baker’s study, such as preparedness and the Soviet Union. 

 Yet narratives about the Great War still shaped how the group approached post-

war concerns such as the United States’ relationships with the defeated powers and its 

non-Soviet Allies. For instance, the “mistakes” associated with the First World War in 

Legion discourses constructed a particular image of the United States as peace-loving, 

forgiving, and fair. Depicting Americans as ‘constitutionally good-humored [sic], 

readily forgetful of injuries and easy on opponents as soon as we begin to get the better 
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of them’, Booth Tarkington contended that ‘we didn’t know what we’d been up against’ 

in the last war and thus had failed to secure a lasting peace.886 As ‘a peace-loving 

nation’, Americans preferred to spend taxes on improving infrastructure and services in 

peacetime rather than sustaining military capacity, according to Congressman Albert J. 

Engel.887 Yet this very reluctance had exposed them to danger in the past: ‘[i]n those 

old-fashioned, pre-atomic days we permitted our idealism and our reliance on oceanic 

protection to lull us into an Alice-in-Wonderland spirit of security. We must not do it 

again’.888 Even the first nuclear weapons had reportedly been ‘delivered by a peace-

loving country – a country slow to anger but terrible in its wrath’.889 While contributors 

praised the nation for this peaceful orientation, they also warned that these tendencies 

could be used against it. In William Shirer’s view, the Germans hoped to capitalise ‘on 

the American spirit of “forgive and forget” to secure ‘a soft peace’ after defeat.890 This 

vulnerability could jeopardise the peace terms for World War II just as it had for World 

War I. 

 Partially for this reason, the American Legion argued that ex-servicemen should 

be given a seat at the negotiations table at the war’s end. ‘[T]he men who served in the 

armies of liberation’ had not only ‘earned the right’ to contribute to these decisions, but 

Scheiberling believed that ‘their presence … [would also] make certain that the 

mistakes of 1919 … [were] not … repeated’.891 C. B. Gamble concurred, writing: ‘Who 

fought the fight at risk of life/ That brought to bay the foe/ And earned the right to write 
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the Peace?/ You said it … G. I. Joe’.892 Yet calls for a veteran voice in defining the 

post-war world were not restricted to the present-day servicemen. Indeed, both world 

war generations were identified as key to correcting the “mistakes” of the previous 

peace settlement. As the ‘most influential group when the war is over’, American ex-

servicemen of both world wars should have a voice in the negotiations, according to a 

resolution passed at the 1944 National Convention.893 Having endured the horrors of 

modern warfare themselves, these men were seen to possess special insights into 

waging war as well as winning the peace.894 Moreover, unlike ‘the men who muffed the 

chance/ to stem the tide of war’ previously, these world war veterans reportedly 

understood ‘that the answers must be found or two world wars w[ould] have been 

fought in vain’.895  

Whereas the United States was depicted as a historically peace-loving nation, 

Germany and Japan were presented as militaristic, aggressive, and untrustworthy. 

Discourses portrayed America’s present-day enemies as having particular characteristics 

that made them liabilities in international affairs. A ‘war-tribe’ of ‘killers’, ‘the German 

people [had] enthusiastically supported’ ‘five wars of aggression’ ‘in the past eighty 

years’ and represented ‘a menace to the rest of the civilized world’, readers were told.896 

‘Getting rid of Hitler and his Nazi stooges will no more solve the problem of German 

aggression than chasing the Kaiser did in 1918,’ William L. Shirer remarked, suggesting 

that this aggressive nature was innate to the German nation itself rather than its ruling 
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regime.897 Articles by American Legion War Correspondent Frank Miles covering the 

occupation of Germany after its capitulation depicted Germans as untrustworthy, brutal, 

and indoctrinated fascists.898 ‘The Germans [we]re a series of contradictions’ who 

‘presented a baffling paradox’, Miles noted. Personal opposition to the war did not 

translate into condemnation of the country’s annexation of Polish lands, for example, 

and despite the defeat, Germans supposedly still cherished military traditions and 

upheld the racial superiority of ‘pure Aryan blood’.899 Interestingly, the Japanese were 

likewise depicted as a war-loving people of ‘contradictory ideas’.900 Although in public 

discourses ‘the Japanese were more hated than the Germans’, Legion discussions about 

the post-war period depicted the defeated nations in similar ways.901 The Japanese 

people had reportedly supported their leaders’ efforts in much the same way that the 

German nation had, meaning that responsibility for the bloodshed transcended the ruling 

elites. The Japanese people themselves were convinced ‘that it [wa]s the destiny of 

Japan to rule the world’.902 Such ‘blood-thirsty savages … sent abroad to conquer the 

world’ had ‘not [been] coerced into war by a group of military gangsters’.903 While 

contributors reached differing conclusions over which country had been “worse” in its 
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wartime brutality, the aggressive nature of their national characters meant that both 

Germany and Japan still posed a latent threat even in defeat.904  

These understandings of the German and Japanese national characters planted 

suspicions for the future that manifested even before the Second World War had ended. 

Legion discourses acknowledged the prospect of a Third World War with Germany 

already taking root in 1944.905 In a guest article for the Magazine published in October 

1944, Secretary of State Sumner Welles warned veterans that Nazi Germany already 

had “sleeper cells” of agents outside the Reich equipped with money and supplies 

laying in wait for the end of the war, when they would launch a new scheme of 

indoctrination to continue the fascist ideology.906 John Keiran argued that embittered 

Axis peoples ‘will be looking for every chance and the first available moment to try the 

game again’ after America had beaten them. ‘Isn’t that what happened after we beat 

Germany in the last war?’, he asked veterans.907  

Generational concerns underpinned these warnings. The young German 

generation had reportedly been ‘carefully trained and educated to brutalize the world’ 

and to obey the German General Staff without question through programmes such as 
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Hitler Youth.908 ‘[T]he German son of the German father YOU fought, is a different 

kind of man’, Paul Gallico warned First World War veterans – a ‘much more dangerous, 

treacherous, indecent and inhuman’ kind of man.909 Any reassertion of Germany’s 

power in the world would draw ‘the continuing and fanatical support of’ this ‘entire 

generation of German youth’ that was ‘as poisonous and dangerous as a puff adder’.910 

Legion members were consequently charged with ‘sav[ing] the next generation’ of 

Americans from this next generation of Germans.911  

  Ensuring that future generations would not need to wage a Third World War 

was crucial to correcting the “mistakes” made after the First, according to Legion 

discourses. In addition to breaking what was seen to be a historic tradition of aggression 

and militarism in Germany and Japan, peace terms that would ‘tie ’em down’ offered 

reassurance to former doughboys ‘that the next generation … [would not] have to fight 

it out all over again’.912 Support for a strong peacetime military was also justified on 

these grounds. ‘Preparedness’ constituted not only ‘homage that we owe these [war] 

dead’, but also ‘a safeguard to posterity’.913 Dick Williams believed that ‘our ability to 

wage quick, decisive and final war on any enemy’ would reassure veterans of ‘the 

security for his son and his grandson’.914 Hulon B. Whittington urged Second World 

War servicemen to stay in the forces and use their experiences to train new recruits. In 
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his view, maintaining the military in this way would ensure that his young daughter’s 

‘life [would not be] interrupted or damaged because of another war’.915  

Some contributors argued that America would even deserve punishment if it 

again failed ‘to “organize [sic] the peace”’ in a sustainable way.916 Whittington implied 

in his letter that, should war touch his daughter’s life, his generation would be at fault 

for ‘not fulfill[ing] our commitments in policing the hot-beds of European and Asiatic 

fascism’.917 If World War III were to arise, Keiran likewise argued that the United 

States would ‘deserve the worst that can come upon us’.918 Editor Alexander Gardiner 

went further, saying America would ‘deserve’ ‘chains and slavery’ in that scenario.919 A 

future aggressor would only be partially to blame for prompting World War III; the 

victors of World War II would be guilty as well, for failing to learn from World War I. 

Fears of a potential Third World War did not disappear upon Japan’s 

capitulation. Discussants continued to point out ways in which the defeated Axis 

Powers could jeopardise world peace. In September 1945, Magazine readers were 

reminded of the threats posed by Germany’s remaining industrial capabilities and the 

potential that ‘they’ve planted the seeds of World War III’ in their ally, Argentina.920 

This country in America’s ‘own backyard’ offered the ‘banks, secret holdings, 

propaganda organizations [sic] and under-cover activities’ required for the “sleeper cell” 
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operations described by Welles.921 In early 1946, Edwin Grant implied that Timor 

offered a similar incubator for the resurgence of Japan.922 Both powers were believed to 

pose future threats to American interests via propaganda and subversion, either ‘to 

obtain an amelioration of the peace terms, as did the Germans after World War One’ or 

to discredit democracy as a system of government more generally.923 Still, contributors 

broadly agreed on how to handle the defeated Axis powers in the short-term. Managing 

the immediate post-war threats posed by Germany and Japan would require an 

uncontested Allied military victory followed by the occupation and disarmament of 

former enemy territories.924  

Contributors’ views on the appropriate long-term approach rested upon the 

extent to which they believed the German and Japanese peoples could be rehabilitated 

from their historic aggressive ways and into peaceful participants in world affairs. This 

question proved far more controversial to Legion discussants in the case of Japan than 

that of Germany. In a July 1946 article, Lt. Col. “Pappy” Bovington, a ‘Marine ace’ 

who had been taken prisoner by the Japanese and subsequently mistreated while in 

captivity, argued that it was possible to transform the Japanese people through re-

education into a peaceful country that ‘will eventually contribute to world unity’.925 

Bovington’s depiction of a willing but misled Japanese people, desirous of democracy 

                                                 
921 R. Josephs, ‘The Argentine Menace’, ALM 40:4 (April 1946), pp. 12, 67. The 
American government conducted programmes to counter this perceived threat, 
including arranging the deportation of suspected Nazi sympathisers to internment camps 
in the United States. See: M. P. Friedman, Nazis and Good Neighbors: The United 
States Campaign Against the Germans of Latin American in World War II (New York, 
2003). 
922 E. Grant letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 40:2 (February 1946), p. 6.  
923 R. Tucker, ‘Upstandingly American’, ALM 39:1 (July 1945), p. 48; C. P. Romulo, 
‘Partners in Peace’, ALM 39:6 (December 1945), p. 6.  
924 L. Saltonstall, ‘Marching Along Together’, ALM 38:6 (June 1945), p. 34; J. Kieran, 
‘Never Again!’, ALM 36:6 (June 1944), p. 42; J. W. Vandercook, ‘The Hope of San 
Francisco’, ALM 38:5 (May 1945), p. 49; S. Welles, ‘What to Do with the Germans’, 
ALM 37:4 (October 1944), p. 6. 
925 P. Bovington, ‘Another Look at the Japs’, ALM 40:7 (July 1946), pp. 15, 16. 



281 

and ignorant of their wrong-doings during the war, evoked strong – yet still mixed – 

responses in letters from other veterans.926 The ultimate editorial response favoured 

Bovington’s idea, suggesting that ‘a long-term educational program to wipe out the 

sadism that has been traditional among Oriental militarists since the days of Genghis 

Kahn’ may prove to be a more effective means of eradicating Japan’s ‘savagery’ than 

‘hating it, or loving it’.927 The unprecedented approach might additionally protect future 

generations, the Editor pointed out.928  

By contrast, the primary debate about rehabilitating post-war Germany centred 

upon how swiftly the Nuremburg trials should proceed.929 This lack of attention is 

striking because the German case offered a more opportune example for directly 

invoking the lessons of the First World War. Yet references to how Germany had 

‘spurned’ its chance for rehabilitation after World War I diminished over the course of 

1945 and 1946.930 The disproportionate emphasis on Japan in rehabilitation discussions 

reflected not only the racial war in the Pacific, but also the dynamics of the post-war 

occupations.931 While the United States managed the Japanese occupation on its own, it 

                                                 
926 ibid., pp. 14-16; Editorial response to R. P. Boyle letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 40:12 
(December 1946), p. 6. 
927 Editorial response to R. P. Boyle letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 40:12 (December 1946), 
p. 6. 
928 ibid., p. 6. 
929 F. M. Miley letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 39:5 (November 1945), p. 6; F. X. Drury 
letter, ‘Sound Off!’, ALM 40:3 (March 1946), p. 6. See also: ‘State Legion Bars Haven 
to Shield Hitler and Other Leaders of Nazis from Trial’, New York Times (12 August 
1944), p. 13. 
930 S. Welles, ‘What to Do with the Germans’, ALM 37:4 (October 1944), p. 6. 
931 P. Schrijvers, The GI War against Japan: American Soldiers in Asia and the Pacific 
during World War II (Basingstoke, 2002); Dower, War Without Mercy, esp. pp. 3-14. 
Thomas Zeiler’s work on the later stage of the Pacific war sheds further light upon how 
this brutality played out, on and off the battlefields. T. W. Zeiler, Unconditional Defeat: 
Japan, America, and the End of World War II, Total War: New Perspectives on World 
War II Series, No. 2 (Wilmington, DE, 2004).  



282 

shared its responsibilities in Germany with other Allied powers.932 Legion discussions 

thus focussed on an area indisputably under American direction. While the Great War 

would have been more relevant to the German situation, there was little for these 

examples to accomplish for the Legion at this particular stage. The extent to which First 

World War narratives proved useful in contemporary debates affected when and how 

these interpretations were deployed.  

 Remembering the First World War also shaped Legion discussions about the 

United States’ obligations to its Allies. Legion voices asserted that the country’s 

participation in the United Nations (UN) after the Second World War was essential, 

both to its own security and to the success of the venture, and drew upon specific 

interpretations of the First World War to support these claims.933 Indeed, narratives 

about America’s failure to join the League of Nations lent added importance to its 

responsibilities to the UN. According to William Shirer, divisions among the victorious 

nations after the 1918 Armistice had allowed Germany to regain its military strength 

and threaten world peace for a second time.934 The United States had reportedly been 

‘the first to fall out’ last time, and the fear that it would do so again remained strong 
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among its Allies, especially the British.935 ‘Numerous observers believe that the failure 

of the United States to ratify the League of Nations Covenant enfeebled it and rendered 

it impotent from the beginning’, Senator Connally told his fellow Legion members. 

Depriving the fledging organisation of ‘the prestige and influence of this great 

Republic’ had ‘doomed [it] to failure from its inception’. Senator Connally went on to 

argue that Roosevelt’s work to bring the UN into existence obliged the United States to 

carry on the task after his death. Interestingly, Connally did not comment on Wilson’s 

attempts to do the same for the League after the First World War. Indeed, while his 

account held America responsible for its failure, he does not mention that Wilson had 

been instrumental in the League’s creation.936 Making this connection would have 

undermined his argument about America’s obligation to the new UN. Connally’s article 

carried forward a specific memory of the First World War, selectively “remembering” 

and “forgetting” different aspects in response to the present moment. 

 Their support for the UN not withstanding, American Legion discussants also 

emphasised the need for the United States to look after its own interests. Organisational 

support for a strong peacetime military and universal military training were justified in 

these terms.937 Discourses also alerted readers that other nations would be acting for 

their own interests in the post-war world. Henry Taylor predicted in January 1944 that, 

come peace, ‘Russia will speak first for the Russians and then for the world. So will 
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Great Britain and China’; the United States ‘should not be ashamed’ to do likewise.938 

National Commander Warren Atherton agreed. ‘It’s a fine thing to help the other fellow 

to get on his feet’, he remarked, but ‘[i]t will be a better thing to make sure that we stay 

on our own feet’. Part of doing so required retaining control over ‘the ports and bases 

and sea-lanes and airways, established by the sacrifice of American lives and American 

savings’.939 Although the Allied countries had joined together during the war, even this 

step was taken for their ‘individual salvation’ and this self-interest would remain a 

motivating factor in post-war collective security decisions, according to Legion 

discussions.940   

 Presenting American interests as primary, even in discussions about a new 

collaborative world order, suited the Legion’s agenda as well as its narratives about the 

First World War. Reiterating the importance of individual state interests reaffirmed the 

need for the Legion’s political platform and the validity of veterans’ guidance on issues 

of national security. Without this argument, opponents could contend that the United 

States did not need the Legion’s preparedness programmes because the country’s 

security would be ensured through the new collaborative geopolitical system. Moreover, 

this two-pronged approach addressed the “mistakes” made after the last war. Legion 

discourses about the First World War emphasised that America had been unprepared to 

defend itself going into that conflict and had failed to secure its aims for a better world 

order coming out of it. Supporting the UN while simultaneously advocating for a 
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strongly-armed United States addressed both of these reported shortcomings, 

demonstrating that America had indeed learned from the previous war. 

   

IV. 

Discourses anticipating the post-war world in the American Legion centred upon 

two areas: placing the American veteran in relation to his state, and placing his state in 

relation to the world. The GI Bill played a major role in defining the former by 

extending unprecedented entitlements to Second World War ex-servicemen. While the 

American Legion had been instrumental in securing its passage, discussions among 

members afterward revealed that factors such as race, age, and generation mitigated the 

extent to which this programme transformed the social contract for all veterans. Even 

though the GI Bill did not end up assisting every ex-serviceman to the same degree, 

Legion discussions focussed on helping individuals use the measures in ways that 

satisfied their personal circumstances. Guidance for accessing these provisions aimed to 

steer prospective applicants through an imperfect system, while career advice likewise 

sought to assist veterans in finding jobs that suited their personal situations for the long-

term. Specific narratives of the First World War influenced these discourses just as they 

had in the British Legion. American Legion contributors advocated that economic 

setbacks experienced by former doughboys after “their” conflict be used as a learning 

experience in order to improve the readjustment process for Second World War service 

personnel. Such interpretations of the previous conflict reflected and supported the 

Legion’s rejection of broader social reforms in the 1940s, with the group calling instead 

for veterans’ benefits to correct the arbitrary economic disadvantages created by 

compulsory military service.  
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Memory narratives of “mistakes” made after the First World War likewise 

featured in Legion discussions about the geopolitical future, shaping expectations for 

the behaviour of other countries and America’s place in the post-war world. Legion 

voices turned to Great War precedents when considering how to treat their enemies after 

defeat and how to handle ongoing ties to wartime allies. A belief that scaling back 

military capabilities after the First World War had helped induce the Second prompted 

calls for maintaining a strong peacetime military, while fears that an economic 

downturn would follow this war as it had the last made protecting the national economy 

a top priority. The United States’ failure to join the League of Nations after the First 

World War particularly stood out in discussions supporting the establishment of a strong 

United Nations to ensure cooperative security moving forward.  

 Yet developing circumstances mitigated the extent to which the First World War 

provided a template for post-war planning in the eyes of Legion contributors. 

Interpretations of the previous conflict and its aftermath were invoked selectively, rather 

than universally, in discussions about the future. First World War references were 

notably absent from discussions about rehabilitating Germany. Framed as a learning 

experience, the Great War and its aftermath proved useful only so far as its “lessons” 

could illuminate unfolding events. Moreover, succeeding in learning these “lessons” 

only rendered the First World War more obsolete. Having secured a better readjustment 

process for their successors, former doughboys and the conflict they fought risked 

becoming relics of the past rather than participants in the future.  
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Part III Conclusion 

Discussions about the social contract and post-war planning in each Legion 

reflected significant differences between their respective national contexts. The 

ambiguous pre-war status of veterans combined with the heightened involvement of 

British civilians in the Second World War meant that distinguishing the ex-serviceman 

from his civilian peers preoccupied British Legion contributors more than their 

American counterparts. As this distinction already existed in the United States, the 

American Legion could work to re-write the social contract between the state and its ex-

servicemen during the Second World War, while the British Legion had to settle with 

revising extant pension policies. Having secured a significant expansion of veteran’s 

benefits for Second World War ex-servicemen under the GI Bill, American Legion 

Magazine contributors could afford to turn their attention to generational and age 

concerns within these entitlements. In contrast, their British Legion Journal comrades 

were still busy justifying the distinct status of the ex-serviceman vis-à-vis civilians. 

In addition to having differing precedents for the treatment of veterans, Britain 

and America had divergent political climates at the end of the Second World War that 

provided distinct orientations for discussions in the two Legions. In Britain, moves to 

create a more comprehensive welfare system for all citizens received widespread 

support. Similar proposals met with suspicion and condemnation in the United States. 

Both groups justified state support for the veteran as restitution for the disruption that 

military service had brought to his life course, but only in the American case could it be 

argued that enhanced social programmes should be offered exclusively to veterans. 

Discussions of ex-service entitlements in the British Legion had to be oriented in 

relation to the broader national good and better post-war prospects for all Britons. While 

American Legion discourses explored the opportunities afforded to veterans alone 
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through the GI Bill, British Legion discussions considered the position of ex-servicemen 

within social programmes designed to benefit everyone. 

The most noticeable divergence lay in the attention paid by each group to 

international affairs as the Second World War drew to a close. While the topic went 

largely unnoticed by British Legion voices, it became a dominant theme in American 

Legion discussions. Whereas the British Legion positioned the veteran in relation to the 

world before the Second World War, the American Legion took up this orientation at its 

conclusion. Contemporary conditions explained this difference, in part. The United 

States had grown in strength – both economically and militarily – during the war, and it 

emerged in 1945 as the world’s only nuclear power. By contrast, the fight had taken a 

heavy toll on Britain in nearly every conceivable way. That the British Legion would be 

focussed internally when its country was rebuilding is unsurprising. Moreover, the 

group’s limited successes in securing preferential treatment for veterans in government 

employment and housing programmes meant it could not afford to divert its attention to 

foreign affairs to the same degree that the American Legion could, with its GI Bill 

victory.  

Yet the lack of attention to international affairs in British Legion discussions 

also speaks to how the Second World War had inflected memories of the First. The 

group’s pre-1939 work to preserve peace through contacts with former enemy ex-

servicemen had been underpinned by a particular interpretation of the Great War as the 

“war to end all wars”. As Chapter One has discussed, the Second World War’s onset 

undermined these narratives in the British Legion. By contrast, the new global 

conflagration had confirmed the American Legion’s interpretation of the First World 

War and its conclusions that the country needed a stronger peacetime military. With 

their interpretations of the past and resultant worldviews reaffirmed, American Legion 
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contributors could position themselves as experts in world affairs during the Second 

World War more confidently than their British counterparts. The First World War’s 

“lessons” regarding international relations as defined by American Legion discourses 

could still be learned in the United States. For British Legion discussions, the Great 

War’s “lessons” in this area were no longer valid, so British veterans focussed instead 

on issues that their narratives of the past could still illuminate.  

Although the groups’ interpretations of the First World War and the ends for 

which these were invoked varied, cross-national parallels emerge from comparing these 

discussions. First, discourses in both organisations started from the assumption that 

military service in wartime disadvantaged a man when he returned to civilian life. While 

he was in the forces, the family lives and careers of his civilian peers progressed so that, 

at the war’s conclusion, the newly-minted veteran faced the demands of catching up 

with these counterparts as well as readjusting to civilian life. Both Legions attempted to 

mitigate this challenge for contemporary servicemen. While the GI Bill represented the 

American Legion’s most notable achievement in this regard, the group also provided 

career advice to Second World War veterans. The British Legion likewise offered 

guidance on re-establishing a career. Moreover, it sought ways to supplement state 

support by developing its own programmes for housing and further education. Each 

organisation found a role for itself regarding the administration of state ex-service 

provisions, too. While the British Legion monitored how these were implemented to 

guard against men “falling through the cracks” of bureaucracy, the American Legion 

left the bureaucracy be, opting instead to help ex-servicemen optimise their benefits by 

steering them through the complex and flawed system. Finally, both organisations 

sought readjustment processes that worked for the particular needs of an individual. 

Discussions in each periodical took great pains to educate newly-discharged men about 
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their options for civilian life, shedding light especially upon long-term ramifications. By 

outlining the personality characteristics required to succeed in a chosen career field, for 

instance, or explaining the implications of a job for one’s family life, these articles 

prioritised finding enduring life paths rather than immediate wages. The idea that there 

was a “right” job for each man, and that finding this career would offer security for him 

against the whims of history in the post-war era, underscored this approach in both 

groups.  

Conceptualising the First World War as a learning experience during the Second 

anchored the focus in both groups on how the post-war social contract would function in 

practice for the individual Second World War veteran. Discussants sought to mobilise 

their collective insights from “last time” in order to improve the experience of 

readjustment and post-war life for the younger generation. The memory of the Great 

War and its aftermath was invoked in response to select developments, typically 

reflecting extant organisational interests and priorities. In this framework, the 

significance of the First World War became largely contingent on the extent to which 

each nation was seen to have learned the “lessons” of the previous war. Using the Great 

War experience in this way solidified certain narratives in each national context about 

its aftermath. British Legion discourses about post-war planning in the Second World 

War, for example, reaffirmed understandings that the British government had provided 

inadequate support for veterans of the First and had thereby failed to fulfil its wartime 

promises. Narratives that America’s short-sighted policies after the Armistice, such as 

reducing the strength of its peacetime military, forgiving its former enemies too quickly, 

or refusing to join the League of Nations, were reiterated in American Legion 

discussions looking to the future in 1944 through 1946.  
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Tying the significance of the Great War to the insights it could provide for 

contemporary circumstances held ramifications for how the conflict’s memory 

developed in each group. Firstly, the significance of the previous conflict became 

undermined once those “lessons” had been learned sufficiently. The absences in the 

texts exemplify this best. In the American Legion, the relatively low attention paid to 

state entitlements after the passage of the GI Bill signalled that priorities had moved 

elsewhere once the errors of the Great War in this area had been rectified. Likewise, 

discussions of international affairs were virtually non-existent in British Legion 

discourses. Whereas after the First World War the group had sought a role for ex-

servicemen in foreign affairs, the collapse of the Versailles peace had taught it not to 

venture into that field again. Secondly, the relevance of the First World War as a model 

diminished as the realities of the post-war world emerged, especially for the British 

Legion facing a vastly different political climate at home in 1945 than in 1918. 

Similarly, the Second World War would eclipse the First as the most pertinent reference 

point in American Legion discussions once the dynamics of the Cold War had 

solidified.  
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Conclusion 

 This study explores how First World War memory was renegotiated in response 

to the unfolding Second World War in two ex-service organisations founded in the 

aftermath of the former conflict: the British Legion and the American Legion. Both 

Legions espoused collective identities rooted in the First World War experience and the 

onset of another global conflagration forced them to reconcile the significance of that 

event with new national and international contexts. In the discursive spaces of national 

periodicals produced from 1938 through 1946, members and leaders constructed a 

relationship between the First and Second World Wars. Building upon extant 

organisational narratives, the Great War became a “learning experience” that could be 

mobilised in aid of the new respective national war efforts and in support of their new 

veterans. Organisational priorities as well as concerns over aging and generational shifts 

influenced when and how interpretations of the First World War were deployed in 

response to emerging events. Discussions about duty and service, comradeship, and the 

social contract in the British and American Legions demonstrate that the ways in which 

the previous conflict became a reference point for the unfolding one inflected the 

significance and meaning of that earlier war itself.  

 Part I of this thesis examines how Legion veterans placed themselves in relation 

to their nations in pre-war discussions about duty and service. Faced with a darkening 

international situation in Europe, contributors to British and American Legion 

periodicals from 1938 onward increasingly considered their potential roles in a future 

war. British Legion debates on this subject subsided with the declaration of war in 

September 1939, while American Legion ones continued for two more years until the 

United States entered the fray in December 1941. The notion that military service in the 

Great War provided its veterans with insights unavailable to their civilian peers 
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underpinned discussions in both organisations. Whereas the British Legion attempted to 

apply these insights directly to international relations through its work with former 

enemy ex-service organisations, the American Legion used this information to interpret 

the strategic interests of the United States, both internationally and domestically. These 

findings extend existing work associating First World War veterans predominantly with 

civil defence in the Second. Even before their respective countries entered into the 

hostilities, members of both the British and American Legions also looked to non-

militarised service roles befitting the social norms and physical limitations of middle-

age. Interpretations of “their” war continued to anchor views of ex-service duty as 

international tensions mounted. Using the past to inform assessments of the present, 

however, did not account for the contingencies of history. The meaning of the First 

World War became refracted through unanticipated contemporary developments, 

serving to undermine or underscore existing interpretations accordingly. 

 The new war also produced a new historical generation of ex-servicemen, and 

Part II considers how discussions in each Legion positioned its First World War 

veterans in relation to these new comrades. Again, the differing Second World War 

experiences of their respective nations determined the timing of such debates, with 

those in the British Legion occurring primarily from September 1939 through the end of 

1941 while their American counterparts considered the issue from 1942 through 1944. 

The British and American Legions both recognised that admitting veterans of the 

contemporary war would extent the life and relevance of their organisations, but doing 

so necessitated revising extant understandings of comradeship in order to transcend 

differences in age and war experiences. While previous studies of the British and 

American Legions have focussed on wartime structural changes within these 

organisations, this study emphasises the discursive shifts associated with becoming a 
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“two-war” group in order to create a cohesive sense of collective identity. In each 

Legion, discussions created a sense of “trans-generational comradeship” by making 

connections between the ideals underpinning the respective national efforts in the two 

world wars and the conditions of service life experienced by those in uniform. Accounts 

of First World War fathers and Second World War sons as well as First World War 

veterans serving again during the Second World War provided concrete foundations for 

trans-generational comradeship that were extended through the use of kinship 

metaphors. Positioning the First World War as a learning experience for the Second 

placed both conflicts into a cumulative narrative in which the latter improved upon the 

former, constructing a hierarchical relationship between the conflicts and their service 

generations.  

The ex-serviceman’s relationship to the state in the future is examined in Part 

III. Each organisation focussed on different aspects of post-war planning according to 

its respective national circumstances, with the American Legion devoting more 

coverage to the geopolitics of the post-war era than its British counterpart. The timing 

of these considerations also differed, with debates beginning in the British Legion as 

early as 1940 whereas those of the American Legion surfaced mostly from 1944 to 

1946. Legacies of the First World War played a major role in shaping approaches to 

planning for the post-war future and its social contract in both Legions. Discourses in 

both groups emphasised developing state entitlements that suited individual veteran’s 

needs to ensure that Second World War ex-servicemen received the support that the 

preceding generation had not. Although prior scholarship has called attention to the 

nationwide “never again” refrain in British post-war planning, this study illuminates 

how organisational interests intersected with these broader discourses to nuance the 

British Legion’s view of the ex-serviceman’s relationship to his state and to his society. 



295 

Examining the British Legion’s particular concerns at this time furthermore underscores 

contemporaries’ sense of uncertainty about the future, often overlooked in 

historiography about the 1945 election. The analysis of American Legion discussions 

transcends conventional socio-political assessments of the GI Bill to consider instead its 

intersections with First World War memory development. The work moreover places 

American Legion views of post-war foreign affairs in relation to Great War memory, 

extending existing research in this area by looking beyond the country’s relationship 

with the Soviet Union. In both groups, the focus on avoiding the “mistakes” of the Great 

War’s aftermath solidified the dominance of certain narratives of that conflict while 

simultaneously jeopardising its ultimate significance for the future as these errors came 

to be addressed and as the new realities of the post-war age emerged.  

The findings of this work illuminate new methodological questions that need to 

be considered in research on First World War memory moving forward. Existing studies 

asserting the importance of the Second World War in shaping subsequent discussions of 

the First refer to the Second as a singular, discrete event – but it was not experienced as 

such by contemporaries. Such analyses approach the later war’s impact on Great War 

memory from hindsight, skewing the contingent nature of history. Those living through 

the Second World War had to relate contemporary contexts to the past without knowing 

the end result or even the full impact of developments. The picture became clearer as 

events progressed, reframing the First World War in turn. Gaining more information 

about the unfolding situation altered the perceived validity or accuracy of extant 

knowledge gained from previous events. New developments in the Second World War 

moved the parameters for comparing it to the First and for reflecting on the meaning of 

the First. Coming to terms with the present and confronting the past took place 

simultaneously, in conditions of constant flux – unstable and unpredictable to those 
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living through them. Renegotiating the past in light of the present thus remained an 

ongoing process. Examining real time reactions and the implications for memory 

restores the contingent nature of human history to the centre of memory analysis, 

thereby facilitating a more nuanced understanding of how certain narratives become 

prioritised over others. 

This study also reveals the importance of sub-national identity, aging, and 

generational shifts in shaping memory narratives. The memory of the war in the British 

and American Legions sat at the intersection of several different relational spectrums of 

identity. Veterans in these groups looked to the Second World War and the men fighting 

it from their positions as former servicemen, as members in an organised body of 

veterans, as middle-aged men, as fathers, and as community leaders. Doing so 

necessarily informed how they positioned their war experience within their individual 

and organisational narratives. Sub-national, age, and generational identities are 

intimately connected to the life cycle, suggesting that further research is needed to 

determine the degree to which progressing from one life stage to another inflects the act 

of remembering and the interpretations it produces.  

 This thesis considers the development of First World War memory only in the 

two case studies of the British and American Legions, and while these cannot be said to 

represent wider memory discourses, the findings illuminate important questions to apply 

to future research beyond these two organisations. Despite the disparate experiences of 

Britain and America in both world wars, commonalities underpinned how the First was 

related to the Second in both the British and American Legions. This work seeks to 

encourage other researchers to explore using comparative analysis to breakdown 

presumptions of difference in other case studies of sub-national collectives, thereby 

illuminating more fully such transnational parallels. Comparing case studies from two 
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different countries while also analysing one war in relation to another provides an 

innovative framework for studying these issues. 
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