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INTRoduction  

 
 

          In my thirty years of research into the history of the Marine Brigade in the First World War, I 

have read every published memoir by an individual Marine that I know of, and a number of 

unpublished memoirs, as well as dozens of memoirs by soldiers of all nations from that war.  For 

that reason I can with some confidence claim a genuine familiarity with the field.   And among all 

the soldier memoirs of World War I that I have read, the memoir of Private Louis Linn, USMC 

stands out as the most unusual, for several reasons. 

          Over the years I have fallen into the habit of placing soldier memoirs into one of three main 

types:  the genuinely articulate, the would-be literary, or the rough-hewn.  The finest memoirs are 

found in the first and last categories; the least successful usually in the middle category.  Linnôs 

memoir has elements of all three, though on the whole I would place it in the first category.  His 

descriptions are occasionally dilatory, and his word choices are not always spot-on, but again and 

again his observations, descriptions and comments are original and arresting.   Every one of his sub-

chapters leaves the reader with a strong, and often unsettling, impression.  As familiar as I was with 

the places and events Linn described, from having read about them for decades and having heard 

my own grandfather describe them throughout my boyhood (he was in all the same places as Linn), 

reading Linnôs memoir was unlike anything I had read on the subject before, and cast everything in 

a strange, new light. 

          One aspect of the memoir which sets it apart from most other memoirs is its reliance on 

reconstructed dialogue and conversation.  These are of such length and contain such detail that the 

publisher asked Linnôs daughter whether she thought the memoir was a work of history or of 



literature ï whether it was fact or fiction.  She replied in no uncertain terms that it was a true 

historical account.   I would agree, and my research has borne out the accuracy of Linnôs memoir 

again and again, as my annotations make clear, but at the same time I would say that Linn applied a 

novelistôs skill to his account.  He knew how to dramatize ï which is no more than a necessary 

basic skill of any good historian.  Life as it is lived is full of force and color, and its record on paper 

can either be vibrant and alive, or prosaic and dead.  Too many diaries and memoirs from the war 

have all the facts, but none of the full-bodied emotion of experience.  Linnôs memoir is a living, 

breathing creation, which adds immeasurably to its value.  And then there are Linnôs drawings and 

wood-cuts, which are marvelous, and which provide a whole additional dimension to the memoir. 

          In his descriptions of individuals and events, Linn comes across as remarkably (sometimes 

uncomfortably)  frank and honest.   He makes no attempt to woo or please the reader, or to paint his 

subjects in a favorable light.  Much of what he says of his officers and fellow enlisted Marines is 

distinctly unfavorable, and he doesnôt mince words.  Because of such frankness, Linn made the 

decision to change the names of everyone he mentions, and of every city and village he passed 

through except Paris.  Add to that his disregard of dates, and of rarely troubling to account for how 

much time might have passed between stories, and you have an historianôs nightmare.  I have done 

my best to identify individuals, places and dates in Linnôs memoir, but in some instances 

identification was simply impossible.  How well I have succeeded or failed in this effort I will leave 

to the reader to decide. 

 

          Louis Linn was born in Laurel, Maryland on March 19, 1895 to William Edgar Linn, a 

former member of the Maryland House of Delegates, and Agnes Maud Watkins.  He was the 

youngest of three.  While he was five, both his mother and his 8-year-old sister Maud became 



 

Portrait of the artist as a young man 
Louis Linn in 1917, aged 22,  

just before enlisting. 

deathly ill with typhoid.   

          As a boy, Louis was uprooted several times, moving from Laurel, Maryland, to his 

grandfatherôs farm in Howard County, Maryland to Langley, Virginia and finally to a house at the 

end of the street car line in McLean Virginia.  In high school, Louis attended evening art classes at 

the Corcoran in Washington, riding in after work on the street car.  He also worked as a page in 

Congress, riding the ten miles from McLean on his bicycle.   

          After high school Linn headed out west 

for a couple of years, working on the last of 

the Geodetic Surveys of the Rocky 

Mountains. 

          Less than two months after war broke 

out in mid-April 1917, Linn, like countless 

other  young men across the country, made 

the decision to go to war.   He enlisted in the 

Marine Corps in Washington DC on the 5
th
 

of June and was sworn in three days later as a 

member of Company ñDò at the recruit 

depot, Marine Barracks, Norfolk, Virginia, 

where he would undergo eight weeks of basic 

training.  And it is while he is at Norfolk as a 

raw recruit that Linnôs memoir begins.  

 

 



CHAPTER I  

 

IN TRAINING  
 

 

REVEILLE 

 

Temporarily, just after the outbreak of war, recruit depots were opened at navy yards in 

Philadelphia and Norfolk, until Paris
1
 Island and Mare Island could be brought to full 

capacity
2
. The recruit depot at Norfolk could handle 500 recruits at a time. This opening 

section took place at the recruit depot at Norfolk,  which was large enough to handle about 

500 recruits at a time. It was here, from June 7 to July 29, that Louis Linn received his basic 

training, consisting primarily of severely disciplined drill and what was perhaps the finest 

marksmanship training in the world at that time.   
 

 Oh! how the memory of morning wakings haunts 

my mind. Those early days when a drummer and bugler 

played reveille at daybreak on each gallery of the 

barracks. To be jerked from the freedom of sleep to the 

realization of our inseparable imprisonment in the trap of 

military service. Oh! the horror. 

 Caught in the glamour of uniforms, barracks full 

of lounging men, the tinkle of guitars and mandolins, 

stuffed with canteen sweets and canteen pop one lay 

down to the sad sweetly plaintive notes of "taps" and 

went to sleep with the thought that it was fine to be a 

soldier. 



 Then, the hard bitter awakening. In the cold gray dawn you sat up on the side of your bunk 

and looked on life. About you some hundred odd men were doing the same thing; amid groans, 

coughing, nose blowing, sneezing and spitting. Your lack-luster gaze meets that of your comrade of 

the night before and he smiles and says 

 "Good morning" 

 Good hell: you feel the only satisfactory return to this would be to smash him one in the jaw 

and you wonder what in the world you found of interest in him the previous evening. Good 

morning indeed. Under such circumstances the words are an insult. 

 Imagine two condemned prisoners saying "Good morning" to each other the day they are to 

hang. 

 "Oh damn your eyes", I answer. I have hurt his feelings but I feel better and begin to drag on 

my socks. 

 "What heats, what heats," groaned Pete the Greek, my next bunk neighbor. 

 It was hot. Hot even in the high ceilinged brick barracks where we lived. The stifling 

humidity made all movement a torture and the thought of the sun drenched parade ground an 

anguish. Drill call for the afternoon had just sounded. 

 "Show a little life will you," exhorted Sergeant Slater
3
. "We are going up state next month 

to mobilize. It will be cooler there. Shake it up fellows." 

 We 'Fell in' for drill in the roadway before the barracks. On the wide stone balustrades of the 

gallery porches lounged lucky guys who did not have to drill, in imminent danger of going to sleep 

and plunging to their deaths in the roadway below. These watched our movements with a detatched 

 and happy indifference. 

 We marched away, then back and forth across the blazing parade ground. We were shown a 



new evolution, then made to repeat it an endless number of times. "Right front into line," "On right 

into line." Our cooking brains mixed the orders the sergeants swore and we sweated until our 

clothes were saturated. 

 I was at this time number three on the rear rank. The only thing lower would have been a 

small yellow dog, as I was told by those higher up and I presumed better informed. Directly before 

my eyes was the thick neck of a man named Sloan. 

 He hailed from Chicago and claimed to be a 'pug.' He had a broken nose and a truculent 

disposition and since he spoke knowingly of all fighters and fights of importance we had taken his 

man at his word. For the most part he ignored us as one destined for higher things, and only 

bestowed his conversation upon corporals and sergeants and that small ring of toadies who cling 

about such persons. 

 He was not popular or liked but still we respected him for the fights he claimed to have been 

in. He was continually rowing with his neighbors on either hand for 'crowding' him. He made a 

great show of knowing all the maneuvers for the noncoms benefit. In reality, it was this same 

'crowding' that saved him from detection for what he was, a blockhead. 

 I had never had any trouble with this man as I had taken pains never to run into him or tread 

on his heels, no matter what he did. This afternoon he persisted in crowding in before me in a flank 

turn, when his proper place was behind me. 

 Twice he disrupted the line by dragging me forcibly back while he jumped in front of me, 

without catching the drill sergeant's notice. The third time he tried it, I gave him a shove with my 

shoulder. He dropped his rifle and sprang at me and the blow I got sent a shower of sparks dancing 

before my eyes. The haphazard blow I struck back took him square in the mouth splitting his lips 

and setting him down on the drill field. 



 Before he could get on his feet we were both grabbed by the noncoms, 

 "What's the trouble here?" 

 A full explanation followed and Private Sloan was told he was in the wrong. 

 "I don't care about that," he declared. "I'll show this bird whether he can hit me in the puss 

and get away with it." 

 "You can't fight here. I will put you both under arrest. If you got a grudge against each other 

you can fight it out with the gloves after recall." 

 "That suits me," declared Sloan. "Are you on?" 

 I had a lively picture of this guy making mincemeat of me in the boxing ring. 

 "I haven't got any quarrel with you as long as you keep your mitts off me," I answered. "As 

for boxing you, I'd be a damn fool to do that. If you wanta fight, you can have it right here now." 

 "Gone yellow, huh? You know I'm up for Non-com and can't afford to get arrested." 

 "If you are afraid of being arrested, you're too damn scary to be Non-com." 

 "That's enough hot air out of you two," declared the sergeant. "Now 'fall in' and watch what 

you're about." 

 What a miserable drill I put in. I loathed myself. I had been challenged to a fight and was 

afraid. A fine soldier I was going to make. Up and down the drill field I went cussing and spitting 

like a tom cat with a clothes pin on his tail. Finally I tried to provoke Sloan into a fight. I ran into 

him, got in his way and walked on his heels whenever opportunity offered. He only moaned and 

directed suffering glances at the sergeant. 

 The sergeant told me that if I didn't snap to it he would put me in the awkward squad. Recall 

sounding, saved me from that calamity.  

 This happened the first part of July. On the Fourth we were to have a field meet with the 



sailors from a nearby Navy Yard. 

 The events in which I took part were in the morning. In the afternoon there was to be 

wrestling and boxing, with Sloan billed for a star part. I had no inclination to watch him, so I went 

for a walk.  

 The road was hot and dusty and the pine woods threw no cooling shade. There was no great 

pleasure in walking, still I kept on. Then the road wound around a hill and came to a little river. 

 Along its course were maples and willows so I left the road and walked along in the shade 

until I came to a fairly deep pool. Being a small boy inside, I slipped out of my clothes and had a 

swim. 

 Cooled off and dressed again I stretched out on the shady bank to think this thing out. I had 

made a mistake. It didn't matter much if I was licked or not, but my spirit did: I had let my friends 

down.  

 What a life! Anyway that was settled. This wasn't the most pleasant decision in the world, 

but the mental peace it gave me was worth it. In the cool shade beside the little gurgling river I fell 

asleep. 

 Corporal Cullen, sitting cross-legged on his cot dealing dummy poker hands, was the first 

person I saw as I entered the barracks late that afternoon. He looked at me for a moment then burst 

out laughing. He howled with mirth while I stood regarding him. Sergeant Slater, across the isle, 

was laughing also with the greatest enjoyment. 

 "What's so funny?" I asked. 

 "Oh boy! You are lucky you didn't take that prize fighter on," Cullen could hardly talk. 

"You might have laughed yourself to death."  

 Then I noticed Sloan. He was sitting all alone on his cot not looking very happy. 



 "What's up?" I asked. "Couldn't Sloan fight?" 

 "Fight?" snorted Slater. "That sailor made such a fool of him the old man (Captain) had him 

taken out after the first round and little Davis finished the fight for him. Those Navy officers were 

laughing their heads off at the old man. Said it was lucky we weren't going over to box with the 

Germans if that was the best we had in the company." 

 As I came up the room I stopped at Sloan's cot and stood looking at him. He seemed to have 

shrunken physically since I had seen him. 

 "Well?" he said looking up. 

 "Maybe the sailor licked you, Sloan, but you sure had me scared to death," I said and went 

on to my cot. 

 The whole room shouted with laughter. I was unmercifully banged about, sure proof that I 

was back in my company's good opinion. 

 

~~~~~ 

 

1. ñParrisò was spelled with only one órô during the war. 

2. McClellan, Edwin N., Major, USMC, The United States Marine Corps in the World War.  

Washington: Government Printing Office, 1920;  p. 25.  Thanks also to Jim Broshot, Matt 

Taylor, Jerry Beach, Carol Waldron and Kurt Johnson of the Univeristy of Kansas WWI 

Discussion List. 

3. The identity of ñSgt. Slaterò is uncertain, but he will show up again in four more stories: 

ñBoxcar Pullmansò, ñIn Billets Againò, ñNo Manôs Landò and ñDizzy Lizzy.ò  Among 

Linnôs fellow recruits at Norfolk was one Robert Slater from New York City and, like Linn, 

he will be assigned to the First Machine Gun Battalion at Quantico (later re-designated the 

Sixth Machine Gun Battalion), and will serve alongside Linn throughout much of the war 

as a member of 77
th
 Company.  So perhaps the ñSgt Slaterò of the memoir was actually Pvt. 

Robert Slater.  Why Linn would choose to ñpromoteò his friend in the memoir is anybodyôs 

guess, but it might explain why the Sgt. Slater of the memoir seems to hang out with 

privates and corporals more as a casual buddy than as a superior in rank. 

 
 



THE REVIEW 
 

The following account takes place at the newly-constructed Marine Corps training base at 

Quantico, Virginia.  Linn, along with others from Norfolk, arrives here at the end of July, 

1917, and will  remain for the next four months. This military base is so new that when Linn 

arrives it is barely ready to receive recruits at all: basic facilities such as water supply and 

sewage disposal are makeshift and completely inadequate. Yet before Linn leaves,the 

number of Marines in training at Quantico will  swell from just under 5000 to over 10,000
1
. 

 It is here that the First (later redesignated the Sixth) Machine Gun Battalion is formed on 

August 17, composed of a Headquarters Detachment and two companies, the 77
th
 and the 

81
st
 (two additional companies would join the battalion in France).  Linn is assigned to 77

th
 

Company.  Training is intensive and technical.  The battalion is equipped with 16 Lewis 

machine guns and 33 machine gun carts. ñThe battalion was put through a course of 

intensive training, being instructed in the nomenclature of the Lewis machine gun; machine 

gun drill in close and extended order; the tactical use of machine guns; digging machine 

gun emplacements in conjunction with infantry; building concrete pillboxes at night for 

machine guns for defense of a trench system; organization direction of fire; target 

practice; signals, flags flash & sound, and telephones; transmission of orders and 

messages; reconnaissance; reports and sketches; liaison agents (runners); and terrain 

exercises
2
. 

 

 The day was hot and still. It had rained in the morning but now the sky was blue and a fall 

saddened sun shone warmly down on the brown and gold earth. The day was timeless; it waited on 

events, and we waited also. We were freshly shaved, dressed in our best, rifles and equipment 

perfect. They better be. This was our final review before sailing for France. It was the culminating 

moment of our weary months of drill. We were all a little keyed up under the nervous strain, as we 

lounged on our bunks, awaiting the order to move. 

 Above the crunch of gravel under foot we heard the music faintly, an occasional metallic 

blare and the soul stirring boom of the drum. With quickening pulses we came down the lane to the 

parade grounds, our full company and all our officers.  

 Other companies marched before us, and faintly we could hear the orders given to those 

coming on behind. 

 Then we passed the barrier of the last line of barracks, and the full thunder of the band met  



 

 
 

Part of a panoramic photograph of 77
th

 Company, 1
st
 Machine Gun Battalion, with 

Lewis guns, taken at Quantico on October 29, 1917.  Pvt. Linn is the Marine 

indicated by the arrow. 

 



us like a great intoxicating wave. 

 Before us a great level plain, even lines of marching men, little fluttering bright colored 

guidons, the formally arranged reviewing officers and back of them, the massed line of civilian 

spectators, a solid well daubed with splotches of bright color. 

 We caught the rhythm of the march music, felt ourselves merged into one unit of moving 

matter, and swung forward to the joy of movement, timed to sound. Our blood sang down every 

vein, and every nerve vibrated to the thunder roll of marching music. 

 We were coming up the field in squad columns. The company 

before us executed squads left and in the full glory of company front, 

swung down the field before the reviewing officers. The band 

thundered its bravest. A minute behind it, we arrived on the same spot 

and executed the like maneuver. The turning squads coming into the 

new alignment, swung off for our parade drill down the field. 

 At this critical moment, Lieutenant Mellor
1
, short and fat, 

lieutenant of our platoon, must whirl about, marching backwards, to 

face us and see that we came into exact alignment. He marched 

backwards into a depression that had held the morning's rain and since that had been ground into a 

pool of slithery mud, by many marching feet. For a moment he teetered, then with a mighty splash, 

came down, full on his back, his hands and feet in the air.  

 Unavoidably we swept down upon him. The first line did have the grace not to step directly 

on him, but the second and file-closes were not so charitable, they walked him under. 

 I had one glimpse of him, flat in the mud, waving his legs and arms, like and overturned 

tumble bug, before we swept by. Afterward I had several hours of agony trying to keep my face 



straight through a lot of serious formalities, when I wanted to lie down and howl with laughter.  

 

~~~~~ 

 

1. Gernand, Bradley E. and Michelle A. Krowl, Quantico, Semper Progredi, Always 

Forward.  Virginia Beach, The Donning Company Publishers, 2004, pp 62-88. 

2. Curtis, T.J., Captain, USMC, and Captain L. R. Long, USMC, History of the Sixth Machine 

Gun Battlion, Fourth Brigade, U.S. Marines, Second Division, and its Participation in the 

Great War.  Neuwied-on-the-Rhine, Germany, 1919, pp 5-6. 

3. ñLieutenant Mellorò is possibly Second Lieutenant Lucius L. Moore.   

4. The mud at Quantico during the war is notorious for being particularly viscous and 

slippery. 

 

 

                                                                   

                                                               

 THE FUGITIVE GENTLEMAN 
 

The following account takes place at the newly-constructed Marine Corps training base at 

Quantico, Virginia. 
 

 I remember a lot of guard duties, but only a few stand out in sharp relief. First the old 

haunting glory of formal guard mount when I was a boot and taken in by all the pomp and 

circumspection.  

 The parades, the music, the even flies of men drawn up in the setting sun, the exchange of 

the wretched looking prisoners from the old guard to the new. Then the sharp order, the playing 

band and the slowly sinking "colors". It was over and we were marching back in silence save for the 



crunch of the gravel underfoot and the irregular slap and click of equipment. At such times I felt 

like an actor and thrilled to the little obscure part I played. I felt I belonged. 

 At twelve o'clock one night I went on post in an alley behind "Officers Row" under general 

orders. This includes halting all persons after dark.  

 At some time subsequent, as I made the tour of that alley in the pitch dark, I nearly collided 

with a fugitive gentlemen. With our noses separated only by inches, I stormed out, "Halt", and 

brought him up teetering on his toes. I was certainly lucky to escape being brained that night. I 

guess the surprise saved me. 

 "Who goes there?" I demanded. 

 "L-L-Lieu-tenant B-Brown
1
", came jerkily back. The Lieutenant was so upset, and as we 

were not four inches apart, I left out the part, "Advance to be recognized", and merely said, "Pass 

Lieutenant", and presented arms. 

 Could anything have been more ridiculous, I ask you? This man was in a scrape, uncertain 

for the moment to what extent, and thrown clear off his service routine, and I going through my 

little catechism before him. 

 He entirely forgot to salute and started on, then turned back. 

 "Sentry," he asked, "Is any report made of your watch? I was just leaving Major Stone's
2
 - 

ah- I didn't know there was a patrol here." 

 He also didn't know that I knew Major Stone had just arrived back in camp suddenly in a 

car as I came on guard. 

 "Oh, no sir," I answered, "This alley is open." 

 "Ah, thank you sentry, good-night." 

 ñGood night sir.ò 



 As he turned away this time, I noticed against the sky that he didn't wear a hat and I 

wondered how the Major's wife would explain that, if it was still hanging on her hall rack.  

 

 

 

OFF FOR FRANCE AT LAST 

 

The following account opens at the Marine Corps training base at Quantico, Virginia on 

the snowy morning of December 8, 1917 and ends in the harbor of St. Nazaire, France on 

New Yearôs Eve. 

 

 

 The fires were out in the two big coal stoves in the barracks. The place was cold and had a 

smell of dust. Although it was past midnight, the lights were still on and everyone was up, dressed 

and excited. There was an abandoned look about the place. The bare mattresses were thrown at the 

heads of the cots. The floor was littered with the trash of a departing company. On every cot were 

the arms and equipment of its occupant. We were "off for France" at last. 

 We filled in that weary "waiting" never separate from military life, as best we could. Little 

groups carried on desultory conversation, or stared unseeing at the opposite walls. Everyone was 

too engrossed in his own feelings to do much talking. Some few were still writing letters. Those 

monomaniacs of every company, who, halted for ten minutes would get out paper and start in to 

write letters. How the censer must have cursed them. 

 Kranski
1
, sitting all alone on his bed was extracting heartbreakingly mournful chords from 



his mandolin, that mixed well with the disagreeable smell of dust in the cold building. It was not 

that he was sad. That was the only way he could play. It just seemed sadder tonight. It was a 

consolation he didn't sing anyway. 

 Through the sleeping camp and falling snow, we marched to the station. Lines of barracks, 

on both sides of the way identically alike, in rank and file like an army of houses. All dark now and 

full of sleeping men and the snow falling, softly falling. 

 Occasionally we ran upon sleepy sentinels patrolling the streets, coming clumsily to salute 

with their numb fingers, and looking at us with vague wondering eyes, as we go by them. 

 Then the crunch of our marching feet echoing hollowly out over the "Bridge of Sighs
2
," and 

we have left the camp behind. 

 Several trains were banked at the station with locomotives attached, their steam pipes 

thrumming steadily and long black oblongs that were companies of waiting soldiers. Still the snow 

fell; great white flakes sliding softly down; falling over the silent waiting men and the bustling 

officers who got in each others way, in each others cars, in each others equipment. 

 The Non-coms came to their aid and we were loaded
3
, and the cars were sliding away. 

Away through the snow, picking up speed until all the various noises settled down to a steady hum; 

with the hoot of the great whistle coming back to us, muffled by the falling snow, and the song of 

our speed. 

 "Wonder if I'll ever see that old hole again," said my seatmate. 

 "You can't be lucky all your life," I consoled him grinning, "You got one wish, we are on 

our way." 

 Holstead, round of face, gentle of eye, wandering about the aisle, stopped and said to me, 

"Would you mind pressing the button, I think I will get off at the next corner." 



 "That will be Portsmouth, Virginia," I told him, "You had better sit down, itôs a long block." 

 "But I don't want to go to war." 

 The whole car took up the refrain and began to chant, "I don't want to go to war." 

 To keep from having your eardrums bursted, it was necessary to chant too. 

 After this relief, they settled down for the night. The brakeman dimmed the light. I could 

not sleep but sank in my seat, with closed eyes, I gave myself up to the sensation of crashing speed 

and absolutely relaxed inactivity. After months of hiking, this was joy. 

 On, on, on, the coach rocking softly on its great springs. Lines of packs and equipment 

swinging gently, from the racks. Soldier hats and rifles, bayonets and canteens, a whole car full, 

roared on through the night and falling snow. 

 The next afternoon
4
 in a cold rain we marched along the wharf at Newport News and out 

upon a pier beneath coaling chutes to where a ship
5
 lay. We were marched past a wide stairway 

rigged against the side of the ship to where a sagging timber with cleats nailed on it bridged the gap 

and told to climb aboard. 

 Seeing the almost impossibility of the feat loaded down as we were in overcoats, packs and 

rifles, someone asked if we couldn't go up the stairs. The someone was promptly told we could not. 

The stairs were for officers only. 

 We all managed to climb aboard somehow. I only saw one rifle go into the sea. But I had 

lost my first fine enthusiasm for this boat. 

 On board we were taken down into a large bare compartment and told to get out of our coats 

and equipment. We were going to help load the ship. When we started over to our timber the 

sergeant in charge said that we were free to use the stairway now. 

 All that evening we rolled boxes and bales into huge cargo nets that steam derricks lifted on 



 
 

ñ. . . loaded down as we were with 

overcoats, packs and rifles . . .ò 

board. At midnight we were given sandwiches and coffee. 

From then on we worked in two hour shifts. The two 

hours of relief being spent in a futile search for food or 

warmth. The rain had stopped and it had come on to blow 

a bitter cold gale out of the north. 

 Twenty-four hours later
6
 I was sitting on a kind of 

iron box on the windswept deck eating a meal. I had 

missed so many lately that I was not sure which this was. 

 Before me two sailors were leaning their elbows 

on the ship's rail having a conversation. A soldier came 

out on deck with a dust pan full of dirt. Going to the rail 

this soldier undertook to throw the dirt overside. The 

wind caught it up and whirled it right back on board.    The two sailors disappeared in a miniature 

dust storm. When they reappeared they had turned about and were energetically coughing and 

spitting and rubbing their eyes. When they could talk again one remarked in a politely 

conversational tone, 

 "The sea is sorta dusty this morning." 

 Then they turned on the cause of the disturbance. 

 "You God dam idiot. Don't you know better than try to throw stuff over to windward?" 

 The soldier stood looking shamefacedly at them, his own amazement at the result mitigating 

powerfully in his favor. 

 "When you want to throw something over, go to the leeward side, toss it out and away it 

goes on the wind," continued the sailor in a more mollified tone accompanying his words with 



appropriate gestures. 

 "Now look at that deck. If an officer happens 

along somebody will catch it." 

 "How do you tell which is the lee-ward side?" 

inquired the soldier.  

 "Listen pal." The second sailor took up the 

conversation. "This is the best way. And you will never 

go wrong if you follow it. See? You walk to the side of 

the ship and you spit overside. See?" This sailor also went 

through the pantomime. "Well, if it slaps you right back 

in the face, that's the windward side. You want the other. 

See?" 

 Whereupon, both sailors turned their backs and resumed their conversation.   Well, they did 

what they could to make life intolerable for us. Although it was midwinter we were not allowed in 

the ship except to sleep on the floor with not even a mattress to soften it. We jogged by the hour on 

those iron decks to keep from freezing and ate our meals squatting in the lee of anything that 

offered some protection from the icy blasts. 

 Then we hit the Gulf Stream
7
 and all our troubles were forgotten. We went about 

comfortably in our shirt sleeves. We were given a little water and took baths and shaved. Full of the 

comfort of being clean again, we drowsed away the long sunny hours lulled by the gentle roll and 

sway of the ship. 

 One glorious night we all lay about on top of the hatches. A full moon shone and the water 

reflected a path of its light. On deck we were not allowed to smoke or have any kind of light. 

 
 

ñ. . . two sailors leaning on the shipôs 

rail . . .ò 



 
 
The transport USS De Kalb (formerly the German raider German raider, Prince Eitel 

Frederich, on which the 6th Machine Gun Battalion sailed to France.  Photograph 

taken in 1918 (Public Domain). 

 Then there was a 

blast on the ship's siren, 

cutting the quiet like a knife 

slash. We nearly jumped out 

of our skins. 

 Gun crews sprang to 

their cannon. We scrambled 

to stations by our life rafts. 

The siren was the signal of a 

submarine attack. 

 The next minute 

recall sounded and our anxiety broke like a bubble. Showers of little signal lights twinkled all 

around us as a fleet of tiny ships took position to defend us against submarines.  

 For the next few days they offered a new subject of interest. Dwarfed by the immensity of 

the ocean, they looked no larger than motor launches. We watched them wallow and plough 

through the rough seas. 

 "When the war is over I am going to buy me one of those little boats," declared Renet
8
. 

"They will probably sell them cheap. I'll just live on it and go around the world." 

 We all thought this a great idea until one of them came along side to get a soldier who had 

developed acute appendicitis to take him to a battleship where he could be operated on. Then we 

discovered that our tiny craft were a hundred or more feet long with crews of forty or fifty men. 

 That night a sailor pointed out a little spark of light far across the ocean as we were eating 

supper and said, 



 "That's Ireland." 

 The next day
9
 at noon came the sudden ear-splitting crash of the ship's cannon intermingled 

with the siren blasts. 

 Our ship almost turned on its keel and the torpedo fired at us went harmlessly down our side 

a few feet off from the ship. The submarine was nearly under our stem and so close that only the 

forward guns could be depressed enough to shoot at it. 

 The little "chasers" came flying in to our rescue firing as they came. The submarine 

submerged. The chasers ran over the spot dropping depth charges
10

.  A few hours later we anchored 

in the lea of Bell 

Island for safety. 

 The next 

morning
11

 we banked 

the rail for our first 

sight of France. The 

country lay under a 

great pall of snow. We 

watched it saying 

nothing. The channel 

narrowed down. The 

country closing in 

about us. We realized 

that another stage was 

done in our journey to 

 
 

One of Linnôs fellow passengers, a muleskinner with Hdqtrs Detachment, clipped 

this article about the USS DeKalb some years after the war ï and passed it around 

for years among his children and grandchildren ï about how he and a shipload of 

Marines, but for thin strip of metal, would have been stranded helplessly in the 

mid-Atlantic, at the mercy of German U-boats. 



the guns. 

 We stayed on the ship for some days, then late one night we marched across the city and 

were entrained in a freight yard. 

 Although it was past midnight a number of shabby scarecrows were furtively hanging about 

offering for sale in a secretive manner the most startling merchandise. Small filthy boys in rags 

would sidle up to us with dubious looking bottles in their shirt fronts. We could do some business 

with these lads.  

~~~~~ 

 

1. ñKranskiò is probably Pvt. George Oranski, #108299, who was with Linn at Norfolk.  He 

will be wounded during the first day of fighting at Belleau Wood.   

2. The ñBridge of Sighsò would have been the sturdy wooden footbridge which was the only 

way in or out of Quantico.  It crossed over a storm runoff which was designated on old 

maps as the ñRiver Styx.ò  Both names reveal a similar fatalistic humor.  In Roman 

mythology, it was across the River Styx that the ferryman Charon carried the souls of the 

newly dead into the Underworld.  The ñBridge of Sighsò refers to the elevated bridge of the 

same name in Venice, leading to the interrogation rooms in the Dogeôs palace.  The view 

from the bridge was the last glimpse of the outer world viewed by convicts before entering 

prison, hence their sighs.  (Gernand and Krowl, Quantico, Semper Progredi, p 67.) 

3. The battalion (Headquarters Detachment, 77
th
 and 81

st
 Companies), loaded onto trains at 

Quantico at 6:00 a.m., December 8, 1917.  (Curtis & Long, History of the Sixth Marine 

Gun Battalion, p. 6). 

4. Linnôs memory is mistaken here. It was not the next afternoon, but still the same day.  They 

did not travel all day and night and into the next day on the train, but arrived at their 

destination ï Newport News ï at 3 in the afternoon of the same day, Dec 8.  (Curtis & 

Long, History, p. 6). 

5. The USS De Kalb.  Formerly the German raider, Prince Eitel Frederich, built in 1904, 

15,000 gross tons, the De Kalb was one of 120 German ships interned in the United 

States at the outbreak of the war with Germany.  The German skeleton crews aboard 

these ships attempted to render them unfit for transport service ~ at least until Germany 

had time to gain an advantage in the conflict -- by damaging them in ways which were 

critical but inobvious: smashed cylinder heads, scored bearings, and the like.  Inspection 

of the De Kalb disclosed no apparent damage, and she was placed into transport service. 

 Altogether the De Kalb would make eleven successful crossings to France, loaded to the 

decks with Doughboys.  Not until the end of the war would the sabotage be discovered ~ 

the Germans had sawn one (or possibly both) of the shipôs two screw shafts four-fifths of 

the way through, and filled the cut with grease to conceal it. (Information initially 

derived from a newspaper clipping dated 1930 found among the papers of Alpheus 



Appenheimer, Headquarters Detachment, 6
th
 Machine Gun Battalion.  See also 

Schmalenbach, Paul. German Raiders. Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1977.  Thanks 

especially to Brooks A. Rowlett of the University of Kansas WWI Discussion List). 

6. It was actually several days before the De Kalb was at sea.  It did not leave Newport News 

for three days, anchoring at the mouth of the James River to take on coal, then leaving on 

the 11
th
 to steam north to arrive in New York harbor on the 12th. There it remained at 

anchor until joining the convoy and sailing for the open sea at 8 oôclock on the evening of 

the 14
th
.  Linnôs conversation with the two seasoned sailors at the deck rail probably 

occurred that same evening.  (Curtis & Long, History, p. 7). 

7. According to the diary of Sgt. Peter Wood, #108011, of 81
st
 Company, the De Kalb entered 

the Gulf Stream on December 16.  (Wood, Lt. Peter P., USMC, Diary of Lt. Peter P. Wood, 

USMC, 6
th
 Machine Gun Battalion, 1917-1919.  Bangor, Maine: David Sleeper, 2001).  

8. ñRenetò is probably Pvt. Charles P. Renick, #108305. 

9. December 27. 

10. The primary American destroyer involved in this action, according to an entry in the diary 

of Pvt. Alpehus Appenheimer (Appenheimer, Unpublished diary.) was the USS Jenkins, 

DD-42 operating on escort duty out of Queenstown, Ireland.  German naval records show 

no U-boat losses for this date, so the unidentified U-boat evidently survived the encounter. 

(ñU-boat Losses, 1914-1918ò. Gudmundur Helgason, uboat.net. See also Gibson & 

Predergast, The German Submarine War 1914-1918, Appendix III, p. 374).  In a table, 

ñContacts of Transports and Cruisers with Enemy Submarinesò (found in Vice Admiral 

Albert Gleavesôs A History of the Transport Service: Adventures and Experiences of 

United States Transports and Cruisers in the World War.  New York: George H. Doran 

Company, 1921, pp 167-171), there is no mention of any contact with a U-boat by an 

American vessel on this date.  However, the encounter is recorded in the diaries of Pvt. 

Appenheimer, Sgt. Wood, Pvt. Herschel V. Lane (Unpublished diary, by permission of 

Laneôs granddaughter, Laura Hall), and in Pvt. Linnôs memoir. Of these four independent 

witnesses, Herschel & Linn state that the U-boat fired a torpedo at the De Kalb; Wood & 

Linn state that the De Kalb fired at the U-boat, and Wood describes in detail which of the 

shipôs guns were employed; Wood & Linn state that the Jenkins and other destroyers 

pursued the U-boat and deployed depth charges against her; and Appenheimer & Wood 

identify the primary defending vessel as the USS Jenkins. (Particular thanks to Jim Broshot, 

Peter Beeston, Geoffrey Miller, Marcus Poulin, Ric Pelvin, Niall Ferguson and Mike Yared 

of the University of Kansas WWI Discussion List). 

11. December 28. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER II  

 
A VILLAGE IN THE VOSGES  

 

 

BOXCAR PULLMANS 

 

The following account describes a journey across France lasting two days and three 

nights, from the evening of December 31
st
 , 1917 to the morning of January 3

rd
 , 1918.

1
  

As the account opens, the men of the battalion, having disembarked from the USS 

DeKalb on the previous evening, load onto a French train the following morning and 

spend all day and night travelling westward across the French countryside, finally 

finding themselves among bleak, snow-covered fields in a strange country.  They will  not 

arrive at their destination in the foothills of the Vosges Mountains for another two days 

and two nights. Their accommodations are Spartan.  While officers ride in the comfort of 

standard passenger cars, most of the enlisted men are crowded into small boxcars, with 

scarcely enough room to lie down. The car in which Linn and his comrades find 

themselves seems to be a step up from the usual boxcar, with a bench along each wall, 

and with windows, but it was still a far cry from the comfortable passenger cars of the 

officers.  Not that any of them are all that comfortable, as all the cars are unheated and 

the temperature, according to the diary entry of one muleskinner enduring the rigors of 

that never-ending boxcar ride, is minus seventeen degrees Fahrenheit.
1
 

 

 Morning was breaking. In the coach it was bitter cold. Wrapped up in our overcoats and 

blankets, red nosed and bleary eyed, we twisted our cramped limbs and looked about us. There was 

a change there. We were in France now. This was a French train
2
. 

 Queer little coaches, made up in compartments, with two hard board seats, facing each 

other, in each. No heat, no water, no toilet
3
. The whole pulled along by a queer little brassy 

locomotive, like the outdated ones in our museums, with a wooden coat and a whistle vaguely 

reminiscent of a peanut roaster, back home. 

 All through the long night, of cold and discomfort, its peet-peet-peet, had come back to us 

and we were sick of it. We were one and all, ready to get out. We did not want to ride anymore. 



 "So this is Paris", remarked Zeke, blinking great red eyes at us, but we were not in a mood 

to be appreciative. We poured canteen water on our fingers, and wiped out our eyes and announced 

we were ready for breakfast. 

 "You've a swell chance of getting any", Zeke was pessimistic because we had not laughed 

about his Paris joke. 

 "It won't be long now fellows", Holstead stood up and spoke down the line of openings 

above the seats, to the whole coach. 

 "If any guy in this coach makes another wise crack between now and when I eat, and I ain't 

got the least notion when that will be, I'll kill him, and I ain't kidding none", declared Moler
4
. 

 He was a long guy with a hard face, and he did not grin. Whether he spoke in jest or not, 

there were no more remarks. 

 A sack containing canned beef, canned beans and boxes of hardtack, was presently thrown 

in the coach. That was breakfast, also dinner and supper, washed down with canteen water. We 

kicked our numb feet against the opposite seats, to encourage circulation, while we devoured icy 

beef and beans with our gloves on. 

 "Peet-peet-peet", on we went. A snow-banked landscape, not vastly unlike home, sliding, 

not very rapidly by the windows. 

 "I ain't seen a board house yet", observed Moler, who was watching out the window. 

 "Oh, I guess they got them", defended Zeke, "Or where would folks board." 

 A hastily built up barrier of feet and legs saved Zeke's life. 

 "I better not hear anything more out of you until pay-day", was Moler's subsiding threat. 

 At the opposite end of the compartment Zeke grinned between his overcoat collar flaps, but 

offered no further witticism. With sleeping and eating, the day wore away. The sun setting, painted 



with old gold, the stone buildings and red-tiled roofs of the passing villages, making fields of gold 

of the illuminated sides of the hills and all shades of blue and violet of the shadowed ones. Then the 

sun slipped below the horizon and the glory of color was gone. 

 At dark we stopped in a large station but before we could find a rest-room, our train started 

off again and we had to chase it down the platform to spring aboard. Then away again, over the 

fields. We bundled ourselves up in groups of twos, but the cold was something terrific. We shivered 

in that little ice cream freezer, with a chill our clothes and blankets could not combat. And again 

that miserable peet-peet-peet of the locomotive became odious in our ears, mixing into our broken 

dreams through another night of cold and wretchedness. 

 With the return of the sun the next morning our situation seemed a little better. The bitter 

cold of the night abated somewhat, still no one unwrapped and most of us overlooked the formality 

of any toilet whatever. 

 Our train, which up until now seemed on an inspection tour, of all the sidings of France 

seemed to have finally made up its mind to go somewhere, and hour after hour dug steadily along. 

One thing that had impressed us from the first was the amazing amount of conversation requisite to 

get this train to go at all. At any and all times, were general and special conferences of the crew, and 

such chattering one never heard. After the taciturnity of American trainmen, these chattering, 

gesticulating Frogs were a revelation. Sometimes they got so full of bottled-up talk, they would stop 

the train out in the middle of some open plain and all of them would rush into a knot and begin to 

talk all at once, with no one to listen except us and we couldn't understand a word. Engineer, 

fireman, conductor, brakeman, oiler and whoever else went into a crew, howling and squealing and 

gesticulating at one another. 

 The first few times we looked on hopeful they would soon begin to fight. No group of 



American men could talk with one another like that without a fight. These frogs, however never 

did, so disillusioned we would yell at them, "pipe down", ñletôs go from here.ò 

 Now this day wearing away, what had been a crying need before became a desperate 

necessity. We had been eating steadily for two days and nights and there was not a toilet on that 

train. What were we expected to do, explode? We asked to have the car stopped, for a short time 

somewhere out in the country, but the car couldn't be stopped, it had to be off those tracks at a 

certain time, it seemed. When we had not cared, it would not do anything but stop, now when we 

wanted a stop, nothing short of shooting the engineer could halt it, and our condition was getting 

desperate enough to do that, only the coal car was in the way. Hour by hour, the time went, 

everything else was forgotten, in this universal need. This concentrated thinking, however, only 

made us suffer the more. In sheer desperation, two of us made a successful trip to the couplings 

between two coaches. A general exodus was threatened, but after a look, Sergeant Slater
7
 refused to 

allow anyone else to follow our lead. 

 The afternoon wore slowly away, and so did the menôs endurance. At about four o'clock the 

train finally stopped, in the station of a large city, full of people, who came to see real American 

soldiers. The real American soldiers did not see them. What they saw was relief at last, and they 

took it the instant their feet hit the platform, with a disregard of convention and their spectators, that 

was heroic. 

 The French took the surprise well, silently shaking with laughter, they turned their backs, 

until their visitors might be in better condition for viewing. 

 Back in the coaches afterward, the men were willing to grin shamefacedly out of the 

windows, but they were sore at such a spoiled reception. 

 Now on that platform was an old codger, with a great white beard, combed out to 



perfection. He had gold lace and uniform enough for a Rear Admiral, and dignity and conceit 

enough for a Second Lieutenant. In his gyrations he came opposite the window in which Moler was 

leaning, as full of pent-up ill humor as a boil. 

 As the train began to move Moler leaned out and taking this venerable personage by his 

beard, wagged his head comically up and down, saying, "Yah! Yah! Yah!" full in his face. He 

dragged the old fellow some steps down the platform, finally releasing him, to bring a happy and 

untroubled countenance into the car, as he drew up the window. 

 From the roar of laughter and applause that arose from the Frogs, this seemed as well 

appreciated as anything else that had gone before. This was one on them too.  

 

 
~~~~ 

 

1. Appenheimer, Unpublished diary.  

2. Despite a major effort by the AEF, involving many shiploads of equipment and men, to 

supply their own railway needs so as not to burden further the already overtaxed French 

railway system, the movement of American troops during the war was accomplished almost 

entirely on French narrow-gauge trains.  (Wilgus, William J.  Transporting the A.E.F. in 

Western Europe, 1917-1919.  NY: Columbia University Press, 1931, pp 372-92). 

3. These small French boxcars were designed to hold 40 men or 8 horses or mules.  The 

Americans, generally somewhat larger than their French counterparts, found 40 an 

impossibly tight squeeze.  The boxcars came in several designs, some with a hard bench 

along the wall, some without; some with open windows just below the ceiling, and others 

without.  All designs had a sliding door on either side, the same as American boxcars.  The 

wheels were set towards the middle, rather than the corners, so that the cars tended to rock 

end-to-end.  All in all, they were a misery. 

4.  ñMolerò is possibly Pvt. Daniel Millar, #108285.  He will appear again in ñBits of Life and 

Deathò. 



 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Bourmont Training Area. The 4th Brigade of Marines was billeted in most of the villages  

shown on this map.  77th Company, including Linn, was billeted in Germainvilliers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



                                                               IN BILLETS 

 

The following three stories, ñIn Billetsò, ñAt Half-past Three in the Morningò, and ñA 

Ghost among the Frenchò, all take place in the small rural village of Germainvilliers in 

the foothills of the Vosges Mountains,in the Haute-Marne Department of northwestern 

France. It is here, in several villages a few kilometers north of Damblain, that the 

Marine Brigade will be billeted through January, February and half of March, 1918.   

 The winter of 1917-1918 is the coldest in living memory and accommodations 

for the enlisted men of the Second Division are far from adequate.  The stables, barns 

and chicken coops where most of them are billeted are only minimally heated with tiny 

stoves, and wood is tightly rationed. It is illegal to cut firewood in the surrounding 

woodlands, except under close supervision, and in any case fires are only allowed for a 

few hours each afternoon.  

 Bad as this might be in itself, the situation of the men is made all the worse by 

the fact that at least half of their time is spent outdoors, frequently in freezing rain or 

snow, on forced marches of ten to twenty miles, spending the nights in open trenches -- 

often standing in icy water -- and undergoing intensive training in open field maneuvers, 

mortar and machine gun firing, grenade throwing and digging emplacements. When 

finally they are permitted to return to their billets for a rest, it is often so cold, and the 

fire so meager, that they are unable to get dry.  Not surprisingly, widespread illness is a 

problem, and this winter in the Bourmont Training Region will  became known as the 

ñValley Forge of the AEFò.  Yet little of this hardship makes its way into Pvt. Linnôs 

account.  

 

 We went to live in a little manure pile town
1
 in the Marne province

2
, while we received our 

final instructions in human destruction. 

 The houses were half and half. Everything on one side of the ridgepole was barn, on the 

other dwelling house. The stable cleanings were piled under the parlor windows, in the front yard. 

The size of this pile was an index to the financial and social standing of the inmate
3
. 

 For the most part, the people lived on the first floor, sleeping in queer little cupboards, with 

sliding doors, one bunk above the other as on shipboard. They were very friendly and kind but we 

were at such a disadvantage in not being able to talk to them. 

 One old Frog
4
 used to come into our billets every night and sit absolutely silent, looking 

from one of us to another as we talked. Finally he would say, "Amerique beaucoup distant." We 

could never understand what that meant, and he would sadly shake his head, so we would sadly  



 

shake our heads to keep him company. After that he would go home. 

 One night Zeke took a chew of tobacco, and seeing the old fellow eye his plug, he offered it 

to him. That old Frog put the whole thing in his mouth, much to Zeke's chagrin, for there was more 

than a chew in the piece. 

 Now that old Frenchie had made a mistake. He had probably never seen chewing tobacco 

and thought what Zeke gave him was something to eat. He must have thought something like that, 

for he proceeded before our startled eyes, to chew up and swallow that chunk of tobacco. 

Subsequently, he got right sick and had to go home, after a lengthy session at the manure pile before 

 
 

ñWe went to live in a little manure town in the Marne province . . .ò 


