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 During the war, most young men were subject to military service. Millions of young 

men left their homes and were clothed in “GI” (government issue) outfits to be 

trained for war. Thus, World War II servicemen were nicknamed “GI’s.” 

 

 When the United States declared war on Japan, the government moved swiftly to 

build up a fighting force. Six million men and women volunteered for service. 

Another ten million were drafted. For the first time women were permitted to 

volunteer for the armed forces to serve in non-combat duty. By the war’s end, more 

than 200,000 women had served in the armed forces.  

 

 American soldiers were the best-equipped soldiers in the world. Each was furnished 

with clothing for all occasions and climates, and equipment to survive life on the 

front. Nonetheless, the transition from civilian life to military life was quick and 

shocking. Combat duty included land, air, or sea duty. Many sought alternatives to 

combat, including officer training school and special vocations such as foreign-

language translation and health care.  

 

 Life as a serviceman was a mixture of high stress and boredom. While in training or 

in between attacks, the men lived at various military posts, some of which were 

converted school buildings, quickly constructed shelters, or ships. There they were 

responsible for the daily chores of housekeeping--mopping, laundry, mending 

uniforms, dishwashing, and hauling garbage. Homesickness was prevalent; many 

GI’s missed their wives or girlfriends, families, and friends. 

 

 Combat training and experience on the battlefront hardened GI’s and made them 

effective soldiers. One pilot was quoted as saying, “It would be nice…to get home 

…and stretch my legs under a table full of Mother’s cooking…But all I want to do is 

beat these Nazi’s …so we can get at those little Japs…” 

 

 Some assumed that the GI’s would remain unaffected by the war. They were wrong. 

It was not possible to fight and not be affected. “You shoot him in the back, you blow 

him apart with mines, you kill or maim him…with the least danger to yourself. He 

does the same to you…and if you don’t beat him at his own game you don’t live.” 

One soldier stated that you do not become a killer by being in a war. “No normal man 

who has smelled and associated with death ever wants to see any more of it…The 

surest way to become a pacifist is to join the infantry.” 

 

 Recent estimates are that about 25-30 percent of WWII casualties involved some 

degree of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD); under very severe conditions that 

number could reach as high as 70-80 percent. During the Italian campaign, mental 

problems accounted for 56 percent of total casualties.  On Okinawa, where fighting 

conditions were particularly horrific, 7,613 Americans died, 31,807 sustained 

physical wounds, and 26, 221 were mental casualties. 

 



 The GI’s shared one obsession: returning home.  One war correspondent wrote, “Our 

men…are impatient with the strange peoples and customs of the countries they now 

inhabit.  They say that if they ever get home they never want to see another foreign 

country.”  Home for the soldier, according to the New York Times, was “where the 

thermometer goes below 110 at night…where there are chocolate milkshakes, cokes, 

iced beers, and girls.”  The GI had enough of crumpets and croissants.  One GI 

complained about the English food, stating, “What wouldn’t I give right now for a 

piece of bread spread with soft butter, heaped with American peanut butter, and 

accompanied by a big glass of ice cold milk!” 

 

 Mail was an important part of life for the servicemen located far away from home and 

loved ones.  Letters were carried around for weeks, and GI’s often memorized them.  

All mail was censored by the army so as not to release any secrets of troop 

movements or operations.  A small, lightweight letter form called V-mail was 

designed to reduce the precious space that letters took up on supply ships crossing the 

Atlantic. 

 

 In 1944 Congress passed the GI Bill of Rights.  This provided education and training 

for veterans after the war, paid for by the U.S. government.  Over half of all veterans 

(almost 8 million) attended colleges and technical schools under the GI Bill.  It also 

provided federal loan guarantees to veterans so they could start new businesses or buy 

homes. 


