Eugene Kennedy, A "Doughboy" Describes the
Fighting Front (1918)
When the United States entered World War I in the spring of 1917, its soldiers were
largely untrained and unprepared. However, the Allies desperately needed U.S.
reinforcements, especially after the November 1917 Bolshevik Revolution led to a
separate peace between Russia and Germany, which freed German soldiers on the
Eastern Front to fight in the West. By May 1918, German forces were within 50 miles of
Paris. Though Americans took part in various campaigns through the summer of 1918, it
was not until September that large numbers saw action. Near St. Mihiel, France, more
than 500,000 U.S. troops participated in a massive assault against the Germans. More
than 1 million U.S. troops later took part in the final Meuse-Argonne offensive, which led
to the signing of the armistice on November 11, 1918. U.S. soldiers were often hastily—
and some people would argue badly—trained, but their contribution to an Allied victory
cannot be disputed. The selection below is from the diary of U.S. soldier who saw action
near St. Mihiel.
Thursday, September 12, 1918
Hiked through dark woods. No light allowed, guided by holding on the pack of the man
ahead. Stumbled through underbrush for about half mile into an open field where we
waited in soaking rain until about 10:00 P.M. We then started on our hike to the St.
Mihiel front, arriving on the crest of a hill at 1:00 A.M. I saw a sight which I shall never
forget. It was the zero hour and in one instant the entire front as far as the eye could reach
in either direction was a sheet of flame while the heavy artillery made the earth quake.
The barrage was so intense that for a time we could not make out whether the Americans
or Germans were putting it over. After timing the interval between flash and report we
knew that the heaviest artillery was less than a mile away and consequently it was ours.
We waded through pools and mud across open lots into a woods on a hill and had to pitch
tents in mud. Blankets all wet and we are soaked to the skin. Have carried full pack from
10:00 P.M. to 2:00 A.M., without a rest. . . . Despite the cannonading I slept until 8:00
A.M. and awoke to find every discharge of 14-inch artillery shaking our tent like a leaf.
Remarkable how we could sleep. No breakfast. . . . The doughboys had gone over the top
at 5:00 A.M. and the French were shelling the back areas toward Metz. . . . Firing is
incessant, so is rain. See an air battle just before turning in.
Friday, September 13, 1918
Called at 3:00 A.M. Struck tents and started to hike at 5:00 A.M. with full packs and a
pick. Put on gas mask at alert position and hiked about five miles to St. Jean, where we
unslung full packs and went on about four miles further with short packs and picks.
Passed several batteries and saw many dead horses who gave out at start of push. Our
doughboys are still shoving and "Jerry" is dropping so many shells on road into no man's
land that we stayed back in field and made no effort to repair shell-torn road. Plenty of
German prisoners being brought back. . . . Guns booming all the time. . . .
Thursday, October 17, 1918

Struck tents at 8:00 A.M. and moved about four miles to Chatel. Pitched tents on a side
hill so steep that we had to cut steps to ascend. Worked like hell to shovel out a spot to
pitch tent on. Just across the valley in front of us about two hundred yards distant, there
had occurred an explosion due to a mine planted by the "Bosche" [Germans] and set with
a time fuse. It had blown two men (French), two horses, and the wagon into fragments. . .
. Arriving on the scene we found Quinn ransacking the wagon. It was full of grub. We
each loaded a burlap bag with cans of condensed milk, peas, lobster, salmon, and bread. I
started back . . . when suddenly another mine exploded, the biggest I ever saw. Rocks and
dirt flew sky high. Quinn was hit in the knee and had to go to hospital. . . . At 6:00 P.M.
each of our four platoons left camp in units to go up front and throw three foot and one
artillery bridge across the Aire River. On way to river we were heavily shelled and
gassed. . . . We put a bridge across 75-foot span. . . . Third platoon men had to get into
water and swim or stand in water to their necks. The toughest job we had so far. . . .
Monday, October 21, 1918
Fragment from shell struck mess-kit on my back. . . . Equipment, both American and
German, thrown everywhere, especially Hun helmets and belts of machine gunners. . . .
Went scouting . . . for narrow-gauge rails to replace the ones "Jerry" spoiled before
evacuating. Negro engineers working on railroad same as at St. Mihiel, that's all they are
good for. . . .
Friday, November 1, 1918
Started out at 4:00 A.M. The drive is on. Fritz is coming back at us. Machine guns
cracking, flares and Verry lights, artillery from both sides. A real war and we are walking
right into the zone, ducking shells all the way. The artillery is nerve racking and we don't
know from which angle "Jerry" will fire next. Halted behind shelter of railroad track just
outside of Grand Pre after being forced back off main road by shell fire. Trees splintered
like toothpicks. Machine gunners on top of railroad bank. . . . "Jerry" drove Ewell and me
into a two-by-four shell hole, snipers' bullets close.
Sunday, November 3, 1918
Many dead Germans along the road. One heap on a manure pile. . . . Devastation
everywhere. Our barrage has rooted up the entire territory like a ploughed field. Dead
horses galore, many of them have a hind quarter cut off-the Huns need food. Dead men
here and there. The sight I enjoy better than a dead German is to see heaps of them. Rain
again. Couldn't keep rain out of our faces and it was pouring hard. Got up at midnight and
drove stakes to secure shelter-half over us, pulled our wet blankets out of mud and made
the bed all over again. Slept like a log with all my equipment in the open. One hundred
forty-two planes sighted in evening.
Sunday, November 10, 1918
First day off in over two months. . . . Took a bath and we were issued new underwear but
the cooties [lice] got there first. . . . The papers show a picture of the Kaiser entitled
"William the Lost," and stating that he had abdicated. Had a good dinner. Rumor at night

that armistice was signed. Some fellows discharged their arms in the courtyard, but most
of us were too well pleased with dry bunk to get up.

Document Analysis
What is the overall tone of Kennedy’s diary? Is it emotional or merely a daily account?
Did you find the tone surprising? Why or why not?
What are the physical conditions that Kennedy experienced daily?
Notice the dates of each entry. What span of time does this excerpt cover? What themes
recur throughout the selections?

