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Abstract

In the immediate post-World War II period, returning American veterans began to form unit Associations. This second phase of commemoration did many things for its membership, including reconnecting former comrades forged by wartime experiences, wrote divisional histories, preserved unit military heritage, and commemorated the sacrifice of comrades that died in service. This phase of veteran initiated commemoration also generated familial and public awareness of the wartime sacrifices of combat veterans throughout the United States.
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In 1998 TV journalist Tom Brokaw published his book entitled The Greatest Generation, thus introducing this catchphrase into the lexicon to describe the cohort of sixteen million Americans that went to war in the 1940s to defeat German, Japanese, and Italian fascism. Most World War II veterans in the 1990s were in their 70s and 80s, and the decade was the highwater mark of remembrance for a generation that dismantled totalitarianism. At the turn of the 21st century veterans were rapidly passing from the scene, and by 2023 only 119,550 World War II veterans were alive.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  “WWII Veteran Statistics: The Passing of a Generation,” The National WWII Museum, New Orleans, 2023, pp. 1-2.] 

During World War II, the United States organized thousands of different military combat units ranging from divisions of troops to fleets of ships, and squadrons of aircraft. The United States Army, for example, fielded more than ninety (airborne, infantry, and armored) divisions to defeat the Axis powers.[footnoteRef:3] After the surrender of the Axis in 1945, American servicemen overseas formed nascent veteran’s associations to continue wartime friendships, remember the sacrifice of comrades, and to contemplate the meaning of their contributions during the war. This paper examines the role of three Pacific Theater division associations (US 41st, 81st and 96th Infantry Divisions), as examples of caretakers of memory, commemoration, and history in the immediate post-war period.   [3:  Please see Fighting Divisions: Histories of Each U.S. Army Combat Division in World War II for a combat chronicle of each division.] 

The origins of the World War II U.S. Infantry Division Associations were found in two places. First, American military experience dating back to the bloody battlefields of the 19th century – the Civil War and the Spanish-American War. Veterans groups, for example, the Grand Army of the Republic, the Veterans of Foreign Wars, and the American Legion were a continuation of wartime comradeship, remembrance, and commemoration. The employment of a mass American army with divisions as the organic combat unit during the First World War in Europe (1917-1918) was a major factor in the spawning of post-war veterans’ associations. 
And the second reason was the crucible of combat during the Second World War. Steeped in the World War I experience, older officers and enlisted men remembered interwar commemoration activities: the American Battle Monuments Commission’s overseas cemeteries and memorials, and the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington National Cemetery, which served as inspiration for some divisions in World War II to conduct small-scale commemoration activities after battles, before the frontlines rolled forward in North Africa and Western Europe. But because of the reality of military geography, however, larger scale commemoration efforts occurred in the Pacific Theater by some divisions, where U.S. Army and Marine Corps combat forces bivouacked near conquered battlefields for months waiting for transportation to rear areas.  
The best example was the U.S. 81st “Wildcats” Infantry Division’s commemoration activities after the battles of Angaur and Peleliu in late 1944. The memory of their fallen “buddies” was important to the Wildcats. Over two months they constructed chapels, monuments, and plaques at the Graves Registration Service (GRS) temporary cemeteries to remember the sacrifice of their brothers in arms. U.S. soldiers on these remote islands in the Western Carolines initiated the first phase of commemoration for their comrades, before they were officially memorialized by the nation at large in the post-war period.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  “Wildcat Memorial Cemetery on Angaur Island, 1944: First Attempt at Commemoration,” Erik D. Carlson, paper, Missouri Valley History Conference (Society of Military History panel), Omaha, Nebraska, March 5, 2015, pp.1-2.] 

Many of the U.S. Infantry Division Associations were formed during the days after the surrender of Germany and Japan, or in the first months of occupational duty in Europe and Asia. For example, the U.S. 41st “Sunset” Infantry Division formed an Association seven days after the Japanese agreed to unconditional surrender in August of 1945.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  “The Sunset Division Bulletin,” US 41st Infantry Division Association, Spring 1947, Vol.1, Portland, Oregon, p.1.] 

On 22 August 1945 officers and enlisted men representing the regiments and attached units met in the main division chapel in Zamboanga, Mindanao in the Philippines to organize the 41st Infantry Division Association.[footnoteRef:6] The Association’s stated purpose was “to perpetuate the memories of its activities against the enemy, of our gallant dead and the glorious comradeship forged on the fields of battle.”[footnoteRef:7] The 41st Association was open to all soldiers that served in the Sunset Division from September of 1940 to the end of World War II.[footnoteRef:8]   [6:  Ibid, p.2.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid.] 

The U.S. 81st Infantry Division formed the 81st Wildcat Veterans of World War II during occupational duty on Honshu, Japan during the last months before the division was inactivated and sent back to the United States. The U.S 96th Infantry Division Association was established on Mindoro in the Philippines just after the surrender of Japan in August of 1945.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  81st Wildcat Division Historical Committee, The 81st Infantry Wildcat Division (Washington D.C.: Infantry Journal Press, 1948), p. 236; The Deadeyes: The Story of the 96th Infantry Division (Nashville: The Battery Press, 1981), p. 249.] 

After the Associations were opened as non-profits in post-war America, their priority became writing an official division history. For most of the Associations it would take two to four years to complete this monumental task. Division Associations formed Historical Committees which employed researchers and writers. Most division histories were written by small teams of writers, on a rare occasion an individual author wrote the book (Richard Krebs—the U.S. 24th Infantry Division’s history—Children of Yesterday, 1947).[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  “The Taro Leaf,” US 24th Infantry Division Association, August 1947, Vol.1, Number 1, pp.2, 4. ] 

Research teams worked with the Headquarters units of the divisions to collect official documents and after battle reports. In some cases, Historical Committees requested documents from veterans to flesh out the narrative. All the divisional histories were “bottom up” military history with recognition of infantrymen by name throughout the narrative. The extensive coverage of small unit action from platoon to the company level created a very personal reading experience for the veterans, their families, and friends, unusual for mid-20th century U.S. military history. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160803216]The divisional histories were written in two main formats. One, a well-researched combat history that covered every aspect of the war experience from activation in 1940 to demobilization in 1945 (for most units). Standouts were The 81st Infantry Wildcat Division, The Deadeyes: The Story of the 96th Infantry Division, and Under A Southern Cross: The Saga of the Americal Division. The second type, a pictorial history lacking significant archival research and a rich narrative. Most histories fell into the first category with varying levels of quality. The books had memorial sections with a listing of the battle dead and the recipients of military medals and accommodations.
The Infantry Journal Press (IJP) published most of the histories sponsored by the Infantry Associations. The IJP was the publishing arm of the United States Infantry Association. The Infantry Journal Press published a wide variety of books and pamphlets on military, economic and political affairs, including the widely read Infantry Journal.[footnoteRef:11] Most divisional histories remained in private hands, but many found homes in public and university libraries. In the 1970s, The Battery Press, Inc. in Nashville, Tennessee reissued these histories allowing for a new generation to read the books.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  The 33rd Infantry Division Historical Committee. The Golden Cross: A History of the 33rd Infantry Division. (Washington D.C.: Infantry Journal Press, 1948), p. 404.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

Copies were available for purchase by Association members. The cost of the books ranged from $2 to $4. Memberships came with a copy of the division history. Association members could buy additional books for a set price, for example, the 41st Division Association charged $7 for an extra copy. Complimentary copies were sent to the next of kin for all soldiers that lost their lives in combat. Many divisions, for example, the 81st Infantry included a book plate with the name and rank of the soldier who lost his life. Families treasured the volumes gifted to them, becoming part of the family history archive. Most were passed down to children, grandchildren, or other relatives. In addition, these histories were read with great pride by Association members and their families. They remain on bookshelves across America today. 
The publication of these histories had other significant consequences in the field of military history. First, divisional histories provided source material for articles published in Association newsletters. In later decades, veterans published their memoirs in university and private presses, for example, Deadeye veteran Donald O. Dencker’s Love Company used the 96th Division’s history for background information in his 2002 memoir. 
In the 1950s and 1960s when government historians wrote the official U.S. Army in World War II series, the famous “Green Books,” divisional histories were referenced as sources by many of the authors. Robert Ross Smith who wrote two books in the series: Approach to the Philippines in 1953 and Triumph in the Philippines published in 1963 found the books quite useful and ranked them by quality in his bibliography. 
D. Clayton James, historian and definitive biographer of General Douglas A. MacArthur used the divisional histories of the units that fought in the Southwest Pacific Area throughout the second volume of his MacArthur trilogy (published from 1974-1983). The most recent utilization of many of the divisional histories was by military historian John C. McManus in his three-volume history of the United States Army in the Pacific War (published from 2017 to 2023).
Association publications allowed for veterans to connect with one another. These outside connections included families of men who lost their lives. One of the most unique and touching uses of the 96th division’s published history to connect and construct commemoration concerned the death of Private First-Class Charles P. Bell of Houston, Texas. Bell was killed in June of 1945 when the Deadeyes fought a brutal battle to crack the Shuri Line. After the war, Bell’s mother Virginia L., wrote a letter to her son’s company commander First Lt. Clifford L. Myers. Eventually Myers sent the letter to the Association leadership, which was published in the book three years later entitled “He is Not Alone.”[footnoteRef:13]  [13: The Deadeyes: The Story of the 96th Infantry Division (Nashville: The Battery Press, 1981), p. 249. ] 

In the letter, Mrs. Bell wrote of her tremendous grief at the death of her son. Her sadness was magnified by the initial belief that her son was buried “alone” in a cemetery on Okinawa. However, Mrs. Bell now wrote that through communication with comrades of Charles and the Association convinced her, in fact, that he was not alone, but “sleeping with his buddies.” Mrs. Bell concluded the letter with a proposal. She and husband (Charles H.F. Bell) were too old to adopt a young boy, but the Bells wanted to commemorate the memory of their son’s life by offering to take in a college-age veteran that needed a home and assistance to go to school. Mrs. Bell died in 1950, a year after her son’s remains were returned for burial in Texas.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Ibid. There is no known information regarding responses to the Bell’s offer of help to a member of the Deadeyes Association. The author used Find A Grave as source concerning Mrs. Bell’s death. ] 

Infantry Association newsletters and histories also helped to perpetuate commemoration in very public ways, beyond meetings rooms, annual reunions, and publishing history books. In 1946 the U.S. 41st Infantry Division Association cooperated with the Oregon State Highway Commission to rename State Highway 2 from “Wolf Creek Route” to the “Sunset Highway” in memory of those who died in combat and served in the division during World War II. The rechristening of the route into the sunset, and the shortest way from Portland to the Pacific Ocean was initiated by Commission member Merle R. Chessman. A large sign was made from Port Orford cedar and placed at the western end of Highway 2 where it intersected the Necancicum Highway.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  “The Sunset Division Bulletin,” US 41st Infantry Division Association, Spring 1948, Vol.2, No. 1, Portland, Oregon, p. 1-3.] 

The sign displayed the 41st Division’s Sunset insignia in Blue, Red and Gold above the following inscription:                     
                                                                          Sunset Highway
This Highway is reverently dedicated to Oregon’s Sons. Members of the 41st Division both living and dead, who wore the Sunset emblem and offered their all in complete devotion to the cause of world peace.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Ibid.] 


The 1948 dedication and signage were a fitting public tribute to the young soldiers of the 41st Division by the citizens of Oregon. The State Highway 2, now U.S. Highway 26, was rededicated by the Oregon Department of Transportation in 1995 to elderly members of the “Greatest Generation.” [footnoteRef:17]  [17:  “Oregon's Sunset Highway rededicated to Army's 41st Infantry Division." The Seattle Times, September 24, 1995.] 

Post-1945 life – jobs, marriage, and children -preoccupied most younger members of these Associations. Ultimately, the diversions of the American century took its toll on the ranks of many of the U.S. Infantry Associations. The U.S. 96th Infantry Division Association, for example, followed its charter to the letter! After the publication of its history in 1947, the Association shut down -- “As of the publication date of this book, the 96th Division Association has fulfilled its purpose and has been dissolved.”[footnoteRef:18] The U.S. 41st Division Association with strong leadership and active membership was still going strong in 1950.  [18:  The Deadeyes: The Story of the 96th Infantry Division (Nashville: The Battery Press, 1981), p. 310.] 

In the late 1950s and 1960s many of these same division Associations resurrected with less distracted middle-aged men. Ironically, the 96th Infantry Division Association was one of the last remaining of the revived groups. These refocused groups met into the second decade of the 21st century. Unfortunately, there were not enough remaining members to attend reunions, time had taken its toll on the veterans of World War II. In 2018 the Deadeyes Association was repurposed and officially handed over to the second and third generations to operate Deadeyes Facebook and independent websites.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  The author viewed many of these sites before they were shut down. ] 
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