Shooting without bullets

Signal Corps film, photography in World War II
by Wendy Rejan
Command Historian

(This article appeared in the 8 August issue of the Monmouth Message)

How do you teach an Army private, fresh from basic training, to withstand the terrible din of battle? 

In World War II, they did it with film. 

The noise of battle was almost always a frightening new experience for young Soldiers. So, as America geared up for war, the Army charged the Signal Corps here to make motion picture films to help prepare Soldiers for battle. 

A Time magazine article from 1941 described a sound track made for one such film “to simulate noises made by combat weapons and teach the troops to take it.” 

The sound effects they created gave the effect of “a shrieking nightmare which sounded like a dynamo bursting apart while some unearthly creature stood by patiently ripping sheets of steel.” 

The Time article reported that the Nazis had broadcast sounds like those to scare allied Soldiers. 

To supplement the film, Soldiers were often exposed to rigorous training exercises designed to simulate the realities of battle. 

Fort Monmouth Soldiers participated in field exercises at the Allaire Field Training Area, where a Mental Conditioning Chamber known as the “Lunk Trainer” provided realistic grisly battlefield conditions. 

A covered dugout, unlit and unventilated, served as a simulated command post for Signal communications operations. 

The trainees performed their functions with high-power fans directing wind, sand, and water into their faces. 

Smoke pots provided the smell of burnt gunpowder. To provide further realism, a horse cadaver, in an advanced state of decomposition, approximated the odor of decaying human flesh. 

In 1941, the Signal Corps labs here were working on over 250 Army training films in conjunction with Wright Field, Ohio. 

Film and photography had long been intertwined with military training, with the first Signal course in photography taught at Fort Riley, Kan. in 1894. 

Hollywood enlists 

The Army contracted Hollywood to produce an additional 140 training films because Army filmmakers could not keep up with demand. 
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They covered topics as diverse as reconnaissance skiing, mortar training, laying barbed wire, camouflage techniques and even sexual hygiene. 

The Signal Corps enlisted legendary directors such as John Ford ("How The West Was Won"), Frank Capra ("It’s a Wonderful Life") and George Stevens ("A Place in the Sun") to direct some of the films. 
Another director, Garson Kanin ("Tom, Dick and Harry"), was drafted and stationed here. Despite several successful films under his belt, being a private prohibited him from directing Signal Corps films. 
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Movie director to enlisted man 

No regulation at the time prohibited enlistees from directing. However, the prospect of privates giving orders to officers made it an unappealing option for the Army brass. 

The unwritten rule became a huge problem for the Army as the desperate demand for training films increased and many drafted Hollywood directors sat idle, victims of arcane military tradition. 

The director draftees became eligible for a commission after six months, provided they had a college education or equivalent. 

The predicament so concerned the leadership here that it made the headlines of the New York Times as the heads of the film laboratories elevated their concerns to the War Department. 

Although most of the films taught Soldiers how to fight, according to Rebecca Raines(author of "Getting the Message Through"), explaining to them why they were fighting was just as important. 

The Army enlisted renowned Director Frank Capra for that job. 

As a Major, Capra commanded the 834th Signal Service Photographic Detachment and produced the seven film series "Why We Fight". 

The first in the series, "Prelude to War" (1942), won the Academy Award for Best Documentary feature. 

According to the film’s credits, Capra created the film to educate people about “the causes, the events leading up to our entry into the war and the principles for which we are fighting.” 

Other films in the series focused on particular battles or aspects of the war, highlighting the bravery of the allies and the need to fight for democracy. 

The series was considered critical in helping the American public to understand the war and why we were fighting it. 

Army sex film shocks troops 

John Ford’s 1942 “Sex Hygiene” is the film remembered with perhaps the most humor by Soldiers. 

"Sex Hygiene" was designed to highlight the dangers of promiscuity and it featured graphic pictures of Soldiers infected with venereal disease (VD). 
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Private First Class Murray Moorhatch, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division, remembered the film vividly. 

Stationed in London during the war, he said all the enlisted Soldiers were required to watch the film at least once. Some units showed the film as much as twice a month, Moorhatch recalled. 

“They made it look like it was terrible. It was pretty dramatic. I remember thinking, 'boy' if you didn’t put a condom on you were in big trouble,” he said. 

Moorhatch considered the film a worthwhile investment. Just 20 years old when he watched it, he recalled that it was the first time that he’d had any sex education from “anyone who knew anything.” 

[image: image4.jpg]


One former Soldier who left an online review of the film remarked: “Any GI who has ever seen this film never forgets it. If Hedy Lamar and Betty Grable had shown up naked outside the theater after this film was shown, no Soldier would have gone within 50 feet of them.” 

The former GI added, “I don't recommend this for anyone with a weak stomach. Or a strong stomach. Or a very strong stomach. The footage of the effects of syphilis is extremely hard to take - which, after all, was the whole point of showing them.” 
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The Army considered sexual health to be a serious operational concern, calling any Soldier a “shirker” if he “willfully or through neglect, fails to maintain his body” in top fighting condition, burdening his comrades with his work as well as their own. 

The Army considered VD such a threat to readiness that Moorhatch recalled Soldiers were not paid unless they passed what they had colloquially dubbed as “the short arm inspection.” 

He reported that each payday, all the GIs would line up to be inspected by a doctor and if they passed inspection they’d receive their pay checks. 

Fortunately, he said, he “followed the rules” and was always paid on time. 

Producers designed films to protect not only the health and welfare of individual Soldiers but entire cities as well. 

Army films help London in the blitz 

Protecting London from German bombs during the war was of critical importance to Londoners and Americans stationed there. 

One of the films carried a quote reportedly made by Hitler, that “where Napoleon had failed, he would succeed by landing on the shores of Britain.” 

Moorhatch recalled watching a short film on aircraft recognition designed to help the Soldiers recognize the German planes. He recalled that the films showed how to distinguish between United States', British and German planes. 

While he was stationed in London, there were air raids almost nightly. On one occasion he recalled looking up from the roof of his building in Grosvenor Square to see a German plane fly over and completely destroy a building that was only two blocks away. 

The Signal Corps training films became so popular and their utility so highly regarded that they were often translated into other languages and provided to our allies. 

Major R.T. Schlossberg, head of the Signal Corps Photography Division at Fort Humphreys, Va., said in a 1943 NY Herald Tribune interview that if the films saved even a single day in preparing the military for war, they would be well worth the cost of production. 

The Signal Corps Photography Division at Fort Humphreys developed and edited the film footage that was shot by the Signal Corps field unit here. 

Signal Corps Production staff trained at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Hollywood, Calif. 

Schlossberg believed that films were a particularly apt method of military instruction but that “the training film is not a substitute for a good instructor. They are made to aid the instructor, not to take his place.” 

Army films win Academy Awards 

Due to increased wartime demands, the Photographic Division of the Office of the Chief Signal Officer became the Army Pictorial Service on June 17, 1942. 
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The Army purchased Paramount Studios’ facilities in Astoria, Long Island, N.Y., creating the Signal Corps Photographic Center, which opened in May 1942. 

It included the Signal Corps Photographic School, which absorbed the training function from Fort Monmouth. 

Two Signal Corps films won Oscars in 1946 and 1948: “Seeds of Destiny” and “Toward Independence.” 
"Seeds of Destiny" won Best Documentary Short Subject. The film supported the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration’s efforts to draw attention to the plight and suffering of the recently liberated children of Europe. 

The Oscar now resides in the Signal Corps Museum at Fort Gordon, Ga. 

"Toward Independence" followed the story of a wounded veteran and his road to recovery. 

In addition to training films, the Signal Corps shot 30 to 50 percent of all newsreels shown in American theaters during the war. 

War Photography 

It was not only film that left such an indelible mark upon the national consciousness.
Photographs also preserved forever both the horror of war and the resilience of the brave men and women who fought. 

Cameras were in such high demand during World War II that the public was urged to sell their cameras to the Signal Corps, according to Raines. 

Camera film, also deemed to be in short supply, was monitored by the War Production Board. 

The Enlisted Men’s Division of the Signal Corps School here (1919 to 1976) originally included the Photography Department. 
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The post built laboratory facilities for the course in 1926. By 1930, the curriculum included motion picture techniques. 
Signal Corps photographers took the majority of the iconic images of World War II, such as the famous photo of the “Big 3” at the Potsdam Conference (British Prime Minister Clement Attlee, President Harry Truman and General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Joseph Stalin). 

It was one of the first photos transmitted by radio for production in color. 

Raines states that the Signal Corps also developed and censored the unofficial photos taken by Soldiers. 
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That amounted to about 7,000 rolls a week in Europe. One photography company, responsible for still and silent pictures as well as newsreels, was assigned to each field Army during World War II. 

During the Korean War, Fort Monmouth again offered photography classes. 

In 1966, Congress authorized construction of three new permanent classroom buildings to accommodate an influx of students during the Vietnam conflict. 

They included Building 814 for the Photographic Laboratory. 

Photography was one of the five academic divisions in the Department of Specialist Training at this time. 

The classrooms were located in the 800 Area, adjacent to the post commissary and post garage. 

The photography school buildings were likely demolished in 1970 when many of the World War II buildings in the 800 Area were destroyed to make way for the present Post Exchange complex. 

The Signal School transferred to Fort Gordon during the mid-1970s with Fort Monmouth’s last class graduating on June 17, 1976. 

The legacy of those legendary films and photographs lives on in the hearts and minds of the Soldiers who shot them and the American public who depended upon them for information. 

For many families, they provided a much needed glimpse into where their loved ones were and what they were experiencing. They also served the important role of uniting a country, teaching life-saving skills, and, in retrospect, providing a touch of humor. 

Many of the films can be ordered today on DVD and are also available on YouTube. 

Photographs can be viewed on the Army Center of Military History’s website, www.history.army.mil 

Frank Capra at work on Army training films





WWII Army VD poster





Training film lab, Fort Monmouth, 1942





Pfc Lawrence Cornell played the part of a two-star General  for Signal Corps photography students who, besides learning how to shoot VIPs, were also taught the serious business of combat photography at Fort Monmouth








