BATTLEFILM

Motion Pictures of the Great War
By Phillip W. Stewart

© 2008 by Phillip W. Stewart

"Getting 'em up" at U.S. Naval Training Camping, Seattle, Washington, 1918. Films like Naval
Training, 1918, depicted similar scenes. (165-WW-332D(16))

The year is 1918.

American "Doughboys" claw their way over the top of their trenches and charge into "No Man's
Land.”

A young Air Service lieutenant with the name of Rickenbacker twists and turns his Spad pursuit
airplane in mortal aerial combat with the "Hun™ at 10,000 feet.

U.S. Navy warships plow through high seas to protect a convoy of transports traveling slowly
across the stormy Atlantic from the deadly German U-boats.

These scenes of World War | action, and thousands more like them, exist today on silent black-
and-white motion picture film. Contrary to some widely held beliefs, large, heavy, wooden boxes
with crude brass-encased glass lenses, metal hand cranks, and ungainly tripods were, indeed,
filming the events of the Great War. In fact, millions of feet of 35mm film were exposed by all
the major combatants.

Unfortunately, only a relatively small percentage of that original footage can be found in the
world today. Film decay and arbitrary disposal are factors linked to its rarity. For America, these
films were shot on location, as history happened, by dedicated and courageous U.S. Army Signal
Corps soldier-cameramen.
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First Lt. "Eddie" Rickenbacker, in his Spad plane, near Rembercourt, France, October 18, 1918.
This American "Ace of Aces" is featured in Activities of the 94th Aero Squadron. (111-SC-
29656)

The films that found their way back with the U.S. Army, along with a few from Britain, France,
Italy, Canada, and Germany, are considered official records of the U.S. Government and are
preserved at the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) as part of what is one
of the world's largest film collections, with holdings of more than 360,000 reels of film. Most,
but not all, of the World War 1 titles are cataloged as part of the Records of the Office of the
Chief Signal Officer, Record Group (RG) 111, located at the National Archives at College Park,
Maryland.

Ever wonder how these historic films found their way to the NARA? This is a short story about
the origins and disposition of these classic war pictures and the available finding aids for those
interested in the era.

Three months after the United States declared war in April 1917, the U.S. Army Signal Corps
was designated as the agency responsible for obtaining photographic coverage of America's
participation in the war. The stated purpose of still and motion-picture film documentation was
for use in propaganda and in scientific and military reconnaissance, but it was principally for the
production of a pictorial history of the conflict.

During July 1917, the Photographic Section was established within the Signal Corps to provide
and control all photographic activities within the Army. In an effort to get the unit up and
running as swiftly as possible, a photographic officer accompanied Gen. John J. "Black Jack"
Pershing to Europe in order to study the methods and equipment of the photographic departments
of the Allied armies. By the end of the month, a laboratory was secured in Paris, France, for
developing and printing both motion and still pictures. This laboratory served until February
1918, when photographic operations were transferred to a larger location in Vincennes.

A German Hannover C.L. | I I was brought down by American machine gunnners between
Montfaucon and Cierges, France, October 4, 1918. German War Film, 1914-1918, shows a
German bombing raid. (111-SC-29656)

Starting with 25 men, the Photographic Section attached to the American Expeditionary Force
(AEF) grew in strength to 92 officers and 498 enlisted men by the time of the Armistice in
November 1918. An operational photographic unit consisted of one motion-picture cameraman
and one still-picture photographer, with an appropriate number of assistants. One photographic
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unit was assigned to each of the American Army divisions as well as to other units attached to
higher Army headquarters, special services, and public welfare organizations like the Red Cross
and the Salvation Army. Overall, AEF Signal Corps cameramen shot roughly 590,000 feet of
film, while motion picture units located in the United States filmed about 280,000 feet of
domestic scenes.

A fairly complicated system was developed by the Photographic Section in order to ensure
accurate identification of the film shot. Each cameraman was assigned a group of consecutive
scene numbers. These numbers were perforated in the leader film of each scene as it was
developed at the laboratory in Paris. At the same time, an index file was set up containing the
scene identification number and description furnished by the cameraman. Laboratory personnel
arranged the scenes supplied by the cameramen into 1,099 subjects (collectively called the AEF
series) in chronological order, fully edited and captioned, and shipped them to the War Plans
Division at the Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. At the War College the captions
were verified, and a detailed subject index was prepared. A similar procedure was used with the
footage taken in the United States, except that these films were placed into the "Miscellaneous”
and "Domestic" series.

During 1936 and 1937 the AEF, Miscellaneous, and Domestic series films were culled and re-
edited by the Army to combine them into a single subject basis series. The result was the
"Historical™ series of films with catalog numbers between H-1100 and H-1558.
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Men drafted into the Army report for service at Camp Travis, San Antonio, Texas. Draft and
Mobilization Activities, 1917-1918, documents the draftee's transition to Army life. (165-WW-
474B(1))

At the same time, a new series of "Miscellaneous™ films was established that contained the
photographic histories of the numerous AEF divisions, special films like "Flashes of Action,"
and other subjects that did not properly fit into the Historical series.

Soon after the National Archives was established in 1934, federal agencies were directed to
deposit their archival records there. The Army complied. As a result, the newly re-edited
Historical and Miscellaneous films were transferred to the motion picture holdings of the
National Archives. Today, these celluloid-based moving images are divided into almost 500
titles, contained on about 1,000 large film reels, and consist of tens of thousands of individual
scenes.
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To facilitate the use of these films by World War | historians, researchers, documentary
producers, and the general public, a landmark finding aid was compiled by a young National
Archives archivist named K. Jack Bauer. His work was titled Special List Number 14: List of
World War | Signal Corps Films (Record Group [RG] 111). The National Archives and Records
Service, as it was known then, published it in 1957. This 68-page, 8-by-10 inch format, green-
covered booklet became the principal guide for RG 111, and it has remained so for more than 50
years. It is still recommended by NARA staff for those interested in this time period and is also
cited in the 2,428-page, three-volume, comprehensive Guide to Federal Records in the National
Archives of the United States (1995). Since the List has been out of print for well over 45 years,
copies of this publication are very difficult to find.

Scaling a wall at Camp Wadsworth, South Carolina, 1918. Scenes of U.S. Army troops in
training are in films such as Training of the 83rd Division, Camp Sherman, Ohio. (165-WW-
151B(8))

| became familiar with the List while doing research for my book War Wings: Films of the First
Air War and found it to be an outstanding starting point for my in-depth research.

Detecting a sense of renewed interest in the World War I time period by historians, the general
public, and Hollywood, it seemed appropriate to find a way to republish this superb research
tool. However, as | began to work on the project, | found myself adding more and more
information to the film descriptions based on the original 1920s scripts and catalog cards
prepared in connection with the Army re-edit of the films during 1936 and 1937. Further onsite
research at the National Archives ultimately more than doubled the numbers of pages of
information and added 58 titles to the project. Published in 2007, Battlefilm: U.S. Army Signal
Corps Motion Pictures of the Great War was the result.
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AEF soldiers have a French 37mm Mle 1916 infantry gun set up in firing position, June 26,
1918. Motion pictures like St. Mihiel Drive show the American Army in combat. (111-SC-

19753)

A small representative sampling of the 467 World War | titles found within RG 111 include:

SECOND AVIATION INSTRUCTION CENTER (TOURS)

Reel 1: Panorama of training planes and hangars at Tours, France; fuselage of a Nieuport
is repaired; cameras are mounted on a Sopwith plane; flying cadets take pictures; pilots
train with mounted machine guns, fire on a range, and place panel signals. Reel 2:
Students land planes; a wrecked Sopwith plane; Colonel Spaatz inspects aviators and
mechanics; airplanes are inspected by Secretary of War Baker, Chief of the Air Service
John D. Ryan, and Generals Bliss, Harbord, and Pershing; firemen respond to a practice
alert.

ST. MIHIEL OFFENSIVE, SEP 10-25, 1918, 42nd DIVISION

Acrtillery caissons, ambulances, and supply trains move through Ansauville and
Seicheprey; 167th infantrymen and tanks advance beneath artillery support at Seicheprey;
117th Engineers dig trenches and string barbed wire at St. Benoit; reserve troops rest at
Hassavent Farm; bombed buildings and supply vehicles at Beney and Essex; wounded
are brought to an aid station at Ansauville; the 23rd Engineers tear down walls of ruined
buildings and gather debris in Menil la Tour; German prisoners repair roads at
Seicheprey.

DER MAGISCHE GURTEL, 1917-1918

Reel 1: German submarine warfare; U-boat moves out to sea; the British steamer
Parkgate is hit, the crew picked up, and the captain interrogated. Reel 2: The Parkgate is
scuttled; the Spanish steamer Asurrca is stopped and searched; the Greek steamer India is
halted and scuttled; the Italian steamer Stromboli is boarded. Reel 3: The Stromboli is
scuttled; British newspapers deplore the U-boat activity; the British steamers Patagonia
and Brisbane River are sunk; British captains on the U-boat; the returning U-boat is met
by the Austro-Hungarian cruiser Helgoland.

MARCHING INTO GERMANY, NOV-DEC, 1918, 1st DIVISION

Reel 1: General Parker watches 26th Infantry troops cross the Armistice Line into
Lorraine at Etain; the 5th, 6th, and 7th Field Artillery units march through Montzeville;
16th and 18th Infantry troops enter Bouligny and Aumetz; 16th Infantry troops enter
Esch and are decorated and reviewed by Generals McGlachlin and Parker at Mertert,
Luxembourg; General Marshall reviews 28th Infantry troops enter Winchrenger,
Germany; 18th Infantry troops cross a bridge at Grevenman, Luxembourg, and enter



Temmels, Germany. Reel 2: General Parker watches troops cross a bridge over the
Moselle; supply wagons, the 6th Field Artillery, and 16th Infantry troops parade through
Trier; 18th Infantry troops cross a bridge into Kunz; Generals Parker and McGlachlin
pose with their aides; 18th Infantry troops enter Klender-Mubhl; 6th Field Artillery units
march through Hetzerath; 28th Infantry troops are greeted by Germans in Alf; General
Marshall reviews the 28th Infantry at Treis; 7th Field Artillery units cross the Moselle on
a ferry boat. Reel 3: 26th Infantry troops occupy Boppard; Generals McGlachlin,
Marshall, and Col. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., pose for the camera; children watch 18th
Infantry troops march to billets in a Coblenz school; the 5th and 6th Field Artillery enter
Coblenz; 1st Engineers advance near Wirges; the 2nd Field Signal Battalion men eat
from rolling kitchens on a road to Neuhausel.

BASE SECTION NO. 1 (ST. NAZAIRE), EMBARKATION OF TROOPS FOR THE U.S.,
APR AND MAY, 1919

Reel 1: 88th Division troops board the Orizaba, Artemis, Dakotan, Texan, Aeolus,
Mercury, Pocahontas, and Rijndam; 15th Cavalry troops, the Panama; and 317th
Machine Gun Battalion, the Roanoke; the liner Matsonia, with 81st Division troops
aboard, passes through the locks; 649th Aero Squadron members board the Santa Paula;
and General Johnston and 91st Division troops, the Calamares; the hospital ship Mercy
passes through the locks. Reel 2: The Santa Paula departs; casual troops board the
Virginia; General Wright poses on the DeKalb; meat is hoisted from the ship's hold;
DeKalb enters the locks and steams to sea; 113th and 138th Infantry troops board the
Aeolus; 111th Infantry, the Mercury; 112th Infantry, the Pocahontas; 103rd Engineers,
the Finland; 109th Infantry, the freighter Maui; General Price and 28th Division troops,
the Mongolia; 110th Infantry, and the Santa Oliver. Reel 3: The lowan and the Paysandu
enter the locks; families of troops board the Manchuria; 105th Engineers and casual
troops, the Zeelandia; 110th Infantry troops, the Luckenbach.

AMERICA'S ANSWER

Also know as "America's Answer to the Hun" or "America's Answer: Following the Fleet
to France.” This was one of the three major propaganda films produced by the Committee
on Public Information during the war. Reel 1: President Wilson and General Pershing; a
destroyer-escorted convoy; Engineers dredge a marsh and construct wharves at Brest,
France; troops disembark. Reel 2: Austro-Hungarian POWSs unload supplies; Engineers
cut down trees and snake logs from a forest; a refrigeration plant is erected and stocked.
Reel 3: Locomotives are unloaded at Bordeaux; trucks are loaded with supplies; bread is
baked; French women sew camouflage onto canvas; lumber is camouflaged with paint.
Reel 4: Camouflaged troops in the field; a small dam is constructed; shoes, harnesses, and
saddles are repaired; clothes are washed in a Quartermaster Depot. Reel 5: French women
sew clothing; artillery horses are unloaded from a freighter; soldiers shoot dice; nurses
comfort wounded at a base hospital; YMCA and Salvation Army women distribute
refreshments to troops. Reel 6: Infantry trudges through mud toward the front; food is



carried from a field kitchen to the trenches; artillery convoys pass through damaged
villages. Reel 7: Antiaircraft guns are fired; German bombs explode near a command car;
scenes at a base hospital. Reel 8: A Memorial Day Service (1918) in a cemetery; General
Edwards and Major Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., decorate troops; artillery is pulled into firing
position. Reel 9: Marines await orders to advance; Cantigny is shelled; infantry charge.

With the centennial of America's involvement in World War | less than a decade away, it is
important for all of us who share more than a casual interest in history to discover and explore all
available historical resources. It is also incumbent upon us, as we begin the process of retelling,
rewriting, and revisualizing the First World War to generations of people with little knowledge
of it, that we include the moving image element. The films located in the Records of the Office
of the Chief Signal Officer document a fascinating visual story of the 20th century's first World
War—on land, in the ocean, and in the air.

Have you ever seen Doughboys go over the top and charge into "No Man's Land™? How about a
Spad in mortal aerial combat or a convoy of ships crossing the Atlantic in fear of U-boats? You
can . .. in glorious black and white!

Phillip W. Stewart is a retired U.S. Air Force officer and has been a historical film consultant,
video producer, TV producer/director, multimedia manager and occasional author for over 30
years. He is the author of Battlefilm: U.S. Army Signal Corps Motion Pictures of the Great War
(2007) and War Wings: Films of the First Air War (2008).



