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One of the most fascinating aspects of U.S. military history is that it’s largely
the story of ordinary Americans in extraordinary circumstances. Perhaps
that’s why most of us are so moved by it. Plus, if you know military history,
you know American history, because they’re closely intertwined. You also
begin to understand where security — our most basic necessity — actually
comes from.

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to explain what U.S. military history is,
how profoundly it has affected our country’s development, and why it’s
important to your life.

Shaping a Country through War

Americans like to think of themselves as peace-loving people. To some
extent, the characterization fits. Most Americans tend to think of war as
unusual and quite undesirable, something to be avoided if at all possible. To
them, peace is the norm, war is the aberration. Security is a given. Violence
and chaos are only frightful exceptions to an otherwise orderly existence.
Throughout American history, only a minority of Americans have ever
fought in combat. All of this is obviously a good thing.

However, there is no question that war is a central theme in American his-
tory. War created this country, shaped it, and propelled it into world-power
status. It is literally impossible to study American history without studying
war. By my count — and this is a conservative estimate — Americans have
fought and died in well over 100 wars since colonial times. Those wars ranged
in size from small skirmishes against Native American tribes to World War II,
the largest conflict of all time. Like it or not, American history is really some-
thing of a Jekyll-and-Hyde duality between the peaceful and warlike sides of
America. For this reason, military issues relate to almost every aspect of the
American story. And this story that loops from the past into the present
touches you in more ways than you may be aware.

Reaping the sociological and political
rewards of war

Military conflict has decided a large number of major issues in U.S. history.
That’s the essential paradox of America. A country founded on notions of
representative government, peaceful compromise, tolerance, and universal
human rights nonetheless resolved many of its conflicts through violence.
Here’s a brief list that demonstrates the momentous effect of wars on the
development of the United States as a nation:
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v The Revolutionary War (see Chapters 6 and 7) created an independent
American republic. The War of 1812 (see Chapter 9) solidified that inde-
pendence and gave Americans permanent control of the Mississippi
River. This led to massive economic growth.

1 Wars against Native Americans (see Chapters 8 and 12) led to the pre-
cipitous decline of Indian cultures in this country. Those wars also
expanded the United States across the continent, creating a coast-to-
coast nation built around the Constitution.

1 A war with Mexico (see Chapter 10), fought in 1846 and 1847, won con-
trol of the entire Southwest for the United States.

v The Civil War (see Chapter 11) destroyed slavery, propelled race to the
forefront as a thorny American issue, and guaranteed that the United
States would develop as a free-market, capitalist, multiethnic republic.

v The Spanish-American War (see Chapter 13) led to colonial commit-
ments for America overseas.

v World War I (see Chapter 14) created widespread disillusionment with
the idea of war itself. It also furthered the idea that Americans should
remain aloof from world affairs. This notion, known as isolationism, still
exists in American political thought.

1 World War II (see Chapter 16) turned the United States into a world-
leading power of immense proportions. It also sparked major changes
in race relations, gender roles, economic growth, political norms, and
lifestyles.

v The Vietnam War (see Chapter 19) proved the limits of American power.
It caused many Americans to question the country’s basic morality. The
war also spawned massive social protest movements, the ripples of
which we still feel today.

Remember that those are just a few examples, among many. Nor do they even
take into account the military’s considerable peacetime impact on the American
people throughout the span of U.S. history. The main point I'm conveying is
that modern America is, to a great extent, the product of its martial past.

Reaping the innovations of war

Many things you encounter in your daily life eventually relate to military his-
tory or security. Indeed, I would venture to say that nearly every product
you use is dependent, in some way, upon military security. Here are just a
few examples:
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v Automobiles: Every American automaker during World War Il converted
from the production of civilian cars to vehicles with a military purpose,
such as tanks, trucks, planes, and jeeps. The Jeep and the Hummer origi-
nally were exclusively military vehicles. Also, civilian cars are, of course,
dependent on oil-based petroleum for fuel. The United States has fought
wars in the oil-rich Middle East and maintains a major military presence
there to safeguard the world’s oil supply.

v Cotton: This crop is, obviously, useful for making comfortable clothes. In
the early 19th century, the South’s economic system was heavily depen-
dent upon slave-based cotton production for foreign markets. This led
to the growth of a slavery-centered economy, political system, and cul-
ture in the South that ultimately clashed with the North’s industrial,
free-market economy, helping lead to the Civil War. The impact of the
Civil War’s outcome has continued into the present with civil rights
being extended to all ethnic groups. And those cotton khakis you love
originated from military uniforms.

v+ Penicillin: This was the wonder drug of the mid-20th century. Penicillin
was so effective in fighting infections that it led to a dramatic rise in the
production of antibiotics. What does penicillin have to do with U.S. mili-
tary history, you may ask? The drug was developed during World War II
for American military forces. The war also led to other major advances
in medicine, including improved prosthetic limbs, reconstructive plastic
surgery, better psychiatric care, and a slew of new surgical techniques
that doctors still employ.

v Detroit: The city started as a French trading post. British soldiers and
American militiamen captured it from the French during the French
and Indian War. Later, the British and their Native American allies took
the city from the Americans in the War of 1812. The Americans subse-
quently took it back. It’s been part of the U.S. ever since and was a
driving force (pun intended) in automobile manufacturing in the U.S.
And without Detroit as part of the U.S., would we have ever had the
Motown sound?

v Insecticide: During the Vietnam War and in the Pacific Theatre in World
War II, American soldiers were issued bottles of insecticide to ward off
mosquitoes, ants, leeches, and other tropical insects. Vietnam-era sol-
diers greatly prized their bottles of “bug juice” in the country’s insect-
ridden environment. Today, with the threat of bird flu and other
mosquito-borne diseases, bug repellent is just as important. It’s also
nice to have along on picnics!

v Kid Rock: What, you may ask, can this pop icon anti-hero possibly have
to do with the military? Kid Rock travels overseas to play free concerts
for American troops, as do other entertainers such as Jay Leno, Gary
Sinise, and Toby Keith. The greatest troop entertainer of all time was
Bob Hope, who traveled tens of thousands of miles over the course of
many decades to brighten the morale of Americans in uniform. Chances
are, your favorite singer or actor may entertain the troops, at military
bases here in the U.S. or overseas.
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Seeing the Value of Understanding
the Past
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You may be tempted to say, “Well, that’s interesting, but it’s all in the past.
Why is this stuff important to me now?” It’s a good question, and it requires
an equally good answer that I think can be summed up in a passage George
Orwell wrote more than 50 years ago. “We sleep safe in our beds because
rough men stand ready in the night to visit violence on those who would do
us harm.” This was true in Orwell’s time, and it’s certainly true now. Basically,
it amounts to this: Without security, you have nothing; without an effective
military, you have no security; without military history, you have no knowl-
edge of what you must do to ensure your security.

History is not just about the past. It’s about the present and the future, too.
You’ve probably heard the old cliché that “those who don’t learn from the
past are doomed to repeat it.” This statement is trite and even a little conde-
scending, but sometimes it’s actually true. Take, for example, the mistakes of
American national security policymakers in the last half century. Since World
War II, most American leaders have relied upon technology, air power, and
sea power to fight America’s wars, at the expense of ground power. Yet, most
of our modern wars have actually been fought and won on the ground. As a
result, Americans have usually been ill-prepared for the wars they fought,
from World War Il through now. The waste in American blood and treasure
has been nearly incalculable. So, yes, it’s a very good idea to learn from the
past and apply it to the future.

We live in troubled, bloody times, and this is nothing new. The sad lesson of his-
tory is that human beings make war on one another. This has been true in most
every culture, in every time period, and it’s certainly true today. Closing your
eyes and wishing away humanity’s warlike tendencies won’t make them extinct.
The stark reality is that your security and mine are dependent upon those
who serve in the United States armed forces. They are the “rough” men —
and now women — standing ready to do violence against anyone meaning
to harm us.

Make no mistake. The United States has plenty of enemies who readily kill
Americans when given half a chance to do so (see Chapter 2). It doesn’t
matter whether you are a liberal Democrat, a conservative Republican, or
anything in between. If you are an American, you are a target for a variety
of enemies. Who keeps those enemies at bay so that we can enjoy secure,
healthy lives? Those who serve in the U.S. military. They serve all over the
world, on long deployments, in combat zones, far away from their families.
They know the ache of loneliness and homesickness. They routinely risk
their lives for us. In some cases, they lose their health or their lives in the
line of duty. The least we can do is know what makes them tick. (Chapter 3
takes a look at who fights on our behalf, and Chapter 5 explains what they
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face in war zones.) If you know military history, you begin to comprehend
those who ensure your security and how they accomplish that mission. What
can be more important than that?

Listening to American Military
Historians Tell the Story

History is the true story of real people told by other people (historians) who
happened to come along later in time. All good historians are storytellers.
Military historians tell stories about soldiers in uniform, the conflicts they
fight, and the ways in which humanity is affected by military issues. American
military historians have a lot to talk about, from the story of colonial militia-
men to the 21st-century, all-volunteer armed forces and everything in between.
The American military past is so enormous that an army of historians (pun
intended) could study it for decades and not even come close to covering
everything important. But we do our best!

Reporting tomorrow'’s history today

One good way to appreciate the vastness of American military history is to
pick up a copy of today’s paper, keeping in mind that today’s news stories
are tomorrow’s history. Take note of every story that has some sort of mili-
tary angle or topic, from the latest Army Corps of Engineers river project to
reports of battles. Chances are you've located a fair number of military-
oriented stories in your paper. For each one of those military stories, several
others didn’t get published. That’s a lot of stories, right? Now multiply all of
those stories by the full length of recorded American history, roughly 150,000
days. That gives you a sense of the enormity of U.S. military history and the
challenge historians face in telling that aspect of the American story. So those
historians tend to concentrate on what they feel is most important. They also
focus on topics that are well recorded because they must have good sources
to do their work.

Working the military history beat

American military historians work in a variety of places. Some, like me, are
academics who teach at the higher-education level. Many work for the armed
forces as official historians or as professors in service-run professional
schools. Others work for the National Park Service as battlefield guides,
rangers, and consultants. Quite a few work in the popular sector as analysts,
authors, military magazine editors, historians for battlefield tour companies,
memorabilia collectors, or as producers, writers, and hosts of movies and TV
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