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BEHIND T H E LINES 

Foreign Language Skills & Cultural 
Awareness in the US Military 

E ven before the US entered 
World War II, the War 
Department saw the need 

for men and women in uniform 
who could speak foreign languages. 
GIs who grew up speaking French, 
German, Russian and other critical 
languages in their homes were put to 
work translating captured documents 
and military manuals, interrogating 
captured enemy combatants and 
interviewing refugees. Even so, there 
weren't enough of those personnel 
to meet the needs of the global war. 

Among the first government insti
tutions set up for language training 
was the Military Intelligence Service 
Language School, which quietly and 
secretly began instruction in Japanese, 
in November 1941 at Crissy Field, 
part of the Presidio of San Francisco. 
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In 1942, follovving the signing of 
Executive Order 9066 by President 
Roosevelt, Japanese-Americans could 
no longer reside in many coastal 
areas, and the school therefore had 
to move. It transformed into the 
Military Intelligence Service Language 
School in Madison, Wisconsin. 

At the beginning of the war, 
German and Japanese were natural.ly 
perceived as the most critical lan
guages. By the end of the war the focus 
of the training shifted to the languages 
of those who were perceived as becom
ing our next adversaries: the Russians 
and the Chinese. AHogether, though, 
instruction was carried out in dozens 
of languages between 1941 and 1945. 

Many of those chosen for the 
intensive classes had a background in 
both the language and the culture they 
were studying, and almost all instruc
tors were native speakers. The pace of 
instruction was intense, involving six 
hours of daily classes (five days a week) 
and two or more hours of homework 
each night. Most other military train-
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ing was suspended while students 
were undergoing language instruction. 
Under those circumstances, an 
amazing amount of language could be 
absorbed in a short period of time. 

A variety of different types of books 
and booklets were used to develop 
language skills. For classroom training 
the War Department printed books 
like EM-519 Spoken German (Basic 
Course), and EM 550 Colloquial Dutch. 
They weren't merely high school texts 
with new covers: military vocabulary 
and topics were emphasized through
out. For example, Spoken German 
included the follOwing exercises. 

"How would you say in German: 

The leader of this party, Adolf 
Hitler, did away with the republic 
and introduced a dictatorship. 

Reich Minister Goebbels 
made a speech yesterday 
before 10,000 workers. 
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Three munitions factories were 
bombed last night by planes that 
flew over northern Germany." 

Various "Language Guides," each 
about the size of a passport, were 60 
to 80 pages long and were issued for 
nearly two-dozen languages, including 
Albanian, Burmese, Icelandic, Persian 
and Hindustani. Those booklets 
were officially known as "technical 

manuals," and were distributed along 
with phonograph records in order 
to teach proper pronunciation. 

Each Language Guide included 
illustrations, quizzes and sketches 
of common road Signs. They were 
useful for people who needed 
some language skills but who didn't 
need the fluency required by 
interpreters, translators and spies. 

"Technical Manuals," in the form 
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of full books, were also printed. 
Each contained the equivalent of an 
entire dictionary of technical foreign 
language words and phrases. Only a 
handful ofTM were created, such as 
French Military Dictionary, TM 30-502 
(1944). German Phrase Book TM 30-245 
included chapters on topics such as 
"Parachute Troops," "Requisitioning," 
"Prisoners and Deserters," and 
"Reconnaissance." The TM were issued 
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to specialists, such as intelligence 
officers and units involved with the 
administration of occupied territories. 

"Phrase Books," each 60 to 80 
pages long, included sections on 
"General Expressions," "Personal 
Needs," "Reconnaissance," and 
"Road & Travel ." Key words and 
phrases were shown in English, and 
the same phrase was repeated in 
another language with a guide to 
pronunciation. When necessary, a 
GI could simply point to the phrase 
he needed in the foreign language. 

While many of the phrases would 
still seem appropriate in a modern 
tourist guide, others reflected the 
needs of a wartime serviceman: 
"Are there any booby traps?" "How 
many machineguns are there?" 
"What color were the uniforms?" 
and "Throw down your arms!" 

Every phrase book also included 
common military terms, including 
ranks, branches of service and words 
like "tank," "artillery" and "sniper." 

Privately issued language guides 
were also common, particularly for 
European languages. Three differ
ent pocket-sized books were also 
authored by Harold E. Palmer specifi
cally for Allied servicemen assaulting 
Normandy in 1944. Printed by Heffel' & 
Sons of Cambridge, England, they are 
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today rare relics of the D-Day invasion 
in that only a handful have survived. 

The Pocket Guides didn't teach 
language, but rather the culture and 
history of a particular country or 
region. The role of the church, local 
government and other institutions, 
and the differences among various 
regions of the country were discussed. 
Where appropriate, how the country 
had fared under enemy occupation 
was also analyzed. Pocket Guides 
generally each covered large regions, as 
with the Pocket Guide to North Africa, 
but there were also ones for relatively 
small areas, like the Pocket Guide to 
Paris and the Cities ofNorthern France. 

Most included a section on 
how to be a good tourist along 
with a small map. Some guides 
specified parts of certain cities 
were "off limits" to servicemen. 

Here are some samples of Pocket 
Guide advice to their readers. 

Pocket Guide to Iraq: "That is 
what this guide is for : to help you 
understand the people and the 
country so that you can do the best 
and quickest job of sending Hitler back 
where he came from. And, secondly, 
so that you as a human being will get 
the most out of an experience few 
Americans have been lucky enough 
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to have. Years from now you'll be 
telling your children and maybe your 
grandchildren stories beginning, 
'Now when I was in Baghdad.'" 

Pocket Guide to Great Britain: 
"The British don't know how to make 
a good cup of coffee. You don't know 
how to make a good cup of tea. It's 
an even swap"; and, referring to 
British soldiers: "You can understand 
that two actions on your part will 
slow up the friendship-swiping 
his girl and not appreciating what 
his army has been up against." 

Pocket Guide to Egypt: "It may 
sound as if there's enough likeness 
between their religion and your own to 
afford pleasant academic discussion. 
Forget it...drinking is repellant to a 
devout Muslim. He will be disgusted 
if he sees you drinking too much." 

Pocket Guide to West Africa: 
"The main thing .. . is the spirit of 
courtesy and politeness. If you show 
this, the Africans will understand 
and forgive mistakes you may make 
through not knOwing their culture." 

Pocket Guide to Syria: "Your unit 
has been ordered to Syria. You, an 
American soldier, are ... one of the 
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countless fighting men, over the past 
two thousand years, who have tramped 
across this neck of land connecting 
Europe and Asia ... At the end of the last 
war, Syria sought to be placed under 
American mandate protection. So, you 
are in a friendly country and you won't 
have much trouble making friends." 

Pocket Guide to New Zealand: 
"The New Zealanders are a hospitable 
people... they like Americans and 
have enjoyed meeting the US troops 
that have preceded you ....don't get 
the idea that you are going there 
to protect a helpless people. The 
New Zealanders are doing their full 
share in this war and have been 
in there pitching since 1939." 

Though most Pocket Guides were 
issued by the War Department, a few 
were made in-theater. A commander 
in the field would see a need to com-
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municate key elements to getting 
along with the local population, and 
would have his staff write up their 
own guide. For example, a Pocket 
Guide to Korea was prepared for XXIV 
Corps by Tenth Army headquarters, 
and a Soldier's Guide to Florence 
was issued by the Morale Services 
Section Headquarters there. 

Though Hawaii and Alaska were 
US territories, Pocket Guides were 
produced for each. Both regions 
certainly represented distinct 
cultural patterns within the larger US. 
Imagine the culture shock privates 
from Kentucky or New Jersey faced 
when they landed in Honolulu . 

- William Leslie 0 
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