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Editorial Note on Army Appropriations

February 12, 1941

The convening of the new Seventy-seventh Congress opened another season of budgetary conferences and hearings for the chief of staff.  But before the 1942 budget could be considered, Marshall had to appear before the House Appropriations Committee’s Deficiency Subcommittee on February 12 to defend the War Department’s request for a supplement of $680,118,000 to the fiscal year 1941 budget, which was ”necessary to complete the housing and shelter of our greatly increased Army.”  The bulk of the appropriation covered construction projects, the expansion of the Air Corps, the Panama augmentation program of 1940, the acquisition of land for training sites, and the completion of projects authorized in fiscal 1941 but not yet completely funded. (House Appropriations Committee, Fourth Supplemental National Defense Appropriation Bill for 1941, Hearings [Washington:  GPO, 1941], p. 3.)

“Frankly,” Marshall told the committee, “we had not anticipated that the American people would ever be sufficiently aroused to authorize in time of peace such a tremendous program for the national defense, nor had we anticipated the complete collapse of the French Government in early June, along with the deadly hazard to the British of a transfer of French naval power to Germany and Italy.  Furthermore, it was necessary for us to study the campaigns, the occurrences in France and Belgium, in order to benefit to the full by the lessons indicated.  The last required several months to assemble the facts from our attachés and from other sources.  We took every means possible to find out what had occurred and get to the heart of the matter.  This brought about decisions in late summer and early fall for modifications of organizations, for different allotments of weapons, and so forth.  Practically each of these decisions in some way affected requirements of a cantonment built for the purpose not only of sheltering troops but to facilitate their instruction.” (Ibid., p. 12.)

As most committee members were familiar with certain aspects of the 1917 mobilization, Marshall sought to explain why the previous solutions were inadequate for the current situation.  “Our purpose and problems defined by the Congress in September of 1940 are essentially different from those of 1917, and in this difference lay most of the deficiencies in the planning and estimates for troop concentrations. . . . The troops of 1917 were quartered in cantonment areas for only brief periods of training while awaiting transportation overseas.  Our present Army is being quartered in its areas, we hope, for the entire period of service of most of its members.  Not only that, but the recent law on the subject extends our training plan over a period of 5 years.  For such a program the World War cantonment and the ideas behind its construction were not a suitable basis for estimates.  What we require and what we are building is a type of cantonment adequate for the shelter, sanitation, health, and morale of the soldier.  “Thorough training in the United States for modern mobile warfare necessitated greater dispersal of buildings, wider roads, and improved supply and administrative organizations to use such facilities. (Ibid., p. 4.)

Assessing the War Department’s lack of preparation for the mobilization, Marshall observed:  “In our usual search for economy the original estimates were made dangerously low.  They were a lump-sum estimate based on the cost of certain smaller camp units let to competitive bidding during 1939 and early 1940.  From these cost estimates a cost-per-man factor was evolved and applied against the total number of men to be housed.  The costs mentioned resulted from construction undertaken under conditions of more deliberate procedure during favorable building weather.” (Ibid., pp. 4–5.)

The chief of staff noted that this budget was for an army of 1,400,000 men, a size that would be attained in June.  Rejecting the notion that the War Department “let things go absolutely wild on cost,” Marshall claimed that the Inspector General’s Department maintained a continuous inspection of on-going army projects.  Representative Clifton A. Woodrum, Democrat from Virginia, asked concerning the appropriation bill, “Is this going to do the job?” Marshall replied, “So far as we can tell at the moment, but I will not say it will do it entirely.” (Ibid., pp. 4–5, 11.  For a comprehensive statement on the army’s construction problems, see Memorandum for the Secretary of War, March 29, 1941, Papers of George Catlett Marshall, #2-408 [2:  459–61].)
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