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and spoke to the young fellows in such a way that she could 
hear both sides of the conversation. They were such whole­
hearted fellows, so full of youthful vigor and ambition, that 
after I had enlisted them all into the regiment her son was 
going into the mother told me, "Mr. McCree, I came into your 
office in tears; now I am going out with joy in my heart that 
my son can go with such fine young men to take some part for 
our dear country." 

Another similar case was that of an Irish woman who came 
in demanding to know why I had taken her son away from 
her and insisting that I get him back to her at once. Of 
course I told her that this was impossible, that she could not 
get him out, and that since he was over twenty-one years of 
age I was justified in taking him. She sat at one end of my 
table and listened to my conversation with the men who were 
going into the army. Then in her rich Irish brogue she said 
to a young man with an Irish name, "Go to it my boy, I hope 
you will meet my Patsy and you will make a good pair." She 
left the office in a very different frame of mind from when 
she came in. 

Many fellows came into the office to ask me how far they 
would be from the front. I told them it all depended on what 
regiment they got into; that the forestry regiment would be 
working in southern France, that the construction regiments 
would be working between the points of debarkation and the 
front, but that the shop regiments would be working a long 
way from the front line. This was necessary because we had 
sent millions of dollars worth of machinery across there and 
if we had some serious reverse we did not want to lose the 
machinery which was required for the absolutely necessary 
repair work on our locomotives, motor trucks, ordinance, et 
cetera. Some applicants would impatiently ask if I didn't 
have some regiments that would be right up at the front, and 
I would put these into the road-building or the search-light 
regiments. One young man was very cocky; he had all the 
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assurance in the world. I told him that it would not be a very 
safe thing to put him into the army because the American 
people had great confidence in General Pershing and I would 
not like to see the General "bumped" and I was afraid he 
would try to do that. He said, "Give me a chance, even at 
Pershing's job, and I'll make good." 

Some of the men knew little or nothing of the new life 
they were entering. Some of the limited service men who 
were assigned to work with the draft boards did not get a fair 
chance; I know of one young man who did not even know the 
difference in seniority of officers and was totally ignorant as 
to the distinctive emblems of different ranks. The connun-
drum of whether he would rather be a colonel with an eagle 
on his shoulder or a private with a chicken on his knee was 
completely lost on him. One evening on a train going to 
Chicago, I saw a soldier whose face seemed familiar. I spoke 
to him and found I had enlisted him three days before and 
that he was on his way to Camp Grant, Illinois. The poor 
fellow was like a fish out of water riding in that Pullman car. 
First of all he was in the wrong seat; I knew that because an 
old dowager duchess kind of lady was hovering around, but 
she did not like to ask the man to get out, I suppose because 
of his uniform. I asked to see his ticket and found he had 
upper two, so I took him to his proper seat. He told me that 
he would like to smoke but hated to walk way ahead to the 
smoking car, so I took him into the smoking compartment and 
he said with a sigh, "Gosh! if I had known this place was 
here I would have been here all the time." He asked me 
whether he had his gaiters on right and I was amused to see 
that he had one laced down the front and the other down the 
right side of his left leg. When we came near Winona he 
asked where we were; when I told him he said, "The last time 
I came over this road I was traveling in a box car." I will 
wager that when he got into his upper berth he had the same 
pajamas on that he wore in the box car, namely, his whole 
suit of clothes. 
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One day a man came into the office very excited. He was 
an artist, a scene painter in one of our theatres, and he was 
very anxious to get into Company C of the Twenty-fifth Engi­
neers. This was a company made up of camouflage artists. 
This fellow was a dandy man for that organization but he was 
an inveterate cigarette smoker and had one hundred per cent 
of artistic temperament. Before he went up for his prelimi­
nary physical examination, I spoke to him quietly because I 
knew his heart was beating about a thousand times a minute 
and that he would never pass in that condition. When I 
thought he was all right I let him go and then telephoned to 
the noncommissioned officer in charge at the recruiting station, 
telling him what kind of a man was coming to see him and 
that if there was nothing organically wrong to let him pass 
because he was a very desirable man for the camouflage unit. 
About three minutes after the man left he came back and said, 
"Oh! Mr. McCree pray that I may be passed." He was 
passed and he was so elated that it was about four days be­
fore he could get his feet back to earth so that he could go to 
Snelling for his final examination. After his elation he be­
came tremendously depressed; every little while he would 
come in to ask me if I thought he would pass and each time 
I was requested to pray for him. At last I got him off to 
Snelling and sent him on his way assuring him that I would 
pray for him. When he was changing cars at Seven Corners 
he went to a telephone and called me up to remind me that I 
should continue to pray for him. Believing that in this case 
work was more efficacious than faith, I telephoned to Snell­
ing and told the authorities how anxious I was to have this 
man accepted. Soon thereafter he left for American Uni­
versity to join his regiment. 

The man referred to above was tremendously anxious to 
enter the service; now'for a fellow who said he was but was 
not. This young man would often come into the office and 
make inquiries about different regiments and the necessary 



1920 RECRUITING ENGINEERS 351 

qualifications for entering them. I soon divined that he had a 
streak of yellow. He was employed at the munitions plant at 
Stillwater and was registered at Anoka. He told my stenog­
rapher that he had been put in deferred classification by his 
board after telling them that he was supporting his nephew 
and niece, but that his father was actually supporting them 
and he merely gave them a dollar occasionally. This dis­
pleased me very much so I telephoned to the Anoka draft 
board and suggested that he be sent away with the next con­
tingent. They sent for him to appear and during the conver­
sation said that I had written to them and told them of his 
false statements. He came in and charged me with doing so 
and I told him he was in complete error; that I did not write 
to his board, but, fearing that a letter might be misunder­
stood and wishing them to have the information at once, I had 
telephoned to them. I am glad to say he was put into the 
army. 

Very often men "dressed in a little brief authority" abused 
their privileges. I sent some locomotive engineers to Fort 
Snelling, and in about an hour they came back saying they 
would not go into the army for any price, that, if the treat­
ment they might expect in France from the higher officers 
was to be more harsh than that dealt out to them by some of 
the noncommissioned fellows at Snelling, they would just go 
back onto their engines and let the army go hang. I called 
up the major at Fort Snelling and told him that the class of 
mechanics that I was sending to him were conferring quite as 
great a favor on the army as the army was conferring on them. 
I told him these men had something that the army required 
and they were willing to give it but that there was no reason 
why some young fellow with three stripes on his arm should 
try to lord it over them. Of course the engineers heard my 
side of the conversation so I added, "I have two men listening 
to me who say they won't go into the army because of the 
treatment received at the fort, but I know better—I know they 
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will go in and they will be at Snelling in thirty minutes." 
They were and they left St. Paul that evening for Camp 
Upton. 

A very amusing thing happened when I was making a drive 
for the Motor Transport Corps. When I examined the boys 
I asked them what class of cars they had driven, whether they 
were accustomed to driving in busy streets, and what experi­
ence they had had in driving trucks. One of the items to be 
filled out on the enlistment form was labeled "color." When 
one boy answered "green," I said, "You are not green," and 
he replied, "Oh! I thought that meant the color of the car I 
had driven." A short time afterwards another man made the 
same answer and when I asked him why, he said, "I thought 
that meant the color of the card I got from the draft board." 

When I was recruiting in Duluth a young man came into 
the office, tremendously anxious to get in. He kept saying 
"I want to carry on." He had come across from Canada to 
enlist so that he could "carry on." I found out that he had 
been in the Canadian Army for six months, four of which 
the poor fellow had spent in the hospital ill with inflammatory 
rheumatism, and during this time the poor boy had to be car­
ried instead of being able to "carry on." At last he was dis­
charged because of physical disability. When he got back into 
his "civies" he met an elderly lady dressed in mourning who 
said to him, "Young man, I have just got word of the death 
of one of my sons and I have still got two over there; why are 
you not in uniform?" The boy could not answer her but 
broke away from her on a run and took the train to the United 
States. Of course I could not take him in because he would 
not have passed the physical examination; but I will never 
forget the incisiveness of his last remark, "My God, man, I 
must carry on." 

I had a great number of men come to the office whom I 
thought should not enlist. Many young men who were in 
schools or universities I advised to remain where they were. 
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In a few years the inroads which the war has made on our 
technical men will be felt, and as long as our pool rooms were 
overcrowded, I strove to keep our schools and universities 
supplied. Towards the close of the war I went into a large 
pool room in St. Paul one Sunday afternoon and counted 252 
men who appeared to be of draft age. Of course, some of 
these men may have tried to get into the service and some may 
have had physical disabilities, but still it was a depressing 
sight to me, especially when I thought that so many of our 
brightest young fellows desired to leave their studies for the 
army. 

It took men with a big vision and without prejudice to be 
in the recruiting game. There were different camps to which 
the men had to be sent to take their final physical examina­
tions for the different regiments, and frequently the local re­
cruiting officers would send a man back to me asking if I would 
not alter the regiment because they were afraid the man's 
heart would cause him to be rejected at the headquarters of 
the regiment I had designated but that he would be passed at 
another camp. Again I would be asked to alter the number 
of the regiment because the examining medical officer of that 
camp was a crank on teeth and they doubted whether the man 
would be admitted there. And so it went—the individual 
idiosyncrasies of the different officers would cause them to 
reject or admit the same man. I had two very fine civil engi­
neers apply for admittance into the army at the same time. 
They both had very expensive bridge work done on their 
teeth but they were both rejected by a new officer at Fort 
Snelling; the previous medical examiner would have accepted 
both of them. I wired to Washington asking for a waiver for 
each of these men. My messages were identical in both cases, 
except of course for the names, and they were sent the same 
day; but one waiver was granted, the other was refused. 

I think I have already mentioned that the war office for­
warded to me the induction papers and that I would distribute 
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them to the boys and thereby make them very happy. If I 
did not get them from Washington in a reasonable time I 
would wire down and hurry them up; then sometimes I would 
get as many as one hundred in a day. But I presume my mes­
sages got too insistent, so they changed the system and sent 
the induction papers to the boys' addresses direct, and then I 
did not personally know how long they were taking to come 
through, and that freed Washington from my importunities. 

Just before the armistice was signed an order was issued 
that recruiting for special units would discontinue except in 
special cases for such units as the Tank Corps or the Motor 
Transport Corps. The system worked out this way: every 
man would be sent to the army through his draft board and 
placed according to his statements to that board. Selective 
committees of officers were to be placed in each camp to repre­
sent each department of the army, and they were to pick out 
the proper number of men who would fit into their units. For 
example, the representative of the transportation units would 
pick out the railroad men, the officer of the construction and 
maintenance units would choose all the civil engineers and 
men having track and building experience, and the medical 
representatives would claim men suitable for male nurses and 
for veterinary work and the care of horses. In short, the 
work I had been doing in St. Paul, was turned over to the 
officers at the mobilization camps. 

One of the most exhilarating things displayed during my 
whole work was the team work; the railroads did not raise a 
whimper when I took away hundreds of their men. I do not 
know how many men left Enderlin, North Dakota, on the 
"Soo" Railway to go into the army. I must have partially 
depopulated the place, and from Jamestown on the Northern 
Pacific I think I got all the male clerks from the division 
offices as well as dozens of trainmen and enginemen. The 
Northern Pacific topped the list among the roads of the 
Northwest for enlistment; each month I made out a report of 
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the men of various crafts from the different roads and in each 
month the Northern Pacific was ahead of the others. Quite a 
number of our men gained positions of high rank. 

I desire here to pay a tribute to my stenographer, Miss Anna 
Zimmerman. No girl could have been more conscientious in 
her work than she was and I think I am not exaggerating 
when I say she laid down her life for her country. She de­
veloped a cold but would not remain away from her work and 
at last it got such a hold on her that she took pneumonia and 
died. She wrote to dozens of soldiers both in this country and 
in France; she learned to knit so that she could help supply 
their needs. She took almost complete control of the corre­
spondence with the bureau of war risk insurance, and dozens 
of women in St. Paul testify to the kindly sympathy that she 
showed in each particular case. When I saw the Sixteenth 
Engineers in Camp Upton after their return, most of the men 
told me how sorry they were that she did not live until their 
return because they wanted to give her some token of their 
appreciation. She was a wonderful woman. 

The influence of the army had a most elevating effect upon 
the men, mentally, physically, and socially. Of course some 
of them came out a little worse than they went in; but the 
majority of the men were mentally and physically benefited by 
the regularity of their hours and their meals, by the exercises 
which squared their shoulders, and by the necessity for im­
mediate response to commands. Thus many minds were 
developed and men were taught to think quickly who in the 
past had not been accustomed to think at all. The army 
scientifically fed the men with bone-making and strength­
ening food so that almost without exception men lost flesh 
and gained weight. One man who came in to see me after he 
got home said he was twenty-two pounds heavier and two 
inches taller than he had been before. 

One of the most interesting cases I had was left until almost 
the last day of my work. I was in Duluth on November 7, 
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1918, which was the date of the false news of the signing of 
the armistice. I was very busy all day, and I put an item in 
the evening paper stating that I would meet any men who 
wanted to enlist at the Lenox Hotel after 8:00 P. M. When 
I got to the hotel I found the lobby filled with waiting men, so 
I took them to my room in relays. About eleven-thirty I 
thought I was through, but there appeared a tall red-headed 
boy before me. I was at once struck with his appearance. 
At that time I was getting truckmen for the Motor Transport 
Corps and for the Tank Corps. I asked the young fellow 
what he was doing and he answered that he was still attend­
ing high school. I learned from him that he wanted to go to 
the University of Minnesota and take up mining engineering, 
as he thought there was great opportunity for men of that 
profession on the iron range. All the time I was talking to 
him I thought what a shame it would be to take this young 
man from school and send him to France to drive a motor 
truck, when I knew that when he came home again, ninety-
nine chances to one he would not take up his studies where he 
left off. I told him at last that I could not accept him, that 
the price he was going to pay was too high. I told him to keep 
on with his studies, that this war would not last forever and 
that his country would need men after the war to do certain 
work as much as they required them now for war work. He 
pleaded with me and cried when I was obdurate. He told me 
that I was taking other men into the unit and that he was as 
well qualified to drive a truck as any one of them. I con­
ceded that, but informed him that the other men, even if they 
lived to be sixty years of age, would still remain truck drivers; 
but that if he took my advice and continued uninterruptedly 
with his studies, he might be an international authority on 
mining when he was sixty; and that when he gained the pin­
nacle, I hoped he would, in some moment of leisure, remember 
the conversation in the Lenox Hotel in Duluth with the gray-
haired elderly man who gave him the best advice he could 
under the circumstances. About a week afterwards my heart 
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was gladdened by receiving a letter from the boy's father 
thanking me for the advice I gave and stating that his son 
had had the good sense to accept it. This letter did me a lot 
of good. I do not know why but I was pleased. 

The quality of the men who left the Northwest to go into 
the army was of the very finest. I have met many officers of 
different units since the war closed, and they.are unanimous 
in paying tribute to the readiness, headiness, resourcefulness, 
and indefatigability of the men from this district. I had the 
pleasure of meeting the Sixteenth Engineers at Camp Upton 
on their return from France and I met their commanding 
officer, Colonel Burgess, who is a Detroit man. He enlarged 
on the quality of the men who had gone through my office and 
closed his remarks by saying "Mr. McCree, the men you sent 
down were the finest men—well, I won't put it that way—I 
had the finest men in the American army and the men who 
passed through your office were the most excellent men of the 
finest regiment. Look at the number of promotions which 
were made in the regiment, and with few exceptions they were 
earned by men from the Northwest." I visited Camp Dodge 
when the men from the Northwest in the Twenty-fifth Engi­
neers were there. I met the officer who brought the contin­
gent from Camp Merritt and he told me that better men could 
not be gathered together than the men who came from Min­
nesota. I enlisted upwards of five hundred men for that regi­
ment, and, when I told the officer that it contained that many 
men from the Northwest, he remarked that they were the 
backbone of the regiment. 

I wish to say in closing that my work was delightful. I 
was brought in contact with an ever-changing class of indi­
viduals; my work was kaleidoscopic; the vast majority of 
the men were strong, virile, wide-awake, splendid specimens 
of young Americans. Sometimes when I was bidding them 
good-by and good luck, I wanted to bid my stenographer 
good-by and go along with the boys. No wonder I feel young 
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after training for eighteen months with that exhilarating 
bunch of fellows. I had the high honor of enlisting 7,421 
men into the army. This was more than any other individual 
in America. The highest number I enlisted in one day was 
86. I never had the pleasure of meeting Major General 
Henry P. McCain of the adjutant general's office, but he be­
stowed on me a very high honor. Pie issued a small number 
of certificates to civilians who had been of help to the army in 
various ways, and I understand from Washington that I was 
the first man to be titled "Civilian Aide to The Adjutant 
General of the United States." I prize the honor very highly. 

I corresponded with and met some very excellent men in 
official life on my trips to Washington. Brigadier General 
Kerr was very courteous to me, and I shall long remember 
the poor game of golf I played and the good game he played 
on the links at the Soldiers' Home, Washington. I was also 
glad to renew an old acquaintanceship with Brigadier General 
Frederic V. Abbot and Lieutenant Colonel Archibald O. 
Powell, associated with Major General Black, the chief of 
engineers. One of the most delightful men whom I met was 
Lieutenant Colonel Sanctuary, who was at the head of the 
war service exchange. Pie and I got on like brothers; he was 
never weary of acceding to my many requests and never re­
plied in like terms when I wrote or wired some complaint con­
cerning some apparent delinquency. If I had only known of 
the great stress under which the men in Washington worked, 
I would have been less insistent; but I had a host of deliriously 
patriotic boys prodding me, and I was infected with the virus 
and was sometimes very impatient. 

Sometimes my work was very trying; but my recompense 
for doing something for the good old U. S. A. was sufficient 
in meeting so many delightful men in official life, in getting 
the whole-hearted support of the entire body of the officials 
of the Northern Pacific Railroad Company, in the letters 
which I received from different officers in the army and 
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officials in Washington praising not only the quantity but the 
quality of men from Minnesota, and especially in meeting 
face to face young men whose one and consuming idea was 
to do their bit and carry on. I wish I had command of lan­
guage fully to express my appreciation of the quiet, incisive 
patriotism that radiated from those young men that appeared 
before me; even while I sit and contemplate it, I am exhila­
rated. 

GEORGE W. M C C R E E 

ST. P A U L , MINNESOTA 
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