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1945 July 16-22 
 

Uncle Sam Wants You--Now! 
 
 

 
 

U.S. Army recruiting poster 
(Time magazine) 

 
The "Uncle Sam" recruiting poster had been around since World War I. With another world war raging, 
Uncle Sam needed men, a lot of men. Patriotic fervor generated by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 
caused a surge in enlistments in the armed forces, but that alone was not enough for the task ahead. 
Eleven out of every twelve American men who served in the armed forces during World War II were 
"drafted" under the Selective Service system.1 
 
Even before the United States entered World War II, the Selective Training and Service Act became law 
on September 16, 1940.2 This was the first peacetime draft in the history of the United States. All men 
between the ages of 21 and 35 were to register with their local draft boards on October 16, 1940. On 
that appointed day, 16,316,908 men registered at 6,175 draft boards all over the country. Every man 
received a number. Two weeks later, a blindfolded Secretary of War Henry Stimson plucked out the first 
of 9,000 capsules, each containing a number, from a glass bowl that had been used for the same 
purpose in World War I.  Each of the 9,000 numbers corresponded to the number assigned to local 
registrants. As President Franklin D. Roosevelt read each number, his voice was broadcast over the radio 
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airwaves. Local draft boards then sent out questionnaires to their registrants in the order that their 
numbers had been drawn. This was followed by a physical examination.3  
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1940 October 28, page 4) 
 
The local draft boards then classified registrants into four categories: 1) available for service, 2) deferred 
because of essential occupation, 3) deferred because of dependents, 4) unfit for service. Those who 
were available and fit were sent to induction centers in the order of their draft numbers.4 
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(Swarthmore College Peace Collection) 
 

 
 

World War II draft card 
(Author's collection)5 

 
In a way, local draft boards figuratively had the power of life or possible death over the registrants in 
their districts. Draft boards consisted of three or more people over the age of 36 who volunteered to 
serve without pay. Brigadier General Lewis B. Hershey, long-time director of the Selective Service, 
wanted the system to be under local control and as impartial as possible. There were even special draft 
boards for state and federal prisons who inducted more than 100,000 convicted felons.6 
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Deferments were determined by the local board. By 1944, over two million farmers and farm workers 
had the II-C deferment. Fathers were exempt in the first years of the draft, but that changed as the war 
went on and more men were needed to fill the ranks. The age of registration was also broadened to 
include up to age 65, even though only those 18 to 36 years old were actually inducted.7  
 
Nearly 50 million men registered in the eight different registration periods in the early 1940s. More than 
five million of them were rejected because of physical, educational, or mental problems. The lingering 
effects of the Great Depression were cited as the main reason. Draft registrants with bad teeth, bad 
eyes, and not able to even sign their own names were evidence of the lack of medical care, bad 
nutrition, and inadequate schools in the 1930s. Another three million men were rejected because of 
emotional instability.8  
 
Conscientious objectors officially numbered 42,973 men. About 25,000 of those did enter military 
service as medics or in other positions not involving combat. About 12,000 others worked in alternative 
nonmilitary service camps, while another 6,000 were imprisoned for refusing to do any service.9 
 

 
 

(National World War II Museum) 
 

Once a man received one of these letters, he had ten days to get his affairs in order before being 
transported to an induction center with a group of other men from his community.10 
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Because of combat losses, nearly every inductee under the age of 21 in March, April, and May 1945 was 
destined for the Army infantry.11 
 
Lists of local men inducted appeared regularly in local newspapers throughout the war years. This week 
was no exception. 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 July 20, page 2) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 July 21, page 2) 
 

For the men heading off to military service, they were leaving civilian life behind to be of service to their 
country in a time of war. For many, it would be an unforgettable experience that would change them for 
the rest of their lives. 
 
Jeff Rand 
Adult Services Librarian 
La Crosse Public Library 
jrand@lacrosselibrary.org 
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