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ABOUT THE BOOK

When America entered World War II in 1941, we faced an 
enemy that had banned and burned 100 million books. Outraged 
librarians launched a campaign to send free books to American 
troops and gathered 20 million hardcover donations. In 1943, the 
War Department and the publishing industry stepped in with an 
extraordinary program: 120 million small, lightweight paperbacks 
for troops to carry in their pockets and rucksacks in every theater of 
war. These Armed Services Editions were beloved by the troops and 
are still fondly remembered today. Soldiers read them while waiting 
to land at Normandy, in hellish trenches in the midst of battles in  
the Pacific, in field hospitals, and on long bombing flights. They 
helped rescue The Great Gatsby from obscurity and made Betty 
Smith, author of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, into a national icon. 
When Books Went to War is the inspiring story of the Armed 
Services Editions, and a treasure for history buffs and book lovers 
alike.
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Molly Guptill Manning is a staff attorney at the United States Court 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.  The Americans who fought (on the home front and abroad) during World 
War II have been called “the greatest generation.” Does When Books Went to 
War confirm this idea?

2.    Newspapers called the Victory Book Campaign a failure. Was it? Why or 
why not?

3.  Do you think publishers printed Armed Services Editions based on a sense  
of patriotic duty or do you think they were expecting to ultimately profit  
(monetarily) from their efforts?

4.  Are you surprised by any of the titles the servicemen requested or especially 
enjoyed?

5.  Are there any titles that you think should/shouldn’t have been printed as 
Armed Services Editions? (The appendix in When Books Went to War lists all 
of the Armed Services Editions that were printed.)

6.  What are your thoughts on how publishers addressed Congress’s censorship  
attempt through Title V?

7.  Has reading this book changed the way you look at reading? Does it make  
you value books more?  Feel the same?

8.  Does anyone have a parent, grandparent, other relative, or acquaintance 
who fought in World War II?  Did they ever mention the Armed Services 
Editions or reading while at war?
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