The “Do You Want to Live Forever” Legend

BLUF: In June 1918, as Marines swept across the wheat fields of Belleau Wood during World War I, Dan Daly added
another piece to his legend. Serving as a first sergeant with the 73rd Machine Gun Company, he urged his men forward
with the immortal words, “Come on, you sons of bitches, do you want to live forever?” These words were related by
journalist Floyd Gibbons of the Chicago Tribune. In a statement in 1931, however, Dan Daly denied the Gibbons’
account.

SETTING THE STAGE: In March 1918, with nearly 50 additional divisions freed by the Russian surrender on the
Eastern Front, the German Army launched a series of attacks on the Western Front, hoping to defeat the Allies before
the U.S. forces could be fully deployed. A third offensive launched in May against the French between Soissons and
Reims, known as the Third Battle of the Aisne, saw the Germans reach the north bank of the Marne River at Chateau-
Thierry, 59 miles from Paris. On 31 May, the 3rd Division held the German advance at Chateau-Thierry, and the German
advance turned right towards Vaux and Belleau Wood.

On 1 June, Chateau-Thierry and Vaux fell, and German troops moved into Belleau Wood. The U.S. 2nd Infantry Division,
which included a brigade of U.S. Marines, was brought up along the Paris-Metz road. The 9th Infantry Regiment was
placed between the thoroughfare and the Marne. The 6th Marine Regiment was deployed to the left of the line. The
5th Marine and 23rd Infantry regiments were placed in reserve. The battle has become a vital component of the Marine
Corps lore as the Marines attacked and counterattacked across the open wheat field. After three weeks of fighting, the
Marines totaled more casualties than in all of Marine Corps history to that point.

THE STORY: Dan Daly is popularly attributed in Marine Corps lore, on 6 June 1918, as yelling, “Come on, you sons of
bitches, do you want to live forever?” to his men during the Battle of Belleau Wood. Chicago Tribune correspondent
Floyd Gibbons, who was at Belleau Wood, reported in his 1918 memaoir, “And They Thought We Wouldn’t Fight,” that he
heard these words during the battle. In the account, Gibbons attributed the words to an unnamed gunnery sergeant. At
the time, Gibbons was attached to elements of Major Benjamin S. Berry’s 3rd Battalion 5th Marines, but Daly was the
first sergeant of the 73rd Machine Gun Company. Daly’s unit was attached to the 3rd Battalion 6th Marines under Major
Berton W. Sibley’s command. Sibley’s battalion attacked south of Berry’s and was on the outskirts of Lucy-le-Bocage
when Daly supposedly yelled the words. Also, 6th Marines commander Colonel Albertus W. Catlin implied in his memoir
that the yell came from an unnamed sergeant in Berry’s battalion.

Like many legends, there are several sides to the tale, and over time, words change. Floyd Gibbons was a great example
of an early 20th-century journalist. His use of the English language was poetic and captivating. Gibbons also realized that
he had to attract his audience with stories that sometimes were exaggerated. He stated in his chronicles the phrase as
“Come on, you sons of bitches, do you want to live forever?” In December 1918, in an article for Country Life magazine
Gibbons used the phrase, “Come on you poor sons of bitches! Do you want to live forever?” The story becomes murkier
when Daly denied making the statement when Smedley Butler asked after returning from France in 1919. In his oral
account to a family member in 1931, Daly states that he might have said, “For Christ’s sake men—come on! Do you want
to live forever?” if he had said anything at all. Daly went on further to state that “time was playing tricks with his
memory.”

A couple of other facts need to be examined in this story that might have some bearing. Floyd Gibbons was wounded

three times, including his left eye, at Belleau Wood. These wounds might have affected his account and recollections.
Also, his story was never published in the Chicago Tribune but appeared in other writings. Dan Daly’s remembrance is
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very cloudy and contradictory, which does not help in clearing the matter. Still, the saying is one that the Marine Corps
has wrapped its arms around, because it adds so much to the Corps’ ethos.

QUESTIONS

1. Why was the Battle of Belleau Wood important in the history of the Marine Corps?
2. Why are the facts confusing as one dissects the elements of the Daly legend?

3. Why is the Daly legend important to the ethos of the Marine Corps?
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