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WW I Liberty Theaters
Smileage Books

By Forrest W. Daniel

T HEATER TICKETS BEARING THE SIGNATURE OF
Secretary of War Newton D. Baker provided entertainment for soldiers
at Liberty Theaters established at 34 military training camps during
World War I. Designated "Smileage Books," the booklets were issued

by the Commission on Training Camp Activities, and were meant to be sold to the
public to be given as gifts to servicemen. The coupon books of 20 five-cent admis-
sion tickets should be considered a form of military currency.

In order to prepare to indoctrinate the mass of soldiers and sailors to be draft-
ed into military service for World War I, the President directed the Secretary of
War, in April 1917, to appoint a Commission on Training Camp Activities. A simi-
lar commission was formed for the Navy; Raymond B. Fosdick, Buffalo, New York,
was chairman of both. Draft registration day was June 5, 1917.

The task of the Commission was "to foster in the camps a new social world,"
in addition to the routine of military training. The Commission provided club life,
organized athletics, furnished theaters, recreation and educational facilities, plus
opportunities for religious services. The Commission also sought to protect the
young men from the evils of venereal disease through lectures on social hygiene and
strict enforcement of laws against liquor selling and prostitution.

The Commission invited the Young Men's Christian Association, Young
Women's Christian Association, National Catholic War Council (Knights of
Columbus), American Library Association, Salvation Army, Jewish Welfare Board,
and the War Camp Community Service to undertake and coordinate such activities
consistent with the needs of the officers and men. The activities of the Commission
were financed by congressional appropriation, private donations and the Smileage
Book campaign, which resulted in the sale of $3,000,000 worth of the Liberty
Theater tickets. Only a single $1.00 Smileage Book is known to the author.
Further details of other denominations, if any, may have been in the Commission's
final report; but only a summary of that report appears to have been published, and
Liberty Theaters received only a cursory paragraph.

While the Commission on Training Camp Activities benefited the service-
men in many ways it was the Army's Liberty Theaters and their "Smileage Book"
tickets that have collector interest. (The Navy had no Liberty Theaters.)

Fully-equipped with all the necessary fixtures for handling scenery and light-
ing, the Liberty Theaters seated

between 1,000 and 3,000.
Built of wood so that they
could be emptied rapidly in
case of fire, the cost varied
from $5,000 to $50,000
depending on size. The gov-
ernment appropriated
$1,500,000 for the work.
Each theater had a resident
manager appointed by the
Commission.

In addition to top-flight
performances by professional
dramatic and musical compa-
nies on the booking circuits,
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motion pictures, vaudeville, lectures, solo musicians and other recreational facilities,
the Commission provided dramatic directors so the men could stage their own per-
formances. The theaters were also used for other instructional purposes.

Smileage Books were numbered and printed in red and blue on pink paper.
On the cover the title, price, ticket book number [A 507366] and a picture of a tilt-
hatted soldier are red. All blue text in capital letters: "The coupons in this book
will be accepted in / purchase of admission and seat tickets at Liberty / Theaters,
Liberty Tents, and Auditoriums under / the management of the Commission on
Training / Camp Activities in National Army Cantonments / and National Guard
Camps. / FROM / TO Left end: Military Entertainment
Service. Right end: Good for duration of war. Outside the border: Printed for the
War /Department by / Globe Ticket Company, Philadelphia, Pa."

Back cover text all caps.: Smileage Books Issued by War Department /
Commission on Training Camp Activities / Raymond B. Fosdick, Chairman / Lee
F. Hanmer / Marc Klaw, managing director, Liberty Theater Service / Harry P.
Harrison, managing director, Liberty Tent and Auditorium Service."

Tickets on pink paper are four to the 2- x 4 1/2-inch page, numbered the
same as the cover, with the
number and soldier's portrait
in red. The all caps text and a
shield with an open 5 are blue:
"Military Entertainments /
Good for 5 cents in /
exchange for tickets as / speci-
fied on front cover / [Sig.]
Newton D. Baker / Secretary
of War." On the back of the
ticket, in blue, is the boxed
statement: "Plenty of hard
work and / clean fun make for
vigor / and manhood-the
prime / requisites for a soldier
/ Newton D. Baker /
Secretary of War."

In addition to the funds provided by Congress and the sale of Smileage Books,
a drive for funds to support and continue the work of the Commission on Training
Camp Activities was scheduled for November 11, 1918. In spite of the signing of
the armistice on that date, the subscription raised $205,000,000 which was distrib-
uted, in percentages, to the several civilian groups which had undertaken to perform
the training camp programs. Part of these funds were sent overseas to care for the
American Expeditionary Forces.

With the return of the Army to peace-time basis, conferences were held to
discuss the future of Commission's educational and welfare work in the Army and
Navy. On November 1, 1919, the functions of the Commission on Training Camp
Activities became the responsibility of a branch of the Army's War Plans Division.
In the Navy, officers and men of the Sixth Division carried on similar duties. The
Smileage Books of tickets to Liberty Theaters and Liberty Tents are reminders of
only part of the activities undertaken to educate, indoctrinate and entertain the
young men conscripted into military service of the United States during the first
World War in 1917 and 1918. They should qualify as a form of military currency.
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