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Everybody knows one: the new guy that just can’t seem to do anything right, can’t seem to do it fast enough or the way the “boss” wants…. the friend who can never catch a break…or the relative that just can’t seem to get it together. 
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In World War II parlance, these unfortunate characters were the infamous “Sad Sacks” who earned a permanent place in the Army lexicon in 1942 thanks to an enterprising young cartoonist, Sgt. George Baker (1915-1975). 

Yank Magazine, published from May 1942 to December 1945, provided World War II GIs with some much needed entertainment and comic relief from the war. 

The magazine became the most widely read publication in the history of the U.S. military. It covered news from home and kept everyone up to date on the latest campaigns in each of the theaters. 

Second only to the popularity of the Yank "pin up" girl was the Sad Sack cartoon, created by Baker here in 1941. Beginning in May 1942, Baker’s cartoon became the first permanent feature of the magazine. 

Sad Sack, a drafted Army private, was a disheveled looking chap, with a big nose and big ears.

One World War II Army wife, Theresa Livingstone, remembered Sad Sack’s uniform as always falling apart or looking askew, saying, “he never looked tidy.”  

She said this was “all very funny in a sad sort of way.” 

The cartoon followed Sad Sack’s undistinguished journey through the bewildering bureaucracy of Army life and epitomized the experiences of the common Soldier. No matter what kind of day you had had, you could pretty much count on Sad Sack having a worse day. 

As Baker explained in 1946 comments available on the official Sad Sack website, “The underlying story of the Sad Sack was his struggle with the Army in which I tried to symbolize the sum total of the difficulties and frustrations of all enlisted men.”

Before being conscripted into the Army at age 27 in June 1941, Baker worked in Walt Disney’s animation department. 
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There, he drew background effects for Donald Duck and Mickey Mouse cartoons and worked on films like “Dumbo” and “Bambi.” 

Three weeks after leaving Disney to join the Army, he arrived at Fort Monmouth. Here, he did animation work for Signal Corps training movies. He also drew his first Sad Sack strip. His yet unnamed comic featured the private that would be Sad Sack doing KP (kitchen police) duty. 

Baker took his first three day pass from Fort Monmouth to New York City to market his cartoon where, in true Sad Sack fashion, he was rebuffed by every major newspaper. 

Determined not to lose heart, Baker sent the cartoon to an Armed Forces cartoon competition, where it won first prize. 

The same cartoon attracted widespread attention when it was published in Life Magazine.

The Executive editor of Yank, Major Hartzell Spence, saw Baker’s KP cartoon and asked for a few more samples.

Afterwards, Spence asked him to send in a comic a week. Baker spent every spare moment from then on creating Sad Sack cartoons for Yank. 

War Department officials eventually transferred Baker from the Signal Corps at Fort Monmouth to the staff of Yank in Manhattan in June 1942. 

Baker was sent to dozens of training camps to learn about all the different branches of the Army. As American troops became engaged in major battles in Europe and the Pacific, he was sent to every theater in order to keep his character abreast of current developments. 

There were 21 editions of Yank at one time, all with the same content except for a few local pages that were different. Baker was stationed at five different overseas bureaus during his time with Yank, including Panama, Italy, the Philippines, Okinawa, and Japan.

Baker’s Sad Sack character was incredibly popular because many Soldiers identified with the tale of a hapless GI who, despite doing his best to be a good Soldier, always managed to fall behind, could never get ahead and never quite adjusted to Army life.

Sgt. Bill Livingstone, 95th Bomber Group, reflected on the Sad Sacks in his unit, “well they were all Sad Sacks, they all felt like they wanted to be somewhere else.” Livingstone said Soldiers enjoyed the cartoon because, “people could relate to the aggravations of military life…you could relate to the hurry up and wait frustrations.”

He believes the cartoon “contributed to military morale as a lot of Soldiers were disenchanted ….you were constantly having to fight against the odds; your superiors were always putting you in a position you didn’t want to be in.”

Baker tried to explain the popularity of the cartoon, saying he couldn’t draw the same cartoons for a civilian audience because they just wouldn’t get it.

“The audience I draw for is exclusively GI, so I feel free to use gags about the Army that my aunts and my sister might not understand-gags about things like trying to persuade a supply sergeant that a sock is salvageable. Naturally, you couldn’t submit a cartoon on salvaging socks to The Saturday Evening Post because the editors and the readers of the Post wouldn’t know what it was all about. But Yank’s readers love it,” Baker said. 

Baker believed that there was at least one Sad Sack in every company, battery or squadron. 

For Pete Leonard, a tech sergeant with the 328th Regiment, 26th Division, 1st Battalion that person was “a poor, slow, uneducated southern guy” who couldn’t seem to catch a break. 

For Martin Moen, a sergeant with the 11th Airborne Division in the Pacific theater, it was a guy that “couldn’t write, I don’t know how he got in the service, but he was likeable and I was happy to write for him.” 
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Sad Sack’s general deportment was one of the things that made his image so memorable and iconic. 

According to Baker, the likeness of Sad Sack resembled himself, the way he felt, “hopelessly defeated and bewildered,” the first day he had to do KP duty. 

Sgt. Joe McCarthy described Sad Sack in a 1943 New York Times article as the type of Soldier that would “discourage rather than encourage the sale of bonds, because he isn’t the type of Soldier you would care to entrust with the responsibility of protecting all you hold dear. He is a small fellow with round shoulders who never seems to be able to keep the hair out of his eyes.” 

Despite those seemingly disparaging remarks, McCarthy explained how Sad Sack was as well known with the troops as Eisenhower and Marshall and even had his name painted on the nose of one of the planes that led the first historic air raid on Rome. 

In fact, tanks and trucks all over the European, Pacific and North African theaters were named "Sad Sack". 

Moen remembered seeing Sad Sack on a C-47 transport plane in Papua, New Guinea during the war.

Baker never speculated on Sad Sack’s prior civilian life but said that he wouldn’t jump to the conclusion that Sad Sack was also a disaster in civilian life. 

“There are plenty of very successful civilians, lawyers, bankers, outstanding merchants, engineers or artists-who turned out to be ‘Sad Sacks’ when they were ordered to do close order drill or take apart a Browning automatic rifle,” said Baker.

In his own career, Baker was highly successful and pulled off quite a feat with his other Yank staff members when they arrived in Tokyo a week ahead of the occupation forces and took over a Japanese printing plant. 

Under difficult conditions they managed to get out a special edition of Yank which featured the Japanese surrender on the battleship USS Missouri which was delivered to Gen. Douglas MacArthur when he arrived. 

Sad Sack became such an icon that he even graced the cover of Yank on June 25, 1943. Soldiers began to create Sad Sack clubs and only allowed enlisted members below the rank of corporal to enter.  

Two Army songs were also composed about Sad Sack, and Elvis’ “Jailhouse Rock” paid homage to Sad Sack with the lyrics,

“The sad sack was a sittin' on a block of stone way over in the corner weepin' all alone. The warden said, ‘Hey, buddy, don't you be no square. If you can't find a partner use a wooden chair.’”

Baker’s cartoon reportedly drew more fan mail than Yank’s popular pin up girls. Baker said Soldiers often wrote to him with suggestions from their own experiences.

Soldiers even signed petitions asking Baker to take pity on Sad Sack and promote him from private to private first class.  Baker commented that terrible things continued to happen to Sad Sack in his first year in the Army, “but instead of quietly crawling into a corner and dying of humiliation he found himself taking it philosophically, as everybody does after six months in the Army, and coming back to stick out his chin for more.” 

There are a few iconic Sad Sack cartoons that everyone remembers. 

Moen distinctly remembered, “Objective,” which depicted Sad Sacks’ desperate plight to get to Paris while wistfully dreaming of wine and Parisian women. 

“That was the most memorable one,” he said. In this cartoon, Sad Sack desperately fights his way through Europe against all odds only to finally arrive on the outskirts of Paris where he is greeted by an angry looking military policeman and a sign that reads, “Off limits to American troops.”

Waiting for letters from loved ones at home was a recurring theme in the era and one that everyone could relate to. 

In keeping with Sad Sack’s luck in one particular cartoon, he finally receives a much anticipated letter from home; however the print is so small he has to get out a magnifying glass to look at it.

Unfortunately, the sun shines through the glass and burns up the letter leaving Sad Sack with a pile of ashes. 

Sgt Moen said the cartoon was so funny “because these were the things that we did which was why it was so appealing…it was easy to relate to, you could like the guy because most of the things he’d done were things you’d experienced or saw for yourself.” 

When asked if he had any of his own Sad Sack moments Moen said, “good gravy yes!” He recalled one experience in a remote area in the Philippines. He was playing a game of tag with a group of five or six year olds when he stumbled and fell flat on his face in the mud.

When Yank stopped publishing in December 1945, Sad Sack received world wide syndication through Simon and Schuster.

Paramount even made a movie titled "Sad Sack" in 1957 with Jerry Lewis playing the lead. 

A radio show also debuted based on the cartoon, with Mel Blanc playing Sad Sack.

Baker’s cartoon did not escape the Communist hysteria that swept the nation in the early 1950s. A Senator from Indiana accused Baker’s strip of being “socialistic propaganda.” The offending strip, designed to encourage re-enlistments, showed t[image: image4.jpg]


he private returning to civilian life to find it even worse than Soldier life. 

The Senator decried the strip as trying to discredit American industry. Despite such accusations, the cartoon had an illustrious career and was in newspaper syndication up until 1960.

The comic series lived on until Baker’s death in 1975 and was continued by various other artists through the early 1980s. 


Baker once reflected, “Many people lead a life of disappointment in one way or another. Nobody is completely happy or contented. Everybody has to make a compromise—in their work, perhaps, or in their relationship with other people.” This is what Sad Sack embodied for many a young GI serving in dangerous locales far away from home and hearth and why it has earned a permanent place in many of their hearts. 

As Fort Monmouth celebrates its 90th anniversary this year, the Sad Sack cartoon and its history are an extraordinary piece to add to that legacy. 
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