
RIFLEMAN DODD (aka “Death to the French”) 

 One way to introduce a text for discussion – as used in INTL1802G “Reading Global: International 
Relations through Fiction” Fall 2013. 

Author background: 

First published in 1932: Its author, C.S. Forester came through the English public school system (Dulwich) 
as did P.G. Wodehouse and Raymond Chandler. 

It came between Brown on Resolution (1929) which tells a similar story of a single ordinary British seaman 
changing history during World War 1; and The Gun (1933), which focuses on Spanish guerrillas during the 
Spanish Peninsular War (1807-1814). The first of Forester’s Hornblower books, for which he is most 
famous, was published in 1937. 

Inspiration: 
It seems possible Forester read The Recollections of Rifleman Harris, published in 1928 (1848), for 
background and telling detail.  His book is populated with real events, leaders, tactics. Harris’s memoir is 
discussed briefly in Samuel Hynes’ The Soldiers Tale.   The full text is available online through 
archive.org. 

Book’s Career:  

Rifleman Dodd was the Marine Commandant’s Choice for 1996, supporting that year’s theme of 
“commitment.” It has stayed on the Marine Commandant’s reading list for E1-E4 ranks (Private, PFC, 
Lance Corporal, Corporal) until the present 

What the book does: 
Narrates the brutality of irregular war, as experienced from both sides. 
Depicts the “bare life” of civilians in war-zones. 
Focuses almost entirely on action rather than thinking. 
Illustrates the strategic effect of tactical action. 

Questions (including a spoiler!):  

1) How do you think Marines read this book? Why would the Commandant assign it? 

2) Do you see subversive or anti-war readings available? For example, p.124 

“It was mere irony that the money and effort wasted in the war in which they were fighting was sufficient 
to keep every single man engaged in it in Lucullan luxury for all their days.” 

3) The Recollections of Rifleman Harris includes a description of Harris and his fellow-soldiers come 
across a burnt corpse: 

…certain it is (for several of my companions saw it as well as myself, and cracked many a joke upon the 
poor fellow’s appearance) that this man, whom we guessed to have been French, was as completely roasted 
as if he had been spitted before a good kitchen fire. He was burnt quite brown, every stitch of clothes was 
singed off, and he was drawn all up like a dried frog. I called the attention of one or two men near me, and 
we examined him, turning him about with our rifles with no little curiosity. I remember now, with some 
surprise, that the miserable fate of this poor fellow called forth from us very little sympathy, but seemed 
only to be a subject of mirth (107-108) 

Forester ends his book with a Frenchman being burned alive, and Dodd, oblivious, seeing the light of the 
fire from a distance.  What does this decision, to “zoom out” from something that Rifleman Harris 
witnessed, demand of a reader? 

 


