The P-38 Canopener

The tiny, lightweight, P-38 collapsible can opener was developed
during World War I, reported to have been a rapid 30 days design
project in the summer of 1942 by the U.S. Army Subsistence
Research Laboratory in Chicago, IL. The origin of the name is not
clear, like the jeep. Some claim it required exactly 38 punctures
around a can to open it. Others say it performed with the speed of
a P-38 fighter plane. Whatever the case, it is clear this little device .
has to be considered one of the most perfect inventions ever ( ' TR

designed for use in combat.
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It was developed In Just 30 days In the sum-
mer of 1942 by the Subsistence Research
Laboratory (n Chicago, And never In Its 33-year-
old history has It ever been known te breals, rust,
need sharpening or polishing: which la why many
soldiers pest and present, heve come to regard
the P-38 C-Ration can opener as one of the great-
est Anmy Inventions ever.

CRattons have long been replaced with the
more convenlent Meals Reedy to £al, but the
phmomaﬂan of the Mamnhnuealomduz to
the 1.00C and cther emming from the
unique blend of lngunulty md lety all mol-
diers seem to have

“The P.38 Is one of those toola you keep and
never want to get rid of,” aaki Sgt. Scott Kiraly of
FPort Montmouth, M., .J "Fve had my P-38 alncejoin-
Ing the Armry L1 years ege and kept It because
can use it fora :uewdﬂver knife. anything!”

Master Sgt. Steve Wilson, proponent NCOIC,
Army Chief of Chaplains Office In the Pentagon,
‘belleves {t's the size of the P-38 thet counts,

“It's m perfect inch end a half, meking it &
markirig tool, sak! Wiison, “Because IE's smail, it
doesn’t take up a lot of space, and that's essen-
tal In Army life. The convenlently drilled hole In
(he top hall means the P-58 can be put on a key
ring or dog tags and go anywhere.”

The P38 became a sl c leaming tool for
West Point Cadets Rob and Ryan Kay while grow-
Ing up in Qliroy, Callf.. Qenerously supplied with
millitary gear by thelr father, the brothers spent
many of thelr adolescent years decked out In
fatigues, camoufiage makeup, combat al'ar. and
P-38s attached to dog tags to play “Army."

| think the P-38 Is &3 natural to me as my
desire to be in the service,” Rob Kay said.

The most vital use of the P-38, however, is the
very misslon t was designed for, explains refired
Amy Col, Paul Baenman, now living in Colorsdo
Springs, Colo.

"When we had C-ratlons it was your access to
fond, making It the hlerarchy of needs,” Baerman
seld, *Then soldlers discovered It was an
extremely aslmple, lightweight, multl-purpose
tool. 1 think In warfare, the simpier something is
and the easler access It has, the more you're
foing to use it

The P-38 mcqulred Iis Infamous nomenciatere
from the 38 punctures around the C+mtlon can

required for apening, end the boast It perfonned
th the speed of the World War 11 P-38 Nghter,

*Soldiers Just took to the P-58 naturally,” said
John Bandola, a World War Il veteran from
Panwood, N.J. As a master sergeant serving in
the 3Qth Signal Construction Rattallon in North
Africe, Bandola began hls acquaintance with the
P38 In 1943,

“The P-38 was our meana for eating 50 per
cent of the time, but the next thing | knew we
were using It for cleaning boots, fAnger naits,
screwdrivers, you name It sald Bnndnll. ‘And we
all carried i on our dog tags or

When Pfc. Martin Kuehl, d Tbmah Wis,,

stoumed Omnha Beach with Thind Army's 487th
Antl-Alreraft Battaflon, he not only carred several
pounds of equipment, but a P-38 as well,
) “ nn:.;!ltK o;:en;ns l'ofdlnmr::!thnl
ongest day.” Kuehl eald, Seven years mik
lions of these minlature can openers were dls-
tributed by the Anmy during the Korean War.

“You weren't going to eat any other way,”
Korean Veteran Jay Welsh recalled. And while
fighting In Korea on what Cis called "Papasan
Mountain” with the 24th Infantry Division, Welsh

discovered ancther yital use of the P38,

“A clean weapon Is your Immediate priority,
because a dity one is not goling to work.” sald
Welsh. “The P-58 was the Ideal tool to fleld strip
and clean the finer compenents of the M1 rfie.
S0 In & way, 1 belleve that two-plece hinged
device saved my life. It provided me with a rifle 1
Knew would flre."

DoD police supervisor Ted Paquet was a |17-
yearold seaman serviug aboard the USS New
Orleans smphiblous assauit shlp durlng the

Vietnarm War. Jts mission was to retrieve and
transport Marines off the coast of Da Nang.
Evenings, soidiers gathered near Paquet’s duly
position In the !unun for simple pleasures lllw
“cokeas, cigarettes, conversation and Crations.”
was during one of these nightly sessions, anua
came In contact with the P-38, or “John Wayne*
as it's affectionately referred to In the Navy.

“] thirik the reason 1 remember this incident so
well Is because one of the Marines and | got to
tatking about where we were from, and it turmed
out we'd gone to high achool togettier end 'd
even dated hls sister,” reminlsced Paquet,

Paquet came home to Pennsyivanlﬁ surviving
12 months of war, but not future encounters with
the P-38. While driving down Route 80, also
known as the Cld Studenville Pike with older

by Master Sgt. Steve Wlison
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(From a Fort Monmouth PAO news release,)

bro!her Paul, unotha Vietnam veteran who
ed with the 7th Alr Cavalry, car problems
suddmu devclnped
*There were 1o tools In the car, and, almost
slmulunmuoly both of us reached for P-388
attached to our key rings,” Pﬂquet chuckled. "We
used it to adjust the flow valve. The car worked
perfectly, and we went on our merry way."

Christmas of (968 brought a truce in Vietnam,
Beenman was then a wounded first lleutenant
whaose only desire was to be reunited with his pla-
toon In time for this highly coveted hollday, His
wish was granted, and it remains one of the most
memorable tirmes In hla milkary cereer.

*One of my soldiem received on: of those

cky, evergreen foll trees,” recalled Bauerman.
“It didn't come with snything so we mounted It
on top of a lber machine gun on an
anmored vehicle, and decorated R with brass
shells 'rom lmmunltlon, Creation cans, and of

ey were a litle dull, but that
hole mlde ta pﬂfz:t hanging omament.

*Sc whenever | see that little can opener, |
think of being there with them In 70 tc 80 degree
weather, and stnglng carcls around » P-38-deco-
rated Christmes tree.”

It's nogtalgic memaries like baem\ans that
beat deplct the sentimental attackment many sok
dlem cam to feel for the P-38. When John

attached hls-first and only P-38 to his
Iwy nm that particutar day half a century ago, (t
accompanied him to Anzlo, Salerno, and
Northem ltaly. 1t was with him when World War Il
ended, and It's with him now.

*This P-38 is a symbcl of my life back then,"
Bendola sald. “The Anmy, the trainlng, iny fetlow
scldlers. all those Incredible adventures we
shared durfig a world war.” He plans to leave It
fo hls son and grandson. [t's & deslre hia wife,
Dorothy, understands

“Every time they look at !hnt P-38, they'll gee
and remember him,” she explained stmply.

Vietnam veteran Jon Koehler grine broadly
when he proclalims the P-38 "ranks with your first
il and your flyst car.” Koehler proudty admits he.
put his first P-38 on his dog taga 25 years ego,
and It's still there.

“The P-38 was part of my youth when | was
learnlng all about dlsclpline. mccompllshment
and self worth as a soldier with the 101st
Airborne Divislon,” sald Koehler, “And IF some-
one wanted it wtll. they'd have a better chance
of seeing Qod,

These: attltudes of former veterans aren‘t hard
to understand said Wilson,

“When you see a P38 you've carried since the
day you enlisted, k rmeans a whole lot,” explained
Witson. "It became 2 part of you, You remember
feld problems, German REFORQERS, jumplag at
3 am, in the moming. and moving out in a con-
voy, A P38 has you rellving all the adventuree
that came with sokdlering In the Armed Forces,
Yes, the P-38 opened cans, but [t did so much
more, Any soldier will tel] you that.”

Information about the actual faventor of the P-
38 has faded with the pasaing of years, 30 per-
heps It's best to fantasize
of Ammy Inventlons™ who's
creating devices em)

In war and peacetime.

There were the steel |
head protection, but prov
shaving. and cooldng: th
eep, guaranteed to go any
of weather; and the TA-B0
storing those personal jten
n't leave behind, The P-38,
Saint’s finest work,
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There have been many
variations of the P-38




