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SUMMER BOOKS
‘It was as ferocious or fierce as any battle.’ —SGT. MAJ. ROBERT HENDRIX

EDUARD BECKER was a German
airman shot down over Scotland
in July 1941. After their bodies
were recovered, he and his crew
were given proper burials in a
local cemetery. In 1954 Becker’s
mother, Agathe, finally arrived to
pick up her son’s remains. Upon
discovering Becker’s grave “so
well cared for and beautifully set
out,” Agathe opted to leave him
where he was, “reassured by the
idea that her son’s presence . . .
was helping to heal everything
that ‘the war had destroyed.’”

Somewhere around 80 million
people were killed during World
War II, about half of them com-
batants. We know (mostly) what
happened to those who perished
on the battlefield, but what of
those who died in enemy terri-
tory or in captivity?

As Tim Grady, a professor of
modern European history at the
University of Chester, writes in
“Burying the Enemy,” Becker was
among the approximately 4,500
Germans who died on British soil
during World War II. For the most
part these soldiers, sailors and
airmen were treated with dignity,
put into graves in the town ceme-
tery and tended to with care.

After all, Mr. Grady reminds us,
there would have been local boys,
perhaps shot down on similar
bombing runs over Germany, who
suffered the same fate.

As the Allied bombing cam-
paign intensified over Nazi Ger-
many, the German civilians
became less and less sympathetic
to the crewmen who landed in
their gardens. Joseph Goebbels,
the Nazi propagandist, exploited
these feelings, saying it would be
understandable if the “child mur-
derers” were “beaten to death by
a beleaguered public.” And they
sometimes were.

Those who survived capture
were sent to prisoner-of-war
camps, where treatment varied.
British and American prisoners
held by the Axis powers were
generally treated well. But the
Nazis hated the Russians so
much that they killed some 3.2
million Soviet prisoners.

World War I had been differ-
ent. Given that the lines of the
western front hardly moved and
neither side used aircraft to bomb
enemy territory in any significant
way, most of the deaths beyond
the battlefield “occurred behind
the barbed wire of internment
camps. Illness and disease, partic-
ularly the influenza pandemic of
1918-1919, were the biggest kill-
ers,” Mr. Grady tells us. Other
deaths came from suicide by
those “ground down by the
monotony of life in captivity.”

Once the wars ended, former
enemies struggled to cooperate
in the task of repatriating the
bodies. It often took years to
work through the red tape on all
sides. Families—and govern-
ments—persevered.

Death
Behind
The Lines

IN A FOREIGN FIELD Wooden crosses
marking graves of German airmen in
Plymouth, England, as photographed in 1956.

VO
LK
SB
UN
D
DE
UT
SC
HE

KR
IE
GS
GR
ÄB
ER
FÜ
RS
OR
GE
AR
CH
IV
E

Burying the Enemy
By Tim Grady

Yale, 384 pages, $35

SHORTCUTS: MILITARY HISTORY
BYMARK YOST

ADM. ISOROKU YAMAMOTO,
Japan’s chief naval strategist dur-
ing World War II, was a gambler
who “won large sums on poker,
bridge, shogi—Japanese chess—
and the Japanese game of stones
known as ‘go.’” He had an un-
stinting work ethic and a particu-
lar fondness for a Tokyo geisha
named Niwa Michi. As Martin
Dugard reminds us in “Taking
Midway,” Yamamoto, after hob-
bling the American fleet at Pearl
Harbor, oversaw a series of cam-
paigns in the Western Pacific that
consolidated Japan’s gains and
stretched its control from the
Indian Ocean to the Philippines
and beyond. At that point, “Aus-
tralia was in reach,” Mr. Dugard
writes. “New Guinea. Oil-rich Bor-
neo. Even that western-most tip
of the United States known as the
Aleutian Islands.”

Finding out where Japan might
strike next was the task of Cmdr.
Joseph Rochefort, the officer in
charge of the U.S. Navy’s top-
secret code-breaking unit at Pearl
Harbor. Rochefort and his staff
were brilliant. But, as Mr. Dugard
tells us, much of their work was
second-guessed by Washington. To
prove that he was right—that

Yamamoto was planning to attack
Midway—Rochefort convinced the
Navy to send a false message
about a disabled water plant on
the island. In intercepting and
relaying this message, the Japa-
nese also revealed that Midway
would be their next target. Roche-
fort’s team heard it all. Now the
trap was set. Yamamoto wasn’t
sure where the U.S. aircraft carri-
ers were, but he believed they
were nowhere near Midway.

Mr. Dugard is best known for
his collaborations with Bill O’Reilly
on their Killing series. His account
of the June 1942 battle will be rec-
ognizable to audiences of the
excellent 1976 film “Midway.” All
the familiar characters are here,
including Ensign George Gay, the
Navy pilot who was shot down
early in the battle and who
watched, while floating in the
Pacific, as the U.S. sank three Jap-
anese aircraft carriers. Four enemy
carriers in total went down as the
tide of the Pacific war turned.

A more accurate title for the
book would be “The First Six
Months of 1942.” Indeed, in Mr.
Dugard’s dramatic style, the lead-
up to the battle occupies more
than 80% of the book. And in an
unfortunate oversight, he
demotes Lt. Cmd. Wade
McClusky, referring to him as the
commander of Scouting Six, sent
out to find the Japanese fleet
near Midway. McClusky was, in
fact, the air-group commander of
USS Enterprise. His role in find-
ing the Japanese fleet was more
integral to the victory than Mr.
Dugard acknowledges.

Mr. Yost writes about military
history for the Journal.

Setting
A Trap
For Japan
Taking Midway
By Martin Dugard

Dutton, 368 pages, $32

BY JAMES WEBB

O
N OCT. 19, 1979, Typhoon Tip, at
the time the most intense tropical
storm ever recorded, whipped
through a U.S. Marine Corps
training camp near Mount Fuji in

Japan. On one slope of the camp stood a recently
constructed fuel farm, made up of three large,
rubberized fuel tanks, called bladders, each car-
rying more than 5,000 gallons of fuel and weigh-
ing in excess of 30,000 pounds. As the torrent of
rain continued, the loose lava soil underneath
began to erode. One bladder containing 5,933
gallons of gasoline “floated up and over what
remained of its encircling earthen embankment.”
A sharp metal corner of its frame ripped a 5-
foot-long tear in the bladder. Soon “an estimated
5,500 gallons of the fuel . . . flowed downhill
atop already flooding rainwater.” So writes Chas
Henry in his account of the disaster, “Fuji Fire.”

At the bottom of the slope, an infantry bat-
talion undergoing training maneuvers at Camp
Fuji was temporarily housed in a dilapidated
collection of leaky and worn World War II-era
Quonset huts. The waterborne fuel flowed
downhill and seeped inside some of the huts,
where the Marines’ open-flame kerosene heat-
ers ignited a series of flash fires. In moments
the camp turned into a rushing hell of flame.
Thirteen Marines died. Seventy-three, including
a Navy corpsman, were badly injured. Of those,
54 suffered life-altering burns.

The story is a painful reminder that our
youngest soldiers, sailors and Marines bear the

Fuji Fire
By Chas Henry

Potomac, 328 pages, $36.95

consequences of decisions made by the high-
level officers and political leaders far above
them. Of the 13 who died, the youngest Marine
was 17, the oldest 22.

With the large number of seriously burned
Marines, many of whom would remain on the
edge of death for months—five died in Japan
and eight others wouldn’t make it—the imme-
diate damage from the fires was only the
beginning. The remote base was limited in its
ability to provide emergency care, and the
typhoon blurred communications. But Camp
Fuji’s leaders made multiple requests that

enabled the relocation of casualties from the
camp to the next level of triage and stabilizing
care, mostly at Yokota Air Base, 60 miles
northward from Camp Fuji over difficult routes.

Viewing the gruesome injuries, the command
at Yokota quickly coordinated with officials in
the U.S. and launched C-141 jet flights with top-
level medical care to keep the injured Marines
from dying. One did during two nail-biting med-
ical evacuations from Japan to the Brooke Army
Medical Center in San Antonio. Those arrivals
marked the beginning of intense, long-term
medical treatments and constant efforts to save
the lives of many severely burned Marines.

Even as the evacuations took place, less than
a week after the catastrophe, Marine Corps

leadership on Okinawa began an “informal
investigation” focused on the unwisdom of
placing the fuel tanks uphill from the leaky
Quonset huts. Following a series of interviews,
investigators protectively concluded that “no
person or persons is responsible for the fire
that occurred at Camp Fuji,” which they called
“an act of God.” This informal amnesty was
questioned by some within the Marine Corps
and fiercely contested by some outside observ-
ers, including family members of the dead and
disfigured. After personal visits and direct
involvement, Marine Corps Commandant Gen.
Robert Barrow, a legendary combat leader in
World War II, Korea and Vietnam, came to a
firm conclusion and ordered a more stringent
investigation: “There were too many man-made
factors involved. It wasn’t just the typhoon.”
The Fuji fire, he said, was “the most serious
peacetime disaster we’ve had in the Marine
Corps in my time.”

Whether the fire was the result of an “act
of God” or a poor decision by military com-
manders to install a fuel farm uphill from the
Quonset huts, the most important immediate
task was to console the family members of
those who had either died or were succumb-
ing to death, and to look after the welfare of
the surviving Marines. The rescue-flight lead-
ers and their medical-care teams were spec-
tacular under intense conditions. And moving
the seriously injured Marines in careful stages
all the way from a remote camp in Japan to
the Brooke Center in Texas comprised “the
largest number of acutely burned patients
that has ever been moved that quickly any-
where in the world.”

The complexity of this story makes it
exceedingly difficult to tell. Till now it has been

little remembered and infrequently taught in
our military academies. Mr. Henry’s scholarly
rigor, knowledge of the military and storytell-
ing skill may at last change that.

The book isn’t a mere timetable or one-sided
polemic. After serving a full career as a Marine
Corps public-affairs specialist, Mr. Henry spent
four years in the U.S. and in Japan researching
and interviewing for this book. He has laid out
the entire debacle, minute by minute and per-
son by person, from the weather buildup that
created the typhoon to the personal travails
months later of many Marines finally released
from the hospital—men who would overcome
the challenges of life-changing injuries.

The most poignant pages of “Fuji Fire”
recount the travails of injured Marines loyally
supporting each other in the hot, odorous
wards as they endured constant, often painful
treatments. Many, though hoping to survive
and heal, were unrecognizable from their
burns. Among the story’s heroes is Barrow,
who faced an audience of family members with
humility and told them that he took full
responsibility for the disaster. He then required
subordinate generals to visit the charred young
Marines inside their malodorous hot-burn
wards. In many cases the visitors had to use a
nearby restroom to manage their nausea. Thus
did Barrow ensure, in keeping with the
Marines’ motto, “Semper Fidelis,” that those
mutilated young men would know that their
top leaders had not forgotten them. Such lead-
ership might be profitably studied by high-
ranking officers today.

Mr. Webb served as a Marine in Vietnam, as
Secretary of the Navy and as a U.S. senator
from Virginia.

The Burning Storm
FOREBODING A 1979 tropical cyclone turned fatal at a U.S. Marine Corps training camp near Mt. Fuji in Japan when spilled gasoline flooded into the huts where an infantry battalion was housed.

Decisionsmade by high-ranking
officersmost often affect junior
troops. The youngestMarine
who diedwas 17, the oldest 22.
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