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"A Hun gas mask below an American helmet r ises above the foxhole… gives me a thumbs up gesture… I ’d
laugh i f  anything here was funny. I  hope nobody shoots him by mistake."

Ab Johnson is an Army man through and through. When his son, Jack,  jo ins the Marines to go f ight  in WWI,
the two men have a heated argument about Jack’s choice of  service.  Later,  Ab real izes those may be the last  words he has with
his son. To reconci le,  the aging Ab volunteers to return to the Army and go to France. He promises his wi fe he wi l l  s tay far  f rom
the front and work in a supply posi t ion.  However,  he is soon on the front l ines,  wi tnessing the chaos around the Batt le of  Bel leau
Wood, the Army’s poor at t i tude towards Marines, and the incompetence of  some French commanders.  In addi t ion,  the story
fol lows a medical  corpsman try ing to keep the wounded al ive,  a Marine eager to get into the f ight  rather than serve as an
off icer ’s assistant,  and an arrogant Navy surgeon who thought he was coming to conduct research, not  work on casual t ies.

World War I I  f ic t ion appears to have exper ienced a surge in popular i ty over the last  decade or so.  Andrews’ work focusing on
WWI, or the Great War,  is  a nice change of  pace. Based on an actual  batt le,  th is novel  of  h istor ical  f ic t ion includes real  f igures
who were there as wel l  as f ic t ional  characters used pr imari ly  as protagonists.  There are many comparisons to be made to both
f ict ion and non-f ict ion works based on WWI, but nothing stands out so much as Remarque’s c lassic t i t le,  Al l  Quiet  on the Western
Front .  I t  a lso makes an interest ing comparison to Andrews’ book, as Remarque’s work comes from the perspect ive of  a German
soldier.  The simi lar i t ies between the American soldier ’s exper ience in Andrews’ book and that of  Paul  Baumer,  the German
soldier who is Remarque’s protagonist ,  are uncanny. Both authors v iv id ly descr ibe the raw destruct ion of  ar t i l lery and i ts effects
on soldiers,  the di ff icul ty gett ing enough food, s leep, and suppl ies,  the dir ty,  cramped, confused f ight ing,  and the randomness of
who l ives and dies.  Where they di ffer  is  that  Andrews includes a bi t  more of  the heroics,  whereas Remarque refuses to move
away from the gr i t ty and pragmatic real ism he is focused upon. Andrews’ offer ing has more of  a Hol lywood blockbuster feel ,  whi le
Remarque’s work is bet ter  sui ted to an arthouse product ion.

The histor ical  research Andrews has done for th is novel  is  ever-present and ski l l fu l ly  woven throughout the narrat ive in ways that
are completely natural .  This alone is a di ff icul t  assignment for  an author.  In addi t ion,  the compel l ing protagonist  and the story of
the surgeon, Beck, are thoroughly engaging. Beck has a great character arc where we see his character completely t ransformed.
Addi t ional ly,  having part  of  the focus on the medical  corps’ exper iences, as wel l  as the technology and means of  t reatment
avai lable,  is  fascinat ing and something not of ten seen. There are minor issues: the main being that  the chapters about the other
two stor ies,  composed of  the corpsman and Marine, are of ten so simi lar  in tone that i t  can be di ff icul t  to remember which
character is current ly the chapter ’s subject .  St i l l ,  anyone who enjoys histor ical  war stor ies wi l l  love this book. Moreover,  th is
novel  t ranscends i ts genre and wi l l  l ikely have wide appeal .
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