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By K. D. Leperi

Common Virtues two million sailors and soldiers to victory  
in that theater. 

In 1968, Fredericksburg residents 
sought to establish a museum honoring the 
town’s most famous son. Admiral Nimitz 
would countenance only a museum that 
honored all who fought alongside him—
provided the town restored the Nimitz 
Hotel façade to the “steamboat” look of 
his boyhood. Thus the National Museum 
of the Pacific War, adjoining the Nimitz 
Hotel, came into being. 

As I walk busy Main Street—wide 
enough to let the oxcarts of yesteryear turn 
around—I admire the restored façade, so 
reminiscent of a vintage riv-
erboat I can imagine young 
Nimitz at the hotel’s “helm” 
with his granddad. Inside the 
building, the Nimitz Museum 
tells two tales: German immi-
grants making the Texas 
frontier home and the rise 
of square-jawed, handsome 
Chester W. Nimitz.

The Nimitz Museum is 
linked to the main museum—
the George H. W. Bush 
Gallery—by a memorial court- 
yard adorned with 1,800 plaques honor-
ing units that fought in the Pacific. There 
I meet Texans Abraham Z. Suarez Sr. 
and his daughter, who lends a steadying 
arm as her 88-year-old dad searches for 
his unit among the plaques. When I ask 
if I might photograph him, Abraham 
Suarez nods proudly and explains that as 
a World War II veteran he received com-
plimentary admission. 

Focusing as it does on one theater, the 
Museum of the Pacific War is profuse 
with detail, from the conflict’s origins to 
Japan’s surrender. A ticket, good for 48 
hours, includes admission to the Nimitz 
Museum and other adjoining spaces. 
Allow at least three hours for a visit; 
a dedicated museumgoer easily could 
spend a full two days among the displays.

The Bush Gallery evokes the chaos of 
battle on multiple fronts, often simul-
taneous. Visitors move chronologically 
through more than 33,000 square feet 

M ODERN Fredericksburg, 
Texas, a trendy small town 
known for its wineries, art 

galleries, and charming B&Bs, is also 
steeped in history and even prehistory. 
A hundred million years ago the sur-
rounding region was the bed of a shal-
low sea. The saltwater retreated eons ago, 
leaving what is now called Hill Country 
landlocked and eventually inhabited by 
Comanche Indians. Fossilized mollusks 
abound here, masquerading as limestone 
cobbles. But the ocean remains present in 
a still more unexpected way: Fredericks-
burg is the home of the National Museum 
of the Pacific War.

The institution’s provenance is a very 
American story. In the mid-19th century 
the area attracted immigrants escaping 
European turmoil. Drawn by land grants 
and fertile soil, the newcomers effectively 
transplanted entire villages from north-

ties never broken.
In 1884, Anna and Chester Nimitz, 

members of Fredericksburg’s German 
community, conceived a son. But Ches-
ter died six months before his namesake, 
Chester W. Nimitz, was born, and the 
boy’s grandfather, Captain Charles H. 
Nimitz, stepped in as surrogate father. He 
taught the lad virtues and values stem-
ming from their hard-working roots. 

Until Chester was 6 and the family 
bought a farm, the Nimitzes lived in the 
heart of town at his grandfather’s hotel, 
whose façade resembled a 19th-century 
riverboat. At 15, and unable to get into 
West Point, Chester accepted a commis-
sion at the U.S. Naval Academy, graduat-
ing seventh in the class of January 1905. 
He became a submarine expert and rose 
through the ranks. During World War II, 
Fleet Admiral Nimitz was commander 
in chief, Pacific Fleet, leading more than 

ern Germany to the Hill Country. They 
continued to use their native tongue, 
which became known locally as “Texas 
German”; named Fredericksburg, seat 
of Gillespie County, for Prince Freder-
ick of Prussia; and made peace with the 
Comanches in one of the few such trea-

Fredericksburg, Texas

From top: A B-25 at the 
National Museum of the 
Pacific War attracts a pair  
of admirers; the Tuba 
Meisters pump it up at 
Oktoberfest; the museum 
complex was built around 
the restored Nimitz Hotel;  
a young Chester Nimitz 
(circled) appears before it  
in a vintage photo.
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Admiral Chester  
W. Nimitz wore 
his stars lightly.

Fredericksburg’s Main 
Street infuses a classic 
Hill Country look with 

sophisticated taste. 
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NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE PACIFIC WAR

to me, such as its status as the bloodi-
est island fight and putative launch site 
for invading Japan. On May 14, 1945, 
my father, a radio operator for Captain 
Smith of L Company of the 1st Division, 
3rd Battalion, 5th Marines, was wounded 
by enemy mortar fire on Okinawa. In the 
same barrage Dad’s best friend, Carpen-
ter—a married man from Tennessee and 
one of Captain Smith’s runners—was 
also hit. He fell onto my father, soaking 
them both in blood before breathing his 
last. Dad left me, the other member of 
our family to serve in the armed forces, 
his most cherished military memento: 
a Purple Heart, now front and center in  
my home office.

From Okinawa, the gallery leads to the 
war’s closing act: a Fat Man-style pluto-
nium bomb casing like the weapon B-29 

Bockscar carried on August 
9, 1945. Kokura was the pri-
mary target, but bad weather 
diverted Bockscar to Naga-
saki. The exhibit leaves me 
conflicted as I recall Sadako 
Sasaki and her origami cranes. 
According to legend, anyone 
who folds a thousand paper 
cranes is granted a wish. 
Sadako, two years old the day 
the bomb hit, lived a mile 
from ground zero at Hiro-
shima. She folded her cranes 
and wished for good health, 

but at age 12 died of leukemia from being 
exposed to radioactivity.  

A section on prisoners of war was 
stirring, especially an American tricolor 
made on Mindanao by POWs using para-
chute cloth, a sewing machine, and stars 
from a standard flag. The men raised their 
handmade Old Glory as fellow Americans 
were about to liberate their camp in the 
Philippines on September 7, 1945. 

I left the museum feeling changed. The 
museum’s galleries portray the good, the 
bad, and the ugly of the war, its complex 
causes, and the influence of leaders like 
Chester Nimitz who turned the tide in 
the Allies’ favor. In speaking of Iwo Jima, 
the admiral could have been referring to 
the entire Pacific campaign when he said 
that on those black sands “uncommon 
valor was a common virtue.” ✯

of aircraft, bombs, guns, and 
artifacts—such as the Japanese 
two-man midget submarine 
HA-19, grounded on Oahu 
on December 7, 1941, due to a 
broken gyrocompass, and cap-
tured with one crewman alive. 

I particularly liked seeing 
a B-25 Mitchell bomber, 
marked like Lieutenant Col-
onel Jimmy Doolittle’s own 
plane, and poised as if ready 
for takeoff against a mural 
of the USS Hornet to evoke 
the April 1942 bombing raid 
on Tokyo that gave Americans a much-
needed morale boost.

A simulated submarine interior, com-
plete with periscope, offers the opportu-
nity to test one’s expertise at identifying 
ships. Admiral Nimitz grieved for the 
losses that cost the silent service one man 
in five. “They never failed us in our days 
of great peril,” he said.  

I had not known that submariners 
saved downed U.S. Navy torpedo plane 
pilot Lieutenant (Junior Grade) George 
H. W. Bush until I encountered the 
exhibit on his rescue. It includes a photo 
of the future president aboard the USS 
Finback, whose crew retrieved him off the 
coast of the tiny South Pacific island of 
Chichi Jima in September 1944. 

The Battle of Okinawa display partic-
ularly moved me. I learned details new 

The National Museum 
of the Pacific War 
(pacificwarmuseum.

org), about an hour from San 
Antonio, is 75 miles from Austin. 
Most major airlines serve those 
cities’ airports. World War II  
veterans are admitted free.

WHERE TO STAY AND EAT 
The Hangar Hotel 
(hangarhotel.com),  
a vintage aviation- 

themed establishment near 

Gillespie County Airport, evokes 
the wartime South Pacific with 
aeronautical memorabilia and 
images of USO history. The 
Airport Diner (hangarhotel.com/
diner.htm; hours vary, closed 
Monday and Tuesday) adjoins 
the Hangar Hotel. Guests at this 
1940s-style eatery can watch air-
craft take off and land as they 
enjoy a blue plate special. The 
Old German Bakery & Restaurant 
(oldgermanbakeryandrestaurant.
com) is a great place for break-

fast or lunch of Germanic por-
tions. Otto’s German Bistro 
(ottosfbg.com), open for dinner, 
serves fare made with local  
produce and meats. 

WHAT ELSE TO SEE 
Save at least half a 
day for Lyndon B. 
Johnson National 

Historical Park (nps.gov/lyjo), 
about 30 minutes by car from 
Fredericksburg. At President 
Johnson’s home—the “Texas 

White House”—with its working 
cattle ranch, you can see LBJ’s 
presidential plane, cars, the 
schoolhouse he attended, and 
where he was born, lived, died, 
and is buried. Across the 
Pedernales River, the Lyndon B. 
Johnson State Park & Historic 
Site displays Johnson memora-
bilia (tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/
lyndon-b-johnson). At nearby 
Sauer-Beckmann Farm interpret-
ers in 1918-era garb reenact a 
Texas-German family’s farm life.
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Displays include sub HA-19, a relic of the Pearl Harbor attack. 




