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For Franco D’Ambrosio






“Like a buddy fallen in battle, these guys made a difference, you’re hearing the truth of a man, a soul, a heart.”

—Arlo Guthrie on Johnny Cash and Peter La Farge


 



“Gaily the Troubadour / Touched his guitar.”


—Thomas Baynes Bayly


 



“He who sings scares away his woes.”


—Cervantes






BEFORE

I Had to Fight Back

On a particularly gray, cold morning in Bowling Green, Ohio, back in February 2005, I found myself in a small, windowless room, where an undergraduate student from Bowling Green State University had just handed me a stack of records, CDs, books, and magazines. She also congratulated me on the talk I had given the night before. At the invitation of Daniel Boudreau, a Ph.D. candidate in the American Cultural Studies Department, I’d come to Bowling Green on a lecture tour to support my first book, Let Fury Have the Hour: The Punk Rock Politics of Joe Strummer.

The university had graciously offered to grant me access to its prestigious Music Library and Sound Recordings Archives. I soon found myself in the third-floor office of the gregarious archivist Bill Schurk, who regaled me with stories about music and the things archivists find exciting—which I happen to find exciting, too, including the documenting of materials that may seem worthless but over time provide an invaluable record of a moment that has slipped away but thankfully has been preserved forever.

For anyone who loves music, the Sound Recordings Archives is a magnificent place—every recording in human history seems to be housed there. I was excited to get into the shelves of rare LPs, music books, and other music-related media. After speaking with Schurk and his staff, I felt like Tom Hanks’s character in the film Big when  he was unleashed in FAO Schwarz and danced joyfully on the huge piano. I requested as many records as I could possibly listen to in my allotted time. The list was long and contained mostly recordings I’d never heard of, including rare albums by Woody Guthrie, The Carter Family, Django Reinhardt, Spencer Davis, Charlie Parker, and The Clash.

After thanking the student who had given me the records, I handled each one as if it were a priceless artifact. (To me they actually all  were priceless artifacts.) I listened intently to all of them. Then, near the bottom of the stack, I came upon a Johnny Cash record that I’d checked off the list as an afterthought. I was happy, though, that the record was part of the archives; I had discovered this little-known Cash record while writing about Cash’s collaboration with The Clash’s former front man Joe Strummer for my previous book.

But now, as Cash’s gaunt face and steely eyes stared back at me from the Bitter Tears album cover, I realized that there was something striking, even unsettling about this image. This wasn’t the myth, the persona that has become Johnny Cash, but rather something truer, more authentically John R. Cash, the former sharecropper and cotton picker from Arkansas. In contrast to looking rock ’n’ roll hip—a swaggering, pompadoured balladeer with an acoustic guitar slung over his shoulder—here his famous head of hair was cropped short and ringed by a red headband. The look in his eyes seemed troubled, as if what he was about to share was something heavy and hard.

I slid the record out of its sleeve and a piece of paper fell out, landing at my feet. Picking it up, I saw that it was a copy of a letter Cash had penned on his own letterhead, with his cursive signature at the top, and the proclamation

 



NOBODY BUT NOBODY MORE ORIGINAL THAN JOHNNY CASH

 



 



at the bottom. One line jumped out at me: “D.J.’s—station managers—owners . . . where are your guts?”

The disc in my hand was not the original pressing. Bear Family Records, a German independent record label, reissued it in 1984 with lyrics, photos, quotes, commentary, and a few extra songs. It was quite clear from reading the essay-like liner notes that lots of people had lots to say about this Cash record.

The title, Bitter Tears: Ballads of the American Indian, prompted a question: What had Cash been up to? I looked at the recording date: 1964. Barely a year earlier, Cash had scored one of his biggest hits ever with “Ring of Fire.” But the year added another layer of intrigue to the story, for it was a bellwether year in U.S. history. The headlines shouted about the Beatles, Muhammad Ali, the Vietnam War, the Newport Folk Festival, and Martin Luther King Jr.; the Johnson-Goldwater presidential election, the Civil Rights Act, Johnson’s Great Society, and the early stirrings of what a few years later would become known as “Red Power”—taking its cue from the term “Black Power”—the Native movement that took hold in the 1960s and grew in the 1970s among Native people. Recorded four years before Cash’s Folsom Prison performance and the American Indian Movement’s takeover of Alcatraz Island, Bitter Tears was released smack in the middle of the roiling civil rights movement and escalating war in Vietnam. In the face of such momentous change and conflict, an album sympathetic to Native people’s issues and their seemingly never-ending search for justice now seemed to me both a compelling and a daring undertaking.1 At the time, Cash was a music superstar. What kind of response did he get to this album? How did the radio stations respond to a musician who was giving voice to an oppressed group fighting to be heard? A thousand   more questions began swirling in my mind, but one was at the root of them all: Why did Cash make this record?

 



THERE WAS only one way to start finding out, so I lifted the plastic turntable cover, selected the proper setting, placed the record, side 2-up, on the turntable, and moved the needle over to the first song. I pulled the earphones securely over my ears, pushed play, and listened. Soon my head filled with the sound of a flute slowly and hauntingly playing the last bars of taps, immediately calling funeral, wreath-laying, and memorial services to my mind. After more than ten seconds, Cash’s deep, husky voice came in, singing the name “Ira Hayes, Ira Hayes,” quivering over the second “Ira” as he strummed the first few chords of the song on his D-28 Martin guitar. Soon, Cash was joined by soulful backing vocals for what turned out to be the refrain of the song:

Call him drunken Ira Hayes  
He won’t answer anymore  
Not the whiskey-drinkin’ Indian  
Or the marine that went to war






These lyrics are the opening lines to “Ballad of Ira Hayes,” clearly a folksong but not in the traditional sense popularized by The Carter Family in the 1920s and 1930s. “Ballad of Ira Hayes” is instead very much a product of the folk revival that was occurring in the 1960s. As the record spun on the turntable, I could sense Woody Guthrie’s spirit embedded in the grooves. I knew Cash had great feeling for Guthrie, who himself had idolized The Carter Family. I could feel the three distinct musical legends, each with family members who became important musicians in their own right—The Carter Family, Woody Guthrie, and Johnny Cash—coming together to form one unique folk family tree. The “topical folksong movement,” as it was called, famously produced scores of musicians who were Guthrie disciples, with Bob Dylan pushing the movement to the forefront of America’s  consciousness. Its articulate, impassioned goodwill ambassador was Pete Seeger, but other musicians who walked the streets of Greenwich Village during the folk revival were righteous soldiers of conscience, armed with acoustic guitars and songs telling stories that sought a new America. Judy Collins, Tom Paxton, Buffy Sainte-Marie, Mark Spolestra, Guy Carawan, John Cohen, Len Chandler, and Joan Baez were some of the major voices in this growing U.S. counterculture chorus. “Ballad of Ira Hayes” is a graphic, poetic account of a Pima named Ira Hayes who goes off to war, becomes a war hero, and then returns home to eventually die an ignoble death blanketed by pain, abandonment, and humiliation. Hayes was not only a Pima who fought in World War II, but he had actually been immortalized in the famous photo of the flag-raising at Iwo Jima. But when I listened to the song that day, I didn’t know Ira Hayes from Von Hayes, a second-rate baseball player on my hometown team, the Philadelphia Phillies, in the 1980s. So much for immortality.

I played the song again and again and again and again. When I looked up at the clock, I’d spent more than an hour listening to just that one song. The other songs were, if not as powerful, certainly as thought-provoking and demanding. The album was a challenge to my senses; it didn’t just open my eyes, it ripped open my mind. Cash not only boldly gave voice to issues of injustice afflicting Native people but musically told the world that compassion was at the very heart of who he was as a person and a musician. He was a storyteller interested in telling the stories of real people, those ignored by the press and politicians. Johnny Cash was a folksinger.

Four hours later, I was still listening to the record, having lost count around the fifteenth time. I looked closely at all the material packed into the sleeve describing various details of what I soon realized was a tremendously controversial album. And then the name Peter La Farge caught my eye. La Farge was listed as the writer of “Ballad of Ira Hayes.” A number of the other songs appearing on the record were also credited to La Farge. My mind was buzzing, eager to learn more about this record and Cash’s collaboration with Peter La Farge.

 



I HAD come across La Farge’s name once or twice before, but only in passing connection to Bob Dylan. It seemed that La Farge and Dylan were friends, maybe even close friends, during the early days of the ’60s folk revival, when they moved around Greenwich Village together performing on Sundays in Washington Square Park or at venues like Gerdes Folk City or the Gaslight. “Peter La Farge, a folksinger friend of mine, had given me a couple of Colt single-shot repeater pistols,” Dylan later wrote in his autobiography, Chronicles. Ten pages later Dylan also mentioned Cash, who “was trying to change his image, too.” After admitting that he would have liked to have Mick Jones, “the quintessential guitarist” from The Clash, play in his band (a story for another time), Dylan described Cash as not only having “a piercing yell, but ten thousand years of culture fell from him. . . . He sounds like he’s at the edge of the fire, or in the deep snow, or in a ghostly forest, the coolness of conscious obvious strength, full tilt and vibrant with danger.” For some reason Dylan’s words helped me connect these three disparate individuals to one another: La Farge, Dylan, and Cash. I realized that they shared a common bond: sometimes dark, at times bright, but always fearlessly imaginative.

 



DESPITE CASH’S unwavering attitude about “not mixing in politics” that usually resulted in an intentionally ambiguous stance in terms of formal politics, he often spoke with a socially aware voice on behalf of society’s outcasts. His songs addressed the realities of people ignored by newspaper headlines and the nightly news. He talked about the dignity of honest work: “If you were a baker, and you baked a loaf of bread and it fed somebody, then your life has been worthwhile. And if you were a weaver, and you wove some cloth and your cloth kept somebody warm, your life has been worthwhile.” Of course he sang about the prisoner. “Convicts are the best audience I’ve played for,” Cash said when asked why he played for them so often. In Cash’s voice are echoes of what Woody Guthrie once said: “I am out to sing songs that will prove to you that this is your world and that if it has hit you pretty hard and knocked you for a dozen loops, no matter what color, what size  you are, how you are built, I am out to sing the songs that make you take pride in yourself and in your work. And the songs that I sing are made up for the most part by all sorts of folks just about like you.”

As my senses sharpened around Bitter Tears, I felt that of all the personas that Johnny Cash embodied, here was the album that really embodied his true nature: the rebellious troubadour. It seemed to me that nothing in Cash’s life work matched Bitter Tears in its scale and courage.

Throughout his career, Cash was no stranger to controversy—battling, and sometimes shaming, record industry executives when they acted with willful ignorance or prejudice against his music because it didn’t fit into their comfortable, easily compartmentalized view of who he was or who he should be as a performer. As I thought about this, I was surprised to discover, among the other items stuffed inside the album’s sleeve, a 1964 Billboard ad in the form of another letter that Cash had written on behalf of Bitter Tears, this one to the record industry. Appearing in the August 22, 1964, issue of the magazine, the letter was blistering, offering no less than an indictment of a music establishment that Cash deemed guilty of the worst kind of crime: censorship. As I read the letter, it seemed to breathe life into words that William Blake had written a century before: “When I tell the truth, it is not for the sake of convincing those who do not know it, but for the sake of defending those that do.” Cash wrote that “‘Ballad of Ira Hayes’ is strong medicine.” When I glanced at the last sentence, I knew that Cash was not afraid to put it all on the line. He wrote: “I had to fight back when I realized that so many stations are afraid of ‘Ira Hayes.’ Just one question: Why?”

Oh, my.

And so the story begins. . . .






PART ONE

  A Heartbeat
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Johnny Cash on stage at the Newport Folk Festival, July 24, 1964, where he performed “Ballad of Ira Hayes.” Photo by Gai Terrell/Redferns.






The Clouds Fall


IN DECEMBER 1968, four years after the release of the record Bitter Tears : Ballads of the American Indian, dozens of people crammed themselves shoulder-to-shoulder inside the old trading post at the base of Cemetery Hill in South Dakota. Most had to raise themselves up on their toes to get a glimpse of the man who came to visit them. “If I had a guitar with me I’d play something for you right now,” Johnny Cash said as he was pushed toward the back of the trading post. From somewhere in the crowd an old black guitar was passed forward. “Here you go,” said the man who handed the guitar to the bemused music star. Cash took the guitar and glanced down at it to get a feel for the battered instrument. It certainly wasn’t anything like the D-28 Martin he often played and just as often destroyed. Cash must have thought, “Yeah, I could do something with this.” Moving his left hand up and down the frets, strumming the rough strings with his right hand, he tried the best he could to tune the guitar. Smiling next to him was his new wife, June Carter. Cash looked over at June to see if she was ready. He steadied himself, and then looked deep into the crowd.

 



FOR NEARLY eighty years the trading post on the Pine Ridge Reservation had served as a stolid witness to one of the most gruesome acts of violence committed on U.S. soil. Until Cash’s visit, the sounds haunting the post were the screams of three hundred Lakota Sioux men, women, and children who were hunted down by five hundred  troops of the U.S. Seventh Cavalry. “Remember Little Bighorn,” some survivors heard the soldiers shout. The Seventh Cavalry had once been General George Armstrong Custer’s regiment. Having taken place near the Little Bighorn River in the eastern Montana Territory on June 24 and June 26, 1876, the Battle of Little Bighorn is the most famous battle of the “Indian Wars.” It remains one of the greatest victories for Native people and one of the most disastrous defeats for the U.S. Cavalry.

In an act of gross arrogance, Custer had misjudged, on the eve of battle, just how badly the U.S. Cavalry was outnumbered and therefore tactically exposed. Compounding one of the worst military mistakes in history was Custer’s reckless attack plan, which was to launch a surprise assault on the Lakota, who they believed were badly outnumbered by the Cavalry. They weren’t. In fact, chief Horned Horsewatching, who observed the battle from a hillside, said afterward that the Sioux camp was so big that it extended over five miles. Soon after attacking, the cavalry was completely surrounded. Custer’s folly led to the death of more than two hundred troops and sixteen officers; fifty-five men were wounded. Led by Sitting Bull, the Lakota suffered the loss of only thirty-six warriors, with 168 wounded. In American popular culture, the battle is known as “Custer’s Last Stand,” which is a far too forgiving rewriting of the general’s terrible military incompetence on that day. Native people remember it as the “Battle of the Greasy Grass.”

At Pine Ridge fourteen years after, the Seventh Cavalry rode for revenge, and by way of four massive Hotchkiss guns, got it. The Lakota warriors, yelling for the women and children to run—“Inyanka po! Inyanka po!”—tried to resist with their bare hands. “We tried to run,” Louise Weasel Bear said later, “but they shot us like we were buffalo.” Ignoring Miniconjou Lakota chief Big Foot’s raising of a white flag, which signaled to the cavalry that his people would not fight or resist, the U.S. troops began firing at a rate of nearly a shell per second, quickly cutting down the unarmed Lakota. Dead bodies covered the ground. Disobeying orders to load the bodies into wagons, the soldiers instead chose to leave the dead on the ground to be buried by an ensuing blizzard, hoping the expected large snowfall would conceal the atrocities they committed. Only fifty Lakota are believed to have survived what is now simply referred to as Wounded Knee.


The U.S. government awarded twenty-five Medals of Honor for heroism on the battlefield during what it deemed to be the last battle between the United States and Native people. Six days later, L. Frank Baum, a young editor in Aberdeen, South Dakota, wrote in the Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer: “The Pioneer has before declared that our only safety depends upon the total extermination of the Indians. Having wronged them for centuries, we had better, in order to protect our civilization, follow it up by one more wrong and wipe these untamed and untamable creatures from the face of the earth.” Nine years later, in 1900, he wrote The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, the children’s novel that became the classic film, a perennial American favorite played on television during the Christmas season. Ironically, the Wounded Knee massacre took place four days after Christmas.

The surviving Lakota found shelter in a nearby Episcopal mission after spending hours huddled and bleeding outside in wagons, exposed to the freezing cold, while an indifferent army decided what to do with them. Lying on hay once inside, some of the survivors noticed a large sign with bold letters hanging above the pulpit:




PEACE ON EARTH, GOOD WILL TO MEN 

Now the old trading post was about to be filled with a different sound. The crowd became quiet, hushed by the first sounds from the stand-in guitar. The silence was broken only by Cash’s deep baritone voice, balanced by the melodic voice of June Carter. Standing among the Lakota, Cash could have sung anything—he could have chanted the telephone book—and the people in that old trading post wouldn’t have cared. There was something special about this moment. When Cash sang “I Walk the Line,” “Jackson,” and “Folsom Prison Blues,” the crowd’s appreciation shook the rickety trading post to its foundation.  For a short time, for those listening, Cash’s music helped calm the tortured echoes of the past.

 



A WESTERN Union telegram dated November 24, 1968, contained two simple lines:
“Johnny Cash show definitely willing to play 
St Francis Monday evening Dec Ninth. Please confirm.”





John L. Smith, a writer who became Cash’s official discographer, stared at the telegram in amazement. More than a year had passed since he first met Cash at the KRNT Theater in Des Moines, Iowa, where the musician was performing three sold-out shows. During the meeting Cash wanted Smith to listen to an “Indian song” he’d just recorded, “The Flint Arrowhead.” As Cash fumbled backstage with a large reel-to-reel tape recorder, looking in vain for the song, the two discussed various aspects of Native history. “He never did manage to play the song for me,” Smith recalls. But afterward, Smith received a three-page letter from Cash. The musician wanted to accompany Smith on one of his many visits to Native reservations. “If I could provide him pictures of the actual battlefield in 1890, he would give me one of his guitars,” Smith explains. “I thought, ‘None of this will ever happen.’”

It did happen. Smith organized a visit to the Rosebud Reservation and then the Pine Ridge Reservation in December 1968. At Rosebud, Cash played a standing-room-only benefit for the Sioux at the St. Francis Mission. The Rapid City Journal, publishing since 1891, the year after Wounded Knee, reported that Cash gave up a “guaranteed $10,000 concert in London scheduled for that same night.”

That year marked a rebirth for Cash. In January 1968 he had performed a concert for inmates at Folsom State Prison in Folsom, California, just twenty miles from the state capital in Sacramento.

“He called me in 1968 and said, ‘This is Johnny Cash,’” record producer Bob Johnston says. “I said, ‘I know who you are.’ He then said, ‘I’ve always had an idea to record at a prison and Sam Phillips  wouldn’t let me and Columbia won’t let me so I guess you won’t.’ I picked up the phone and got Folsom first.” Columbia Records had no clue why Cash wanted to do this, but that mattered little to Cash or Johnston. “I got a call two weeks later from Cash,” Johnston recalls. “He said that Columbia called and said they would fire me and drop him even if we thought about making a live album. They told him a prison record would ruin his career. Three months later I called him and said, ‘We’re going to Folsom on Saturday. Pack your bags.’ And he did.” The resulting record, Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison, was a huge success, climbing to the top of the Billboard country and pop charts. “I cut the record and it was seven million,” Johnston says. “It was always an environment with Johnny, but it was the kind of environment [where] you had to fight for everything you ever did.”

But at Pine Ridge, almost a year later, it was as if a century had passed since Cash appeared at Folsom Prison. Martin Luther King Jr., dead. Bobby Kennedy, dead. Both assassinated, and with them hope, or maybe peace or something still unknowable, was also dead. President Lyndon B. Johnson, facing an intense backlash against the war in Vietnam, announced in March that he would not run for reelection. In April he signed the momentous Civil Rights Act into law, but it appeared that his ambitious “Great Society” program was faltering and possibly headed for failure. Waiting in the wings was former vice president Richard M. Nixon. Once consigned to the political graveyard, the Republican had won the presidential election against Democratic candidate George McGovern by a whisker in November.

Cash found himself standing in front of a group of people that the United States had time and again tried its best to destroy. When he stepped up to the microphone on the makeshift stage of the St. Francis gymnasium of the Rosebud Reservation, the first two rows were filled with Lakota who smiled reassuringly as Cash began performing. Cash decided to play mostly songs from Bitter Tears. When he got around to playing “Ballad of Ira Hayes,” the smiles of the chiefs, who were in full dress and seated in the front row, quickly dropped to frowns. “This happened sometimes when we played ‘Ira Hayes,’”  bassist Marshall Grant of the Tennessee Two said. “Its meaning was sometimes misunderstood by both white and Indian audiences.”

 



THE MEN , those who were left, ducked for cover wherever they could find it, which was almost nowhere. They were stuck on the volcanic Japanese island of Iwo Jima. Located on the southern tip of the island the marines called the “grey pork chop,” the soldiers found themselves fighting a ferocious battle with the Japanese on Mount Suribachi. It was the last days of War World II, but these men didn’t know that. They were numb to any sense of time. The ending remained distant, like a slowly fading dream. All they knew was that the world—their world—was coming apart. Bombs were raining down on them.

U.S. Marine Corps corporal Ira Hayes of the Third Parachute Battalion and Second Battalion, 28th Marines—also known as “Easy Company”—never knew it could get this bad. He had joined the marines as a way to better his and his family’s lot in life. This didn’t seem all that much better.

Joe and Nancy Hayes brought Ira Hamilton Hayes into the world on January 12, 1923. At the time you could board the Southern Pacific Railroad and stop twenty-two miles east of Maricopa Station and sixteen miles north of Casa Grande Station and then travel down Interstate 10 (later known as the Pearl Harbor Highway) to Sacaton, on the Gila River, where the Hayes family and their fellow Akimel O’othom lived on the Gila River Indian Reservation.

A proud people known for their humility and gentleness, the Akimel O’othom were master farmers. They developed a vast system of irrigation canals to bring water to their crops. Later named the “Pima” by the Spanish, meaning “river people,” they created a marvel that surpassed the engineering feats of the Roman Empire with respect to water and land use. Throughout their land, crops of corn, beans, and squash grew. The O’othom also cultivated cotton and tobacco. There was abundance.

For two thousand years the Pima lived cooperatively and peacefully within their own villages and in harmony with the land throughout  the Gila River Valley. As westward expansion came to Arizona, starting in the 1870s, the Pima were generous with their crops, allowing those traveling to California to use the water from the Gila River. But the Pima’s openness and generosity in sharing their resources were greatly exploited by the settlers moving through to California, triggering a series of terrible events that jeopardized their way of life. The new settlers returned the Pima’s kindness with abuse of the river, eventually changing its flow. As more and more settlers decided to make the Arizona Territory their home, the need for water increased. Eventually the water was diverted upstream, and it stopped flowing to the Pima land. In a matter of a few years, the stable, efficient irrigation system the Pima had built and sustained for many generations was being destroyed. Neither a warring nor a hostile tribe, the Pima decided to seek water elsewhere rather than challenge the misuse brought on by the settlers. They migrated to the Salt River Valley, where their misfortune only continued. Settlers were using up all the water there as well. Then, in 1890, the United States Geological Survey found its way to Arizona and the Gila River. Ignoring two millennia of time-tested sustainable irrigation that allowed water to flow freely and easily without harming the surrounding environment, the survey team dismantled the Pima system, replacing it with one that turned out to be neither efficient nor structurally sound. With no recognized rights, and their treaties with the U.S. government ignored, the Pima lost all access to the water as the government seized control of the Gila River. The reservation literally began drying up. Seven years after Ira Hayes was born, President Calvin Coolidge arrived to dedicate a dam that was built by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The Pima were left with only their memories of a once overflowing, vibrant river, which was now hardly ever full. Soon, large sections of it were bone dry, with blades of grass sprouting up throughout the riverbed. Satirist Will Rogers summed up the farcical scene when he observed, “If this were my dam, I’d mow it.”

Extremely quiet and self-effacing, even among a people known for their solemn thoughtfulness and intense rectitude, Hayes thought that  by joining the military he could bring honor to his tribe—and perhaps change the way Native people were viewed and treated throughout the country. As a child, Hayes had heard stories of Matthew Juan, a Pima who was the first soldier from Arizona killed during World War I. Even though they were not recognized as U.S. citizens, many Native people volunteered to fight in the war, Juan among them. Hayes decided to follow Juan by joining the marines. Conscious that the marines were recognized as the toughest and most respected military outfit in the country, Hayes excelled during the brutal basic training, and when he sought to join the elite, specialized unit known then as the Paramarines—soldiers trained to parachute into the most hostile conditions—he was easily accepted. “Hayes came from a poor family,” Native activist Dennis Banks says. “His family just wanted Ira to be part of the American scene, do something with his life, be accepted.” Dubbed “Chief Falling Cloud” by his fellow paratroopers, Hayes was big news back home. When a picture of him posing with a parachute, ready to jump out of plane, was published in the Pima Gazette and shown at the Phoenix Indian School, Hayes became a hero. It was not the last time that the words “Ira Hayes, hero” were said aloud.

Figure 1.1. Ira Hayes, known as Chief Falling Cloud to his fellow soldiers, appears in his paratrooper gear, circa 1945. Hayes was immortalized in a World War II photograph of marines struggling to raise the American flag at Iwo Jima. Photo by MPI/Getty Images.
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“HERE’S AN Indian,” Hayes thought to himself, “who is willing to die for this country.” But would that be enough? Would anyone care? Hayes felt certain he would never find out. Although the planning for the invasion seemed well thought out, survival in this battle seemed a fantasy. The soldiers believed themselves prepared. Operation Detachment was sure to achieve its objective: destroy the airfields of Iwo Jima. Despite a force of 21,000 and a willingness to fight to the death, the Japanese were unable to stop a U.S. force that rose to 110,000. Until then, U.S. military generals had discounted one critical fact: the unyielding code of honor of the Japanese. Heavily fortifying the island, the Japanese army dug in deep. With an elaborate system of underground bunkers and caves, the Japanese left the U.S. military uncertain and off balance. They were successfully staving off the U.S. attack. Hayes must have thought that not even an additional 100,000 men would be enough.

On February 23, 1945, the fourth day of fighting, U.S. soldiers successfully planted a flag atop Suribachi—the mountain had been secured that morning. The critical turning point for the U.S. forces had come. The flag raising disgraced the Japanese, who nevertheless remained unwilling to concede the island. The U.S. military gained confidence and now believed the island theirs for the taking. Despite a battle still undecided, various high-ranking military officials began jockeying for possession of the flag. Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal wanted the flag. So did Second Battalion commander Colonel Chandler Johnson—and there was no way Johnson was going to let the secretary of the navy have the flag. Colonel Johnson dispatched Captain Dave E. Severance, commander of Easy Company, to get a team together, go back up the hill, take the old flag down, replace it with a new one, and bring him the original. “Make it a big one,” Johnson told Severance, referring to the replacement flag. While they were at it, the men were ordered to lay telephone wire up the hill. 


Ira Hayes, Franklin Sousley, Harlon Block, and Mike Strank were chosen by Rene Gagnon to trudge up the hill and raise the new flag. The soldiers were exhausted from battle and unsure of why they needed to go back up to the top of Suribachi. “We were certainly uneasy,” Hayes said afterward. He and the others slowly climbed, laying the wire as they moved, hoping that the Japanese would not fire at them because there was nowhere to seek cover. But they never did; they were burrowed in deep, in their bunkers and caves, remaining out of sight as Hayes and the other soldiers struggled with a large drainage pipe, which the men were going to use as the new flagpole. Standing close by, Navy Pharmacist’s Mate Second Class John H. Bradley decided to help out. “I saw some guys struggling with a pole,” Bradley said. “I just jumped in to lend them a hand.”

As the marines were attaching the flag to the old pipe, Joe Rosenthal, a thirty-three-year-old photographer, piled rocks nearby to stand on. He wanted to gain the best possible view of the flag raising. With a bushy brown mustache and a head full of tight brown curls, Rosenthal was too nearsighted for military service, but the short and athletic photographer had already distinguished himself with his camera in battles at New Guinea, Hollandia, Guam, Peleliu, and Angaur. While the soldiers were lost in the task at hand, Rosenthal placed his camera on the ground, just for a moment. With his hands busily piling rocks, Rosenthal forgot about the flag raising. The soldiers didn’t give the photographer a second thought. They wanted to finish raising the flag—a task that seemed a bit ridiculous since one was already flying—and get back down the mountain.

Realizing he was about to miss the shot, Rosenthal quickly swung his camera up and snapped the photograph without using the viewfinder. Unbeknownst to all the men, their lives would be forever altered. In 1/400th of a second, with the f-stop between 8 and 16, Rosenthal immortalized Hayes and the five other soldiers. Along with Rosenthal was USMC Sergeant William Genaust, who was filming the flag raising with a 16-millimeter camera. In the short, grainy film you can see Hayes carrying a military belt rump; inside, there was a traditional Pima blanket. The film made it back home, but Genaust did not. Later in the battle he entered a darkened cave and was killed by Japanese soldiers hidden inside. His body was never recovered.

Hayes and the other soldiers finished their job and returned the flag to Johnson, who quickly locked it away in a safe. Rosenthal sent the undeveloped film back to the United States, unsure of what he had taken since he had almost missed the shot. The whole scene seemed perfunctory, unworthy of excitement. To all involved, it was just another in a long list of tasks and orders that needed to be carried out. Even the obligatory action report filed by the Second Battalion made no mention of the flag raising. As it turned out for Hayes, surviving the war was a whole lot easier than surviving the America that awaited him.

 



THE FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD boy living on a 4,000-acre ranch in Fountain, Colorado, had no inkling of who Ira Hayes was. All Oliver Albee La Farge Jr. knew was that he didn’t really like his stepfather, Andy Kane, much. That made two fathers who weren’t fitting the bill. The Colorado ranch hand Andy Kane married Oliver’s mother, Wanden Matthews, after she and writer-anthropologist Oliver La Farge divorced in 1935. “My mother was rebuilding her life,” daughter Povy says. “We moved to Fountain and bought the ranch. Then she hired foreman Andy Kane to run the ranch. This was not easy for either one of us, although it was much harder for my brother. He didn’t get along well in public school in Fountain. He didn’t make friends in Fountain, and he didn’t get along with our stepfather almost immediately, and they never did really get along.”

Before long, Povy’s brother was constantly in trouble. The young girl felt torn between loyalty to her parents and loyalty to her older brother. “Here I am, younger, and I would get all the questions: ‘Did you know what your brother did?’ and ‘Did you find this?’ and ‘Can you tell us where he is?’” Povy recalls. When he was old enough to travel on his own, the boy made his way to Santa Fe to spend time with his biological father and his new wife, Consuelo.
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Figure 1.2. Peter (left) and his sister, Pover La Farge (right), on horseback at their mother’s ranch in Fountain, Colorado. Date unknown. From the private collection of John Pen La Farge.


A New England blue blood, Harvard-educated anthropologist Oliver La Farge Sr. won the 1930 Pulitzer Prize for the novel Laughing Boy, a story about the clash between American culture and that of southwestern Native people. It was one of the first books to contain entirely Native characters (with the exception of a white bartender who makes a brief appearance in the book). Oliver La Farge’s achievement was not a big surprise. La Farge was the scion of a successful family boasting a lineage of artists, scientists, and intellectuals. Seymour Krim described him as a “steel spring of a man with priests and four generations of American gentlemen lining his genes.” Most notably, these genes included stained-glass artist John La Farge, Oliver’s grandfather, who helped design the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City, and Christopher LaFarge, Oliver’s brother, who wrote the novels Hoxsie Sells His Acres (1934) and Each to the Other (1939).

Oliver La Farge Sr.’s interest in the Southwest and specifically Native people became central throughout the rest of his life, as he worked  with and oversaw the Association on American Indian Affairs, a Native advocacy group founded by non-Natives in New York City in 1922. Believed to have Narragansett ancestors, the elder La Farge’s devotion to Native people was soon shared by his estranged son. Oliver Jr. was a sickly kid, all nerves and awkwardness. “We were both in New York City and then our parents divorced,” his sister Povy explains. “Before my parents divorced they were legally separated for years, at least years in a small child’s life. I never remember my father being in the apartment. We visited him on Saturdays, Sundays, and special days. This made it especially difficult when we moved to Colorado, which we did for very definite reasons. My brother was very ill with a series of ear infections, which they didn’t really have antibiotics or penicillin for at the time to treat him. So the doctors told Mother that he would be deaf if he had another serious infection.”
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Figure 1.3. Oliver La Farge (center) writing at his home in Santa Fe, New Mexico, circa 1950s. From the private collection of John Pen La Farge.


Once the family settled in the Southwest it seemed to transform them, having an almost mystical effect on both his mother and father,  reshaping their sensibilities and casting them ultimately into new personas. Junior was following suit. “But take those high, frail nerves and wire them to such reality symbols as horses, water holes, rodeos, cowboys, Indians,” author Seymour Krim writes, “that whole other America waiting across the mountains, and you can begin to see what Oliver Jr. was becoming.” Undisciplined and frustrated, Oliver Jr. was sent to school in Tucson in an effort to keep him healthy. In a rebellious spirit of rejection, Oliver Jr. began calling himself “Pete” La Farge. “Andy Kane being a rancher, and the boys seeing cowboys and horses all around,” Pete’s mother later wrote, “[the two of them] decided that ‘Oliver’ was a sissy name and [soon Oliver Jr.] was called Pete at his request. Years later he changed his name to Peter, by which he was known the rest of his life.”

Tall, lean, handsome, but already showing signs of a troubled mind, as a teen Peter tried his hand at a number of interests including painting, poetry, boxing, and bronc rodeo riding. With the latter, Peter fancied himself a skilled cowboy. It wasn’t long before he was riding broncs in rodeos throughout the Southwest. Peter was intent on jumping out of his father’s prominent shadow by wearing the hat of the hardscrabble rodeo people he admired. Determined to remake himself, even if it took some artful stretching of the truth, it surprised no one that the real cowboys he rode with and encountered in the Southwest believed Peter to be an “Indian.” He didn’t bother to correct them. It wouldn’t hurt anyone if his new persona gave him an identity that made people take notice. “He could by nature play either role,” Krim writes. “He had the tall, muscular, battered body of a cowboy and the straight black hair and olive-skinned face of an Indian.” Playing both the “Lone Ranger and Tonto must have given him the devil chuckles for days and days,” Krim adds.

Even with the excitement of the rodeo, La Farge remained restless. He wanted to escape, make a clean break. So, at eighteen he signed up with the navy and soon shipped out, as one war slowly gave way to another, in Korea. “He joined the navy to get out of graduating from Fountain Valley High school, where he was a student,” Povy explains.
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Figure 1.4. Peter La Farge during a rodeo competition in the Southwest, circa 1950s. On the back of the photograph, he wrote: “As a token of good faith, as a token of love. From their son (and friend), Pete (Gymkhana, Capt. 49).” From the private collection of John Pen La Farge.


“I use the term student loosely. He attended. But he wrote wonderful things while he was there, including poetry for the literary magazine.” La Farge quickly came to regret joining the navy. At first, though, it was the best thing that had happened to him. “The upshot of the navy was that he was happier than he ever, ever, ever was in his life,” Povy says. “He adored and really loved it. My mother and Andy went to see Peter graduate from boot camp. He looked so great all spic and span.” Once through boot camp, La Farge became an undercover antinarcotics operative for the Central Intelligence division of the navy. He had entered the navy at the height of the second Red Scare, a campaign led by Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy and his House Un-American Activities Committee. Wrapping themselves in Old Glory, these paranoiacs saw communists everywhere. Whether real  or imagined, the witch hunt was on. “I know that people say it was hard to report on your fellow persons, but on the other hand he was in the navy and that’s what he was there to do,” Povy says. “It was to interdict the vast amount of drugs that no one ever heard of before [they came] into the U.S. I can’t honestly say I agree with the people who say he was upset that he had to talk about his fellow serviceman because I don’t see Pete even turning them in. I don’t see what the contradiction was. The Pete I knew, when he got into things he didn’t like, he would say ‘I don’t want to do this,’ and he wouldn’t. Anyway, he was way too young to be given that kind of responsibility.” La Farge later said about his spying on his fellow servicemen: “I was very successful at what I did, but it cracked me up. One of the most difficult things to do in the world is to betray your fellow man.”

Figure 1.5. Peter La Farge during his time in the U.S. Navy, where he served in the Central Intelligence Division, circa 1951. From the private collection of John Pen La Farge.
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Getting off the ship and out of the navy voided any ill feeling that he had about his stepfather or getting out of Fountain, Colorado. Fate intervened when, while serving on an aircraft carrier, the U.S.S.  Boxer, a plane miscalculated the coordinates for landing and  slammed into the ship, causing an explosion and a fierce fire. As the ship became engulfed in flames, ammunition began to explode. Men were burning and dying all around La Farge. The ship was nearly destroyed, and dozens of men were severely hurt, including La Farge, who suffered burns and lost some hearing in his left ear. “It was hideous,” Povy says. “Pete was burned and badly hurt.” Even more than the burns, the mental scars that lingered damaged La Farge deeply. He reached a breaking point. “I don’t know why I was in Korea, those idiots in the White House were telling me: ‘Man, you’re not a soldier, you’re a policeman.’ Before I finally cracked up, though, the ship blew up and we fought a blaze for a couple of days before getting it out. . . . I had to walk through the fire to get out alive.” Unsure about what to do next, as he convalesced in Michigan’s Naval Hospital, La Farge thought maybe he’d go back to the rodeo or try his hand at something creative. Whatever. Anything was better than this. “War is a dreadful waste of human lives,” La Farge later said. “That fire and the experience of betraying other people, people that I often liked, was too much for me.”

While La Farge lingered in a hospital trying to get his mind and body right, a brash, broad, former Arkansas sharecropper was busily working away at becoming the worst home appliance salesman that Memphis had ever seen. Johnny Cash hoped that by day he could earn enough money to support his young family while at night he could learn enough to become successful in the music industry. He was going nowhere fast—the only thing he seemed any good at all, or liked for that matter, was playing his Martin acoustic guitar.

 



LIKE LA FARGE, Cash enlisted in the military with the wish of getting out of one life and discovering a new one offering some kind of future. Until then, he and his family had known nothing but struggle. The great Arkansas flood of 1927 had washed away the Cash farm; then came the Great Depression. His family managed to subsist with the help of the New Deal resettlement program, which allowed them to get back on their feet after some difficult, painful years. By enlisting,  Cash was once again putting his faith in the government. After a brief stint working in the auto plants in Pontiac, Michigan, Cash joined the air force on June 7, 1950.

Serving in the United States Air Force Security Service unit in Landsberg, Germany, Cash spent most of his time in the service intercepting Russian army Morse code transmissions. “I had such a talent for that particular line of work, and such a good left ear, that in Landsberg, where the United States Air Force Security Service ran radio operations worldwide, I was the ace,” Cash later recounted. “I was the one they called when the hardest jobs came up. I copied the first news of Stalin’s death.” During his off time, Cash took to strumming the cheap guitar he’d picked up while stationed in Germany. Like La Farge, Cash was grateful when his military service ended, later describing it as “four long, miserable years.” After his honorable discharge from the air force in 1954, Cash returned to San Antonio, Texas, where he had been stationed for basic training. He married Vivian Liberto a few weeks later, and his life changed almost in an instant. A marriage. A child. No job. No prospects. A change could be good for his young family, Cash thought.

At the time, Cash’s brother Roy, an auto mechanic, was living in Memphis. Once in Memphis, Cash quickly realized the salesman game was not for him. Two of Roy’s coworkers were part-time musicians. Luther Perkins played guitar, and Marshall Grant played the stand-up bass. “We decided to get together and just play a bit,” Grant recalls. Playing with the mechanics gave Cash fleeting moments of peace and purpose. His mounting frustrations were gone.

They played some of the music they all loved from The Carter Family, Jimmie Rodgers, Woody Guthrie, and Merle Travis. Of course Cash mixed in a gospel song or two, his homage to the memory of his mother’s sweet voice, which first stirred his own desire to play music. Out of these moments came some hope and the courage to try something on his own. Why not go over to the local record studio that had recently launched Elvis Presley into rock stardom? Maybe Sun Studio’s president, Sam Phillips, could see the potential in this makeshift  music group. Summoning all the nerve he could, Cash anxiously entered the studio, home also to Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, and later Roy Orbison. The hit-making producer behind Sun Studio’s success watched Cash’s audition quietly.

Cash thought the best way to impress Phillips was with gospel songs, showcasing his resonant singing style. But Phillips was not impressed. He’d moved out of the gospel market—there was no money in it. He needed songs that he could get on the radio and sell in the growing music market. “Johnny was disappointed when I told him there was just really no way I could sell those darned good southern gospel songs he had written,” Phillips recalled. “But I knew I had enough on my plate to try to sell him. He wasn’t country, he wasn’t rock, and so I thank God that I didn’t try to make something out of him but what he was.”

Later, Phillips explained: “Johnny basically apologized for not having more musicians. I mean Luther Perkins could really play one string at a time and I loved it. It blew me away.” Cash eventually won Phillips over with his songs “Hey Porter” and “Cry, Cry, Cry.”

Sensing that Cash possessed something distinctive in both his voice and spirited persona, Phillips decided to add the hopeless appliance salesman to Sun’s intimidating roster of musicians. For the fledgling musician this was a major turning point, forever changing the course of his life. Phillips’s instincts were right: there was something different about Cash. As a young boy picking cotton in the fields with his family, Cash had listened to his mother sing the spirituals that offered him faith. At noon he listened to Smilin’ Eddie Hill’s radio show, “Noon-time Roundup,” on WMPS out of Memphis. A mix of hillbilly and traditional music wafted out of the radio into the fields like a soothing breeze, a cool wind giving Cash much-needed relief on those hot Arkansas afternoons in the fields. There was the King of Country Music, Roy Acuff; the Texas Troubadour, Ernest Tubb; of course The Carter Family; and his favorite, the Singing Brakeman, Jimmie Rodgers. This music moved and inspired him. With this as his foundation, Cash soon understood the power of music as a spiritual force,  helping people transcend the hardships of life and giving comfort or hope to those who needed it, just as his mother’s singing and the songs coming through the radio had done for him.

 



WITHIN DAYS of the flag raising, Joe Rosenthal’s photo became a national sensation. The Associated Press staff photographer on assignment with the wartime picture pool, who wore glasses with thick lenses and nearly missed the shot, was now hailed by editors all across the United States as capturing the “greatest picture of the Pacific war.” Rosenthal told the New York Times, “They won’t let me carry a gun but I can pack my camera right with the boys in the front lines and show they’re fighting.” In March, a San Francisco Chronicle editorial called for a memorial based on the photograph. A few days later, Post-master General Walker announced the reproduction of the photograph as a postage stamp. Then, the federal government saw gold. Why not use Rosenthal’s picture to help raise money for the war effort? The Treasury Department used the photo as the official insignia of the Seventh War Loan, a war bond that attempted to seize on the patriotic fervor generated by Rosenthal’s photo. Almost as fast as the snap of the shot, three and a half million copies of the poster featuring the insignia were printed and distributed throughout the United States.

Rosenthal’s good fortune continued when the trustees for the Pulitzer Prize decided to lift the deadline rule and present him with the award, calling it an “outstanding example of news photography.” Still, Rosenthal’s good fortune did not rub off on some of the soldiers now forever immortalized in the photo. For them, the picture became simply “the photograph.” By the time the battle of Iwo Jima was over, only three of the men in the photo were still alive, and not all in one piece: John Bradley had lost a leg. Following the flag raising, the third surviving soldier, Rene Gagnon, was unharmed, and on April 27, 1946, was promoted to corporal.

For Ira Hayes, the lasting effects of war, blending with a life of hardship on the Pima reservation, created a piercing sense of loss. Hayes traveled to the island with a battalion of 250 men and returned to the United States as one of only twenty-seven who had managed to survive. All told, 6,821 U.S. soldiers died in the battle, 5,931 of them marines—almost one-third of all the marines lost in World War II. The excitement and praise for the photo meant that the surviving men in the picture had to face the glare of the U.S. spotlight. Hayes had gotten what he wished for, which was to make his people proud by becoming a hero, but now he didn’t want any of it as the public attention and scrutiny surrounding the photograph made him relive the horrors of war over and over again. The guilt of surviving while so many died haunted him. When he closed his eyes at night, the faces of the dead soldiers stared back at him. He returned to the United States not a hero but a sad man, his spirit a faint flicker—not the fierce flame it had been when he first joined the marines, so full of promise.

The picture became ubiquitous, appearing on every newsstand, hanging in every storefront and front porch window. Rapidly it was ingrained into U.S. popular culture, at one time or other gracing the cover of nearly every American magazine and newspaper. The image created an emotional frenzy, as thousands of grieving parents of dead and missing soldiers flooded the War Department with letters and phones calls demanding “a picture of my son.” On April 1, 1945, the New York Times reported that thousands of mothers, fathers, and wives wanted a copy of the photo as proof that their loved ones were still alive. It soon became a problem for the military, which was faced with telling heart-broken parents the painful truth: “It is the parents, the mothers especially, who have touched the hearts of the authorities . . . everything is being done to convince them they are wrong” [that the photo did not contain their son].

At first, Hayes didn’t want his identity revealed, going so far as to threaten Rene Gagnon not to tell anyone that he was one of the men in the photo while the identities were still unknown to the press and military officials. But from the moment Hayes and the other surviving soldiers in the photograph set foot on U.S. soil, they were paraded around the country—even invited to shake the president’s hand. The  New York Stock Exchange halted trading to salute the men with a banner that read:




WELCOME IWO JIMA HEROES 

They were now enlisted in a new campaign: selling U.S. war bonds. After somehow making it through one of the bloodiest battles of the war, was this what they had come home to? On April 6, 1945, Gagnon, the only soldier who really tried to capitalize on his notoriety, told the Associated Press that he would “rather face another operation than make a bond tour.”
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