



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by Tom Holm


Cover design by Steve Attardo


Cover photographs © Corbis Historical and Joe Rosenthal/AP


Author photograph © Michael A. Holm


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Twelve


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


twelvebooks.com


twitter.com/twelvebooks


First Edition: August 2023


Twelve is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Twelve name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Twelve books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Additional copyright/credits information is here.


LCCN: 2022039515


ISBNs: 9781538709504 (hardcover), 9781538709528 (ebook), 9781668626542 (audio download)


E3-20230616-JV-NF-ORI














For my wonderful wife, Ina
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Twelve logo]















Introduction



Ira Hamilton Hayes was easily one of the most written about, photographed, venerated, and exploited young Native men in American history. He received more press than Geronimo, Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse, Cochise, and Tecumseh combined. And he fought not against the white people but shoulder to shoulder with them against the enemies of the United States. He was also in perhaps one of the most seen photographs in American history. The interest in his life was sustained even long after his death. Movies and television programs were made with Ira as the subject or as a principal character.


The use of stereotypes in storytelling is universal and a way of taking a shortcut to the moral of a narrative. Ira was “the Indian” who fought for America and who lifted the Stars and Stripes on Mount Suribachi. As such, he personified the ideal of American racial unity against Nazi racism and Japanese imperialism. He, along with a large number of Native people—disproportional to their population in American society by far—somehow made the American involvement in World War II a righteous crusade. Specifically, he was the hero who personified the United States motto of E pluribus unum.


But then Ira became an object of pity. His battle with the Japanese over, he began a struggle with alcohol addiction. Since the late 1940s, Ira’s life has been seen as a Shakespearean tragedy. He had become a national hero because he participated in the second flag raising on Mount Suribachi during the terrible battle for the island of Iwo Jima. The picture of that flag raising is easily the most memorable photograph of World War II. However, soon after his return from the war, the newspapers began to hint that, like Shakespeare’s tragic heroes, Ira possessed a fatal flaw that led to his descent from heroic status to degradation and a lonely death in the desert. In the tale of his melancholy life story, Ira’s lethal weakness was alcoholism. The newspapers and magazines of the period fell into using, perhaps unintentionally, the old trope of the “drunken Indian” to describe Ira’s supposed fall from grace.


The problem with this inevitable narrative about Ira’s life is that it is too linear and based on a few ideas that stem from larger American cultural references. The heart of Ira’s story, taken from the perspective of American culture, is that he was a shy young man who joined the Marines to better serve the nation. He went to war, saw the horrors of the battlefield, and turned to whiskey to remove himself from the reality of life. The poverty of the reservation, both before his military service and after, exacerbated his drinking. It is “very American” to think in these linear terms and put the blame on a perceived lack of individual responsibility on Ira’s part. In this narrative, Ira was unable to cope with life in mainstream America and on his reservation. In short, he had neither the drive nor the fair chance to live the American dream. Try as he might, Ira could not avoid the liquor. This is the essence of the “drunken Indian” imagery. Alcohol consumption is, unfortunately, pervasive among Native American veterans, and Ira was saddled with the brand of being an alcoholic for at least ten years prior to his death. Alcoholism was even listed as a cause of his death.


This book is an examination of Ira’s life from a different perspective. His life was much more complex than the simplistic story of the fallen hero lost in his addiction. His people have a tradition of depicting the one they call Elder Brother as a man entering a circular maze. Many Akimel O’odham people interpret the illustration as the twists and turns and roadblocks a person encounters in a lifetime. This volume begins with the notion that Ira’s life was a complicated journey from his birth to his passing. There were many twists and turns in his life, most of which were not of his own making. Circumstance certainly played a part, but the debilitation caused by post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) lies in the center of the maze that was Ira’s story.


This book is equally about the price of warfare. Ira’s people knew war before the white man came. They knew war but also knew how to handle it. They limited it, because they realized that its cost in lives and spiritual anguish could become too high. As one elder put it to me, the ceremonies “put the armor on and take it off again.” In the mid-1990s, owing to a more conservative tilt in academic research, historians, pundits, anthropologists, archaeologists, and writers began to dredge up the ideas of seventeenth-century political philosopher Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes had the idea that so-called primitive peoples engaged in “war of all against all.” This notion not only revived the “ignoble savage” stereotype of Native Americans but also cast them as more violent than modern non-Native human beings. Somehow violent death was presumably more prevalent among pre-state peoples than those in modern, supposedly civilized nation-states. If any battle could stand as a refutation of the notion that humans have become less violent through time, it was the campaign that Ira Hayes survived on Iwo Jima.


In both of his major combat experiences, on Bougainville and Iwo Jima, all of his senses were assaulted. He remembered the sound of bursting shells, the crack of gunfire, the screams of the wounded, and the sight of maimed and dead human beings in flashbacks, dreams, and every time he was asked to appear at a public event. Even his sense of smell was affected by the miasma of sulfur fumes, the dankness of the jungle, the stench of decay and bodily odors, and the stink of gunfire. Often times, speech was simply reduced to grunts, sobs, yells, and monosyllable words like “Duck,” “Fire,” “Move,” and, of course, screamed and whispered obscenities.


Although one can deduce that Ira did suffer from PTSD, he did not leave much behind for researchers to confirm his exact symptoms. Two of his biographers, William Bradford Huie and Albert Hemingway, relied on Ira’s letters to his family and interviews with those who knew him in life. These were sound approaches to a biography, but they do not delve deeply into the reasons underlying Ira’s postwar problems. Ira Hayes had a place in American popular culture, and his story was fully in line with the plots of hundreds of legendary tragedies in the western literary tradition. And so his biography both suited a cultural preconception about Native Americans and fit into a particular literary convention. Because Ira’s story fit so well into this tradition, it has been more or less accepted without question.


As mentioned above, a predominant feature of this tradition is the trope of the “drunken Indian.” The focus of most newspaper stories, the work of his biographers, and the motion pictures featuring Ira was his struggle with alcohol addiction. In most of these stories, alcoholism is the main feature eclipsing Ira’s mental health. The “drunken Indian” stereotype remains even today a way of denigrating Native peoples in order to promote a particular ideology. The idea of Native Americans as being prone to drunkenness and dependent on the largesse of white Americans continues to appear every so often in newspapers and on cable news channels. In October 2021, Fox News personality Rachel Campos-Duffy asserted that the problems of Native Americans have “everything to do with government dependency” and “alcoholism.” She also asserted that “Christopher Columbus… is the first victim of cancel culture.” She conjured Native American relatives to prove what she avowed was true. How her logic worked was unclear. It seems as if she was suggesting that her Native relatives were alcoholics and dependent on government charity. The unvarnished truth is, of course, that the philosophy of eugenics and the trope of the drunken Indian are alive and well at Fox News. Apparently, the only person to call out Campos-Duffy for her glaringly racist and bigoted words was Justin Baragona, the media reporter for the Daily Beast. [1] Hopefully, revealing the real reasons underlying Ira’s battle with drinking will help quell this misleading and misanthropic view of Indigenous people.


Nevertheless, the idea of Ira as a tragic figure has sunk into the fiber of American culture. But in the final analysis, that image does not put the story of Ira’s life into the context of the times in which he lived, his obvious symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, and the intergenerational, historical trauma of the Akimel O’odham. His life took twists and turns as depicted in the O’odham “man in the maze” and was far more complex in actuality than the standard narrative of his life. He might have been a tragic figure to many, but he was a product of the conditions of war. He was also the archetype of the modern Native American veteran. Ultimately, this account of Ira’s life is also a history of his times and how he attempted to navigate his way through the maze of poverty, emotional trauma, media scrutiny, racism, and addiction. His story is the story of Native Americans.


Ira consistently denied being a heroic figure. Even today, few combat veterans enjoy being called heroes. In fact, it is sometimes galling. From the perspective of a combat veteran, the true heroes, as Ira always acknowledged, had been killed in the most appalling ways. Survivors of those horrors are, again like Ira, reluctant to talk about them because noncombatants could not possibly understand what seeing those kinds of deaths was like. An aspect of PTSD is known as “survivors’ guilt” and is the recognition that these heroes sacrificed their lives for the survival of others. Nationhood and patriotism mattered little; the guy in the foxhole with you was far more important. In short, the way Ira understood it, the deaths of the men with him during the battles he fought made it possible for him to live. Ira was unwilling to accept himself as a true hero, to ensure those who died for others had not died in vain. From the perspective of the combat veteran that he was, Ira owed them the tribute of being the real heroes. He mentioned several times during his life that there were only twenty-seven survivors out of his company of around two hundred Marines. That casualty rate was perhaps the highest of any Marine battle of the war. He carried the burden of their sacrifices for the rest of his life.


Terminology is often a problem in any book about Native people and a Native person in particular. In this book, I have attempted to use Akimel O’odham rather than Pima for Ira’s people. For their friends and allies, I have used Piipaash instead of Maricopa. I also use Native, Native American, and American Indian interchangeably. Although many American-born whites sometimes call themselves natives of the United States or whichever state from which they hail, Native and Native American might be misnomers as well. Indian is the term I grew up with, and it was the term for a Native American in Ira Hayes’ time. I tend to think of the term indigenous in lowercase. That is to say that something is local or perhaps native to a particular place. Indigenous American is perfectly acceptable. Aboriginal is synonymous with indigenous, but few Native people use it. In Canada, First Nations is the term very often used for the indigenous people there. I am often asked why there are so many terms for Native Americans. The answer I believe, rather than know, has to do with a search for ownership of a specific term that not only describes who we are but also is distinctive and cannot be used in a derogatory sense.


Many Native veterans have complained about the use of inappropriate terminology when applied to indigenous people in general and to Native individuals in particular. Nearly every Native veteran has been called “chief.” Ira was called chief by his friends, who thought of it as an honorific. As a result of his parachute training, he was called Chief Falling Cloud. He, like most Native servicemen, usually took these names, or misnomers, with humor, but would later point out that they were, at minimum, mildly irritating. One of the worst problems was stereotyping. One Vietnam veteran related that his company gunnery sergeant gave a speech to him and other incoming replacements saying, “This is Fort Apache… and out there is Indian country” in reference to the Viet Cong or the North Vietnam Army. Referencing Native Americans as “the enemy” is an old practice that was part of Ira’s experience as well. Still, he made friends and was part of the unit in which he served. His fellow Marines accepted him as such because he, like them, went through the rigors of boot camp, parachute training, and combat. The military unfortunately still uses so-called Indian terms and names to project upon an enemy. The special operations team that killed Osama bin Laden, for example, used the name Geronimo as code for the targeted terrorist. Given the use of this type of terminology for Native people in general, I have avoided using it in this volume.


Ira’s heroism was undeniable. But the causes of his postwar problems were very different than what the general public has been led to believe. If there is a true line of progression in his misfortunes, it has to begin with PTSD. His battle with the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder is more difficult to understand given his life’s narrative. During his life this complex emotional problem was either ignored or treated as a predicament that would simply go away if the correct words were said to its victims. “Get over it,” “You’re a hero,” “Just relax,” and “Have a drink” were phrases in use at the time, and they are still used even today. No one understood PTSD in Ira’s day, and few know it to be a disorder that is ongoing, cumulative, and undying. It can be mitigated but not completely cured. Consuming alcohol, in Ira’s day, was equated with relaxation, entertainment, and forgetting one’s troubles. While in the military, Ira drank with his fellow Marines while on liberty. Few Marines passed up an evening of libation, as it was called then, and at his young age, he likely thought of it as a convivial pastime. After the horrors of the battlefield, it might have been considered a kind of alleviation of the problems associated with “battle fatigue,” as it was referred to in the 1940s, but it was certainly no remedy. His problem was not necessarily an addiction to alcohol as much as it was a symptom of his PTSD.


Immediately after his death, one reporter wrote that war itself was the cause of Ira’s demise. Indeed, it was the central experience in his life. The press, before and after he died, presented him as a flawed hero. His being was much more than that. He was a true warrior in his heart. And his short life reflected that view.
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Chapter 1



Mount Suribachi and the Price of Combat


General William Tecumseh Sherman of Civil War fame has been credited numerous times for coining the phrase “War is hell.” He may or may not have actually said those exact words, but the phrase has become part of American lore. Marines in Vietnam would often use the quote “War is hell” and add the corollary “but combat is a mother******.” This profoundly vulgar Marine Corps axiom was intended to convey the idea that the first phrase, “War is hell,” is an abstraction. The second part is, on the other hand, a personalized reality.


Ira Hamilton Hayes probably would not have uttered those words, to use the jargon of the time, “in mixed company.” He had been brought up in a solid Presbyterian household on the Gila River Reservation in Arizona. His people, the Akimel O’odham, had syncretized Christianity and their traditional spiritual beliefs into an ethos emphasizing humility, courtesy, and generosity. Moreover, Hayes was said to be a thoughtful and modest young man. But he likely used profanity among his Marine buddies, who notably used vulgar language frequently, and he certainly would have understood what those words were intended to express. Hayes had been through the crucible of battle in other campaigns, but on Iwo Jima he would see the horrors of modern warfare in their most gut-wrenching reality. He also experienced perhaps the most inspiring and iconic moments in all of human conflict. His survival, as with those others who made it off Iwo Jima alive, was in many ways miraculous.


What Hayes and the rest of the invasion force faced were the most formidable island defenses ever planned and built. Lieutenant General Holland M. Smith, who was the commanding general of the Fleet Marine Force, Pacific, wrote: “Iwo Jima, when we got to it, was the most heavily fortified island in the world.” [1] Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander in Chief, U.S. Pacific Fleet, not only echoed Smith’s appraisal of the Iwo Jima defenses, but also added a grudging tribute to the cunning expertise of the Japanese planners. He also acknowledged that the nature of the island itself favored the Japanese defenders. Nimitz wrote that Iwo Jima possessed “the most difficult defenses that skill and ingenuity could construct on a small island that nature herself had already made strong for military defense.” [2]


The mastermind of Iwo Jima’s defenses was Lieutenant General Tadamichi Kuribayashi. Not only was Kuribayashi an old-time cavalry officer, but he was also a meticulous student of military history, including the art and science of war. Like another flag officer of his era, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, he had spent time in the United States and was leery of taking on the industrial strength of the Americans. Nevertheless, as did Yamamoto, Kuribayashi received his marching orders and attempted to fight as best he could, utilizing modern and ancient military tactical and strategic precepts. He no doubt had studied the writings of Sun Tzu, Carl von Clausewitz, and Antoine-Henri, Baron de Jomini, for he used nearly every conceivable method of slowing down and grinding away at the forces of his enemy. The ancient Chinese philosopher of warfare Sun Tzu admitted that while the offensive in war attained victory, he also said that “invincibility lies in the defense.” Kuribayashi knew that he did not have the numbers, in terms of combatants and munitions, on his side, so he followed Sun Tzu’s admonition that “one defends when his strength is inadequate.” Kuribayashi took the ancient philosopher’s idea that “experts in defense conceal themselves as under the ninefold earth.” [3] The “ninefold earth” was on Kuribayashi’s side.


After the American capture of Tinian, Saipan, and Guam in 1944, both the Japanese and American higher commands knew that the battle for Iwo Jima was inevitable. The Americans needed a base to launch fighter cover for the long-range B-29s flying from Saipan and Guam to bomb Japan. Iwo Jima would also serve as a base from which the Americans could provide fighter escorts for the bombers and, if the need arose, a safe and close refuge for crippled B-29s. The Japanese admirals and generals viewed Iwo Jima not only as Japanese soil but as a strategic necessity. From its two landing strips, and with a third one under construction, the Japanese could launch interceptors to bring down the marauding American bombers. [4]


First, Kuribayashi evacuated all Japanese sulfur miners and their families from the island. Not only would that save Japanese lives, but it allowed Kuribayashi free rein to build fortifications without civilian interference or complaint. The sulfur mines were also used as living quarters for Japanese troops. Kuribayashi set his soldiers and Korean slave laborers to work digging more tunnels and installing pillboxes, gun emplacements, revetments, bunkers, and blockhouses. One of the more interesting things about the tunnel system is that the soldiers chiseled ninety-degree turns so that none of the tunnels ran in a straight line. This idea came from trench warfare in the First World War. Trenches were dug with these zigzag bends and turns, called traverses, so that if a shell exploded in one part of the trench the blast could not travel the whole length of the line. From the tunnels, Japanese gunners would be able to move and concentrate their weapons on the beaches with overlapping fields of fire. The tunnels allowed Kuribayashi’s riflemen and gunners to maneuver within these strongpoints on relatively safe interior lines. The Japanese even dug mortar pits with domed roofs so that the crews would have some degree of concealment and cover. Mortar shells were lobbed through holes in these mortar pit ceilings.


On the southern narrow tip of the island stood a dormant volcano, Suribachiyama, or Mount Suribachi. As one moves northward from Suribachi, the island fans out and looks on a map somewhat like the outline of a pork chop. It had very little foliage. The three landing strips were to be defended at all costs. They were interspersed with rocks, sand, crags, and jagged hills. A number of lifeless-looking trees and bushes lay around the island, especially at the foot of Suribachi. Another strange obstacle that the Marines would face was the way in which the wind, storms, and sea changes had formed a terraced, steplike terrain instead of easily traversed sloping beaches. The beaches themselves were loosely packed, black volcanic ash and debris. Foxholes seemed to fill themselves in, and vehicles could become mired in the sand. It was not exactly a South Seas island paradise; it was more like an ugly, smelly (from the sulfur), desolate place with no redeeming qualities, except for the airstrips. Fighting and dying for a place such as Iwo Jima would have appeared to most Marines to be insane. Typically for Marine commanders and even the combat troops themselves, they felt that if there had to be a fight, better to have it now than to put it off.


Kuribayashi badgered his superiors for better weapons and more troops. He even suggested that a new infantry rifle be produced like the semiautomatic American M1 Garand. He received more troops so that by the time of the American invasion, he had between twenty-two and twenty-three thousand army and navy personnel under his command. But most importantly, Kuribayashi had created a series of tunnels in the hills of the central and northern parts of the island, as had been done within Suribachi, that would enable his troops to sit out the coming American bombardment from the sea and air. [5]


His troops were armed with artillery field pieces, tanks, rockets, mortars—one of which was a 320-millimeter giant—grenades, and light and heavy machine guns. Kuribayashi planned that the artillery, high explosives, and shrapnel would go to work after the greater part of the invasion force landed. Artillery and mortar rounds could either tear a victim apart or produce a primary blast wave that could kill by concussion without leaving a mark on the victim. Shrapnel wounds could be far more insidious. Even expert surgeons often found it difficult to locate these tiny pieces of metal lodged among a victim’s internal organs. X-ray machines, large and cumbersome in those days, were located aboard the hospital ships that were to lie some distance offshore, out of range of Japanese guns. When it came to that, the evacuation of the wounded had to be done on amphibious tractors and other landing craft, themselves under artillery and mortar fire. Until the hospital ships arrived, the wounded had to be ferried to specially equipped, organized, and manned tank landing ships (LSTs.) [6]


Other Japanese commanders depended in large part on the individual soldier’s supposed fighting spirit and devotion to the emperor. Kuribayashi viewed the mass banzai charges carried out on other islands as wasteful and notoriously unsuccessful. Still, he went along with the message in his first set of instructions. He asked his troops to take as many American lives as possible before their own deaths. He also knew, by the weight of historical evidence, that the Americans would come at him with at least three times as many troops as he had under his command. They would come with greater fire power as well. [7]


The individual Japanese soldier carried the Model 38, 6.5-millimeter, bolt-action rifle. It had a slower rate of fire than the M1 Garand the Marines carried, but it produced a particularly nasty wound. The bullet itself had a lead core within a copper-and-zinc jacket. The jacket was relatively thin in the first place, but its back wall was even thinner, causing part of the lead core to exit backward upon impact. It appeared to explode when it hit a victim. Another noteworthy aspect of the Japanese bullet was that its metal jacket was weak. The thin jacket struck and stayed in the wound while part of the bullet broke into pieces and traveled deep into the victim’s body. According to those who studied the wounds from World War II, the Model 38 round often made one entrance wound and exited in several places. Also, as a kind of by-product of heavy use, the rifling of the Model 38 became worn and left the round it fired exceedingly unstable in flight. The bullet would yaw in the air and cause “keyhole” or elongated entrance wounds.


By 1945 Japanese infantrymen began receiving the newer Model 99 7.7-millimeter rifle, which boasted a larger-caliber round and an increased muzzle velocity. The same bullet was used in machine guns as well. A bullet with a higher muzzle velocity and a sturdier jacket causes what are called cavitation wounds. What this means is that when a bullet of this type enters the body of a victim, it can yaw, tumble, splinter bone, or keep on moving. The bullet drives the tissue and fluids away from its track and, when it passes through, creates a wave that collapses behind the projectile, creating a vacuum that can drag tissue along with the bullet. This kind of projectile leaves behind small entrance wounds and much larger exit wounds. [8]


Casualties in battle occur in what are known as killing or beaten zones. Beaten zones are more often fairly narrow and determined by the effective range of the weapons used at the time. Since Iwo Jima was small to begin with, Kuribayashi could, in fact, make the entire island into a killing zone. The general could train his artillery pieces from their hidden lairs onto either the western or the eastern beaches or even out to sea.


Ultimately, Kuribayashi’s strategy was meticulously designed to create as many casualties as possible among the invading Americans. It would be a battle of attrition. In the final analysis, Kuribayashi’s weaponry—as well as that of the Marines—was intended to overwhelm the ability of a military force to deal with casualties. Military weapons are not always used to kill, although that would be the ideal circumstance. Severe wounds, like those produced by modern weapons, require immediate and intensive care.


American planners knew that Iwo Jima was going to be a tough fight. After the Americans pummeled the island with naval gunfire and attacks from carrier-based airplanes for months, the landing force was to assault the eastern beaches along the southern part of the island. Ira Hayes’ fight began on February 19, 1945. It would last for nearly a month of assaults, continuous patrolling, digging in, firefights, and seeking cover from Japanese artillery and mortar barrages. It would also include a memorial service for those who died. If it were not for a single snap of a camera shutter, Hayes would have completed his service in the Marine Corps and gone home to his family in Bapchule on the Gila River Reservation without further ado. He would still have suffered from PTSD, but the attention the photograph generated exacerbated his pain.


Years later, a man named Milo Fisher, a mail carrier in Knoxville, Tennessee, and a Marine Corps veteran, gave the local newspaper an account of Ira Hayes’ landing on Iwo Jima and the flag-raising on Mount Suribachi. Fisher was on the same troop transport as Hayes and several other Marines who had survived the fighting. According to Fisher, he asked a number of them aboard the ship to write down their personal experiences on the island. Fisher said that he kept Hayes’ statement “as a memento of the war.” Although there are questionable aspects of the account, it nevertheless presents a picture of what was going on in the mind of a young man about to enter the maelstrom of combat. [9]


Hayes’ account was short and to the point. He was a member of Easy Company, 2nd Battalion, 28th Marines, and went ashore in the third wave of the attack on Green Beach, the sector closest to Mount Suribachi. All was relatively quiet when Hayes and his platoon climbed down the “wet nets” and into the landing craft. As they approached shore, Kuribayashi’s guns erupted. The first and second waves of the 4th and 5th Marine Divisions were on the beach and a few yards inland when they came under fire from at least three directions. The Japanese gunners also began to score hits on the approaching landing craft, infantry (LCIs) and landing craft, vehicle and personnel (LCVPs). Hayes wrote that a boat near his was hit with a shell from Suribachi. About a thousand yards out, Hayes noted that he “couldn’t see much except men strung all along the beach on their bellies. Men would get up and run for a distance and flop down. I knew then that things on the beach were rough.” He was amazed and “scared” because it was difficult to understand how the Japanese artillery was still in operation despite “a lively pasting” the mountain was receiving from the air and the sea. As Hayes’ boat approached shore, the shelling became more intense, and rifle and machine-gun fire joined the tumult. Bullets from Suribachi were coming close, and the Marines were “ordered down close to the deck.” He admitted once again that he was a “scared son-of-a-gun.”


After running a gauntlet of artillery, mortar, and gunfire, Hayes’ boat finally touched shore. He “jumped clear of the ramp and about three yards ahead laid a dead Marine right on the water’s edge shot through the head.” Easy Company struggled up the black ash beach. The gunfire on the beach was so heavy that the only way to avoid getting blown up or shot was to keep moving. But even then, movement was next to impossible. The black volcanic ash, according to Hayes, “was a menace to our running and to our weapons.” It took, he wrote, “two hours to get 75 yards.”


At one point, Hayes looked back and watched the various types of landing craft shuttling in more troops, supplies, tanks, tracked vehicles, and even bulldozers. When the boats went back out to the ships, they carried the wounded. It was constant back-and-forth movement. The “dead and wounded were lying all around,” he wrote. He could smell the “powder, smoke, and blood in the air.”


Marine and Navy planners knew that cutting off Suribachi would be the first major step in securing the island. A communication cable connected the mountain fortress to the northern defenses and to Kuribayashi himself. It had to be cut. The 28th Marines, because of their proximity to the mountain, were to cross the island from east to west. The 28th Marines “did a left flank” movement, according to Hayes. This left their backs to the north. They now faced Suribachi from its most dangerous side. Hayes’ regiment was spread across the narrow southern tip of the island.


The rest of the invasion force turned northward to take the airfields and clear the rest of the island. If the 28th Marines could take Suribachi, its guns would be silenced. The 4th, the rest of the 5th, and soon the 3rd Divisions would not have enemy artillery at their backs. Easy Company dug in and waited for the assault on Suribachi to commence the next morning.


General Kuribayashi, in his northern command post, sent his last message to the troops manning the defensive ring around Suribachi. He urged them to give and take no quarter. Although there were actually few Japanese soldiers at the southern tip of the island compared to the number of Marines, their position was, according to a later navy assessment of the operation, “notable for its economy of force.” [10]


Ira, in his foxhole, knew Suribachi would be costly. The Marines were approximately 1,300 yards from the base of the mountain and had to get close enough to throw grenades and high-explosive satchel charges into the Japanese positions between them and the base of Suribachi. At that point in the assault, they could use flamethrowers to mop up the pillboxes, spider holes, and bunkers. Horrific weapons that they were, flame-throwing tanks and individually operated flamethrowers became essential to taking Suribachi—indeed, all of Iwo Jima. One of the problems was that the tanks were essentially stuck on the congested beach. Gas was difficult to come by, and the tanks did not arrive for the attack on Suribachi until after it had already begun. The use of fire, especially when propelled by compressed air, could burn, and asphyxiate—by sucking all the oxygen out of a confined space—the occupants of a bunker or cave. The trouble with flamethrowers was that they were often as deadly for the operators as they were for the enemy. The Japanese specifically targeted the men carrying the two fuel canisters on their backs. Someone once said that the life expectancy for an operator of a flamethrower in the Pacific was about four minutes. The Marines gave nicknames to their flamethrower tanks, after brands of cigarette lighters. One type blew flames from its turret barrel and was known as “Ronson.” The other, called “Zippo,” mounted its flamethrower just below the turret.


Another essential weapon was the satchel charge. Marine engineers with training in demolitions carried these bags filled with high explosives that could be triggered and thrown into or around a cave opening either to kill all those inside or possibly seal off an entrance or exit dug into the mountain. Infantrymen carried hand grenades to do the same, only on a less explosive level. The antipersonnel grenades were generally fragmentation or “pineapple” types. Marines also carried white phosphorous grenades to both mark targets and use as antipersonnel weapons. [11]


Strategically, isolating Suribachi was correct. The Marines would be able to concentrate force northward to take the three airstrips. The mountain and its surrounding defensive system, on the other hand, looked like a tactical nightmare. In today’s jargon, Whac-A-Mole would perfectly describe the tactical difficulty in capturing Suribachiyama. The Marines could, in theory, clear one bunker only to have a machine-gun position appear in another place behind them, to their front, or on their flank. In fact, the only tactical solution to Suribachi was fire and movement and fire team rushes combined with an old-time assault—with help, of course, from the artillery of the 13th Marines and carrier-based airplanes dropping high explosives and the newly developed napalm. The fire-breathing Ronsons and Zippos, despite having trouble getting fuel and negotiating the congestion and volcanic ash on the beaches, would become the main support for the infantry.


That first night on the island offered no peace. Flares went up and floated, swinging downward and causing ghostly shadows to move over the eerie landscape. Once the Marine artillery batteries and the naval gunners offshore got the mountain’s coordinates, the guns pounded Suribachi throughout the day and well into the night. The Japanese continued to concentrate fire on the beaches from the north and from Suribachi. Two Japanese attacks took place that night. The first was a battalion-sized assault on the 27th Marines at the first airstrip. The second was a barge of Japanese soldiers either trying to make an escape to the north by the sea or to counterattack the 1st Battalion, 28th Marines (1/28). Of that group of Japanese soldiers, 1/28 killed twenty-five in the early morning hours. As darkness wore on, the air chilled and Hayes’ platoon huddled in their foxholes, trying to get some sleep between watches. In a way, Hayes and the members of his platoon probably hoped for one of the seemingly insane banzai charges. They had the firepower to halt one dead in its tracks. Instead, the Japanese used a kind of guerilla tactic during the night. Two to four Japanese soldiers, operating independently as hit-and-run cells, targeted the Marines in their foxholes. Another weapon that was used more to harass the dug-in Marines was the giant, 675-pound, 320-millimeter spigot mortar, which was not only loud, leaving a trail of fire in the sky, but wildly inaccurate. The weapon kept the Marines guessing and praying. [12]


The attack on Suribachi promptly began on the morning of the second day of the Iwo Jima ground campaign. The Marines of Hayes’ battalion, though tired, fought the entire day without rest. When they left their foxholes, they were met with a hail of fire. From their bunkers and pillboxes, the Japanese poured rifle and machine-gun rounds at the advancing Americans. Japanese mortars of all types were used very effectively against the Americans on Iwo Jima. Small “grenade dischargers” could be carried by one man and moved from place to place easily and quickly. The more static mortars ranged in size from 50 to 320 millimeters. The main infantry mortars were the 81-millimeter types 97 and 99. The Japanese used their mortars cleverly. Sometimes they would time their salvoes with American artillery barrages in order to make the Americans think that they were being hit by their own batteries. One of the names the Marines coined for Suribachi was “Mortar Mountain.” That morning two mortar rounds hit the regimental command post, killing and wounding six people. Mortar Mountain had earned its nickname. [13]


The 28th Marines had to assault particular targets in their general advance across the space between their lines and the base of Suribachi. The pillboxes, bunkers, mortar pits, trenches, tunnels, and spider traps were located so that each of these positions covered one another. They were not placed directly on an observable line as in trench warfare. As a consequence, the Americans would have to attack these positions individually while simultaneously suppressing the fire from other gun emplacements or infantry foxholes. The tanks finally arrived at around eleven a.m. to offer military support. They supplied the much-needed literal firepower to turn the Japanese pillboxes into concrete ovens. In the afternoon of the first assault on Suribachi it began to rain, making the footing even worse and causing jamming, particularly in the Browning Automatic Rifles (BAR). At the time, Ira Hayes was the BAR man on his fire team. By the time of the flag raising, he had exchanged the BAR for the M1 carbine, much lighter and less prone to jamming than the one he carried on Bougainville.


Hayes’ battalion shut down forty-odd pillboxes, tunnel openings, and bunkers that day. Casualties were high, and fighting hand-to-hand was typical. Members of the 5th Engineer Battalion found and cut the communications cable connecting the Suribachi defense to the northern command center. Suribachi was isolated but still dangerous. [14]


It had been the plan of the 28th Marines’ commander, Colonel Harry Liversedge, to surround Suribachi and then find pathways up the mountainside, sealing the tunnels as his regiment went. On the second day of the assault, Liversedge brought his 1st Battalion out of reserve and committed it to the battle. Hayes’ 2nd Battalion, although it lost a great deal of its strength the first day, was nevertheless ordered forward once again. The assault began with a rocket attack. When the Marines left their foxholes, the fighting, unfortunately, was much like it had been the day before, except that naval gunfire and the air campaign had taken out most of the Japanese big guns. The Japanese casualties were heavy. The second day of the battle was different in that a member of Easy Company became the first to be awarded the Medal of Honor of the Iwo Jima campaign, albeit posthumously. A Japanese soldier hurled a hand grenade that landed close to Ira’s platoon sergeant, Henry Hansen. Private First Class Donald J. Ruhl pushed Hansen out of the way and covered the grenade with his own body. Ruhl was the first of twenty-seven men to be awarded the Medal of Honor on Iwo. Hansen was also a Bougainville veteran and one of Ira’s fellow parachutists. He would take part in hoisting the first flag on Suribachi and would be misidentified as a subject in Rosenthal’s iconic photograph of the second flag raising. He was killed six days after the flag raising. [15]


Ruhl’s self-sacrifice was the rule of the day, especially on the part of the 2nd Battalion. The Marines were still advancing across the last few yards in fire-team rushes while the flamethrower operators and the men with the satchel charges were running toward the pillboxes, bunkers, and tunnels to pour fire into them and seal them off. Mike Strank, Hayes’ squad leader, led a final charge that reached the base of Suribachi. When the assault ended on February 21, Lieutenant Colonel Chandler W. Johnson’s 2nd Battalion ended up on the southeast side of Mortar Mountain without support on either flank. As darkness approached, Easy Company set in. The 13th Marine artillerymen continued to pour fire into Suribachi. In many places along the line, the shells were landing “danger-close” to the Marines in their foxholes.


Undermanned and undersupplied, the 2nd Battalion was placed in reserve to regroup. Meanwhile the rest of the 28th Regiment was focused on gaining a full encirclement of the volcano on February 22. The artillery, tank shells, naval gunfire, and air strikes had obliterated the paths up Suribachi. The Japanese troop level on Suribachi had shrunk to about 300 men, a number of whom were wounded. Consequently, some of these soldiers decided to make a quiet escape to the north. Few survived this clandestine attempt to reach the northern Japanese command center. Except for a few sporadic Japanese attempts to beat back the Americans, Suribachi, which earned itself two more nicknames—Hot Rock and Plasma Mountain—was finished. A number of the Japanese soldiers committed suicide. General Kuribayashi had hoped for the mountain defenses to hold out for at least ten days. Unfortunately for his strategic planning, the mountain’s big guns had been silenced and its garrison crushed in less than four. Securing Suribachi gave the Marines the advantage of driving northward on a broad front, thus eliminating Kuribayashi’s ability to concentrate his forces both tactically and strategically. [16]


The next day, Easy Company was called upon to reconnoiter the mountain. The company commander, Captain David Severance, ordered the 3rd Platoon to climb Suribachi on a combat patrol. After the patrol left to ascend Mortar Mountain, Severance decided to follow up with a second. According to Hayes, “Our CO then picked our platoon to send twenty men to go on the same mission.” Hayes’ patrol, under the guidance of Sergeant Mike Strank, climbed the volcano and “were very lucky not to meet any kind of resistance as we had expected.” About halfway up, Ira saw the first flag being raised. “It was pretty small, and I couldn’t hardly make it out.” In his account, Hayes was happy because the flag sent the message that “the 3rd Platoon had made it to the top after engaging a small group of Japs on the way up.” [17]


Ira’s patrol came back down the mountain to the company bivouac. They rested for some five minutes before Strank picked Frank Sousley, Harlon Block, and Hayes to go back up the mountain on what Hayes guessed was another reconnaissance patrol. Hayes also identified Henry Hansen as being part of this second ascent. He was not. Hansen, in fact, had taken part in the first flag raising. Along the way they picked up the battalion runner, Rene Gagnon. Gagnon was carrying another, larger flag. Hayes wrote that Strank told the patrol that it was to take the “place of the little one so the whole island could know that the 28th had secured Suribachi.”


When the Strank patrol reached the summit, Hayes and Sousley were ordered to find something that they could use for another flagpole. “Much to my luck,” wrote Hayes, “I found an old rusty Jap water pipe.” Hayes and Sousley dug the pipe out and attached the flag to it. Six men raised the new flag while several others lowered the first one. As they brought the rusty water pipe with the larger flag attached to an upright position, Joe Rosenthal, an Associated Press correspondent, snapped a picture. Sergeant Bill Genaust, a Marine motion picture photographer, also filmed the flag raising. According to Hayes, “We didn’t know they were taking our picture.”


Rosenthal’s photograph ended up on President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s desk. Roosevelt saw the picture as an almost perfect piece of war messaging and ordered the commandant of the Marine Corps to bring the six men in the picture home to sell war bonds. The true identities of the Marines in the photograph were not sorted out for more than seventy years. As it turned out, three of the flag raisers were killed in action later in the campaign, and three were misidentified. Two of the men who were sent back to the United States to sell war bonds were actually not in the picture. Two more Marines who were in the photograph were not identified until many years later. Hayes, who was in the picture, did not want to leave his unit; nor did he want to sell war bonds. He even threatened Rene Gagnon with physical harm if the battalion runner revealed Hayes as one of the flag raisers.


Hayes’ participation in the flag raising on Iwo Jima did not end his combat experience. The fight for Iwo Jima dragged on another twenty-two horrific days, and Hayes was there from its beginning to the end. He was on his way back to the United States when Gagnon broke down and divulged Hayes’ secret.


Ira Hayes had experienced combat as few others had, save, of course, for his fellow Marines on Iwo Jima. Although many others who served in the American armed forces had been in combat in many different places all over the world, Iwo Jima was unlike all other battlefields of World War II. There were certainly larger and more costly battles. And they had been fought under the most adverse of circumstances. Soldiers fought in freezing conditions and in hot, humid jungles. But Iwo Jima stands out as a truly horrific battlefield. Nearly ninety thousand human beings were crammed on or inside of an island that was, simply put, an eight-mile-square killing zone above- and belowground. There were air battles above it, and the island itself was continually rocked by naval gunfire. Ira Hayes had to move from place to place during the advance on Suribachi, firing into spider holes, throwing grenades into bunkers, heaving satchel charges into cave entrances, and hearing the sound of explosions deep within the mountain as Japanese soldiers committed suicide by holding grenades against their chests and pulling the pins. Hayes would see the result of these suicides when he and his fellow Marines looked inside Suribachi’s defenses.


Both the Japanese and American troops were assailed by the same battering of the senses. In addition to seeing the carnage and what various kinds of weaponry can do to a human body, they saw explosions and various kinds of human-made structures incinerated. They heard the cries and groans of the wounded, the roar of flamethrowers, the rattle of machine guns, the snap of rifle fire, the scream of rockets, the whine of mortar rounds, and the buzzing sound bullets make when they have lost velocity. They smelled the rotten-egg scent of sulfur, the stench of rotting or immolated flesh, human waste, and the reek of themselves after days and weeks without a change of clothing. And they felt the weight of their packs, helmets, weapons, and ammunition after being soaked with rain. They tasted sand, dirt, ash, and the almost tasteless meals in C or K rations.


Combat is, and probably always has been, a singular and most profound event in a person’s life. It means putting absolutely normal men and women into circumstances that are anything but normal. It is at once frightening, enraging, exhilarating, wretched, and even poignant. It ennobles and, more often than not, demoralizes the spirit at the same time. As such, it outweighs nearly every other event in life. For most of those who have been in battle, it cannot be forgotten. It is a burden, a taint, and a source of pride.


But at the same time, Hayes’ life mimicked Rosenthal’s picture in a way that some Native people have just begun to notice. Hayes is the last man in the picture. He did the heavy lifting to get the flag raised to an upright position. In Rosenthal’s photograph, Hayes is not holding on to or even touching the flagpole; it has been taken out of his hands. In a way it is symbolic of the Native servicemember in that era—and today. In the picture, Hayes appears to be futilely reaching for the flag. Native veterans served the nation, but American justice has not been within their reach. It certainly was not within Ira Hayes’ grasp. And so he sought solace with his own people and within his own culture.
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Chapter 2



Ira Hayes’ People: War, Water, and the Collective Ordeal of the Akimel O’odham


Ira Hayes’ combat experience was extensive and emotionally painful. Before and after, he was the son of the Akimel O’odham—a people that collectively suffered the oppressive trauma of colonialism. Over the period of three hundred years the Akimel O’odham were pushed to the brink of cultural, political, and economic destruction. Ira, born in 1923, inherited a history of psychological pain.


Ira’s people, living on the Gila River Reservation, knew warfare, betrayal, and hardship very well indeed and what they could do to the human spirit, even down through generations. They had endured long bouts of warfare and the theft of their land and the water that sustained their lives. Only a few years before Ira’s birth, Owl Ear, an Akimel O’odham elder, told an anthropologist that his people had fought “the bloodiest fight known.” [1] The Akimel O’odham had devised ceremonies that dealt with warfare—how to prepare warriors for battle and how to take care of them after a battle was fought. They had also endured a devastating famine brought on by the whites who siphoned off the waters of the Gila River for their own crops. There were no corresponding ceremonies that dealt with the betrayal they experienced at the hands of their supposed friends.


Warfare is a singularly traumatic experience on both the personal and societal levels. A few studies have indicated that Native American ceremonies and concomitant family and community support systems have aided in the return and adjustment of their veterans. Many Native peoples long ago formulated—or, in many cases, were given by way of dreams, visions, or revelations—ceremonies that aided returning warriors. Some of these rites, like the Southern Plains Gourd Dance, the Navajo Enemy Way, or the Cherokee Going to Water, were designed either to honor the warrior or to cleanse the warrior of the spiritual suffering contracted in battle or from being in close contact with death. The ceremonies, usually arranged by the warrior’s family, were performed by an entire community in an attempt to relieve the warrior’s pain or honor the warrior’s bravery. [2] And the Akimel O’odham were no exceptions.


The Akimel O’odham are generally a peaceful people. They were a sedentary, agricultural people who built irrigation systems to water their crops. The fact that the people irrigated crops and lived in permanent settlements has been viewed as indicative of a group that is progressive or civilized in the Western European tradition. Additionally, when the Americans came to their land, the Akimel O’odham welcomed them, traded with them, and provided them with food and the knowledge to survive in a desert environment. Following the axiom of “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” the Akimel O’odham and their allies, the Piipaash, joined and even led American military expeditions against the Apaches. To the Americans, Akimel O’odham and Piipaash friendship was equated with being peaceful.


But perhaps the most indelible image of Native Americans in the larger American culture is that of the Indian savage bent on halting the spread of civilization across the vast continent of North America. In American folklore Indians have attacked peaceful wagon trains, dashed out the brains of white children, toasted hapless frontiersmen at the stake, raped hundreds of beautiful white women, scalped innocent pioneers, and treacherously murdered and mutilated thousands of gallant soldiers in unprovoked ambushes. These old and tired images have been permanent features of hundreds of books, stage plays, television programs, and motion pictures. [3]


Most colonizing groups seem compelled to celebrate their often violent and nefarious deeds in bringing “civilization” and their religion to an untamed and savage wilderness. [4] The creation of the vicious as well as the noble savage was necessary to the epic of settling (as opposed to “appropriating”) whatever lands the colonizers coveted for themselves. Without a contrasting foe, the colonizer-settler could not lay claim to a unique identity. Without a struggle for survival or supremacy against a bloodthirsty, barbaric, and maniacal opposing force, the colonizer’s sacrifices and martyrdom would have no great meaning. Native Americans were characterized as being subhuman, superhuman, and inhumane all at the same time—the classic definition of “the enemy.” The colonizers’ moral (as opposed to legal) claim to a new land rests on a glorious blood sacrifice that transforms the place in which they died or in which they killed its original inhabitants into a kind of hallowed ground. The bloodletting confirms proprietorship. The carnage also sanctions a kind of secular sacredness of battlegrounds and cemeteries. If seen from that perspective, the whole of the United States is a single, vast battleground.


The idea of a peace-loving, progressive, and friendly indigenous group is an idea that is difficult to swallow for many white Americans. The stereotype of the vicious savage is too ingrained for it to be swept away even within a span of two hundred years. On the other hand, there exists in American culture the image of the noble savage who helps the Pilgrim and the Patriot get along in the American wilderness and even takes up arms to aid the white man as he settles the country and plants the American flag from coast to coast. This concept is part of the legend of the first Thanksgiving, the Leatherstocking tales, the all-knowing Indian scout legend, and the Indian companion imagery as depicted in American popular culture.
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