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  INTRODUCTION




  First, a matter of clarification: This is not intended to be a reference book. Rather, it is a collection of stories based on fact. It also includes, however, large doses of supposition, suggestion, hearsay, secondhand information, folklore, saloon and barroom recollections, old wives’ tales, speculation, and even a smattering of outright fibbing. But quite naturally, all of these are vital content in a publication dealing with myths, mysteries, and legends, which this one does.




  I gathered the information from newspaper clippings, magazine articles, websites, reference books, autobiographies, and personal interviews, so it is as factual as I could make it. But regardless of my efforts, it was inevitable that some of those aforementioned elements would slip into my accounts. And, I must admit, I gleefully included them.




  The people mentioned herein are long since departed, but their stories live on, usually through books like this. And through supposition, suggestions, hearsay, secondhand information, folklore, saloon and barroom recollections, old wives’ tales, speculation, and fibs.




  So read it with that understanding.




  And, of course, enjoy.




  IRA HAYES: ARIZONA’S RELUCTANT HERO





  In the chill of the early morning hours of January 24, 1955, members of the Gila River Indian community found the body of one of their friends lying cold near a canal on a patch of desert near Bapchule, a small reservation town south of Phoenix. They recognized him immediately. It was Ira Hayes.




  Ira Hayes.




  An American legend, dead at such an early age.




  A reluctant hero who became a sacrifice during the Second World War.




  His tormented life was over. He was only thirty-two years old. But his last few years were a living hell, ignited by the horrors of combat and fueled by well-intended but misplaced homage. Now those who knew him best silently hoped that, in his death, he might find the peace that had eluded him for so many years.




  The coroner’s report listed alcohol and exposure as the major causes of death. It made no mention of either grief or torment, although these surely played a part.




  History may record Ira Hamilton Hayes as a hero but, in his own eyes, he neither deserved nor wanted the designation. The government and the military promoted him as an idol and a grateful America accepted him as one. Then once his time in the national spotlight was over, he became a victim, a man who never asked for public acclaim but had it thrust upon him.




  [image: Ira Hayes made for a most reluctant war hero. Scottsdale Community College photo]




  And it ruined his life.




  Ira Hayes was a Pima Indian first, then a marine, then an unwilling hero. The act that ushered him into a wholly unwanted lifestyle was a chance happening, not a brave deed. He just happened to be there when a single moment immortalized him. He was forced to go along for the ride, regardless of where it took him.




  The events leading up to what would become his downfall began on February 19, 1945. American military forces invaded Iwo Jima, a small but strategic island in the South Pacific about seven hundred miles south of Tokyo, Japan. It was a possible supply point for the Allied forces, who considered it important that they prevent the Japanese from using it themselves. Hayes was a part of a landing team met with withering, never-ending fire from the Japanese forces who held the tiny piece of land. Four days later, on February 23, the invaders had captured enough ground to take control. The officers in charge ordered a flag-raising ceremony atop Mount Suribachi, the highest point on the island at 516 feet above sea level.




  But the flag they hoisted was deemed too small by the higher-ups, so they gave the order for a second ceremony. This time, armed with a larger flag and accompanied by photographer Joe Rosenthal and about forty fellow servicemen, five marines and a navy corps-man hiked to the top of the peak and planted the second banner. Rosenthal, an Associated Press cameraman, snapped the picture. Days later, the photo appeared on the front pages of newspapers all across America. The act of raising the flag was hailed with all the plaudits that normally accompany great feats of heroism.




  It was the first step along a path that would lead to tragedy for five of the six young servicemen shown in Rosenthal’s photograph.




  Three of the flag raisers—Sgt. Mike Strank of Pennsylvania, Cpl. Harlon Block of Texas, and Pvt. Franklin Sousley of Kentucky—died as the fighting continued on Iwo Jima. The other three were selected to tour the United States as spokesmen for war bond rallies. Each handled the assignment differently. John Bradley, the navy corpsman from Wisconsin, did his duty but then kept his role in the incident a secret, hiding it even from his family, who never knew about it until after his death in 1994. Pvt. Rene Gagnon of New Hampshire tried to capitalize on his fame but it led to business failures, divorce, and alcoholism, culminated by a premature death in 1979.




  And Ira Hayes, the Pima Indian from Arizona, tried to run from it only to become a martyr.




  Rosenthal’s image (which shows Hayes at the far left) was awarded a Pulitzer Prize and eventually became the world’s most reproduced photograph. The fight for Iwo Jima stands as the worst battle in Marine Corps history with more than twenty-two thousand casualties, more than they sustained during several months of battle at Guadalcanal.




  Ira Hayes was not among them.




  Not at first.




  But he was most definitely a casualty.




  These days, few people on the Gila River Indian Reservation remember the man behind the story. He was born on the reservation on January 12, 1923, and died there a little more than thirty-two years later. He was a member of the Pima tribe, the eldest of eight children. Although shy and introverted, he earned good grades at Sacaton and the Phoenix Indian School. He left high school after completing two years of study to serve in the Civilian Conservation Corps for a couple of months before taking a job as a carpenter. On August 26, 1942, he enlisted in the Marine Corps Reserve at Phoenix for a period referred to by the federal government as the “duration of the national emergency.” After giving its approval, the tribe sent one of its sons off to fight. It was tradition, in a way. The Pimas had always been known as protectors.




  After boot camp in San Diego, he was assigned to the Parachute Training School at Camp Gillespie, also in San Diego. He graduated a month later and was promoted to private first class. Because he was a Pima Indian, he also became known as “Chief Falling Cloud” among his fellow jumpers. At the time there were overtones of racial prejudice against Hayes and other Native Americans in the service. If the nickname bothered him, Hayes never spoke of it. There was a war going on, and he had a duty to perform.




  In December 1942 he joined a parachute battalion at Camp Elliott in California and in March sailed with that unit for Nouméa, New Caledonia. The following October, the battalion saw combat at Vella Lavella in the Solomon Islands, then moved north to Bougainville where a campaign was already under way. The parachutists saw considerable action before leaving in January 1944. Hayes was ordered back to San Diego a month later. With his parachute unit disbanded, he was transferred to Company E, Second Battalion, Twenty-eighth Marines, of the Fifth Marine Division at Camp Pendleton. The company was sent to Hawaii for more training, then shipped to Iwo Jima for the attack that would eventually lead Hayes to his ill-fated encounter with fame.




  He fought on the island for thirty-six days and came out of the battle unscathed. Yet when the war over and all the ensuing furor came to an end, he returned to his homeland and told his friends that he felt a deep sense of guilt because he survived the assault on Iwo Jima while so many of his comrades didn’t.




  And it also disturbed him that the incident which raised him to the rank of hero was something he considered minor and relatively unimportant. But the nation that elevated him to that status saw it differently.




  Rosenthal’s photograph restored the faith of a war-weary America and became the centerpiece for a huge fund-raising drive. The War Department needed heroes and the Treasury Department needed money. Hayes, Gagnon, and Bradley were selected to fill both needs. They were taken out of their unit and sent on a national tour that eventually produced two billion dollars for the war effort. The three young men were proclaimed heroes by the entire nation and drinking buddies by many of their admirers. Hayes, a nondrinker until then, was too polite to refuse when an extended hand usually held an alcoholic beverage.




  So he drank and made polite talk because he was a marine and it was his duty. But beneath this thin veneer, there was a shy young man who simply wished to be left alone. “He was a reluctant hero,” distant cousin Sara Bernal told the Arizona Republic in a 1998 interview. “The attention thrust upon him played a big part in his early death.”




  The illustrious trio appeared at bond rallies and portrayed themselves, although very briefly, in Sands of Iwo Jima, a war movie that starred John Wayne. They were brought in as actor/consultants but were on the screen for just a few minutes, were rarely asked for advice, and eventually realized they were being used by the producers to market the film because of their nationwide appeal. They also met celebrities and visited the White House, where President Harry Truman called Hayes “a great American hero.” But the adulation only embarrassed Hayes.




  “It was supposed to be soft duty,” he later told an interviewer, “but I couldn’t take it. Everywhere we went, people shoved drinks into our hands and said, ‘You’re a hero!’ We knew we hadn’t done that much, but you couldn’t tell them that.”




  And in another interview, he said, “How could I feel like a hero when only five men in my platoon of 45 survived, when only 27 men in my company of 250 managed to escape death or injury?”




  The tour continued anyway. The men were sent on a thirty-two-city junket, and a million and a half people cheered them in Times Square. The press put them on a pedestal; the public wouldn’t let them down. In his book Flags of Our Fathers, author




  James Bradley (flag-raiser John Bradley’s son) wrote, “Ira, in particular, couldn’t compute. It was a Beatlemania-like tour and every handclasp was like a knife in his heart because he felt like he was living a lie.”




  The bright lights, the hero worship, and the glad-handing began to take a toll. Hayes started drinking heavily and was removed from the bond tour in Chicago and sent back to the Twenty-eighth Marines at Hilo, Hawaii. Three weeks later, he was promoted to corporal. At the end of the war, Hayes and his company were shipped to Sasebo, Japan, where they participated in the occupation of the defeated country. On October 25, 1945, he boarded ship for the eleventh time and returned to the United States, landing at San Francisco, where he was honorably discharged on December 1, 1945.




  During his military career, Hayes was awarded a Letter of Commendation with Commendation Ribbon by Lt. Gen. Roy S. Geiger, the commanding general of the Pacific Fleet Marine Force, for his “meritorious and efficient performance of duty while serving with a marine infantry battalion during operations against the enemy on Vella Lavella and Bougainville . . . and on Iwo Jima.”




  He also received a Navy Commendation Ribbon with “V” Combat Device, Presidential Unit Citation with one star (for Iwo Jima), Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal with four stars, American Campaign Medal, and the World War II Victory Medal.




  After his discharge, Hayes returned to his home and tried to return to the life he had known before 1942. In his vain attempt to regain anonymity, he turned more inward than ever, keeping the tortured thoughts about what he had seen and done during the war locked inside. But fame held him in an unyielding grip. People drove out to the reservation to shake his hand and have their pictures taken with him. Then they told other people, and the other people repeated the scenario until Hayes was forced to leave home because it was his only hope of finding solitude. “I kept getting hundreds of letters,” he told friends. “And people would drive through the reservation, walk up to me and ask, ‘Are you the Indian who raised the flag on Iwo Jima?’”




  With help from a relocation program sponsored by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, he went to Chicago and found a job as an assistant lathe operator with International Harvester Company. It removed him from the public eye, but the respite was only temporary. Once his employers found out who he was, they exploited him in their company magazine with an article entitled “Hero in Our Midst,” which also included his Chicago address. Then came the inevitable. Once the public knew who he was and where he was, they wanted to meet a hero. The phone calls were endless, both day and night, and people pounded on the door of his apartment, demanding that they be allowed to speak with him. The pressure grew; so did his drinking problem. Within three weeks after the article appeared, the police picked him up in a skid row area of the Loop at 1:00 a.m. He was staggering, his shirt was torn, and he was not wearing shoes. He was sent to jail.




  This time, help came from an unusual source. The Chicago Sun-Times also discovered who he was, got him out of jail, and started a fund-raiser to help with his rehabilitation. That led to a job in Los Angeles, where everyone involved hoped he could make a fresh start and forget the reason for his situation. Hayes was grateful, and said he was “cured of drinking.” But the cure lasted less than a week. He was arrested by Los Angeles police on the familiar charge of public drunkenness.




  “I was sick,” he told his family and friends. “I guess I was about to crack up, thinking about all my good buddies. They were better men than me and they’re not coming back, much less back to the White House, like me.”




  Frustrated at both himself and the circumstances that surrounded him, Hayes returned to the reservation once more. But this time there was no hero’s welcome and only one reporter took the time to interview the fallen idol. He was despondent and appeared to have given up on himself. “I guess I’m just no good,” he told the reporter. “I’ve had a lot of chances, but just when things started looking good, I get that craving for whisky and foul up.” He thought that going back to his family might help.




  In the meantime, Rene Gagnon became the darling of the media. He had carried the flag up Mount Suribachi, was the youngest survivor of the episode, and willingly cooperated with interviewers. So his handsome face helped sell a lot of newspapers. But the same media that made him a hero later turned on him, producing lurid stories about his problems.




  John Bradley, the navy corpsman, avoided all the heartbreak by remaining silent. He told his fiancée about it only once, on their second date. The couple raised a family that never knew of his involvement until James Bradley started digging into his father’s past prior to writing his book.




  And Ira’s downward spiral continued. He was arrested fifty-five times on drunkenness charges and could find neither work nor peace. He returned to the spotlight infrequently. The first time was in 1950 when he went to Washington to plead for more assistance for his tribe. There was another momentary break in his torment in 1954 when he was invited back to Washington to attend the dedication of the Iwo Jima Memorial. During the ceremony, President Dwight Eisenhower lauded him as a hero. Afterwards, a reporter asked how he liked all the pomp and circumstance that goes with being a famous person. “I don’t,” was his only reply.




  Three months later, he was dead.




  An editorial in the Phoenix Gazette on January 26, 1954, declared: “Ira Hayes was a victim of war as surely as though he had died on Iwo Jima with his buddies. The peace he fought to win never brought him personal peace. But he is no less a hero for that. Arizona will always honor his memory and the proud symbol he helped create.”




  However, not even death could bring about the solitude he pursued so vainly. State lawmakers decided he should get a state funeral. Thousands of Arizonans paid respects as his body lay in state in the state capitol before his burial in Arlington National Cemetery.




  In 1960 Hollywood stepped in to convert a reluctant hero into a larger-than-life hero by casting Lee Marvin as Hayes in a telefilm entitled The American. A year later, Tony Curtis portrayed Hayes as a man destined to become a tribal leader in a full-length film, The Outsider. The movie was based on a segment of Wolf Whistle and Other Stories, a collection written by William Bradford Huie. In that selection, also called “The Outsider,” Huie was the first to recount Hayes’s reactions to his unwanted fame. Years later, in the 2006 movie Flags of Our Fathers, based on James Bradley’s book and directed by Clint Eastwood, Adam Beach appears as Hayes.




  Songwriter Peter La Farge and country singer Johnny Cash also added misguided laurels. La Farge wrote “The Ballad of Ira Hayes” and Cash recorded it in 1963. It went to third place on the music charts. The refrain called him “drunken Ira Hayes” and referred to him as a “whisky drinkin’ Indian.”




  However, in an interview conducted shortly before his book was published, Bradley noted: “I’ve spoken to many of Ira’s Marine buddies who fought with him, who shared foxholes with him and who depended upon Ira for their lives. They don’t talk about an out-of-control guy or a drunk. No, when these veterans speak of Ira, they do so with respect and tell of an honorable warrior. And that is what killed Ira Hayes. A conflict of honor.”




  Bradley also presented some reliable evidence that Hayes was more than likely suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. The affliction is common today but did not receive major attention until the 1960s, much too late to help Ira Hayes.




  Typically, many kind words were spoken about him after his death. At his funeral, Gagnon eulogized, “Let’s say he had a little dream in his heart that someday the Indian would be like the white man [and] be able to walk all over the United States.”




  And on November 10, 1993, in a speech delivered at the Iwo Jima Memorial, Marine Corps Commandant Gen. Carl Mundy declared:




  

    One of the pairs of hands that you see outstretched to raise our national flag on the battle-scarred crest of Mount Suribachi so many years ago are those of a Native American, Ira Hayes, a Marine not of the ethnic majority of our population. Were Ira Hayes here today, I would tell him that although my words on another occasion have given the impression that I believe some Marines, because of their color, are not as capable as other Marines, that those were not the thoughts of my mind and that they are not the thoughts of my heart.




    I would tell Ira Hayes that our Corps is what we are because we are the people of America . . . the people of the broad, strong, ethnic fabric that is our nation. And last, I would tell him that in the future, that our fabric will broaden and strengthen in every category to make our Corps even stronger, even of greater utility to our nation. That’s a commitment of this commandant, and that’s a personal commitment of this Marine.


  




  Today in Sacaton, where he was born, a memorial park features a life-size bronze of Ira Hayes, dressed in his marine uniform and wearing what might best be construed as a look of peace, standing in front of a plaque bearing a bas-relief of the flag raising on Iwo Jima. And in Bapchule, where he received his early education, Ira Hayes High School stands as the only upper-level school on the Gila River Reservation.




  In Arlington National Cemetery, his remains lie in Section 34, Plot 479A. And the huge Iwo Jima Memorial is a never-changing reminder of an incident that gave a nation hope during a tragic time in history. Two days after Rosenthal’s photograph appeared, lawmakers rose from the floor of the Senate to call for a national monument honoring the flag raising. State legislators passed similar resolutions and thousands of Americans wrote to President Truman, urging him to act in a hurry.




  [image: Ira Hayes is memorialized in bronze in a park in Sacaton. Sam Lowe photo]




  A mere seventy-two hours after seeing the photograph, artist Felix DeWeldon sculpted a clay replica of the picture and brought it to the White House. Truman approved and gave the order to start the design and creation process. Hundreds of artisans worked on the project, and Hayes, Gagnon, and Bradley were all brought in to pose for their figures. The artists used photographs and measurements to re-create the images of Strank, Block, and Sousley. The work was dedicated on November 10, 1954. The figures of the six men stand thirty-two feet tall, and the flagpole rises sixty feet.




  And just as he was on February 23, 1945, Ira Hayes is the marine at the far left.




  ABBY STILL LIVES IN THE HOTEL VENDOME




  The Hotel Vendome in Prescott is one of those places that invites strangers in, shows them to a comfortable chair, then surrounds them with a sense of longing for bygone times. It is a wonderful old building situated in a wonderful old neighborhood dotted with wonderful old Victorian houses. The narrow streets are lined with wonderful old trees and the cars park diagonally like they used to when life was, according to those who were there at the time, less stressful and more relaxed than it is now.




  The structure is two stories, flat roofed, made of brick, and it runs from the street clear back to the alley. A veranda stretches across the front on both levels. Guests on either floor can pull up a chair or prop their feet on the white railings, then sit and watch the world wander by.




  Guests also have the option of a delightful tête-à-tête in the hotel lobby, where a small wine bar dispenses clarets and ports while the guests pore over scrapbooks filled with clippings and testimonials about Abby and Noble, the resident ghosts. (For those who prefer their spirits in liquid form, Prescott’s infamous Whiskey Row is within easy walking distance. The block-long assortment of bars and eateries has a colorful history and associated tall tales that still attract tourists, gawkers, and those interested in nightlife of a more tangible kind.)




  [image: Some guests at the Hotel Vendome in Prescott claim to witness strange occurrences. Sam Lowe photo]




  The front desk in the lobby of the Hotel Vendome is small and sturdy. There’s an antique wooden key case on the wall, and the guests who register there can look directly down a long hallway to the first-floor rooms, or glance to their right where a wooden staircase will take them to the upper level.




  To Room 16, where Abby and Noble supposedly hang out.




  According to local legend, the two have been living rent free in the Hotel Vendome for more than ninety years. Abby was an abandoned wife; Noble was her cat. The oft-told story is that around 1920, Abby Bry and her husband (whose name is never mentioned) owned the hotel, but they fell upon hard times and had to sell out. Fortunately, the new owners liked the couple and let them stay on as caretakers. They were allowed to live in Room 16, but they didn’t live happily ever after.




  One reason for the compassion shown the pair is that Abby suffered from tuberculosis. Her life was slowly ebbing away because of the affliction, which was then commonly known as “consumption.” On a fateful night in 1921, Abby’s life took an even more tragic turn when her husband went out for either medicine or cigarettes (the details are obscure even after years of research) and never returned.




  Unable to deal with both her illness and abandonment, Abby went to bed and never got up again. She refused all offers of food, medicine, and consolation and, after a short period of self-imposed incarceration, died in February 1921 at the age of thirty-three. According to the legend, Noble remained faithfully at Abby’s side during her final ordeal and perished at almost the same time.




  And now the two roam the hallways, confusing the guests and sometimes even disturbing them. They make their presence known in a variety of ways. Some guests report actual encounters; others sense there’s somebody or something in the room with them; and some say they smell the fragrance of roses.




  Frank Langford, a former operator of the hotel along with his wife, Kathie, viewed all this with a degree of skepticism. He said he’d like to believe, but needed more concrete evidence.




  “I walk the fence,” he said one morning. “I believe in ghosts but I want to be convinced. I believe in God, the devil, afterlife, and angels. I can’t see them, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in them.”




  He paused for a moment, then added, “At the same time, I don’t see any actual signs of ghosts. I’d like to see an apparition.”




  Others aren’t so reluctant to firmly state their belief that Abby exists. Not only does she exist, they say, but she wants people to know about her.




  And the people respond in her favor.




  Many of their recollections are kept in a three-inch-thick scrapbook that is moved from the lobby to Room 16 and back, depending on who is doing the housecleaning. One former guest wrote anonymously:




  

    My family and I were staying in the Vendome hotel in Prescott. I knew it was haunted and that was the main reason I wanted to stay there. I was in the room I shared with my brother, watching television, and my family was all out on the porch talking. Suddenly, the room became deathly cold. I put on my thick jacket and I was still freezing. This would not have bothered me so much if it had not been in the middle of the day, and seconds before it had been warm.




    After a minute or two, the door which I had pushed all the way closed kept on flying open. I went outside and closed it and no matter how hard I pushed, it did not open. I went in and asked my family if they had come inside recently and they said “no.”




    Later that night I went to sleep fairly easily but something or someone woke me up. I was half asleep but I remember someone talking to me. I am a very deep sleeper. I checked and all my family was asleep. Just as I climbed into bed, the bell from down the street struck twelve. I have never been so afraid in my life.


  




  Langford heard all these stories, and he related some of them after opening the door to Room 16. “Sometimes guests say they wake up to a perfume smell,” he said. “It’s definitely there, they say. They lie there and wait for something else but it’s only a smell and then it’s gone. I’ve had that happen to me. It gives me the chills.”




  Room 16 is small, very neat, and bears a strong resemblance to the room set aside for guests at Grandma’s house. Lace curtains drift gently as a morning breeze courses its way across the quilted bedspread. A wicker chair sits next to the bed, and a wooden dresser stands guard at the foot. A transom tops the five-paneled wooden door. The only marked deviation from the style of the 1920s is the television set on top of the dresser.




  There’s a second door in the room. It opens into a closet, empty except for a long purple dress that hangs forlornly off a circular bar. A full-length mirror is attached to the inside of the door. Visitors open the door cautiously because earlier guests have written that they’ve seen a wispy figure reflected in the mirror.




  The closet has significance, Langford said, because guests report a lot of unexplained activity there. Possible explanations include the story that Noble, the cat, was found hanging in the closet after Abby’s death. Another tale says a young boy killed the cat then hid its body in the closet. And a third version has it that the boy killed the cat and then buried it behind the hotel.
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