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Dedicated to the memory of
Belle Block, Kathryn Bradley, Irene Gagnon,
Nancy Hayes, Goldie Price, Martha Strank,
and all mothers who sent their boys to war




 

Listen to me, and follow my orders,
and I’ll try to bring all of you
back safely to your mothers.

—SERGEANT MIKE STRANK
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ONE

Sacred Ground


The only thing new in the world is the history you don’t know.

—Harry Truman



In the spring of 1998 six boys called to me from half a century ago on a distant mountain, and I went there. For a few days I set aside my comfortable life—my business concerns, my life in Rye, New York—and made a pilgrimage to the other side of the world, to a tiny Japanese island in the Pacific Ocean called Iwo Jima.

There, waiting for me, was the mountain the boys had climbed in the midst of a terrible battle half a century earlier. The Japanese called the mountain Suribachi, and on its battle-scarred summit the boys raised an American flag to symbolize our country’s conquest of that volcanic island, even though the fighting would rage for another month.

One of those flag raisers was my father.

The fate of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries was being forged in blood on the island of Iwo Jima and others like it in the Pacific, as well as in North Africa, parts of Asia, and virtually all of Europe. The global conflict known as World War II had mostly teenagers as its soldiers—kids who had come of age in cultures that resembled those of the nineteenth century.

My father and his five comrades—they were either teenagers or in their early twenties—typified these kids: tired, scared, determined, brave. Like hundreds of thousands of other young men from many countries, they were trying to do their patriotic duty and trying to survive.

But something unusual happened to these six: History turned all its focus, for 1/400th of a second, on them. It froze them in an elegant instant of one of the bloodiest battles of the twentieth century, if not in the history of warfare—froze them in a camera lens as they hoisted an American flag on a makeshift iron pole.

Their collective image became one of the most recognized and most reproduced in the history of photography. It gave them a kind of immortality—a faceless immortality. The flag raising on Iwo Jima became a symbol of the island, the mountain, the battle; of World War II; of the highest ideals of the nation; of valor itself. It became everything except the salvation of the boys who performed it.

For these six, history had a different, special destiny that no one could have predicted, least of all the flag raisers themselves.

My father, John Henry Bradley, returned home to small-town Wisconsin after the war. He shoved the mementos of his immortality into a few cardboard boxes and hid these in a closet. He married his childhood sweetheart. He opened a funeral home, fathered eight children, joined the PTA, the Lions, and the Elks—and shut out virtually any conversation on the topic of raising the flag on Iwo Jima.

When he died, in January 1994, in the town of his birth, he might have believed he was taking the story of his part in the flag raising with him to the grave, where he apparently felt it belonged. He had trained us, as children, to deflect the phone-call requests for media interviews that never diminished over the years. We were to tell the caller that our father was on a fishing trip, usually in Canada. But John Bradley never fished. No copy of the famous photograph hung in our house. When we did manage to extract from him a remark about the incident, his responses were short and simple, and he quickly changed the subject.

And this is how we Bradley children grew up: happily enough, deeply connected to our peaceful, tree-shaded town, but always with a sense of an unsolved mystery somewhere at the edges of the picture.

A middle child among the eight, I found the mystery tantalizing. I knew from an early age that my father had been some sort of hero. My third-grade schoolteacher said so; everybody said so. I hungered to know the heroic part of my dad. But try as I might, I could almost never get him to tell me about it.

John Bradley might have succeeded in taking his story to his grave had we not stumbled upon the cardboard boxes a few days after his death.

My mother and brothers Mark and Patrick were searching for my father’s will in the apartment he had maintained as his private office. In a dark closet they discovered three heavy cardboard boxes. In those boxes my father had saved the many photos and documents that came his way as a flag raiser. All of us were surprised that he had saved anything at all.

Later I rummaged through the boxes. One letter caught my eye. The cancellation indicated it was mailed from Iwo Jima on February 26, 1945, written by my father to his folks just three days after the flag raising: “I’d give my left arm for a good shower and a clean shave, I have a 6 day beard. Haven’t had any soap or water since I hit the beach. I never knew I could go without food, water or sleep for three days but I know now, it can be done.”

And then, almost as an aside, he wrote: “You know all about our battle out here. I was with the victorious [Company E,] who reached the top of Mt. Suribachi first. I had a little to do with raising the American flag and it was the happiest moment of my life.”

The “happiest moment” of his life? What a shock! If it made him so happy, why didn’t he ever talk about it? Did something happen either on Iwo Jima or in the intervening years to cause his silence?

Over the next few weeks I found myself staring at the photo on my office wall, daydreaming. Who were those boys with their hands on that pole? Were they like my father? Had they known one another before that moment or were they strangers united by a common duty? Was the flag raising the “happiest moment” of each of their lives?

The quest to answer those questions consumed four years of my life and ended, symbolically, with my own pilgrimage to Iwo Jima.

[image: ]

Iwo Jima is a very small place to have hosted such a savage battle. Only eight square miles, the tiny island barely crests the seemingly infinite Pacific. The value of capturing this speck of land for the Americans was its location and its two airfields. The island provided a place for American planes to stop and refuel on crucial bombing missions to and from Japan.

Not many Americans make it to Iwo Jima these days. It is a dry wasteland of black volcanic ash that reeks of sulfur (the name means “sulfur island”). A closed Japanese naval base, it is inaccessible to civilians except for rare government-sanctioned visits.

It was the commandant of the Marine Corps, General Charles Krulak, who made the trip possible for me, my seventy-four-year-old mother, three of my brothers—Steve, Mark, and Joe—and many military men and women. One of first things we did on the island was to walk across the beach closest to Mount Suribachi, on the black volcanic sands. On their invasion maps the Marines had dubbed it “Green Beach,” and it was across this killing field that young John Bradley, a Navy corpsman, raced under heavy fire. I watched as my mother made her way across that same beach, sinking to her ankles in the soft volcanic sand with each step. “I don’t know how anyone survived!” she exclaimed.

Then it was time for our family to ascend the 550-foot volcanic crater that was Mount Suribachi. My twenty-one-year-old father had made the climb on foot carrying bandages and medical supplies; our party was whisked up in vans. I stood at its summit in a whipping wind that helped dry my tears. This was exactly where that American flag was raised on a February afternoon fifty-three years before. The wind had whipped on that day as well.

From the edge of the extinct volcanic crater, we could view the entire two-mile beach where the armada had discharged its boatloads of Marines. In February 1945 the Japanese could see it with equal clarity from the tunnels just beneath us. They waited patiently until the beach was crowded with American boys. They had spent many months positioning their gun sights. When the time came, they simply opened fire, beginning one of the great military slaughters of all history.

An oddly out-of-place feeling seized me: I was so glad to be there! The vista below us, despite the gory history, was invigorating. The sun and the wind seemed to bring all of us alive. At Suribachi you feel on top of the world, surrounded by ocean.

And then I realized that my high spirits were not so out of place at all. I was reliving something. I recalled the line from the letter my father wrote three days after the flag raising: “It was the happiest moment of my life.”

We Bradleys then began to take pictures. We posed in various spots, including near the X that marks the spot of the actual raising. We had brought with us a plaque to personally commemorate the flag raising and our father’s role in it. Joe gently placed the plaque in the dry soil.

IN MEMORY OF

JOHN H. BRADLEY

FLAG RAISER

2-23-45

FROM HIS FAMILY

I began to speak to the Marines who had gathered in front of our memorial.

I spoke first of the battle. It ground on over thirty-six days. It claimed 25,851 U.S. casualties, including nearly 7,000 dead. Most of the 22,000 defenders fought to their deaths.

It was America’s most heroic battle. Two out of every three Americans who fought on this island were either killed or wounded. More medals for valor were awarded for action on Iwo Jima than in any battle in the history of the United States. To put that into perspective: The Marines were awarded eighty-four Medals of Honor in World War II. Over four years, that was twenty-two a year, about two a month. But in just one month of fighting on this island, they were awarded twenty-seven Medals of Honor, one-third of their accumulated total.

Next I showed the Marines the famous flag-raising photograph. I remarked that nearly everyone in the world recognizes it, but no one knows the boys.

I pointed to the figure in the middle of the image: solid, anchoring, with both hands clamped firmly on the rising pole. That’s my father, I said. John Bradley was known to the other Marines in his company as “Doc” because he was a medical corpsman. He is the most identifiable of the six figures, the only one whose profile is visible.

I pointed next to a figure on the far side of John Bradley. Rene Gagnon, the handsome mill hand from New Hampshire, stood shoulder to shoulder with my dad in the photo, but he is mostly obscured by my father.

I gestured to the figure on the far right of the image, the leaning, thrusting soldier jamming the base of the pole into the hard Suribachi ground. His right shoulder is nearly level with his knee. His buttocks strain against his fatigues. This was Harlon Block, the athletic, independent-minded Texan. A star football player, he enlisted in the Marines along with all the seniors on his high school football team.

I pointed to the figure directly in back of my father: the boyish, freckle-faced Franklin Sousley, from Hilltop, Kentucky. He was fatherless at the age of nine and sailed for the Pacific on his nineteenth birthday.

Look closely at Franklin’s hands, I asked the silent crowd in front of me. Do you see his right hand? Can you tell that the man in back of him has grasped Franklin’s right hand and is helping Franklin push the heavy pole? The most boyish of the flag raisers, I said, is getting help from the most mature, Sergeant Mike Strank.

I pointed now to what can be seen of Mike. He is on the far side of Franklin. You can hardly see him. But his helping young Franklin was typical of him. He was respected as a great leader, a Marine’s Marine. Finally I singled out the figure at the far left of the image—the figure stretching upward, his fingertips not quite reaching the pole. The Pima Indian from Arizona. Ira Hayes, I said. His hands couldn’t quite grasp the pole.

Six boys. They form a representative picture of America in the thirties and forties: a mill worker from New England, a Kentucky tobacco farmer, a Pennsylvania coal miner’s son, a Texan from the oil fields, a boy from Wisconsin’s dairy land, and an Indian living on an Arizona reservation.

Only two of them walked off this island. A third was carried on a stretcher with shrapnel embedded in his side. Three were buried here.

Holy Land. Sacred ground.


TWO

All-American Boys


All wars are boyish, and are fought by boys.

—Herman Melville



I’m not a professional researcher, but I figured that if I could somehow dig deep enough, I might be able to learn something about these six boys, and especially about my silent father. I could not do this task alone. I would need other people, relatives and comrades of these six figures, to help me.

I began my research by buying a book about Iwo Jima and reading it. Then another. And another. I have since lost count.

I found names in those books—the names of the boys shoving that flagpole aloft.

Back in my office, I started to trace them. I phoned city halls and sheriff’s offices in the towns where the flag raisers were born and asked for leads that would put me in touch with their relatives. I dialed the numbers, then waited through the rings for that first “Hello?” from a widow, sister, or brother of one of the boys whose hands had gripped the iron pole on Suribachi.

I widened my phone searches to include living veterans of Iwo Jima. I wanted their memories, too. Eventually I began to travel to the places where these people lived.

I wanted to know them as Marines, as fighting men who were also comrades. But I also wanted to know them as boys, ordinary kids before they became warriors.

What I found was that these six boys were very different from one another: the whooping young Texas cowboy; the watchful Indian; the happy-go-lucky Kentucky hillbilly; the serious Wisconsin small-towner; the handsome New Hampshire mill worker; the sturdy Czech immigrant.

And yet so similar.

They were nearly all poor. The Great Depression was a thread that ran through their lives. But then so did football, and religious faith, and strong mothers. So did younger siblings, and the responsibility of caring for them. And nearly all were described again and again as quiet, shy boys, yet boys whom people cared about.

John Bradley: Appleton, Wisconsin

My father was born in 1923 in Antigo, Wisconsin, the sturdy little town where he would return to raise his own family and where he would die. He attended St. John’s Catholic School, where all eight of his own children would later enroll.

My dad’s mother, Kathryn, the sister of a priest, was the religious worrier in the family; in fact, she was the worrier at large. She worried about her children’s future, she worried about money, she worried what the neighbors thought.

James J. Bradley, my dad’s father, didn’t worry about much at all. A veteran of the trenches in World War I, he was a hardworking railroad man, a laborer in a coal depot, a bartender. In Antigo James Bradley Sr. had proudly worn a railroad man’s uniform and plied his skills in a variety of jobs on the freight trains that crisscrossed the state. His nickname was “Cabbage,” given in good humor by his fellow workers at the rail yard for an accident involving spilled produce. Then the Depression cut deeply into rail freight, and layoffs crippled the livelihoods of James and many of his fellow “rails.”

It was then that he uprooted his family for the more prosperous town of Appleton, population sixteen thousand, on the Fox River. In Appleton James Bradley struggled hard to rebuild his family’s middle-class comforts. Ever the optimist, he produced five children—my dad, Jack, was the second eldest—and ever the pragmatist, he expected each one to help out with the household income. Jack and his elder brother, James junior, had newspaper routes throughout their childhoods. When they came home after making their collections each week, they often placed their money on the mantel. That money, perhaps along with the Blessed Mother, helped keep the family fed.

My father was a friendly boy with a ready smile, but he never said much. Talking drew attention, the last thing he wanted. Later, a severe case of acne deepened his pain at being observed.

He took refuge, with his pious mother, in the Catholic Church. It was there, from his vantage point as altar boy, murmuring the Mass prayers in Latin, that he started to notice—and admire—a particular category of businessmen: the funeral directors of Appleton. These men, Jack thought, had a special way of walking up the aisle amid the incense smell at Mass or during a funeral service: confident, in control, but always accessible. Everybody seemed to know and respect them. The funeral directors were not merely men selling a commodity; other than clergy, they were the ones most intimately in touch with the townspeople in their times of sorrow and need.

Jack Bradley understood service. That was what an altar boy was, a “server.” And now here were these models of service well into adulthood. By his early teens Jack Bradley was working part time at an Appleton funeral home. He was going to be one of these respected, dignified men of service.

Between World War I and World War II the town of Appleton, despite a deep and stubborn economic recession, had a certain optimism about it. For a kid especially, the rhythms of life were steady and reassuring. Tackle football in winter. Baseball in the spring. Swimming in Lake Park in the summer.

Betty Van Gorp, who eventually became Mrs. John Bradley, remembers a town of manicured lawns and clean streets. A town where people sat in swings or on the steps of their front porches on tree-shadowed summer evenings, listening to the cricket song swell up from the grass.

When my mother was in third grade she found a companion to walk her home from St. Mary’s Catholic School: a new boy in town, a serious, quiet boy named Jack Bradley. Betty Van Gorp liked Jack Bradley, although she wasn’t quite sure whether he liked her back. She appreciated the fact that Jack never cussed, even when it was so cold you wanted to scream at the weather. “Dad gum” was the worst that ever came out of his mouth.

It seemed an ideal life in an ideal town. But even ideal towns have their dangers and their sorrows, their abrupt reminders of the fragility of the human heart.

When Jack was ten years old a catastrophe struck of the sort his worrying mother could not have foreseen. Through a freak accident his five-year-old sister, Mary Ellen, came down with pneumonia. She stayed home, resting on the sofa, always under the watchful eye of Kathryn or Jack or someone in the family. Despite visits from a doctor, her health quickly deteriorated, and when she died, Jack was as grief-stricken as anyone.

In her grief my grandmother grew even closer to Jack and the rest of her children. Certainly my father sensed her vulnerability and wanted to spare her any more pain. I believe he felt that way toward her for her entire life. His letters home from war always painted a picture of serenity and good cheer, no matter how terrible the reality must have been. And that attitude was probably why, at age nineteen and about to be drafted, he devised a plan to enlist in the Navy and avoid land battle.

His plan, he was sure, would allow him to be of service but to stay far from flying bullets—whatever it took to keep him out of harm’s way. Little did he realize that enlisting in the Navy would lead him directly into one of history’s bloodiest battles.

Franklin Sousley: Hilltop, Kentucky

In the mountains of eastern Kentucky, the Sousley family roots go deep. Descendants of the English who settled here in the eighteenth century, they were mostly farming people, all the way down to Duke Sousley, who married Goldie Mitchell, a pretty girl with permed red hair, in November 1922. They set about the hard but productive life of raising tobacco outside the village of Hilltop.

Their first son, Malcolm, came ten months later, then Franklin with his Huck Finn red hair on September 19, 1925. The family home was a cabin, four small rooms heated by a potbellied stove. They had no electricity or plumbing. When Franklin was just three, five-year-old Malcolm suffered a ruptured appendix and died in Goldie’s arms.

This left Franklin as the only son. Not unlike what happened to my own father when his sister died, Franklin’s mother drew closer to him in her grief. As the boy grew, she took him along with her as she indulged in her favorite pastime—fishing in the Licking River.

When he was old enough, Franklin attended the two-room schoolhouse in nearby Elizaville. In May of 1933, when he was almost eight, Franklin greeted the arrival of his newborn brother, Julian. The occasion might have been a happier one but for his father’s plight. The onset of diabetes in Duke led to a rapid deterioration of his health, and he died only a year after Julian was born. Franklin, just nine, found himself the man of the family, with a mother to comfort continually and a tiny brother to help care for.

The special mother-son bond between Goldie and Franklin deepened. Goldie, only in her early thirties, had already lost a son and a husband, but she didn’t mope. She displayed a stubborn optimism, the will to go on that was transferred to Franklin. Goldie didn’t smother her son in sadness, but encouraged him to revel in life’s joys. And Franklin took the lesson to heart.

With a busy life, up early for school and to bed late at night after the chores, it seemed he had little time for play, but Franklin Sousley made the most of it. The strongest impression he left with his friends is that of a fun-loving, playful, daring boy. His close friend J. B. Shannon remembers Franklin as “a big freckle-faced boy with bright red hair. A rambunctious young man, not afraid of anyone.”

World War II hovered in the background of Franklin’s boyhood. News of its great battles and gossip about the fates of local servicemen filled the air at Hilltop as he cavorted and studied and helped Goldie in her struggles with the farm. There is no indication that Franklin paid the war much attention. He was far more interested in escorting Marion Hamm to church, to the movies, or just for a walk in the woods.

Upon graduating from high school, however, Franklin Sousley also had to be concerned with finding a way to shore up his struggling mother’s finances. He went to work at a refrigerator plant in Dayton, Ohio, living in an inexpensive apartment. Eighteen-year-old Franklin was sending money back home to Goldie from his paycheck when, in January 1944, he was drafted. On that day, rather than accept his fate as an Army infantryman, Franklin Sousley made up his mind to become a U.S. Marine.

It had been a jolt for Goldie when Franklin had gone off to Dayton, farther away from Hilltop than she had ever traveled. Now her son, who had smiled his way throughout his difficult boyhood, was headed to another world—and to war.

Harlon Block: Rio Grande Valley, Texas

Harlon was from a place that locals call simply “the Valley”—the Rio Grande Valley at the bottom of Texas, the far eastern end. The athletic young man was born on a farm outside of the small town of McAllen.

The farm had been something of a compromise between Harlon’s parents, Ed Block and the former Ada Belle Brantley. Ed and Belle had been married in San Antonio in 1917, and Ed promptly went off to fight in France in World War I.

When Ed returned, he and Belle gave city life a try. Ed sold real estate and was moderately successful. But he dreamed of farming. One day he saw a flyer touting the Rio Grande Valley and claiming that a land boom was about to explode. Ed bought forty acres sight unseen. Belle was skeptical, but Ed painted a picture of ground-floor opportunity. In the end she gave her young husband the benefit of the doubt and agreed to go along with him. It would be the first of many compromises for Belle.

There was no industry in the Valley during the Depression; everyone was involved in agriculture, working the soil. The Blocks struggled at first. Their newly built farmhouse caught fire and burned to the ground. Ed had to take a job as a laborer and rent a small house while they got back on their feet. Belle had an idea to make some money. She suggested they buy a cow every two months with Ed’s earnings. Before long the Blocks were in the dairy business.

Soon they had a family. Ed junior arrived in 1920, followed by Maurine two years later and Harlon in 1924. Later came three more boys, Larry, Corky, and Melford.

As a middle child in a large family, Harlon didn’t have to be a trailblazer. He could follow along in his older siblings’ footsteps. As he grew, he became an indispensable part of the dairy farm operation, helping his brothers and sisters milk the cows. Then Ed senior would be off on his route, selling the milk for five cents a quart.

Belle was determined to do right by her family, and she tried to be happy on the farm. But it was difficult for her. She missed the city and her friends there. Perhaps it was Belle’s longing for another life that made her open to the preachings of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church. Shortly after their move to the Valley, Belle became a practitioner of the Protestant sect that strictly followed the Ten Commandments, including “Thou shalt not kill.”

All Christians shared a belief in that commandment, but the Seventh-Day Adventists took it to heart. Adventist boys were taught they must never carry guns or knives because the Lord would offer them all the protection they needed. And Seventh-Day Adventists had a long record of refusing to fight in time of war. They never faltered in their support of their country, but most often they served in the medical corps as conscientious objectors.

Harlon was the child most influenced by Belle and her beliefs. He grew up feeling sure of what was right and wrong. He accepted that the Bible was the literal word of God, the Ten Commandments an absolute guide. But, in one of the contradictions of his character, he was also a free spirit. Often when his chores were finished he was off racing horses bareback. Seeking a better future, the Blocks soon moved to the neighboring town of Weslaco, a flat, square speculator’s grid slapped down on the Valley floor. Ed bought a truck and began hauling crude oil from the fields to a nearby refinery. By this time Harlon had become more of a free spirit than ever. When Belle insisted that the Block children continue at the Adventist school back in McAllen, Harlon was the only one who refused to return. He felt he had absorbed all that the Adventists had to teach him. More important, he had matured physically and become interested in athletics, and the Adventist school did not have a sports program.

With his speed, broad shoulders, and muscular legs, Harlon decided he wanted to make his mark in the sport that attracted the local crowds and created excitement in Weslaco, and indeed in all of Texas: football.

Harlon wanted to be in on the action, part of a team. Belle didn’t like such talk. She felt Harlon should make an effort to get back into the Adventist school. And football! Well, football was a game of violence, and the games were on Friday night, the beginning of the Sabbath, so football was out of the question.

Belle presented her views forcefully to Harlon, who shrugged noncommittally. She next appealed to Ed to discipline their stubborn son, but Ed backed off. Perhaps he simply wanted his son to excel at sports. There was also a special bond between Ed and Harlon, one of those intuitive connections that are not easily broken.

As his sons matured, Ed got every one of them involved in hauling crude oil from the hill-country wells to the refinery in McAllen. When Harlon was old enough—before he was old enough, Belle thought—Ed enlisted him as one of his drivers. It was exhausting work, but he and his father grew ever closer—“best friends,” as Ed would later say.

Ed loved nothing more than Harlon’s company, and he was torn when their months of working together drew to a close and Harlon returned to school. But he couldn’t wait to cheer his most athletic son on the gridiron.

Harlon’s developing brawn made him a natural for the Weslaco High football squad. He put in long hours of practice and made the starting team as punter, receiver, and blocking back. The Weslaco Panthers went on to an undefeated season. Harlon loved being part of a team. Although this was his first year at Weslaco, he made the All–South Texas team that season.

All the while Belle was fearful for her son’s spirituality. He was playing around too much; he was always gone, Belle complained to Ed, who, like their son, was inclined to shrug and do nothing. Harlon was a difficult teenager in Belle’s eyes, but he was pretty tame by most people’s standards. He was bashful in groups and blushed at off-color jokes. His friend Leo Ryan said Harlon worried about his looks and never thought the girls liked him.

But the girls sensed something special in Harlon. His brother Ed junior told me that the girls flocked to Harlon. Harlon’s favorite girl, the one many think he might have married after the war, was Catherine Pierce. “We’d go to the movies together,” Catherine remembered. “And we’d go to church functions. We liked each other, we dated, but we never so much as held hands.”

Harlon would soon be off to war, soon be a symbol to the world of a warrior. But it’s doubtful that before he left Harlon Block ever kissed a girl.
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Ira Hayes: Gila River Indian Reservation, Arizona

By the summer of 1998 I had already interviewed many people about Ira Hayes—his school chums, ex-Marines, his three living relatives—but I still felt I didn’t know what had made him tick. I drove south out of Phoenix and was soon on the Pearl Harbor Highway, as Interstate 10 is called as it nears Ira’s reservation. I drove through the dry, silent heat along flat pink desert land, a plain of mesquite bushes and deep green saguaro cactus that recedes until it hits the Santan Mountains.

I gazed out at Ira’s land, the Gila River Indian Reservation. It’s not big, with maybe fifteen thousand inhabitants. Behind me, although it’s been dry for decades, was the waterless riverbed that is called the Gila River, next to a busy highway.

Ira was a Pima Indian, a member of a small, proud tribe that had inhabited this quiet land for centuries. He was born Ira Hamilton Hayes on January 12, 1923, to Nancy and Jobe Hayes. He was the eldest of the six Hayes children. Two children, Harold and Arlene, died as babies. Two other children died before they were thirty.

At birth Ira was already “apart,” separated from other Americans by law and custom. Arizona, a state for only eleven years at the time of Ira’s birth, did not recognize Pima Indians as citizens. Pimas could not vote; they could not sue anyone in the courts.

Ira was born into a one-room adobe hut. Sturdy and economical, it faced east in the traditional Pima way, so that each morning its occupants, opening the door, were greeted by the rising sun. An American flag graced one wall; religious paintings and a Bible were always in evidence.

Jobe Hayes was a cotton farmer and a man of few words. “He was a quiet man,” Ira’s niece Sara Bernal remembered of Jobe. “He would go days without saying anything unless you spoke to him first.” And Kenny Hayes, Ira’s only living brother, who himself rarely speaks, said only: “My dad hardly ever talked.”

As a little boy, as a young man, and later as an adult, Ira was just like his dad. According to people I talked to, Ira could be in another’s presence for hours without talking, silent as the mountains overlooking his reservation. His favorite card game was solitaire.

Yet when Ira did speak he displayed a keen mind and an impressive grasp of the English language. His mother, Nancy, a devout Presbyterian, read to him from the Bible when he was a child. All his life Ira devoured all kinds of books. He was the most prolific letter writer of the six flag raisers. And when it was time for high school Nancy sent Ira and her other children as boarders to the Phoenix Indian School.

Ira’s tribe, the Pima, had lived for over two thousand years as successful and peaceful farmers. Unwarlike and rarely invaded, Pima Indians were a sharing people who offered their bounties to other nations and, in time, to the forty-niners and other whites making their way across the desert in prairie schooners, headed for California.

This generosity may have been a huge mistake. It drew attention to the paradise the tribe had painstakingly created for itself. In return for the Pimas’ kindness and even protection under attacks by hostile Apaches, the migrating Easterners began to help themselves to the water from the Gila River, which at that time flowed strong and full. It wasn’t long before the Gila’s water level began to fall. By 1930 the great Gila River was little more than a trickle.

The remarkable thing, I thought, given the decades of thievery and abuse suffered by the Pimas, is that they maintained their character and dignity. In 1917, even though they were not U.S. citizens and were thus exempt from military service, a majority of young Pima men waived this right and enlisted to fight in France. Matthew Juan, a Pima, was the first Arizona soldier killed in action in World War I, a fact of which all Pima young men were proud.

In time Ira’s school day would begin with news of faraway battles. “Every morning in school,” classmate Eleanor Pasquale remembers, “we would get a report on World War Two. We would sing the anthems of the Army, the Marines, and the Navy.”

Ira enlisted in the Marines nine months after Pearl Harbor, when he nineteen. His community sent him off to war with a traditional Pima ceremony. There was a bountiful feast, and each guest spoke to Ira about honor, loyalty, his family, and his people. The Pima disliked war and all its brutality, but in this instance, the elders agreed, it was necessary. A choir sang hymns, and everyone embraced young Ira and said a private good-bye. All prayed for his safety.

Rene Gagnon: Manchester, New Hampshire

Rene arrived in the world on March 7, 1925, the only child of French Canadian mill workers Henry and Irene Gagnon. In those years French Canadians formed a dense ethnic enclave on the west side of Manchester, New Hampshire, a “Little Canada” in which French was the language and Catholicism the religion.

Strikingly handsome with his lean Gallic face and dark hair and brows, Rene grew up under the coddling influence of Irene, who divorced Henry while the boy was still a toddler. Irene’s life consisted of her job in the mills and her son. She often brought Rene to work with her to show him off, to be cooed over by the other women. He attended a Catholic grade school and was a decent student but did little to distinguish himself.

Rene probably didn’t reflect on it, but he grew up in the final years of Manchester’s century-long domination of an industry. Throughout the nineteenth century, the textile mills of Manchester, about fifty miles north of Boston, drew swarms of workers from the East Coast as well as from French-speaking rural Canada. Everything—work and social life—revolved around the mills. These rural men and women (and their children) took for granted the social regimentation of their lives; they accepted the notion that a kind of unseen but always attentive power ruled over them.

When Rene was old enough, he worked alongside his mother and other women in the same vast room. The handsome boy was almost always the center of attention. After two years of high school, he dropped out altogether so that he could work full time next to his mother and her friends.

But there were other women there, younger girls who were attracted to the dark, handsome boy. Irene was particularly concerned by a young, aggressive girl who had her eye on Rene. Her name was Pauline Harnois, and she seemed to cast a spell over Rene, ready to take control away from Irene. Like a leaf in a river, Rene was swept along with whatever current took him, and he spent more time with Pauline than Irene liked.

One December afternoon, when Rene was sixteen, he and a bunch of the guys were listening to a football game on the radio when the program was interrupted. The Japanese had, without warning, bombed and sunk our ships at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

The next day the Manchester Union-Leader paperboys were brandishing editions whose headline was just one word: “WAR!”

Rene Gagnon listened to this news, read about it, shrugged, and went back to the mill and his mother and Pauline Harnois. It was all beyond his control. He kept on working. Life went on: the mill, his mother, Pauline, the bright lights along Elm Street.

Rene Gagnon kept on working right up until his Army draft notice arrived in May 1943. Then he enlisted in the Marines and submitted to yet another large, outside influence that would mold his life.

Irene didn’t want to lose her boy, but she thought it would do him good to get away from Pauline. What Rene didn’t tell his mother was that he had already made a fateful decision. At the age of seventeen he comforted the sad Pauline with the promise that he would marry her when he returned from the war.

Mike Strank: Franklin Borough, Pennsylvania

At age twenty-four Mike was the “old man” of his company, the oldest of the flag raisers—and the one larger-than-life hero. When old comrades talk to me about Mike they become young men again. “A Marine’s Marine” is the phrase they all get to sooner or later. They speak of the strapping man, a fearless, selfless warrior. Yet what men valued about Mike Strank—what makes their spines stiffen in admiration fifty years after the battle—was his leadership. That, and his quality of compassion.

“Follow me,” Sergeant Mike used to tell the boys in his squad, “and I’ll try to bring all of you back safely to your mothers. Listen to me, and follow my orders, and I’ll do my best to bring you home.”

He was born Mychal Strenk on November 10, 1919, into a poor family in a small farm town in Czechoslovakia. The following year his father, Vasil, immigrated to America and changed his last name to Strank. Seeking a decent salary, he settled in the small Pennsylvania steel town of Franklin Borough. Central to the town’s existence were the Bethlehem steel mills and iron mines that employed thousands of workers.

Vasil worked the mines for three years before he could send for his wife, Martha, and the baby, Mychal, who came to America in 1922. By the end of that year, Mychal, who was renamed Michael, had a baby brother, John. A few years later Pete would follow, with sister Mary still eight years in the future.

The family lived in a two-room rental apartment inside the Slavic enclave of Franklin Borough. The rooms were a kitchen and a bedroom. To Martha especially, this was luxury: a castle, she said, compared with what they had had in Czechoslovakia. Vasil trudged off to the mine at three o’clock every afternoon. He wore the same clothes all year round, with frequent washings to rid them of the black coal dust. But no one complained. This was progress! The Strank family was optimistic about their economic future in their new homeland, while maintaining the values of the tightly knit Slavic community.

Without realizing it, Vasil Strank might have begun the molding of his eldest son into a Marine’s Marine at an early age. The family maintained a strict Old World value system—when one of the boys had misbehaved, Martha would report it to Vasil upon his return home at night, and the next day he would wake up early, when the boys did, to administer punishment.

Vasil insisted on a special rule for this punishment: No matter which boy had committed the offense, all three would be disciplined equally. In this way, Vasil thought, he could transfer the burden of discipline from himself to the boys and make them see that they had a shared interest in the good behavior of each.

This, probably without Vasil’s knowing it, is one of the fundamental principles of military training and in particular Marine training, where young men are taught to forget their individuality and are remolded into a member of a team. Shared responsibility—being part of a unit—is essential to survival in combat.

As the eldest of the three brothers and the brightest—his intellectual skills would soon blaze brilliantly to the surface—not only did Mike grasp the concept of teamwork and equal responsibility, but he became a connection between his father and his two younger siblings. In short, he became a sergeant.

While Vasil provided the discipline, it was Mike’s mother who taught him about love and faith. Like Jack Bradley, Mike was close to his mother and absorbed her Catholic faith. Before bed each night, he and his two brothers would kneel on the floor before a vivid painting of the Last Supper and say their evening prayers in Slovak. They looked out for one another. They took to making sure they wore the same color shirt to school each day, like uniforms.

Raised in the Slovak tongue, Mike did not know English when he began first grade. By the end of the year Mike was so proficient in his new language that he skipped second grade. It was amazing, his relatives said: The boy never forgot anything. He could open the evening newspaper, read a page of it, and the next morning tell you exactly what all the articles said.

He was shy around girls, but then, not many of the boys in Franklin Borough were at ease with girls, or vice versa. Men he understood. And men liked and understood Mike Strank.

It seemed that the warm, supportive, and structured life of the Strank family would never come undone. But as the Depression began to sink its teeth into eastern Pennsylvania, the steel mills, like the rest of America, began to shut down. There was no future here for Mike.

He ended up as part of a brainstorm of President Roosevelt to get the country back on its economic feet: the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). Through the 1930s youthful CCC workers planted millions of trees across America, released nearly a billion game fish into the country’s rivers and lakes, and dug thousands of miles of canals for irrigation and transportation.

But the CCC had a greater function—one that did not fully reveal itself until America went to war. It served as training for some three million boys, many of whom would flood into the armed services after Pearl Harbor. Administered by the Army, the CCC introduced its recruits to camp life, to military discipline, to physical fitness, and to a sense of loyalty to comrades and to a cause.

Mike disappeared into the CCC in 1937 weighing 140

pounds. He came out two years later a strapping 180, tanned and handsome. Mike was nineteen now. The year was 1939. In Europe Hitler’s legions were overrunning his Czech homeland, making slaves of his people.

Mike decided to join the Marines.

He didn’t have to do it. He could have avoided military service altogether, given his Czech citizenship. His brother John always puzzled over the fact that the Marines allowed him in at all; apparently no one checked out his nationality.

Mike enlisted on October 6, 1939. And soon the brainy Czech boy would transform himself into the ultimate American fighting man: a tough, driven, and confident leader.
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