


  CHAPTER ONE


  A Boy Named Dixie


  WHO KNOWS WHAT CONSTITUTES A HERO IN THE MAKING? WHAT traits are inborn and which ones are learned and practiced? Why do some ordinary men and women rise above fear and pain and, when faced with seemingly overwhelming circumstances, do remarkable things? And inspire those around them to also do more?


  What factors cause certain people to be natural leaders of men, universally respected and admired? Is it hereditary? Learned?


  On a different note, why is it that so many men and women who eventually serve their country aboard an oceangoing warship are born and raised so very far from salt water?


  We know of nothing that marked Dixie Kiefer for eventual heroism and leadership when he was born on April 4, 1896. His place of birth was in landlocked Blackfoot, Bingham County, Idaho, a burg located just south of the Snake River but a long, long way from salt water. The area averages just eleven inches of rain per year.


  Regardless, Kiefer would grow up to become a participant in and hero of historic naval battles. They would be fought in faraway and much wetter and more dangerous places than Blackfoot, Idaho. Locations like the Coral Sea, Midway Island, and the China Sea.


  Dixie came into this troubled world only about a decade after the area in southeastern Idaho had seen its first permanent white settlers but more than eleven thousand years after the first humans inhabited the region. His birthday was less than twenty years after President Ulysses Grant declared nearby Yellowstone the world’s first national park. Exactly two years before the start of the Spanish-American War. And only a couple of years after a “ditch” was dug from the nearby river to irrigate Blackfoot’s streets and grow trees of such uncommon height and beauty that sightseeing parties came from all over the region to view them.
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    Commodore Dixie Kiefer, summer 1945, his right arm still in a cast from injuries suffered while serving as captain of USS Ticonderoga.


  It is also interesting to note that Dixie was born at the same time that governments in faraway Europe were negotiating and signing treaties that were aligning nations into two distinct and opposing camps. Russia, France, and Great Britain came together in an agreement that would come to be known as the Triple Entente. Meanwhile, the new German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, pointedly dissolved his successor’s alliances and, determined to pass England as the world’s greatest naval power, began building capital ships at an unprecedented rate. Even in the mid-1890s, as Dixie Kiefer was born to Tina and Carl in Idaho, Europe was preparing for the next great war. One that would give Dixie his first taste of battle.


  As of this writing, neither Blackfoot’s official website nor its Wikipedia page mentions the birth of the infant Kiefer in their town. There apparently is no monument to him there, no memorial that would indicate this baby born in their municipality would grow up to one day command a mighty ship and accomplish heroic and amazing things on behalf of his nation and its allies.


  The area’s dry climate is favorable for one thing: The town of Blackfoot has long been known as “The Potato Capital of the World.” This fact, in addition to the nearby location of the East Idaho Fair and the view of the stunning sunset behind the distant Tetons, is what is emphasized by the town boosters.


  Maybe they simply are not aware. It was only a few years after the boy’s birth in their town—and also that of his younger sister, Idanha, in 1903—that his family made what was just another in a series of moves. The 1900 census found them in Spokane, Washington. Later, they headed farther west, briefly out to California, much closer to the sea.


  Both of Dixie Kiefer’s parents were first-generation Americans, children of German immigrants. His father, Karl Edward Wilhelm Kiefer—who over the years employed a variety of variations of his given name, including “Edward C.,” “Carl,” “Karl,” “H. G.,” and even “E. C. W.”—was born in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. For simplicity, we will call him “Carl.”


  Both of Carl’s parents, Dixie’s paternal grandparents, died long before the boy was born out there in potato country. They would never know how the youngster turned out or the extraordinary things he would eventually do.


  Carl Kiefer grew up to become an insurance agent and to dabble in real estate, first in the Pittsburgh area where his family had settled. Later, he made a move west to Denver, Colorado. Records from the era show that he represented protection through a variety of different insurance companies. It was in Colorado that he met and married a young lady named Maggie, a union that did not last long or produce children. Their divorce would get Carl Kiefer’s name into the legal annals of the state when Maggie sued him for an increase in alimony after the final decree. She also accused him of living in adultery with his second wife, a Nebraska girl named Christina Glade. Christina was Dixie’s mother.


  The whole thing was a complicated dispute in which Maggie questioned whether the divorce was final in Colorado before Carl married Christina over in Nebraska. The eventual decision by the judge—in Carl’s favor—did set enough of a precedent to become part of case law in the state. Attorneys and judges still reference the case today.


  The Nebraska girl whom Carl married, Christina Glade, was also a first-generation citizen of the United States. Hers was another German family that came to America seeking opportunity ahead of what would prove in the 1900s to be a difficult time for their native nation. The Glades overcame true hardship in their new country but eventually found notable success.


  Christina’s father (Dixie’s grandfather), Henry Glade, had been born in Hanover in 1844, the youngest of twelve children. He was only four years old when his parents emigrated to America on a sailing vessel. It took them thirteen weeks to make the voyage to New Orleans. They soon continued their move, going on up the Mississippi River to St. Louis. It could have been they were trying to get as far from salt water as they could after that trying passage. It was more likely, though, that they were simply following so many other Germans who had found a home in St. Louis.


  Unfortunately, both of Henry’s parents died soon after getting to St. Louis. Siblings and other displaced Germans raised Henry Glade, at least until he decided he was old enough and struck out on his own. He found himself in Iowa and, though still not yet a teenager, learned through on-the-job experience the flour milling trade. By the time he was fourteen years old, he was in charge of a mill all on his own, supervising men twice and three times his age, showing remarkable leadership for someone so young.


 –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––


  We might safely assume that Dixie Kiefer inherited his determination, self-reliance, and leadership skills—ones that made him such a fine military man—from his grandfather Henry, as well as the bravery and resilience to carry on regardless of hardship.


   –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––


  The young Henry Glade wasted no time in putting to use the things he had learned in the mills where he worked. He soon constructed his own flour mill, hired and oversaw a crew there, and then scouted around and bought another, this one in Grand Island, Nebraska. Along the way, he also met and married Catherine Etting, the sister of a business partner. Together, Henry and Catherine raised five children, four boys and a girl.


  That lone girl, of course, was Christina, Dixie’s mother. She was born in March 1870. Each of the boys would one day help to run their father’s highly successful milling businesses. Christina would meet and marry a recent divorcé from Colorado named Carl Kiefer and immediately begin hopscotching around the country.


  One of Christina’s brothers, Fred Glade—Dixie Kiefer’s uncle—happened to be a talented athlete and walked away from the family business for a bit to take an interesting side trip. He became a professional baseball player in the major leagues, eventually a starting pitcher for the St. Louis Browns and the New York Highlanders (a team that later became the Yankees). He was the first pitcher in major league history to toss a shutout and then hit a home run for the game’s only score to win it, one to nothing. After his baseball career—finishing with a lifetime earned-run average of 2.62 and 107 complete games tossed—Fred came back home to Nebraska and rejoined his brothers in the milling business, leaving the baseball diamond behind.


  There Fred met and married a pretty, young Christian Scientist from Missouri. Her name was Dixie Husband. The new Mrs. Fred Glade, then, became the namesake for her sister-in-law’s third child, a boy, and the primary subject of our story. Christina had a penchant for naming her children after members of her family, maybe as an antidote for all the time she spent away from them after marrying Carl. The Kiefers’ first child, born in Wisconsin in 1892, was named Henry Glade Kiefer, after Christina’s father. Next came Catherine, born in Colorado and named for Christina’s mother. Then there was Dixie and Idanha, out there in Idaho. We now know about Dixie’s given name, but we cannot be sure where Idanha got her most unusual one. It may well have come from an ornate new hotel completed and opened in Boise only a few years before her birth in the same state. The inspiration for Carl’s and Christina’s last girl cannot be confirmed, but one note says that Phyllis Glade—called “Honey” by friends and family—may have been named for Christina’s brother, Filbert. She arrived in this world in California, where Carl and Christina and their brood had by then temporarily landed.


  Both Kiefer boys, Henry and Dixie, eventually served their country in the military, and Catherine married a major in the US Army Air Corps. Henry was a first sergeant in the Signal Corps during the final months of World War I. Dixie would receive in 1915 an appointment from Nebraska’s 1st Congressional District to the US Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, and would continuously serve for more than thirty years, including seeing battle action in two world wars.


  None of the Kiefers or Glades—including young Dixie—could have ever guessed where that war-shortened Naval Academy education would eventually take him, what he would do in the service of his country, or how he would one day contribute so mightily to helping defeat a fanatical enemy.


  Dixie’s time at Annapolis would be reduced by the critical need for naval officers, experienced or not, in what was then known as the Great War. Not yet “World War I,” because no one could have known for certain that there would ever be a World War II. The Great War was, after all, often referred to as “The War to End All Wars.” Many truly believed that optimistic prediction.


  Nor could anybody have known that Dixie, the kid born and raised so far from any ocean, would stretch that career at sea—and in the air above it—long enough to fight in and survive both worldwide conflicts.


  Carl and Christina Kiefer divorced not long after the birth of their youngest daughter, Phyllis. We have no record of what caused the split, but we can guess it may have had something to do with Carl’s wandering and Christina’s desire to be near home and family back in the Midwest. Carl remained in California (the Fresno area), met and married his third wife, Charlotte Burch, and had two girls, half sisters to the rest of the Kiefer clan. For that marriage, Carl officially used the name Edward C. Kiefer.


  Christina—or “Tina,” as Dixie always called her in the many beneficiary forms, requests for reimbursement, and other naval paperwork he filled out over the years—promptly returned with her children to the Midwest after the separation. She never remarried, even though she lived a long life. She would not pass away until September 1949, at the age of seventy-nine, a long time in which she and Phyllis often resided with Dixie, crisscrossing the country and even the Pacific Ocean, following him to whichever home port it was from which the United States required her son to sail.


  Unlike their father—who divorced twice and married three times in an era and place in which even one dissolution of nuptials was unusual—neither Dixie nor Phyllis ever married.


  It is another curious aside to our story that Carl Kiefer, a man who employed so many different given names in his time, fathered a son to whom he and his wife awarded only a single moniker.


  Dixie Kiefer had no middle name. “Dixie Kiefer” was all there was.

  
  This ironic oddity would perplex Academy professors, navy yeomen, military record-keepers, citation authors, genealogists, and other sticklers for accuracy from the very beginning to the tragic end of Dixie Kiefer’s long and stellar career.






  CHAPTER TWO


  War and Peace and War


  THE FIRST OF THE SIX YOUNG MEN ASSIGNED TO ASSASSINATE ARCHduke Franz Ferdinand simply lost his nerve. There was a policeman standing behind him, too close. The boy was afraid he would be caught before he could hurl the bomb he carried at the heir apparent to the Austro-Hungarian throne. He did not even try. He simply stood and watched as the intended victim passed only feet from him, hoping the policeman did not see his knees shaking or the bulge of the bomb he carried in his jacket.


  The second would-be assassin, the next down the motorcade route, boldly pulled out his device and gave it a mighty heave. However, he was so exuberant that the bomb skidded well past its target and exploded beneath the fourth car in line, not the second one. Not the vehicle in which Franz Ferdinand and his wife rode. The driver of the archduke’s open convertible had been half expecting such an attack all along. He instinctively punched the accelerator and sped away. That made it impossible for the other four assassins to make any kind of attempt to mortally correct perceived political wrongs.


  It was June 1914, and the European continent was a hot cauldron, already boiling, threatening to spill over into war.


  Later that same day, Archduke Ferdinand ignored the advice given him and headed out to visit those injured in the earlier botched attempt on his life. He felt it critical that he not show fear of those


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

   
  
  



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


   

  
  
  


	It is requested that I be ordered to duty with the next class for instruction and training in aviation to begin 1 July 1922.


	I have completed four years sea duty subsequent to graduation from the Naval Academy.


	If this request is granted it is requested that I be allowed to proceed by land paying my own expenses with thirty days delay.


	I have had no leave during the fiscal year.
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  AUTHORS’ NOTES AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  DON KEITH


  I have written and published a number of successful nonfiction historical and biographical works in addition to novels. Because of that, it is inevitable that I am often contacted by folks who believe they have a story worthy of telling, usually that of a friend or relative, and they want to talk with me about doing it. In those cases, I almost always have to beg off. While the stories may be interesting or inspiring, they simply do not necessarily have what it takes to attract a sizable readership. These individuals would typically be better served by contributing whatever materials they have to organizations that collect oral histories and related materials, such as the Library of Congress’s veterans’ project.


  Also, to be perfectly blunt, in order to find publishers willing to take on works nowadays, it is necessary that the publisher sees a way to sell enough books to make it worth their while. And the truth is that I also make my living writing books and have the same economic constraints. Much as I would love to do everyone’s story, I simply do not have the time.


  But when David Rocco dropped me an e-mail and briefly told me about Dixie Kiefer and his remarkable life, and the story of the two plane crashes on Mount Beacon, it caught my attention. It is an amazing story of a man who has not yet gotten his due. The fact that Dave had already accumulated a mass of research materials was a positive feature. And that is what led to The Indestructible Man. I am extremely proud to have played a part in telling Dixie’s story, accurately and—we hope—compellingly.


  In writing a story like this one, authors must necessarily rely on a staggering amount of research materials, such as those that David had already collected, what he has found in the interim, and what I was able to locate. We have exhaustively sought out and employed such documentation in an attempt to be as accurate as possible. In a work such as this one, almost every sentence requires some sort of backup or verification from sources believed to be reliable.


  However, in the attempt to tell a human story, we have deliberately not placed footnotes or other distractions throughout the narrative, as is often done in historical works. Despite that, the reader can be confident that any statement, date, quote, or statistic is backed up with facts as accurate as we can determine them to be. We have specifically avoided speculation or embellishment, even if it might have made the story even more compelling, and even if it appeared in a source that might be assumed accurate but could not be properly confirmed.


  We have also deliberately avoided a great deal of detail about ships, aircraft, and weaponry and how they work. Likewise, we have not tried to dig too deeply into military procedure, battle tactics, or excessive background information. There are many other works readily available that provide in-depth analysis of those things, including about Pearl Harbor, Coral Sea, and Midway, and aircraft carriers, carrier-based aircraft, and fleet operations.


  This is Dixie’s and the other crash victims’ story. And we are storytellers. While we have attempted to provide enough detail to give adequate context and an understanding of what they went through, we did not want too much unnecessary information or minutiae to get in the way of the tale being told as grippingly as we could.


  In addition, please understand that in our quest to make this a “human” story, we have placed words into the mouths and thoughts into the heads of people who are no longer with us. They are not here to confirm those specific words and thoughts for us. Be assured that we have based any such usage completely on our research and believe they are accurate and reflective of reality.


  Understand, too, that oral histories and other personal remembrances are subject to error and faulty memories. Again, we have tried to be as certain as we could by using multiple accounts and other context, and to only use the material that we believe to be accurate.


  All pictures in this book, unless otherwise credited, are from the US Navy History and Heritage Command Archives and are in the public domain. Note that some are not as sharp and clear as we would prefer, but they were taken more than seventy years ago. We have attempted to use higher-resolution scans where possible, but they are not always available.


  Our research includes extensive use of the official service records of key individuals, obtained by request through the National Personnel Records Center of the National Archives. The authors appreciate the assistance of US Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York for assisting in expediting those requests.


  We also relied on numerous newspaper accounts published at the time that reported on the crash and its aftermath. Where we quoted directly from stories, we named the specific source as part of the narrative. Note that these accounts were sometimes inaccurate or contradictory—sometimes even by the same reporter in a single story—and we attempted to confirm specifics through more than one report whenever we could.


  A number of books served as source information in relation to vessels, operations, campaigns, people, and battles. Especially helpful were the books Miracle at Midway by Gordon W. Prange, Blue Skies and Blood: The Battle of the Coral Sea by Edwin P. Hoyt, The First Team: Pacific Air Combat from Pearl Harbor to Midway by John B. Lundstrom, and The Battle of the Coral Sea: Combat Narratives from the Publication Section of the Combat Intelligence Branch, Office of Naval Intelligence, US Navy. I also relied on my own previous research for my book, The Ship That Wouldn’t Die, about another specific ship at the Battle of the Coral Sea.


  By far the most helpful in this effort, though, was the tremendous encouragement and assistance from the members of the USS Ticonderoga Veterans Association. Their efforts throughout the years to gather and make available, through various publications and their websites, recollections from the men who were aboard the ship during the kamikaze attacks were invaluable in helping us tell what we have strived to make a full and accurate interpretation of those awful twelve hours.


  The group was also very welcoming to David Rocco at its annual convention and shared graciously with him during and after that event, as well as with both Dave and I at a later convention in New Orleans after the initial publication of this book.


  The authors hope we have done justice not only to their ship and shipmates, to their memories and to their service to their country, but also to all those others who have done so.


  We offer this book as a salute to them, not just on Armistice Day/Veterans Day or Memorial Day but every day that we remain free, thanks to their sacrifice.


  And thank you, David, for allowing me to sail with you on this fascinating and exciting voyage.


  DAVID ROCCO


  Who would have guessed what life had in store for me when I left my job as a carpenter for the New York City Housing Authority in March 2001 due to a career-ending injury? An injury that set me on an uncharted course that would forever change my life. A course that I know for a fact changed the lives of a great number of other people as well.


  Shortly after I retired from my eighteen-year career with New York City—one that sent me into some of the most dangerous areas of the city’s five boroughs—I looked for a way to fill the void in my suddenly empty schedule.


  One day in early November 2001, I came across a brochure in a rack in the Dutchess County government office building about an upstart group called Walkway Over the Hudson. This grassroots, not-for-profit, and volunteer-based organization was pursuing the crazy idea of transforming a forgotten and abandoned but historic railroad bridge across the Hudson River into a multiuse linear park in the sky. And they were looking for volunteers and donors to help them reach their goal.


  I immediately signed up. This was something I could get involved with even though I was no longer physically able to do manual labor or demanding physical activity. More important, it gave me an opportunity to be a part of a single project encompassing three areas in which I had a strong interest—the perfect trifecta! They were preserving some of the forgotten railroad history in America, adding to the “Rails to Trails” effort, and it was all taking place in an area I love, along the majestic Hudson River.


  The project was the restoration of a historic railroad bridge that first opened for traffic in 1889 and operated continuously until a fire burned 600 feet of the wooden walkways and railroad ties on May 8, 1974. The group’s plan was to convert the bridge into a span for walkers, runners, and bicyclists, similar to other such projects in our area that had reworked old railroad beds and rights-of-way for use as pedestrian trails. This one would be considerably larger and more challenging, but that just made it more exciting for me to be a part of it.


  The Poughkeepsie Railroad Bridge was 6,767 feet long and arced 212 feet above the majestic Hudson River. It had sat there from May 1974 until a group of volunteers in 1992 tried to convince the public that the walkway idea would be a better alternative than tearing the railroad bridge down and selling it for scrap.


  It was six years after I got involved that the project finally took off. A local foundation generously pledged a large sum of money to get us started. Eventually, New York State Parks and then the New York State Bridge Authority assumed the operation and ownership of the former railroad span. With professional staff now in charge, volunteers like me stepped back and let them take over. We had reached our goal. Our dream was now in the hands of the people who had the wherewithal and know-how to make this project a reality. The groundbreaking was held in May 2008, and construction started soon after. The stunning walkway over the river was opened to the public on October 3, 2009.


  During this time, I learned of another notable renovation effort in the Mid-Hudson Valley that sounded interesting—that of the historic Mount Beacon Fire Tower. When I became involved in the fall of 2008, the ad hoc committee members asked me to take over the project because of my Walkway Over the Hudson experience. It took the group five years to get the necessary renovations completed on the tower.


  On June 22, 2013, the committee hosted a grand reopening at the base of the newly restored structure. Seventy people attended this beautiful ceremony, including three area legends—Hudson Valley master storyteller Jonathan Kruk, famed musician and composer David Amram, and my late, dear friend, musician, songwriter, and activist Pete Seeger. At the conclusion of the ceremony, Pete led the crowd in singing “Amazing Grace.” What a way to cap off a great day!


  While the fire tower committee and dedicated volunteers were working on the fire tower, renovations were also ongoing on the Poughkeepsie Railroad Bridge to transform it into the Walkway. When we were at the point of replacing the nine landings on the fire tower, I asked the general contractor on the Walkway project whether he would mind if I took a number of the steel walkway gratings that were being removed from the railroad bridge so I could install them on the Mount Beacon Fire Tower. He graciously agreed.


  We now had the material to complete the steps and the landings on the tower, utilizing material from one Hudson Valley historic landmark on another. Both the Poughkeepsie Railroad Bridge and the Mount Beacon Fire Tower are listed on the State and National Registry for Historic Places. The tower is also included in the National Lookout Registry.


  It was not long after the fire tower ceremony in June 2013 that I received an e-mail from one of our supporters asking whether I was aware that a plane had crashed on Mount Beacon a number of years before. Naturally, my curiosity got the better of me, so I started attempting to find out whether there was any truth to this story. Much to my surprise and excitement, I learned that a US Navy plane had, indeed, crashed on the northwest flank of Mount Beacon on Sunday, November 11, 1945. Unfortunately, six navy servicemen died in this crash. As my curiosity led me to research the incident more, I discovered that one of the six victims was a navy legend, Commodore Dixie Kiefer.


  As part of my investigation, I reached out to a local historian and librarian, Lynn K. Lucas, at the Adriance Memorial Library, in Poughkeepsie, New York, and to Robert Murphy of the City of Beacon Historical Society, for their assistance. They were both extremely helpful in gathering important background on this tragic event.


  I also learned that a group of people had come together in 2010 to commemorate the sixty-fifth anniversary of the crash with a hike to the location. Dr. Bill Stolfi of the Downstate Correctional Facility in Fishkill, New York, along with several others, had helped to organize the event, which included Boy Scouts from Dutchess County, as well as others from New Jersey and Rhode Island.


  While reading about this anniversary hike, I discovered that there was still plane wreckage remaining on Mount Beacon. Shortly thereafter, I introduced myself to Dr. Stolfi and asked him whether he would be willing to work with me on a seventieth anniversary ceremony. He enthusiastically agreed.


  Meanwhile, I contacted my friend from the Mount Beacon Incline Railway Society, Frank De Lorenzo, to see whether he knew the precise location of the crash. As luck would have it, he did. It was not long afterward that Frank, Bill Volckmann of the Putnam County, New York, Mount Nimham Fire Tower group, and I hiked up to the crash site. It was late October 2014, a perfect, golden fall day. As I stood on that hallowed ground, I was struck with the revelation that the story of these men needed to be told.
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  Since the crash actually took place in the Town of Fishkill, New York, I reached out to the town supervisor, Bob LaColla, to see whether they would be interested in co-organizing the seventieth anniversary ceremony. They were. We agreed to hold the event at the Fishkill Veterans Memorial Park.


  On Saturday, November 14, 2015, more than seventy people gathered to pay their respects to the six men who died on Mount Beacon on November 11, 1945. Those navy men were Dixie Kiefer, Lloyd Heinzen, Hans Kohler, Ignatius Zielinski, Clarence Hooper, and David Wood.


  Also, Robert Murphy had contacted me to tell me there had been a second US Navy plane that had gone down on Mount Beacon. This accident had occurred on Saturday, September 14, 1935. In this crash, two navy reservists, Lincoln Denton and Clinton Hart, were killed. I contacted librarian Lyn Lucas, who had helped me with the 1945 crash, and she once again came through with valuable information regarding the 1935 crash and the men who died in it.


  Finally, I decided to contact US Senator Kirsten Gillibrand’s regional director, Susan Spear, to enlist the senator’s office in helping to secure the personal records of all eight men. This effort required several months before the copies of each man’s military records—at least those in the later incident—arrived at my front door in a huge, heavy box.


  Dixie Kiefer’s file alone took up a third of the contents in this box. It was thicker than the old New York City telephone book we once used. Shortly after that, the files of the two men from the 1935 plane crash arrived.


  After several hikes and the November 2015 ceremony, some people suggested I should write a book about these men and my findings. I agreed a book should be written about the Mount Beacon Eight, but I felt this story should be put in the hands of a professional writer, to allow him or her to bring this important tale to life.


  On January 5, 2017, while shopping with my dear friend, Arne Paglia, at our local BJ’s Wholesale Club store, I wandered into the book department. Two books immediately caught my eye. One was called Undersea Warrior and the other was titled The Ship That Wouldn’t Die. Best-selling and award-winning author Don Keith had written both books.


  I looked at the author’s notes to determine which book I would read first. I was quite impressed that Don had written more than thirty books, but I was more impressed and moved by the fact that he had created a website to assist people in documenting the stories of people who had served in the military or been an eyewitness to historical events. That specifically included those who had served in World War II.


  Don also mentioned that if the reader had a story idea (especially one that had never been told before), they should consider getting in touch with him to discuss a potential book project.


  I decided this was the opportunity I was looking for—the chance to get a seasoned author to help me tell this story. And Don was obviously an author with a great deal of experience writing about the US Navy. He had also done a number of biographies, including the life story of the famous University of Alabama football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant.


  I sat down at my computer and composed an e-mail to Don to gauge his interest in co-writing a book. I deliberately did not go into a great deal of detail, giving just enough information to hopefully gain his interest.


  To my surprise, Don responded within several hours. He wrote that he was interested in what I had shared with him, but he needed to know more specifics about both crashes and the people who had lost their lives. He assured me that I should not be worried about him stealing my idea since he had a reputation to maintain and uphold. I sent him the basics of the story.


  Soon after, Don responded that he was very interested in doing this book with me and suggested we get started immediately. I went to work, e-mailing him all the files and documents I had on my computer and then copying every last page of each of the Mount Beacon Eight’s personal records and shipping them off to Don.


  It was a little over a month later when Don sent me the first chapters for my input and rewrites. I knew then and there that I had made the right decision to enlist the help of a professional writer. I was happy that I had waited for someone like Don Keith who had the skill set to best tell this story.


  My initial thought had been to give equal recognition to all eight men, but the reality was that Dixie Kiefer was a larger-than-life figure. He served in the US Navy for more than thirty years and was a true and highly decorated war hero. Even so, Don and I have attempted to bring attention to the other seven members of the Mount Beacon Eight as well.


  Unfortunately, as time has passed, Dixie Kiefer and the others have been mostly forgotten and remain unknown to most. I hope we have been able to show what these men contributed and the sacrifices they made on behalf of our country.


  I want to thank Don for agreeing to co-write this book. It has been a fascinating journey.


  There were a number of interesting and amazing things that I discovered during my research into these men and their stories. Among them:


  The connection between the two planes due to the proximity of both crashes, almost directly opposite each other on the same ridge, though separated by ten years.


  The connection between the Mount Beacon Fire Tower and the Mount Beacon Incline Railway during the rescue efforts in the 1935 crash.


  Discovering that it was Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal who gave Dixie Kiefer the nickname “The Indestructible Man” at an awards ceremony in the spring of 1945, only for Forrestal to learn later in the year that Dixie Kiefer had perished so near the secretary’s hometown.


  I would like to thank a number of people who helped me in my research, assisted me in promoting various events, and made donations for a memorial headstone to be placed in the Town of Fishkill’s Veterans’ Memorial Park.


  Big thanks to:


  Bill Thomas and Mariah Hudson of Pikes Peak Library District; Michael Heinzen, a nephew of Lloyd Heinzen; and Kate Fox, a niece of Lloyd Heinzen.


  Dear friends Bill and Judy Keating; opera singer and photographer extraordinaire Russ Cusick; and restaurateur Arne Paglia.


  My amigos Janet, Kevin, Bobby, Tom, Whitey, Andy, Dennis Winton, Bobby Jakaitis, and Michael at AJ’s at Yorktown Heights, New York; Beacon historian Robert Murphy; the legendary George Atkinson; Mount Beacon Railway Society project manager Frank DeLorenzo and president Jeff Hughes; New York State Parks Taconic regional director Linda Cooper; the Scenic Hudson organization; Rob Dyson and Diana Gurieva of the Dyson Foundation (who made the Walkway a reality); and Greg Bilotto, author of Along the Mount Beacon Incline Railway.


  The Poughkeepsie Journal’s John Ferro, Alex Wagner, and Geoff Wilson; Hudson Valley News Network’s Donna Reyer and Roger Connor; Cablevision’s Jim Freni, Terrence Michos, and the late Walter Sands; Bruce Apar’s “Bruce the Blog”; Time-Warner Cable’s Michael Howard; WHUD’s Sue Guzman; WCBS Newsradio 880 reporter Peter Haskell; Curtis Schmidt and Kristine Coulter of the Beacon Free Press; Olivia Abel and David Levine of the Hudson Valley Magazine; the Associated Press’s Rik Stevens, George Walsh Jr., and Chris Carola; Greensboro News and Record’s Cindy Loman; and the Highlands Current’s Chip Rowe.


  Fishkill town supervisor Bob LaColla; Fishkill town board members Doug McHoul and Larry Cohen; the City of Beacon’s Randy Casale; Dutchess County Veterans’ Affairs director Nelson Rivera; US Navy Commander Cory Barker; David Graf, Fred Vance, and Ed Trotter of the USS Ticonderoga Veterans Association; and USS Yorktown historian Mark Herber.


  Librarians Lyn Lucas, Russell Franks, Catherine Dodwell, Linda Caisse, Craig Fuller, and William Thomas.


  Ed Lent and Tom Masch for sizable donations to the memorial monument fund.


  The Mount Beacon Fire Tower Restoration Committee.


  Members of the Friends of the Mount Beacon Eight Facebook page.

  Special thanks are in order for Dr. Bill Stolfi, who allowed me to get involved with the Mount Beacon Six seventieth anniversary ceremony in 2015. It was a pleasure to meet Bill and learn that we shared a common interest in the history of Mount Beacon and were both keenly interested in these two military plane crashes that occurred there. Just so you know, Bill served in the navy as well, so I also thank him for his service.


  Another person whom I need to mention is Ted Davis. Ted contacted me in July 2016 to inform me that he wanted to give me Dixie Kiefer’s medals and the accompanying certificates that pertained to each one. The collection included Dixie Kiefer’s graduation ring from the Naval Academy.


  I would also like to thank a very special person who left a lasting impression on my life. The late Pete Seeger and I became friends because of my work with the Walkway Over the Hudson and Mount Beacon Fire Tower projects. Pete was also a member of the Walkway organization and lived on Mount Beacon. He inspired me to continue to take on new challenges to help make the Hudson Valley a better place for everyone.
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  I only wish Pete had lived long enough to see what Bill Stolfi, the Friends of the Mount Beacon Eight, and I have done to honor the memory of those men. Since I had many discussions about history with Pete—as well as the fact that he served in the US Army during World War II—I would have to believe that he would have given me his famous “squinty-eyed” smile and “okay” hand signal!


  Finally, I would also like to thank my wife Ruby, who puts up with my projects, allowing me the freedom to do what I love.


  To my father, Jerry Rocco, thank you for being the person you are, and thank you as well for serving our country during World War II. Yes, you are a true member of the Greatest Generation!


  [image: Attendees at an event on November 11, 2018, marking the seventy-third anniversary of the Dixie Kiefer plane crash. The ceremony included the unveiling of a special Mount Beacon Eight wall plaque in Fishkill, New York. Left to right: Dr. Bill Stolfi, John Deasy, David Rocco, and Larry Qualter. Deasy and Qualter served on USS Ticonderoga during the 1960s. (Photo by David Rocco)]
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  And, of course, my late mother, Mary Byrne Rocco. She devoted herself to me, a child born with severe hearing loss in both ears and legally blind in one eye. She left us much too soon, but her impact on my life and on her grandchildren is a profound and enduring one.


  Thanks to my children, Christopher, Jackie, and Adam, and my son-in-law, Vincent Tallarico, for all your support as well. And to my daughter-in-law, Kathryn, not only for your support but also for bringing into my life my pride and joy, my grandchildren, Cameron and Calvin.


  Then, last but not least, thank you to my brother Steven, for always being there for me during all of my endeavors.
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