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  Dan Akee


  July 15, 2009, Tuba City, Arizona


  DAN AKEE IS ORIGINALLY FROM COAL MINE, ARIZONA and now lives with his wife in Tuba City, Arizona. His grandson was visiting him and helping take care of his grandparents. Mr. Akee is hard of hearing now, and didn’t tell long stories like some of the other Code Talkers. Nevertheless, his life growing up on the reservation prepared him for the rigors of being in the marines. Like many veterans who endured military combat, he had difficulties adjusting to civilian life because of the terrifying events and deaths he had witnessed close hand. PTSD plagued him for years until he found a way to put his life back together. At the time of my visit, he said he had 113 grandchildren. He had been a teacher for a time. He showed me a book of Navajo terminology that he wrote and used when he taught. He was eighty-seven at the time of this visit.


  ■ ■ ■


  I am Kiyaa’áanii, Towering House People clan, born for the ‘Áshi̧i̧hí, Salt People clan. My maternal grandfather clan is the Tł’ízí łání, Many Goats People clan, and my paternal grandfather clan is the Tódích’ii’nii, Bitter Water People clan.


  We have been blessed. Our language is very sacred and it represents the part of life that is true; it saved a lot of people. So I usually say to The People that you should be proud of your language because it was used to make the code and history. This is my own book; I wrote it. I don’t think I will teach anymore. I’m kind of crippled now. I’m eighty-seven right now, an old man.


  I joined in 1943 and was discharged in 1945. I have been to Roi-Namur Marshall Islands, Saipan, Tinian, and Iwo Jima. I went in the second wave. After the first wave went in, I saw young men lying all over the beach and I had to step over them. I delivered my messages. One time we were pinned down; we were blocked. The machine guns were shooting at us and we just lay flat. Then they told me to send the message. If there was a mistake made, it might cost someone’s life. “Don’t ever make a mistake.” That’s what we were told by the instructors.
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  I was eighteen when I joined. See, at seventeen I wanted to and they turned me down at Fort Wingate. Then I went back to school and then right after school, I went down and signed up again. I was a foolish guy. I chose the [outfit] doing more of the fighting than any other division. I enlisted because I liked the uniform. Yeah, they looked sharp. Hey, I want to be like that. That was the cause of it. I didn’t know what I was doing. Heck, I just went in. Someone said, “You’ll be sorry.” I didn’t know what they meant until later on. I was sorry too.


  I grew up herding sheep. My mom didn’t want us to go to school. I was only six years old when I went to school. They found out that I had TB [tuberculosis] and sent me to Kayenta. For two years I was over there. Then I started learning English in school. I didn’t have a name. I said, “Kelchíí’í, Red Moccasins, that’s my Navajo name.” I had two brothers who were in the service. One was in the army. He got wounded and died. The other one died from cancer. They asked my older brother, “What’s your name?” He said, “Ashkii, Ashkii, boy, boy.” That’s how we got our name. They said, “Your name is Lee Akee and you’re Dan Akee.” They just gave us a name. When I was very small, I notice that when you talk Navajo, they use brown soap [to wash your mouth] in the boarding school. It’s awful, it’s bitter. They use it to punish you.


  My mother herded sheep all the time. When I was very small, my father liked to gamble and then he just left. So my mother and I and my brother were the only ones living together. After I came out of the service, I went back to school down at the Sherman Institute and I started getting sick, getting nightmares. So I wanted to continue education, but I couldn’t. So they gave me a Navajo singing, a Nidáá’, Enemy Way Ceremony. The doctor wouldn’t help me. I had nightmares. So I started drinking in Flagstaff. I went down and started drinking until I started spitting blood. That’s how bad it was.


  Then when I went to the doctor, he asked, “Do you drink a little bit?” I said, “Yes.” “Well, I can’t help you.” “Okay, thank you.” I started walking out. When I got to the door, he called me back. “Come here, sit down.” He told me. “Did you ever go to these?” He was a Christian man. Then he started talking about God and all of that. This is a miracle. I tell you the truth. I changed. By the time he got through with me I was a different person. Then when I got home, I used to hide liquor, I took it all out and cigarettes, no more. For fifty-three years now I haven’t had any smoke. I became a Christian. That’s what changed me. I could feel it. From then on, no more nightmares. I got into an accident last year and they cut right here on my brain. That’s why I don’t talk very good, and I forget a lot of things. I’m getting better anyway. I am an ordained minister too. I used to teach a lot but not any more. I’m glad I did. Some times I cry about it.


  What I used to be as a Code Talker, it was for the love of people. Every time when I go around, people come around ask me “Are you a Code Talker?” “Yes.” “Well, shake hands with me. Thank you for your service and all of that.” That’s the way I like it. I said, “God, keep me until I’m one hundred years old. I want to be one hundred,” I said.
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  Edward Anderson


  November 2010, Phoenix, Arizona


  I FOUND EDWARD ANDERSON WEARING A RED BALL CAP with a marine emblem and sitting in a wheelchair in his room at the Phoenix Veterans Hospital. The VA hospital had recently honored him for his service in commemoration of Veterans Day. His daughter and granddaughter were visiting him when we arrived. His living area was a hospital room with a cloth curtain separating his roommate’s half. He had only a few personal items on display—photographs and a Code Talker poster. He looked fragile, like many of the Code Talkers. Though he wore a hearing aid, it was difficult to communicate with him in Navajo and English. While I preferred that the Code Talker tell their story in their way, it appeared that Mr. Anderson might have some difficulty and I didn’t want to wear him out asking questions. He did not give his clan affiliation and mentioned several times that his memory was not so good. His story was peppered with code-switched nouns and verbs that worked as a shorthand way of communicating terms not readily used in the Navajo language. He spoke for a short time until it appeared he was tired, and the session ended. As we gathered our equipment, his room reminded me of the institutional living quarters of the boarding school. I wondered if living in the VA hospital reminded him of the time he spent in the hospital to recover from his war injuries. We left him to continue visiting with his family. We closed the door and made our way down the fluorescent-lit hallway.


  ■ ■ ■


    Kwe’é Phoenixgi danihi’diisgí̧ tániilt’áo. Ła’ éí Peter Nakai wolyé ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. St. Michaelji̧’ ayééh ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Ła’ éí Ganadodi bił da’ííníshta’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’; Leo wolyé ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ éí Kayentadȩ́ȩ́’ naaghá ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Nihits’á̧á̧’ fail áyiilaa Phoenixdi. T’áá nihí t’éí ch’íniit’áázh naakidiniil’táo. Nakai éí háágóóshí̧í̧ anáánáádzá. Ła’ éí Tom Senior wolyé ńt’ȩ́ȩ́. Separate ánihi’diilyaa. Háágóóshí̧í̧ ííyá. Yéego hodíína’go inda doo Code Talker niidlí̧ da áko. T’áádoo le’é biniiyé sign up áshlaa ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’, attacker. Ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ doo shaa hwiinít’í̧i da. T’óó sédá. T’óó sédá. Hodíína’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ biiskání daats’í Bilagáana léí’ yah ííyá. “Niísh Diné nílí̧?” shiłníi lá. “Ao’,” bidishní. “Áko lá, hágo,” shiłníigo bił dah dii’áázh. Ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ ńléí ólta’di léi’ bił ní’áázh. Ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ áádi Code Talker t’óó ahayóí. Da’ółta’ lá. Áádi ídahwiil’aahgo díkwíishí̧í̧ two months daats’í azlí̧í̧’. Áádóó rifle rangegóó da tádííyá. Yá’át’ééh. Áko ndi doo ha̧h bóhooł‘á̧á̧’ da. Áko nizhóní yee’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’.


    I was at Guadalcanal. Áádóó straightgo nániikai. Díkwíí months shí̧í̧ nihee náá’da’asdlí̧í̧’. Aádoo December or November New Guinea holyéegóó niikai. T’áá ni’. Shábííghah. Áádi train ánáádeel’í̧i ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ áadóó inda ńléí New Britaingóó. Áádi December 23rdgo áádi land áda’iilyaa. Hayííłká̧o. Land áda’iilyaadóó land biihiijéé’ diné da’ahihgá̧a léí’. Abinígo. Doo áhoot’éhí da. T’áádóó hodíí’na’go ałk’ijiijéé’. Ei tł’éé’ bííghah t’óó ndaháátá̧ dóó biiskání. T’áádóó náádanihiiská̧. Hos’í̧í̧dgo ńléí haa’íshí̧í̧ airportdi yii’nééłgo ááji̧ áko December 29. Áádi atíshi’diilyaa. Áádóó doo ééhoozin da. Tába̧a̧hgi shiijéé’go naaki daats’í danihiiská̧ ákó̧ó̧, gi át’é, doo shił bééhózin da. Áádóó ńléígóó háágóó shí̧í̧ náánihi’deesgí̧ ha’nóo. Hospital ship sizí̧ jiní. Yich’í̧’ shi’dooltééłgo ałk’ináájiijéé’ jiní. Japanese plane áádȩ́ȩ́ níjéé’. T’óó diné adashiisxan dóó yóó’ííjéé’ háágóóshí̧í̧. Áádi t’óó táłkáá’ nihił dah nida’a’eełgo. Hóla hahgoshí̧í̧ ałtso. Hajoobáá’ígo ńléí hospital shipgi niikai. Bii’ nidanihi’diizhjaa’. Éí áádóó New Guinea hodoo’niid. Áádi army hospital léí’gi danihi’diisgí̧. Díkwííshí̧í̧ áádi náánihiiská̧. Hospital góne’ t’óó ahayóí. Doo ééhózin da. T’óó nihee nidahonigaah. Áádóó hospital ship bii’ nináádanihi’diishjaa’. Nihił dah náá’dii’éél. Haa’igishí̧í̧ bridge daats’í t’áá straight nihił ninááda’iiz’éél. Navy hospital léí’gi yah anáádanihi’diishjaa’. Áádóó nááná łahgo díkwííshí̧í̧ náánééská̧. Doo shił bééhózin da. A month daats’i náá’ásdlí̧í̧’ hóla. Áádóó k’ad Stategóó nikééníyá shidoo’niid. Áádóó índa nihił dah nááda’dii’éél. Háágóóshii t’óó, Hawaiigi stop ádeiilyaa, jiní t’óó. Αádóó índa haashí̧í̧ nízah Oakland, California hospitalgi áádi nihił ninááda’iiz’éél. Oakland hospital ha’nó̧o. Áádi t’áá yá’át’ééh nísísdlí̧í̧’. Áádóó Yosemite National Parkgóó náánísdzá. Áádi náásésdáh ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Áádóó nát’á̧á̧’ ńléí Oaklandji̧’. T’áá yá’át’ééh nísísdlí̧í̧’ sha’shin áya̧a̧ nikéédiisdzá áłts’íísígo.


  ■ ■ ■


  We were brought here at Phoenix, three of us. One’s name was Peter Nakai. He was married into a family at St. Michaels. The other one I was going to school with at Ganado; Leo was his name from Kayenta. He failed [the test] in Phoenix. Just the two of us remained. I’m not sure where Nakai went again. The other’s name was Tom Senior. We were separated. I’m not sure which way he went. Finally, we were not Code Talkers. I had signed up for something else, to be an attacker. Then they ignored me. I just sat and sat. Then, perhaps the next day, a white man came in. “Are you a Navajo?” he asked me. I replied, “Yes.” “Well, then come with me,” he said and took me to a place where learning was going on. There were many Code Talkers there. They were apparently learning. We were there about two months learning. And then I even went to the rifle range. It was good. But I didn’t learn it quickly.


  I was at Guadalcanal. And then we all came straight back. I’m not sure how many months we spent again. And then in December or November we went to a place called New Guinea. On foot, ceaselessly. We trained there again then on to New Britain. We landed there on December 23 at sunrise. When we landed, we got onto the land where people were fighting. In the morning, stillness. Then suddenly fighting began. We sat all night and the next day. Then the night passed again. In the morning, as we progressed, there was an airport somewhere, and it was December 29. There I was injured. Things became unclear. We spent about two nights on the water’s edge there, I think; I don’t remember.


  And then they told us they were transporting us somewhere again. It was said that there was a hospital ship. It is said that when I was being carried there, fighting began again. The Japanese planes arrived from there. The people just threw me down and ran off somewhere. We were just floating on the water. I don’t know when it was over. We finally arrived at the hospital ship. We were carried onto it. And then they said [we were in] New Guinea.


  We were taken there to an army hospital. I’m not sure how many days we spent there again. There were many in the hospital. It was chaotic. We were just hot. And then we were carried onto the hospital ship again. We sailed off again. There must have been a bridge somewhere. We went straight again. We were transported to a navy hospital again. I’m not sure how many more nights we spent again. I don’t know. Perhaps a month passed again; I’m not sure. And then I was told that I was going back to the States. And then we sailed off again. I’m not sure where, but I was told we made a stop at Hawaii. And then I’m not sure how far, but we arrived at a hospital at Oakland, California. They said it was Oakland Hospital. And then I got well. Then I went to Yosemite National Park. I stayed there again. Then back to Oakland. I guess I got well because I started walking slowly again.
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  Jimmy Begay


  July 6, 2009, Sawmill, Arizona


  JIMMY BEGAY LOOKED QUITE DIGNIFIED in his yellow Code Talker shirt and silver and turquoise bolo tie. His wife and son, Perry, were nearby. Perry is his father’s escort, driver, and guide; it is often customary among the Diné to have a child or grandchild take this responsibility when the parents become elderly and need help. Mr. Begay didn’t say how many children he had, only that one son lives in Crownpoint and the others live in Albuquerque. He enlisted when he was almost seventeen years old. He spoke of the harsh existence herding sheep, but it did not compare to the cruel treatment he received at school, where he wasn’t allowed to speak the Navajo language. Nevertheless, he participated in sporting events, including boxing, while at the school. After returning from the war, he worked as a security guard at the Bellemont Depot, an ammunition camp in Flagstaff. Ironically, he met some Japanese people there that he said were “pretty nice” to him. After the plant closed, he became a lumberjack and eventually learned how to operate a power saw for a lumber company. When word got out that he knew everything about fixing and operating power saws, he was offered training in chainsaw operation and was promoted to chainsaw dealer. In 1950 he put his carpentry skills to work and built the home for his family that he was currently living in. Without any help from the military, he built it little by little. “Still in it,” he says.


  In preparation for his departure to the war, his grandfather gave him a protection blessing and another blessing when he returned. Like many veterans, he suffered from traumatic dreams of the war. Mr. Begay knows firsthand the perils of entering a war and, like his grandfather who blessed him, he offers prayers for the younger generation of men and women headed for military service.


  Naaneesht’ézhí Táchii’nii. Kinyaa’áanii éí báshíshchíín. Honághááhnii dóó Tótsohnii éí dashicheii ádaat’é. I am Charcoal Streak People of the Red Running into Water Clan. I am born for Towering House. One Who Walks Around Clan and the Big Water are my maternal grandfathers.

 
  ■ ■ ■

  
  Well, my folks come from the other side of Sanders near Holbrook there, up this way. That’s where they used to have cattle ranch. That’s where my dad’s from over there. Shimá éí nagháí Tsézhiní dahojiní níléí Tóhaach’i níwohdi níléí halgaidi. Áádȩ́ȩ́’ shimá ndaakai shimá yázhí da daniló̧o. Haashí̧í̧t’áo ahidahidiikai sha’shin. Áko kéyah ńdahodii’á̧a lá nagháí Ch’óshgai Mountain bikáá’gi. Ákwe’é éí nda’niilkaad ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Dóó béégashii da łí̧í̧’ da holó̧o. Kot’áo éí bee nihiyaa dahoo’a’.

  
  Shighan éí Red Lakegóó atiin old road dził bitsí̧í̧góó atiin ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. About six miles daats’í Fort Defianceji̧’. Ákwe’é tó háálí̧. Éí ákwe’é shighan kéyah ałdó’. Two acres nihikéyah ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. T’ahdii ákwe’é kééhwiit’í̧. Kin bighá̧á̧’di éí shí̧í̧go kééhwiit’í̧. Sometime we move down to Lukachukai at winter. Kojigo dó’ Crownpoint áájigo ałdó’ ńdadii’nééh ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ with the sheep. That’s just the way we were raised. Deesk’aazgo éí deesk’aaz. Sheep bikági danihi’éé’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Násdó̧ó̧zgo biyi’déé’ ditł‘ogo. Nihiké’achogii ałdó’ t’áá éí bee nda’niilkaad ńt’éé’. Shínaaí éí táá’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Ła’ éí bił daneedzá̧ dóó bił da’ííníílta’.

  
  Áádóó ólta’ éí Fort Defiance Indian School ákwe’é éí ndanihidziznil shí dóó shitsilí. Ániilts’ísí sha’shin áya̧a̧ doo hózhó̧ bénáshniih da éí. Shí daats’í seven daats’í shinááhaigo. Shitsilí éí five daats’í binááhaigo ákwe’é ndanihidziznil. Ákwe’é da’ííníílta’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Áko t’áá iyisií, at that time they were kind of siláo k’ehjí nahalo̧o da’jółta’ lá áko. You march to school, you march to where we eat, to where they train us at boarding school. The Board Advisor’s name was Mr. Caro joolyéo. He was First World War I. Éí siláo jílí̧i ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Ákót’áo éí ákwe’é nihiyaa dahoo’a’ da’ííníílta’go. We march to school, everywhere we go, dining, moviegóó da ałnáádeiikahgo. Ákót’áo nihiyaa dahoo’a’ ákwe’é Indian Schoolgi march ádeel’óo ákótáo t’éíyá. Áádóó t’áále’égóó naanish ádaałts’ísígíí éí da bídahwiil’aah like, carpenter, shoes maker, and all that. T’áá nihí nihikee’ ádeiil’í̧i ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ nihikee’ bigházhashgo. Ńdeiilkadgo da. That’s how they raised us. It was pretty strict. T’áá íyisíí t’áá yéégo bee atsxis da nihídahidéélnáá’. T’áádoo le’é ajiisihgo, they treat you that way. T’áádóó ńléí schooldi dó’, when we go to school and we talk Navajo over there they punish you. Ákót’áo tídanihijił’í̧i ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. They whip us sometime. Sometime nihílátł’ááhdéé’ ńdeeniłhał ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’, teachers. Kót’áo nihiyaa dahooł’a’.
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 Áádóó jooł da bee ndeii’né éí football dóó baseball da. Áádóó boxing team da atah nishlí̧i ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Wrestle da. I was playing football too. Baseball. Ákót’áo nihiyaa dahooł’a’. Those advisors, Mr. Caro joolyé. Ha’át’íí shí̧í̧ át’ée sha’shin, naakaii daats’í át’é. Ałníí’dóó łahjí̧’ éíyá t’áá bilagáana sha’shin. Éí nishłí̧ éí doo níi da. T’óó ákót’é. Ákó teachers dó’ t’áá ákót’é mistreat us. Ń danihinłtsxisgo da. Áko Diné k’ehjí éí doo yádeiilti’ da bilagáana k’ehjí t’éíyá. Ákót’áo éí yá da’ííníilta’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’, ao’. Kind of hard, áko. Áko boxing team atah nishłí̧igo éí nízaadgóó tándiikah like, Phoenix, Albuquerque, Santa Fe.

 
 Shádí dó’ hóló̧o ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Táá’. Naaki éí ííłta’ Wingatedi. Éí dó’ biyaa dahoo’a’ áájí ólta’jí. Nihí éí akéé’di índa ndanihijiznil. Ákót áo lá̧á̧ kééhwiit’ó̧o ndahashzhiizh. Dibé éí la̧’í da ńt’éé’. Áya̧a̧ dí̧í̧’go ał’a̧a̧ shijéé’ ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. Éí télii yikéé’ nda’ałjidgo nda’niilkaad ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’. T’áá e’e’ááhí da ńdanihiilkááhgo. Ákót’áo éí nihiyaa dahoo’a’ t’áá hooghangi. Dóó áko 1942ji̧’ ahoolzhiizh. December seven daashin éí Japanese shí̧í̧ ashja̧a̧ náádayiidlaa Hawaii ákódayiilaa. T’óó ákódzaa. Áádóó ashiiké bił ahéédahoszinígíí boxing team bił atah danishlí̧ yȩ́ȩ́ da. Sports da’niitahá̧á̧. Dikwíí shí̧í̧ tániilt’áo éí íyisíí join the marines dadii’nó̧o áádóó t’óó ádadii’níi ńt’ȩ́ȩ́’ t’áá ákódzaa. We joined the marines. K’adȩ́ȩ́’ seventeen shinááhááhgo ákót’áo enlist áshlaa one month hadziihgo.


  ■ ■ ■


  Well, my folks come from the other side of Sanders near Holbrook there. That’s where they used to have a cattle ranch. That’s where my dad’s from over there. My mom is from Black Rock they call it, past Tohatchi at the valley. That’s where my mother comes from, my aunts and them. I’m not sure how they all got together. They chose land on top of Chuska Mountain. That’s where we used to herd sheep. And there were cows and horses. That’s what we were raised with.


  My home was on the way to Red Lake on the old road near the mountain. It is about six miles to Fort Defiance. There’s a spring there. That’s where my home is plus land. We used to have two acres of land. We still live there. In the summertime, we live just above our home. Sometime we move down to Lukachukai in winter. This way too, toward Crownpoint, we used to move with the sheep. That’s just the way we were raised. When it was cold, it was cold. Sheepskins were our clothes with the wool inside out. We used it as our loafers, too, when we herded sheep. I had three older brothers. We were raised with and went to school with one of them.


  As for school, they put us at Fort Defiance Indian School, me and my younger brother. I must have been small because I don’t remember it well. I must have been seven years old. My brother must have been five years old when they put us there. That’s where we attended school. At that time they were very strict, using military means, at school. You march to school; you march to where we eat, to where they train us at boarding school. The Board Advisor’s name was Mr. Caro. He was in World War I. He was a veteran. That’s how we were raised while we were going to school there. We march to school, everywhere we go, dining, even to the movies. That’s how we were raised there at the Indian School having to march everywhere. And then we learned minor jobs like carpentry, shoemaker, and all that. We used to make our own shoes when our shoes got worn out, even sewing them. That’s how they raised us. It was pretty strict. We were even severely punished with whips. When you made a mistake, they treat you that way. Also, when we go to school and we talk Navajo over there, they punish you. That’s how they abused us. They whipped us sometime. Sometimes teachers whipped the palm of our hands. This is how we were raised.


  And then we played sports like football and baseball. And I used to be part of the boxing team, even wrestling. I was playing football too, and baseball. That’s how we were raised by our advisors. Mr. Caro is what he was called. I’m not sure what he is, perhaps half-Mexican, the other half must have been white. He never identified himself that way. That’s just how it is. So the teachers were like that, mistreating us by whipping us and such. So we did not speak Navajo, just English. That’s how we were going to school, yes. So it was kind of hard. When I was on the boxing team, we used to travel far, like to Phoenix, Albuquerque, and Santa Fe.


  I used to have older sisters too. Three. Two of them attended school at Wingate. They were raised at school also. We were placed last. That’s how we lived through those times. There was a lot of sheep. I know because they were divided into four herds. We used to herd them with donkeys. We used to sleep anywhere when the sun set. That’s how we were raised at home. And then 1942 came. I think it was December 7th when the Japanese attacked Hawaii. That’s what happened. And then the boys that I knew, those who were on the boxing team with me, those of us in sports, and I wanted to join the marines, especially three of us. We were sort of just kidding, but it happened. We joined the marines. I was almost seventeen years old when I enlisted, about a month away.

  
  ■ ■ ■


  They taught us how to fight with rifle and knife, man to man. That’s how they trained us. Pretty rough. The only thing happened just before we finished boot camp. They put us in the water to swim. Nobody knew how to swim. One sergeant said, “What’s wrong with you guys? Never seen the water?” We said, “We don’t have no water on the reservation.” So they taught us how to swim.


  Sometimes I received a message; sometimes I sent the message. [If your radio was busted] you had to run over there, sneak around. Some of them, they give you a .45, then another gives you a small rifle. The rifle was kind of heavy. Sometimes you had to crawl, sometimes you had to run in the brush, high-tail it in there. I guess some of them didn’t make it. I don’t know. That’s how they did this, some of them. So you just have to send that message.


  My grandfather gave me a one-night ceremony. That’s how I went in. We did all right. Some of them, I guess they kind of had a hard time, you know. A lot of them were lucky. But if you had a ceremony like that, my grandfather said, “This shield, you’re going to put it on you. No matter how good of a shooter he is, if he decides to shoot you, this bullet won’t go through; it’ll come out all right, but it won’t go through,” he told me. He showed me. I remember this. He gave me a small stone. It was an arrowhead. I carried that one around. I don’t know where I put it. I still had it. Some time ago, all of a sudden, I missed it. That’s what he told me. Keep that one on your body all the time. So, yeah, I had a lot of close calls. They threw the dust on you. It rains. Sometimes you go to sleep in the foxhole, sometimes you wake up and you’re sitting in the water, laying in the water, when it rained. Because the rains came down when it’s warm; it’s hot over there. I guess you might call it lucky. You’ll survive.


  I guess the prayers had a lot to do with it. So I respect a lot of it that way. After I came back, my grandfather did the same thing. Overnight he took me out, outside in the morning, maybe four or five o’clock in the morning. Took the water out, then they washed you out and then they put on white corn pollen. They dry you with that one out by where they throw the ash. That’s what they do, some more prayers, more singing. And then they say, “Don’t bother you,” like imagination. Sometime you start dreaming about it. They say, “Don’t come to you.” It didn’t to me. It was pretty good until I got sick over there in Albuquerque. I don’t know. Drove me nuts almost. Dreamed a little bit about those things.


  Why in the heck didn’t they let us talk Navajo over here and now we use it over there? Some things don’t go together. You know, I didn’t even think about those things when I was over there until I came back. I was puzzled about why. And then I kept thinking about it. And then I learned how to pray a little bit, not a whole lot. I prayed for a lot of Vietnam veterans when they were leaving, like when my grandpa used to do it. So I put that thing together with the prayers. See, the animals, the insects, they were made by the Almighty. So they’re just like us, like humans. A life on Mother Earth, birds, eagles, and all those. Then I think about it. Then finally put it together. So no worry about it—the animals, insects, all that, I guess. The Indians, these old people, they say, “You are just the same as Christ, Jesus.” Jesus went to the mountain and prayed. And Navajos did the same thing. During the Civil War around here, they go to the mountain, like the sacred mountain, the four sacred mountains. So I figured we got help from the Almighty. Because the other people they were killing people. Then I felt all right. I prayed a lot [for those in the] service after I came back.


  Sometimes I tell the kids, “Don’t lose your language. Hang on to it! It’s a wonderful thing. It’s something that nobody can believe. It never happened in the nation. Used the language as a code and nobody break it. So that’s something that’s sacred. So hang on to it. Some day you might use it when they have Civil War over here, like at Chinle, in the canyon, the way those soldiers treat the Navajo.” Now when we go some place, like different states, those white kids they want to learn Navajo. I went down to Texas a few months ago, and there were two teachers down there, Navajos. They said they’re going to build an Indian school down there and teach all the white kids Navajo. They told me, “What do you think about that?” “Go ahead,” I told them. “It’ll be something, never been done before, Indian school down there.”


  We didn’t know [if we had bodyguards]. They didn’t tell us. If the Code Talker [is caught] by Japanese, he had to shoot the Code Talker. That’s the way it’s set, I guess, so I don’t know what you want to call it, bodyguard or whatever. One guy told a Code Talker over there that when they visited he said he was a good buddy of his, always by him. [He said,] “You know what I was doing? I was going to shoot you. You didn’t even know.” He’s the one who told him finally, and from there we found out at the time it was like that. It happened. I guess one of the Code Talkers went to the restroom, and he came out from the foxhole, and this navy man shoot him right there. Can’t say nothing, I guess. We’re already warned. Don’t make noise or anything because you let your enemy know where you are. We went out one time looking, two of us together, Code Talkers. There were a lot of trees in the woods. He went around the other way, and I heard the noise over on the other side. I ran back over there and my buddy was fighting with Japanese. He used the knife. He cut the throat, four of them. When he came back, he started seeing those people, imagination and all that. He said, “They’re trying to kill me.” He told me that one time. I guess that’s what got him too. Hwił niiltłi’ daats’í wolyé. It traumatizes you, perhaps it is called.
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  Wilfred E. Billey


  November 2009, Farmington, New Mexico


  THE COTTONWOOD TREES ALONG THE SAN JUAN RIVER burst with yellow leaves. You could almost hear the leaves rustling. The autumn light would soon filter into winter. On a crisp November morning, we arrived at Mr. Billey’s home in Farmington, New Mexico. Mrs. Billey and her daughters welcomed us warmly with fresh coffee and doughnuts. We were traveling with my friend, Juanita Lowe, who was the niece of Mr. Billey and had helped set up this interview. While the women visited at the kitchen table, Mr. Billey told me stories of how the code was created and of the battles he had fought in. Barbara, one of the daughters, sat with her father and brought out photo albums. Mr. Billey spoke of the horrific scenes of the dead bodies of marines and Japanese on the beach and in the water. He met several Code Talkers at several battle sites, including Frank Pete and David Tsosie. He had been in New Zealand and to the islands of Tinian, Saipan, and Japan. As he told his stories, some in great detail, it made me realize that even though it had been more than sixty years since the war ended, the men who had served this country did not forget, could not forget the casualties and cost of a war that took thousands of American and Japanese lives in the South Pacific. Mr. Billey wore a red garrison cap. “Life” was stitched in gold letters on one side. It was ironic and yet a fitting word for what he must have clung to amid the death and destruction and what he embraced when he returned. After his discharge, he continued his education and earned his masters degree, had a successful career as an educator, and now retired, was surrounded by his loving family. When we left, it felt like we had visited family.
  

  ■ ■ ■


  I am Táchii’nii, Red Running Into the Water people clan, and born for the Bitła dahjilchíí’nii, Red Cheek on Side of Face People clan.


  We got back one night. I guess it was close to summer in May. When we got back to Camp Tarawa, there was nobody there. They put us on the little ship, a destroyer escort. The whole battalion was there on the destroyer escort and we took off. They told us we were headed to Japan. They didn’t tell us that we were headed to Saipan. On the second day, we caught up with the convoy. There were hundreds and hundreds of ships going in formation: aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and transport ships. We were supposed to make a special landing but for some reason they called it off. We got there in the afternoon and we got off the ship. We got on the beach and the guys were getting off the ship and then they start shelling us from the jungle with the big guns. Then that’s when I ran into another Navajo guy, his name was David Tsosie. On the island he was carrying his stuff off the ship. The last time I talked to him he was joining with the Eighth Marines. I didn’t see him again afterwards.


  I guess really I joined because all of my friends were going in, like that group that I showed you, that group picture from school. They said we are going to be in communication and for that reason we are going to look real sharp. That was some of the reason. Actually what happened was we didn’t know that we were going to be Code Talkers. The Marine Corps, from 1942 to the end of the war in 1945, didn’t call us Code Talkers. They called us radiomen. The word Code Talker didn’t come about until 1972 when the Code Talker Association was organized in Window Rock, Arizona. But during the war, we were called radiomen, not Code Talkers. There was a guy, a white man; his name was Philip Johnston. When he was just a little boy, his dad and mom were missionaries over in the Arizona portion of the Navajo reservation. When he was a little boy, he played with the Navajo kids and he learned some words in Navajo, but he wasn’t really fluent. To make a long story short, his family moved back to California. He graduated from college and became an engineer. In the early part of 1942, he was working for the city of Los Angeles as an engineer. The Japanese were in the news all the time and he read in the paper or heard over the radio that the Japanese were breaking codes and that brought the idea [to use the Navajo language as a code]. That was his idea.


  The first group of twenty-nine was trained in 1942. They developed the code. But they kept about three or four as instructors and the rest of them went overseas. So the Code Talkers were on Guadalcanal in August of 1942 from that twenty-nine. When we arrived in Camp Elliot they told us we had to learn communication in Navajo. The Marine Corps demanded that if a message is sent from this point to this point, it must come out exactly the same. They don’t want interpreting. They want the message to be [written exactly as it was sent.] From the twenty-nine I remember John Benally. Another one was John Manuelito and some of the others. John Benally had some college experience. He graduated from Santa Fe Indian School. He said the first thing we need to do is develop an alphabet from A all the way to Z. He said, “A . . . let’s call it wolachii’ . . . ant. It starts with an A, see. And then B, let’s call it . . . shush . . . bear.” Like that all the way down to Z. And Z was béésh dootłizh . . . zinc. In the process of this, they learned that there were many military words that they didn’t have in Navajo. There were no names for aircraft carrier. No names for different types of fighter planes, different types of weapons like machine gun. So they developed a code and gave a name for each one. And these guys had to memorize it. It wasn’t easy and that is the reason why some couldn’t make it. They were reassigned to another outfit.
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  During the war I was in Tarawa, Saipan, Okinawa, and then in the occupation of Japan. On the island of Tarawa, the first battle that I was in, I didn’t use any Navajo. All I did was radio watch. They had three battalions that gave orders. So that’s were I used the Navajo language. Howard Billiman sent me a message and I wrote it down. The [message] came in Navajo, but you wrote it in English and gave it to whoever needed it, like the battalion commander. So that’s the way it was done. When I joined my communication section in New Zealand, I met a guy in the radio section. He was an Indian guy but was not a trained code talker. He was a member of the Mission Indians. But he was a really well trained radioman. The guy’s name was Levi. He was on the second or third raid on Saipan and got shot and died. The radio chief, the guy that was in charge of the communication section, asked me, “Would you like to take Levi’s place?” So that’s what I did. I was with A Company for the rest of the operation of the island when we took the island. We invaded in Tinian in 1944. If there was a Navajo message coming in, they called me back or sent a message back to the rear, because that’s the way we operated. Usually the company commander wrote out the message and you translated into Navajo. And on the other end, the guy receiving it was writing it in English. That’s the way it was.
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  Camp Elliott, San Diego, CA, 1943. Left to right: Sam Billy, George Kirk, Rex Kontz, Sandy Burr, and Wilfred Billey.


  When we got to Okinawa, we made a fake landing toward the island and then turned around and came back to the ship. We got orders from the higher up that said you guys can go back to Saipan. We got back on the ship and took off. There were a lot of Kamikaze, the planes that dive onto the ships. We got back to Saipan and after about two weeks, the war ended. That’s when they dropped the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Then we got orders to go to Japan. We went to Nagasaki. Nobody said anything about radiation. We walked all over where they dropped the atomic bomb. The railroad ties were all twisted up, you know, and it was flat. Later they told us to go back to the United States. So we went back to San Diego.


  When I was in Japan, I had very good people in my communications section and they told us about how civilian life was going to be when you got discharged. I didn’t graduate from high school and I wanted to graduate and go to college on the G.I. bill—that was on my mind. So I came back to my old school and I talked to the superintendent. He said, “You guys can come back.” There was seven of the group that didn’t graduate, but [after] we got back, we graduated from high school. Then in 1946, after I was discharged in January, I really zeroed in on going to school. In the summer of 1946 I was in Wheaton College, about fifteen miles from Chicago. That’s where Billy Graham went. I was there three summers. I got my high school credits out of the way. I came home and then I wanted to go to school again.


  I went to Highlands University in Las Vegas, New Mexico and graduated from there. I also went to the University of New Mexico and New Mexico State. I did my masters in education at the University of Wyoming in Laramie, Wyoming. I went back to my old school. I spent about thirteen years there. I was in charge of the boys’ dormitory and I also taught shop and was a guidance counselor. Then I was a principal for Shiprock High School for about fifteen years. I finally decided to quit the high school and went to another part of administration. I was in charge of a federal program for ten more years and then I retired. I did a lot of graduate work. In fact, I was getting into my doctorate degree, but I didn’t finish. The College of Santa Fe contacted me, and they wanted me to be a commencement speaker in Albuquerque. So I was a commencement speaker for about three hundred people. They gave me an honorary doctorate degree. That was the easy way.


  One of the things that I can remember is that I have great respect for Navajo language. I have a great respect and when I was working at the high school, I told my kids to learn the Navajo language. The English is okay but learn the Navajo too! So I hope that they don’t forget their own language. I think that it is very important to know because of the history behind it. After I retired, I traveled all over the place in the United States—Ohio, New York, and I went to Niagara Falls to speak to the people about the Navajo Code Talkers. I was invited to the Military Institute at West Point, but I couldn’t do it. I told one of the guys, his name was Billison. He went there in my place. So I have been all over the place. I was invited to go to England too, but I didn’t go over there.
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   Dinéjígo be’iina ‘éí t’áá át’é bee hadíínísht’é.

   
Sa̧’a̧hnaagháí ba’áłchíní nishłí̧.


I am fully dressed with Navajo tradition.


I am Child of Long Life.


— TEDDY DRAPER




  Teddy Draper, Sr.


  July 18, 2010, Chinle, Arizona


  THERE WERE NO CURRENT PHONE NUMBERS or email addresses for Teddy Draper, Sr. But I had seen him dining in one of the restaurants in Chinle, Arizona. One morning I dropped in to have breakfast, hoping he would come in. He didn’t show. That afternoon I returned to the restaurant on the chance that he might appear. Fortunately, he came for lunch wearing his red Code Talker baseball cap. After he settled in, I introduced myself. He graciously accepted my invitation to tell me his story.


  Mr. Draper told a fascinating story about the battle of Iwo Jima, sometimes using metaphors to talk about war and himself. Among his medals, he holds the distinction of Sharp Shooter and the Silver Medal from the Navajo Nation. William Tecumseh Sherman said, “War is hell.” The horrendous description of death and violence on the beach expresses what Mr. Draper and all those who fought that day endured. War is cruelty. It leaves its mark; it scars the soldier. The ghosts of war are often confronted in another war on the home front when the veteran returns. For some, it is confronted with self-destruction. For others, like Mr. Draper, it is fought with a sacred ceremony that “kills the enemy.” In taking this path he affirmed his belief in the Navajo Beautyway philosophy that teaches that one should strive to live to old age “adorned” with traditional Navajo beliefs. He received the Purple Heart for wounds received at Iwo Jima but had to hire a lawyer to obtain his disability compensation because his records were not kept or they were lost. Several of the Code Talkers mentioned a similar experience or are still in the process of claiming their benefits.
  

  ■ ■ ■


  I am Teddy Draper. It’s a given name from the BIA, Bureau of Indian Affairs, but my real name was Asdzá̧á̧ Áshi̧i̧hí Yȩ́ȩ́ Bich’é’é Bitsóí, Grandchild of the Late Salt Clan Woman’s Daughter. My mother was Áshi̧i̧hí, Salt People clan, therefore I am Salt People Clan and on my father’s side, Naakaii Dine’é, Mexican People Clan. My nálí, éí Tódích’íí’nii. My paternal grandmother is the Bitter Water People clan. My family is now in the fourth generation.


  1923 yéédá̧á̧’ shi’dizhchí̧, jiní. It is said that I was born in 1923. That’s what my father says, but my mother said I was born in 1921. I took 1923, so I’m eighty-six years old. I was drafted by the U.S. Marine Corps in 1943 and was discharged May 20, 1946. I was still in high school, just starting tenth grade and eighteen years old at the time. They had a form with four choices: number one Air Force, number two Merchant Marines, and number three [Army] and number four Marine Corps. They told me, “Teddy, you’re going to the United States Marine Corps.” I said, “How come? I wanted to go to air force.” That’s the way they set it. That’s how I could fight.


  I didn’t know I was selected for the Code Talkers. They gave me orders to go to Camp Pendleton. So I got on the bus and they told me to wait at the big gate, the United States Marine Corps entrance. There were two MPs [military police] coming. One of them said, “Are you Private Teddy Draper?” I said, “Yes, sir.” “We will take you to the headquarters. Get all your gear.” They marched me, one on this side, one on that side, to the next building. The sign said, “The United States Marine Corps Communication.” At first I was scared; I thought something was wrong. One of them says, “I’m going to ask you a few questions. Are you Private Teddy Draper? Are you a Navajo? Do you speak Navajo language?” I answered, “Yes, sir” each time. “We have Navajos here in special duty.” They selected me for a Code Talker. They said, “Today there are twenty-seven Navajo Code Talkers in the marines out in Guadalcanal. And you are one of them going down, and we have almost two hundred Navajo Code Talkers heading for the South Pacific. They are all on the ship, all in training. You will do the same thing. You will be trained to be a communicator and learn secret Navajo code talk.” Using Navajo language in the United States Marine Corps? I wondered. “You have to send messages in the code and rewrite the code in English on paper.” That was going to be my job. My equipment was the radio. I have to work in the battlefield and also repair the radios. “If there’s a dead battery or something’s wrong, nobody’s coming to pick it up. Then you have to take it to the front or send the message to the front line.” These are the types of information they gave me. But I had to go to code school. They said, “You will have a dining room, exercise room, training place, and classroom.” They said not to talk about it anywhere. It’s restricted and if I do, I might go to the penitentiary. So I learned all the vocabularies.


  There were two or three classes every day. I think about all the things that I did that I shouldn’t have done in my life, and then I got into the marines. I got out from code school with honor. Then I had to go to school again. It was almost like basic training. I started climbing trees because we’re wire men. If there’s a tree, we have to put that wire there. It was called survivor training. The boys were out there fighting too; more boys come in, more boys go to war.


  They sent us
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