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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

The “Windtalkers” of World War II

“I think [Indians] can be made of excellent use, as scouts and light troops.”

  GEORGE WASHINGTON, 1778

Their contribution to victory in World War II was enormous, in spite of their unsung status.  Better known as “Windtalkers,” these groups of young Native Americans were used to devise special codes in their native languages so the enemy could not break it.  They succeeded, and their codes secured and greatly speeded up war communications.

When in early 1942 the U.S. Naval Service announced the requirement for an undecipherable code to secure military communications on the battlefield and could withstand all enemy attempts to decipher it, Philip Johnston believed the Navajo language answered that requirement.  Johnston was the son of a missionary to the Navajo Indians and one of the few non-Navajos who spoke their language fluently.  Because Navajo was an unwritten language of extreme complexity (as far as syntax and tonal qualities, to say nothing of its dialects, is concerned), it was unintelligible to anyone without extensive exposure and training.  Mind that Navajo has no alphabet or symbols, and is spoken only on the Navajo lands of the American southwest.  Estimates indicate that less than 30 non-Navajos, none of them Japanese, could understand the language at the outbreak of World War II.

A World War I veteran aware that Native American languages – namely Choctaw* – had been used in World War I to encode messages, Johnston brought up his idea to the Commanding General of the Amphibious Corps, Pacific Fleet, Major General Clayton Vogel, confident he could convince the general to recruit and train young Navajos.†

Johnston staged tests under simulated combat conditions, demonstrating that Navajos could encode, transmit, and decode a three-line English message in 20 seconds, whereas machines of the time required 30 minutes to perform the same job.  Convinced, Vogel recommended that the Marines recruit 200 Navajos.

The first 29 Navajo recruits attended boot camp in May.  Then, at Camp Pendleton, California, this group created the Navajo code, developing a dictionary and numerous words for military terms.  The dictionary and all code words had to be memorized during training.  Once a Code Talker, or “Windtalker,” as they were soon to be known as, completed his training, he was sent to a Marine unit deployed in the Pacific Theater of Operations.  His primary job was to talk, transmitting information on tactics and troop movements, orders and other vital battlefield communications over telephones and radios in their native language, always working in two-man teams.  They also acted as messengers, and performed general Marine duties.

Eventually, the Code Talkers took part in every assault the U.S. Marines Corps conducted in the PTO from 1942 to 1945, serving in all six Marine divisions, accruing praise for their skill, speed and accuracy.  One Marine officer even credited the Marines’ victory at Iwo Jima to the Navajos, with an eloquent and bold, “Were it not for the Navajos, the Marines would never have taken Iwo Jima.”‡

Throughout the war, the Japanese, who were skilled code-breakers, remained baffled by the Navajo language.  Tells the story that so complex was this code that even one Navajo POW at Bataan (the U.S. Army had about 20 Navajo non-Code Talkers in the Philippines), when forced to listen to the jumbled words of the coded transmissions, could not figure out what they meant. 

Notwithstanding, the Navajos were not the only code talkers employed during World War II.  Comparatively unsung, a group of Comanches serving with the U.S. Army’s 4th Infantry Division in the European Theater of Operations was instrumental during the crucial D-Day, the invasion of Normandy.  Like the Choctaws of World War I, and the Navajos in the PTO, the Comanches used their native language to prevent the enemies of the ETO from intercepting messages of the Allied troops.  Seventeen Comanches received training in communications, but only 14 served as Code Talkers in the ETO.  None of them was lost and neither was their code broken.

Navajo and Comanche remained potentially valuable as codes long after the war.  For 23 years, the codes remained classified in case they might be needed again.  That is the reason the Code Talkers, whose skill and courage saved both American lives and military engagements, only recently earned recognition from the governments and the public.  The French Government has in two occasions (1986 and 1989) presented the Comanche Code Talkers the Chevalier de L’Ordre National du Merite (Knight of the National Order of Merit), the highest honor France can bestow.  Likewise, the U.S. Government has honored the Navajo Code Talkers with an exhibit that documents the history of the code (1992), and with the acclaimed 2002 MGM production Windtalkers.

____________________

*In the closing days of Word War I, 14 Choctaws assigned to the U.S. Army’s 36th Division had helped the American Expeditionary Force win several key battles in the Meuse-Argonne Campaign (France), the final big German push of the war.

†Johnston had been reared on a Navajo reservation, hence his empathy.

‡The entire military operation to capture the island was directed by orders communicated by six Navajo Code Talkers assigned to Major Howard Connor, Signal Officer of the 5th Marine Division.  Working around the clock for two straight days, the Code Talkers sent and received over 800 messages, all without error.  When the Marines raised the U.S. flag on Mount Suribachi, the Code Talkers relayed the message, “Sheep-Uncle-Ram-Ice-Bear-Ant-Cat-Horse-Itch,” in their code.

Further Readings:

Lockard, Vicki.  “Code Talkers,” article published in the Native American newsletter Canku Ota.  Issue 11.  June 3, 2000.

Molnar, Alexander Jr.  Navajo Code Talkers: World War II Fact Sheet. Washington DC: Department of the Navy, Naval Historical Center.
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