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Navajo Code Talkers

Abstract

This report will discuss the details discovered through my research regarding the Navajo Code Talkers.  I will detail some of the reasons why the Navajo language was chosen and how the Navajo people worked with the US military to aid the war effort in WWII.  The contribution of the Navajo code talkers is regarded as the key element in winning the war in the Pacific.

Introduction

The Navajo tribal people of the American Southwest lived in remote, nearly uninhabitable area of the country where they were secluded from most of the outside world.  They had not adopted any language into their native tongue even when school on the reservations to speak English.(Aaseng)  In fact, in the reservation schools the Navajo language was forbidden.  Their culture and language for that matter were not studied extensively until the last 75 years and even then few outside the US knew much about them as a people.  That all changed with the outbreak of WWII in 1941.  

Choosing a Code Language


As the US entered WWII after the invasion of Pearl Harbor it was apparent that the cryptographic methods used in previous conflicts would be outdated.  Philip Johnston, a city engineer from Los Angeles, CA and WWI veteran had been raised on a Navajo reservation and presented the military with a novel idea for cryptography.  In WWI the Choctaw language had been used but with little success due to the limited language and difficult conversion to English.(Aaseng)  WWI had ended before any largely successful code could be developed from the Comanche language as well.  After WWI the Germans sent scholars to study the native languages of the Indian peoples of the US.(Durrett)  Many of the languages were easily studied due to their tribal location near major cities.  They were also easily written down and carried back to Germany for further documentation and study.
The Navajo language, on the other hand, was a complicated language with a large vocabulary.  Navajo is regarded as a tonal language with the spoken words having different meaning and other implications depending on the pronunciation and emphasis on certain breaks and pauses.(Aaseng)  It was noted in one text that only 28 non-Navajo people had mastered the language.(McClain)  Navajo remains a spoken language with no related symbols or written alphabet.  So, in effect it was not written, not widely known, and had a large vocabulary that could be use to encode many English terms into “Navajo code.”  The combination of those traits made it both a viable relation to English as well as a great tool of cryptography.  
Recruiting the Code Talkers

The Marine Corp latched on to the idea and set up a school for communications via the Navajo language in San Diego, CA.  Johnston recruited an initial class of 29 Navajos who spoke Navajo as their primary language but who were also fluent in English.  His initial goal was 1,000 but the low literacy rate among the people at the time far limited their effectiveness in communications.(Durrett)  
The recruits were told they would be used for special duty but no details were given as to what that duty was to become.  The recruits were eager to join although there had been a long history of distrust of the US government by the Navajo people.  The recruits felt that if the US was under attack and they were in the US they could be attacked as well.(McClain)  Many falsified their registration to fit the age range at the time just so they could join in the effort.  The acceptable range at the time was 18-30 years of age but the Navajo recruits ranged in age from 16-35.(Durrett)  The Marines could see that these people were ready and willing to fight.

Defining the Code

By June of 1942 the code talkers had gone through Marine basic training and communication / code school.  Many of the recruits recalled that they had no concept of how to code but by the first night they had generated the corresponding 26 alphabet to code-word combinations.(Aaseng)  The military encryption specialist also had them create two alternatives to the most common letters in the alphabet (E,T,A,O,I,N) and one alternative for the second most common letter(S,H,R,D,L,U).(Durrett)  This gave the code an extra ability to avert frequency analysis on top of the other traits of the language.  The Navajo then set out to convert the military terminology into words from their language.(McClain)  Torpedo became Lobe-ca meaning Fish Shell to resemble the appearance of the torpedo as a “swimming bomb.”  Bombs became “eggs” and even punctuation was converted based on its appearance.  The colon was translated as “two spots,” the question mark as “ear,” and parentheses as “ribs.”  From these conversions the Navajo code talkers had changed military language into their native tongue.

Code Talkers in Combat

The code talkers were then divided into the Marine divisions and sent into battle largely in the Pacific theater.  The use of rotor machines and other forms of cryptography were mildly successful by both sides of the conflict with the US and Japan consistently breaking each other’s codes.  Japan had successfully cracked every US code until the use of the Navajo code came on the scene.  Their first test was at the battle for Guadalcanal in an effort to stop Japanese advance across the Pacific Ocean.(McClain)  The US was able to communicate on open field telephone lines without the Japanese having a single clue how to decipher the code much less even recognizing the language in which it was encoded.
The US had cracked nearly every Japanese naval code by the time the code talkers were hitting the beaches at Iwo Jima.  In the battle for Iwo Jima the code talkers successfully coded and decoded over 800 messages in two days without an error.(Durrett)  During the battles the code talkers had to fight both as normal combat soldiers as well as communicate the position of enemy troops from behind the lines.  Often the Navajo were mistaken for the Japanese they were fighting against and in a few instances they were taken prisoner by their own troops.  They were heavily protected by their respective divisions especially when the enemy was in close contact.  Marines in the same division were even told to shoot their Navajo brothers if they were to be captured by the enemy in order to protect the code.

Conclusion

The Navajo code talkers were credited as being the key factor in winning the battle for the island but as they returned home they could not even tell their families of the special duty to which they were assigned.  The military did not declassify the Navajo code until 1969. (Durrett)  Only then and in recent years have they been recognized for the key role they performed for the US war efforts.  The Navajo overcame their personal struggles with a country that did not want them and helped it become victorious in its time of need.  Their unique language aided and ability to sacrifice saved the US from defeat in WWII.
References

Aaseng, Nathan.  Navajo Code Talkers.  New York: Walker & Company, 1992.  

Durrett, Deanna.  Unsung Heroes of World War II: The Story of the Navajo Code Talkers.  New York: Facts On File, Inc, 1998.

McClain, Sally.  Navajo Weapon: The Navajo Code Talkers.  Tucson, Arizona: Rio Nuevo Publishers, 2001.

