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Grandchildren, you asked me about this medal of mine.
There is much to be said about it. This small piece
of metal holds a story that I was not allowed to speak for
many winters. It is the true story of how Navajo Marines
helped America win a great war. There is much that I
must remember to speak for this medal, to tell its story as
it should be told. I must remember not only the great
secret with which I was trusted, but also all that happened
to me and those like me. That is a lot. But I think that I
can do it well enough. After all, I was expected to remem-
ber, as were the other men trained with me. The lives of
many men depended entirely on our memories.
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This book is dedicated

to those who have always,

in proportion to their population,
volunteered in the greatest numbers,
suffered the most casualties,

won the most Purple Hearts

and decorations for valor,

and served loyally

in every war fought by the

United States against foreign enemies,
from the American Revolution

to Afghanistan and Irag—

to the American Indian soldier.
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Listen, My Grandchildren

Grandchildren, you asked me about this medal of mine.
There is much to be said about it. This small piece
of metal holds a story that I was not allowed to speak for
many winters. It is the true story of how Navajo Marines
helped America win a great war. There is much that I
must remember to speak for this medal, to tell its story as
it should be told. I must remember not only the great
secret with which I was trusted, but also all that happened
to me and those like me. That is a lot. But I think that I
can do it well enough. After all, I was expected to remem-
ber, as were the other men trained with me. The lives of
many men depended entirely on our memories.

Look here. The man you see riding a horse on the back
of this medal was an Indian. He is also one of those rais-
ing that flag there behind him. I knew him when
we were both young men. His name was Ira Hayes. He was
a fine person, even though he was not one of our people,
but Akimel O’odam, a Pima Indian. We both fought on a
distant island far off in the Pacific Ocean. There was
smoke all around us from the exploding shells, the snap-
ping sound of Japanese .25 caliber rifles, the thumping of
mortars, and the rattling of machine guns. We could hear
the pitiful cries of wounded men, our own Marines
and the enemy soldiers, too.



It was a terrible battle. But our men were determined
as they struggled up that little mountain. On top of it is
where Ira was photographed, raising the flag of Nibima. 1
was not one of those who fought to the top of Mount
Suribachi, but I had my own special part to play. I helped
send the message about our success, about the brave
deeds so many Marines did that day for Nihima.

Nihimd, “Our Mother.” That is the Navajo word we
chose to mean our country, this United States. It was a
good name to use. When we Indians fought on those far-
off islands, we always kept the thought in our minds that
we were defending Our Mother, the sacred land that sus-
tains us.

Nihimd is only one of the Navajo words we chose for
places with bilagdanaa names. South America became
Sha-de-ah-Nihimd, “Our Mother to the South.” Alaska
we called Bee hai, “With Winter.” Because we knew that
Britain is an island, we gave it the name of 77 tah,
“Surrounded by Water.” When we did not know much
about a place, we described something about the people
there. So we named Germany Béésh bich'ahii, “Iron Hat,”
and Japan was Bindd ddadlts'ozi, “Slant-eyed.”

Sometimes we didn’t know much about either the
country or the people there, but that did not stop us.
We used our sense of humor and played with the
English. The word we used for Spain was Dib¢ diniib,
which means “Sheep Pain.”

But I am getting ahead of myself. I have not even
explained to you yet why we made up such names. I have
not told you why being able to speak our Navajo language,




the same Navajo language they tried to beat out of me
when I was a child, was so important during World War
Two. It was because I was a Navajo code talker.

What was a code talker and what did we code talkers
do? Why was the secret we shared so great that we could
not tell even our families about it until long after the war
ended?

You cannot weave a rug before you set up the loom. So
I will go back to the beginning, pound the posts in the
ground, and build the frame. I will start where my own
story of words and warriors begins.






CHAPTER ONE
Sent Away

I was only six years old and I was worried. I sat behind
our hogan, leaning against its familiar walls and looking
up toward the mesa. I hoped I would see an eagle, for that
would be a good sign. I also hoped I would not hear any-
one call my name, for that would be a sign of something
else entirely. But the eagle did not appear. Instead, my
mother’s voice, not much louder than a whisper, broke the
silence.

“Kii Yézhi, come. Your uncle is in the wagon.”

The moment I dreaded had arrived. I stood and looked
toward the hills. I could run up there and hide. But I
did not do so, for I had always obeyed my mother—
whose love for me was as certain as the firmness of the
sacred earth beneath my moccasins. However, I did drag
my feet as I came out from behind our hogan to see what
I knew I would see. There stood my tall, beautiful mother.
Her thick black hair was tied up into a bun. She was
dressed in her finest clothing—a new, silky blue blouse
and a blue pleated skirt decorated with bands of gold rib-
bons. On her feet were soft calf-high moccasins, and she
wore all her silver and turquoise jewelry. Her squash-
blossom necklace, her bracelets, her concha belt, her
earrings—] knew she had adorned herself with all of
these things for me. She wanted me to have this image
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of her to keep in my mind, to be with me when I was far
from home.

However, the thing I saw most clearly was what she held
in her arms. It was a small bundle of my clothes tied in a
blanket. My heart sank. I really was going to be sent away.

My mother motioned toward the door of our hogan
and I went inside. My great-grandfather was waiting for
me on his bed. He was too weak to walk and was so old
that he had shrunk in size. He had never been a big man,
but now he was almost as small as me. Great-grandfather
took my hand in both of his.

“Be strong, Kii Yézhi,” he rasped, his voice as creaky as
an old saddle. I stood up on my toes so that I could put
my arms around his neck and then pressed my cheek
against his leathery face. “Kii Yazhi,” he said again, pat-
ting my back. “Our dear little boy.”

I had always been small for my age. My father used to
tease me about it, saying that when I was born he made
my cradleboard out of the handle of a wooden spoon. My
baby name was Awéé Yazhi. Little Baby. Little I was and
little I stayed. I went from being Awéé Yazhi, Little Baby,
to Kii Yézhi, Little Boy.

“You are small,” my grandfather said, as if he could
hear what I was thinking. “But your heart is large. You
will do your best.”

I nodded.

When I stepped outside, my mother bent down and
embraced me much harder than my grandfather
had hugged me. Then she stepped back to stand by

the door of our hogan.
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“Travel safely, my son,” Mother said. Her voice was so
sad.

My father came up to me and put his broad, calloused
hands on my shoulders. He, too, was wearing his best
clothing and jewelry. Though he said nothing, I think
Father was even sadder than my mother, so sad that
words failed him. He was shorter than her, but he was
very strong and always stood so straight that he seemed
tall as a lodgepole pine to me. His eyes were moist as he
lifted me up to the wagon seat and then nodded.

My uncle clucked to the horses and shook the reins.
The wagon lurched forward. As I grabbed the wooden
backboard to steady myself, I felt a splinter go into my fin-
ger from the rough wood, but I ignored the pain. Instead
I pulled myself around to turn backward and wave to my
parents. 1 kept waving even after we went around the
sagebrush-covered hill and I could no longer see them
waving back at me, my father with his back straight and
his hand held high, my mother with one hand pressed to her
lips while the other floated as gracefully as a butterfly. I did
not know it, but it would be quite some time before I saw
my home again.

The wheels of the wagon rattled over the ruts in the
road. I waved and waved and kept waving. Finally my
uncle gently touched me on the wrist. My uncle was
the only one in our family who had ever been to the
white man’s school. His words had helped convince his
sister, my mother, to send me to that faraway place.
Now he was taking me there, to Gallup, where the mission
school was located.
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“Kii Yazhi,” he said, “look ahead.”

I turned to look up at my uncle’s kind face. His features
were sharp, as hard and craggy as the rocks, but his eyes were
friendly and the little mustache he wore softened his mouth.
I was frightened by the thought of being away from home
for the first time in my life, but I was also trying to find
courage. My uncle seemed to know that.

“Little Boy,” he said, “Sister’s first son, listen to me.
You are not going to school for yourself. You are doing
this for your family. To learn the ways of the bilagdanaa,
the white people, is a good thing. Our Navajo language is
sacred and beautiful. Yet all the laws of the United States,
those laws that we now have to live by, they are in
English.”

I nodded, trying to understand. It was not easy. Back
then, school was such a new thing for our people. My
parents and their parents before them had not gone to
school to be taught by strangers. They had learned all
they knew from their own relatives and from wise elders
who knew many things, people who lived with us. People
just like us.

My uncle sat quietly for a time, stroking his mustache
with the little finger of his right hand. The wagon rattled
along, the horses” hooves clopped against the stones in the
road. I waited, knowing that my uncle had not yet fin-
ished talking. When he stroked his mustache like that, it
meant he was thinking and choosing his words with care.
It was important not to rush when there was something
worthwhile to say.

Then he sighed. “Ah,” he said, “your great-grandfather
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was your age when the Americans, led by Red Shirt, Kit
Carson, made their final war against the Navajos. They
wished either to kill us all or remove every Indian from
this land. They did this because they did not know us.
They did not really understand about the Mexicans.”

My uncle turned toward me to see if I understood his
words. I politely looked down at my feet and nodded. I
knew about the Mexicans. For many years, the Mexicans
raided our camps and stole away our people. We were
sold as slaves. So our warriors fought back. They raided
the villages where our people were held as slaves, rescu-
ing them and taking away livestock from those who
attacked us.

“When the Americans came,” my uncle continued,
“our people tried to be friends with them. But they did
not listen to us. They listened to the Mexicans, who
could speak their language and said that we were
bad people. Instead of helping to free us from slavery,
the Americans ordered all the Navajos to stop raiding the
slave traders. Some of our bands signed papers and kept
the promise not to raid. But each Navajo band had its
own headmen. Not all of them signed such papers. So,
when all of our people did not stop raiding, the
Americans made war on all of the Navajos. They burned
our crops, killed our livestock, and cut down our peach
trees. They drove our people into exile. They sent us
on the Long Walk.”

Again my uncle paused to stroke his mustache and
again I nodded. I had heard stories about the Long Walk
from my great-grandfather. The whole Navajo tribe was
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forced to walk hundreds of miles to a strange and faraway
place the white men called Fort Sumner. Hundreds of
our people died along the way and even more died there.
The earth was salty and dry. Our corn crops failed year
after year. Sometimes late winter storms swept in and
men froze while they were trying to work the fields. Our
people began to call that place Hwédldi, the place where
only the wind could live. Our people had no houses, but
lived in pits dug into the earth. Indians from other tribes
attacked us. We were kept there as prisoners for four
winters. Even though I was a little boy, I knew this history
as well as my own name.

“Kii Yézhi,” my uncle said, his voice slow and serious
as he spoke. “It was hard for our people to be so far away
from home, but they did not give up. Our people never for-
got our homeland between the four sacred mountains.
Our people prayed. They did a special ceremony. Then
the minds of the white men changed. Our people agreed
never again to fight against the United States and they
were allowed to go back home. But even though
the white men allowed us to come home, we now had to
live under their laws. We had to learn their ways. That is
why some of us must go to their schools. We must be able to
speak to them, tell them who we really are, reassure them
that we will always be friends of the United States. That is
why you must go to school: not for yourself, but for your
family, for our people, for our sacred land.”

As my uncle spoke, I saw my great-grandfather’s face
in my mind. There had been tears of love and pity in his
eyes as I left our hogan. I knew now that he had been
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remembering what it was like when he had been forced to
go far away from home. He had been praying life would
not be as hard for me at school as it had been for him at
Hwééldi.

My uncle dropped his hand onto my shoulder. “Can
you do this?” he asked me.

“Yes, Uncle,” 1 said. “I will try hard to learn for our
people and our land.”

We had reached the hill that marked the edge of our
grazing lands. I had never gone beyond that hill before.
As my uncle clucked again to the horses, I noticed
the pain in my finger and saw the splinter still lodged in
it. I carefully worked it free. The tip of that thin needle of
wood was red with my blood. Before we went over the
hill, I dropped it onto the brown earth. Although I had to
go away, I could still leave a little of myself behind.

II



'CHAPTER TWO
Boarding School

The boarding school was more than a hundred miles
from my home, so our journey took us several days. We
slept out under the silver moon and the bright stars. Each
morning my uncle cooked food for us over the fire,
usually mutton and beans. Those meals were so good and
the time I spent with him was precious to me. I knew I
was soon going to be away from all of my family. I shall
never forget that journey.

However, what I remember most is the morning of my
arrival at Rehoboth Mission. It did not begin well for
me. As soon as my uncle reached the gate of the school,
like all the other parents and relatives who had traveled far
to bring their children there, he was told that he had to go.
He patted me one final time on my shoulder, stroked his
mustache with his other hand, and nodded slowly.

“You will remember,” he said.

He watched me walk through the gate before he
climbed back up onto the seat of the wagon, lifted his
reins, clucked to the horses, and drove off without look-
ing back. He did not say good-bye. There is no word for
good-bye in Navajo.

So I'was left standing there, a sad little boy holding tight
against my chest the thin blanket in which my few belong-
ings were tied. But I was not alone. There were many other
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Navajo children standing there, just as uncertain as I was.
Like me, those boys and girls were wearing their finest
clothing. Their long black hair glistened from being
brushed again and again by loving relatives. The newest
deerskin moccasins they owned were on their feet. Like
me, many of them wore family jewelry made of silver, inset
with turquoise and agate and jet. Our necklaces and
bracelets, belts and hair ornaments, were a sign of how
much our families loved us, a way of reminding those who
would now be caring for us how precious we were in the
eyes of our relatives.

Suddenly, as if everyone had remembered their
manners all at once, we began to introduce ourselves to
each other as Navajos are always supposed to do. We
said hello, spoke our names, told each other our clans and
where we were from. As you know, our clan system
teaches us how we were born and shows us how to grow.
By knowing each other’s clan—the clan of the mother
that we were born to, the clan of the father that we were
born for—we can recognize our relatives.

“Yidt'eeh,” a tall Navajo boy with a red headband said
to me. “Hello. I am Many Horses. I am born to Bitter
Water Clan and born for Towering House. My birthplace
is just west of Chinle below the hills there to the west.”

Hearing his polite words made me feel less sad and 1
answered him slowly and carefully. “Yddz'eeh. 1 am Kii
Y4zhi. I was born for Mud Clan and born to Towering
House. My birth place is over near Grants. I am the son

of Gray Mustache.”
A round-faced girl wearing a silky shawl stepped closer
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to me and bowed her head. “Hello, my relative,” she said.
“I am Dawn Girl. I, too, was born to Mud Clan. I am
born for Corn Clan.”

It was not always easy for me to understand what those
other boys and girls were saying. Even though we all
spoke in Navajo, we had come from many distant parts
of Dinetah. In those days, our language was not spoken
the same everywhere by every group of Navajos. But,
despite the fact that some of those other children spoke our
sacred language differently, what we were doing made me
feel happier and more peaceful. We were doing things as
our elders had taught us. We were putting ourselves in
balance.

Suddenly a huge white man with a red face appeared
on the porch above us.

“Be quiet!” he roared at us in English.

Even though most of us could not understand the
words he shouted, we all stopped talking. For a moment,
before we remembered it is impolite to stare, we all
looked up at him. Many of us had seen white people
before, when we went to the trading posts with our elders.
Almost every trading post was run by white men. Most of
them also had their wives and families with them.
Because there were no other kids around, those
bilagdanaa boys and girls often played with the Navajo
children. Some of those white traders’ children even
learned to speak Navajo pretty well—at least much better
than their parents.

It is not easy for other people, even other Indians, to
learn to speak Navajo properly. The traders always tried
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to use a little Navajo, but they knew very few words.
Sometimes they thought they were saying one thing
when they were saying something quite different. I liked
to hear the funny way the trader at our post tried to talk
Navajo. But I kept a straight face because it would have
been rude to laugh at a grown-up, even a grown-up
bilagdanaa who had just said that all sheep above the age
of six should be in school.

However, even though most of us had seen white men
before, none of us had ever seen one like that red-faced
white man who yelled at us on my first day at the board-
ing school. His skin was so red that it seemed to be
burning. His hair was also that same fiery color. Moreover,
his hair was not just on top of his head—where thick hair
is supposed to be. It was all over his face. Among Navajos,
some men may allow a little hair to grow on their upper
lip—just as my uncle and my father did. But this red man
had as much hair on his face as an animal. It was on his
cheeks, his chin, his neck. Thick red hair even grew out
of his ears. He pointed his finger and yelped more words
that none of us understood.

“Is that a man speaking or is it a dog?” one of the boys
next to me whispered in Navajo.

He wasn’t joking. It was a serious question. The huge
white man’s angry shouts did sound like the barking of a
dog. We all put our heads down as that red-dog white
man yelped and roared. Finally, he became silent. But
he kept staring down at us, waiting for something. When
none of us moved, but just stood there, politely looking
down at the ground, he barked at us again even louder.

IS
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We did not realize that he was ordering us to lift up
our faces. We could not understand that he was telling us
we must look at him to pay attention. None of us yet had
learned that white people expect you to look into their
eyes—the way you stare at an enemy when you are about
to attack. Among dilagdanaas, the only time children look
down is when they are ashamed of something.

“What does he want?” a girl whispered in a frightened
voice. “He seems angry enough to eat us.”

A dark-skinned man with a kind face walked up to
stand beside the big, red white man. The red white man
growled something at him and the dark-skinned man nod-
ded. Then he turned to us.

“Yddt'eeh, my dear children,” he said in Navajo in a
comforting voice. “My name is Mr. Jacob Benally. I am
born to Salt Clan and born for Arrow Clan.”

That was when all of us realized this dark-skinned
man was Navajo. We had not even thought he was any
kind of Indian at all before he spoke. It was not just
because he was dressed like a white man, but because his
hair was so short. He wore no hat and you could see that
all his hair had been cut off close to his scalp. We had
never seen a Navajo man with such short hair. Back then,
all Navajo men were supposed to have long hair.

Realizing that this man, dressed like a white man, was a
Navajo made us look around the school yard. We had
already noticed there were many older boys and girls
there, all in uniforms. We had thought they were
bilagdanaa children. They were watching us silently. Now
we looked at them differently, seeing that their emotion-
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less faces looked Navajo. But none of them had come to
introduce themselves.

Many Horses, the tall boy with the red headband,
spoke up.

“My uncle,” he said to Mr. Jacob Benally, using the
polite form of address to show he respected this man
like a relative, “are those other children in bilagdanaa
clothing also Navajos?”

“Yes, my nephew,” Mr. Jacob Benally said, “but I am
sorry that I must now tell you something. Listen well.
You are forbidden to speak Navajo. You must all speak in
English or say nothing at all.”

All of us stood there in silence. Most of us did not
know any words in English. Those who did know some
English words were so shocked that they could not
remember any of them. Finally, Mr. Jacob Benally helped
us.

“Children,” he said in Navajo, “here is a word of greet-
ing that you can say. Watch how I hold my mouth and
then repeat it after me. Heh-low. Heh-low.”

All of us did as he said. We opened our mouths and
made those two sounds. “Heh-low, heh-low, heh-low.”

We hoped that this kind Navajo man would stay with
us and keep talking Navajo. His job as an interpreter,
though, was for one day and one day only. After that he
went back to working in the stables and speaking broken
English.

The only way left to us was to speak English. Thinking
back on it, years later, I see now that it was a good policy
in one sense. In the weeks that followed, we learned
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English much more quickly because we could not use our
native tongue. But I can never forget how sad it made me
teel when I learned enough English to understand what
the angry, red white man, whose name was Principal
O’Sullivan, had to say about our sacred language and our
whole Navajo culture.

“Navajo is no good, of no use at all!” Principal O’Sullivan
shouted at us every day. “Only English will help you get
ahead in this world!”

Although the teachers at the school spoke in quieter
tones than our principal, they all said the same. It was
no good to speak Navajo or be Navajo. Everything about
us that was Indian had to be forgotten.

18




CHAPTER THREE
To Be Forgotten

They took away our hair.

“My children,” Mr. John Benally said, after teaching us
how to say hello in English, “I am sorry, but you must go
now into this room.”

We did as he asked. One by one we were herded into a
little shed where three tall, uniformed Navajo boys, whose
hair was as short as Mr. John Benally’s, were waiting.

I should explain, grandchildren, that in those days,
among our people, both men and women always kept
their hair long. It was a sacred thing. Cutting your hair
was believed to bring misfortune to you. But at mission
school they had other beliefs.

I was the first one in line. Two of the uniformed boys
took me by my arms, one on each side, and pulled me
over to a chair.

“What are you doing?” I said in Navajo, just loud enough
so that they could hear. But they did not answer me.

Instead, they pushed me down into that hard wooden
chair and held me firmly—as if I were a sheep about to be
sheared. Then another boy with a big pair of scissors
chopped off my hair. He did it so quickly that it was over
almost before I knew it. Another stunned child was being
led in, and shoved into that chair even before I was out
the door.
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Both boys and girls had their hair cut. The only difference
was that the hair of the girls was left a little longer than
the boys. But I could see from the looks on their faces that
losing most of their beautiful hair made those girls feel
the same way I felt. Naked and ashamed.

Not only our hair was stripped away. After being
shorn, we were led into two separate buildings, one for
the boys and another for the girls. Once we were inside,
we were made to take off all our fine clothing and our
jewelry. We never saw those clothes or jewels again. Years
later I learned that our squash-blossom necklaces and
turquoise bracelets, earrings and hair ornaments and silver
belts, were sold to white men and women.

In exchange for my clothing and jewelry, I was issued a
military-style uniform made of cloth that was rough
and itchy, and a stiff cap that was shoved down onto my
head. The uniform and cap were too big for me, so big
that my cap came down over my eyes. That made no
difference to the older students who were handing out our
new clothing. Once I was dressed I was pushed out onto
the school yard. There, we new students were formed
into a line and made to stand at attention, with the boys
on one side of the yard and the girls, who were now
wearing long brown dresses, aprons, and head coverings,
on the other.

It was so strange. Where only a few moments before,
there had been a colorful crowd of Navajo children, each
one different from the other, now we all looked just the
same. In our drab uniforms, the only difference between
us boys was our size. Of course, I was the smallest one. I
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remember thinking that they had removed from us every-
thing that we owned. But I was wrong. There was still
one more thing to be taken.

We were led one by one to stand in front of a skinny
white man with yellow hair who was sitting at a desk.
A white board with curved black marks on it was propped
up on that desk. None of us could read English, but I
learned later that those curving marks that twisted like
worms were the letters of the man’s name: Mr. Reamer. I
also learned later that he always did the job he was about
to do with us new students because he had convinced
himself that he understood our language.

M. John Benally stood close to help with translating
as Mr. Reamer asked each child the name of his or her
father. That translation would help decide each student’s
new last name in English. For example, one of the boys in
our group said he was the son of Bi/ii daalbdhi, “One who
Has Roan Horses.” He became John Roanhorse. Mr.
Reamer seemed very fond of the name John and gave it
to lots of boys. Also, if he did not like the way someone’s
last name sounded in English when it was translated
from Navajo, he would just choose another last name
and give it to that boy or girl.

We did not know it at the time, but some of the last
names we got were the names of famous dead white men.
Washington, Lincoln, Jefferson, and so on. That was
shocking to me when I discovered it later. Among our
people no one is ever deliberately given the name of
someone who has died.

When it came to be my turn I stood at attention in
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front of the desk. The skinny, yellow-haired white man
said something to me. What he said sounded very strange.
It did not sound like any language I had ever heard
before, not even the English that everyone around us was
now speaking. Once again the white man made those
unpleasant noises. He sounded like someone trying to
speak when his mouth is full of food.

“He thinks he is talking Navajo,” Mr. John Benally
whispered into my ear. “He is trying to ask you the name
of your father.”

‘Ddghdatbihi Biye,” 1 said. “I am the son of the One
with a Gray Mustache.”

“Huh,” said Mr. Reamer as he wrote something down
on his paper. “Another Begay.”

Because that white teacher could not really understand
our language, he did not realize that Biye’ in Navajo just
means “son of.” So he made Biye’ my last name, although
he wrote as he heard it—Begay. Lots of other white men
at other schools did the same. That is why we now
have so many Navajo families like our own with the
last name of Begay.

But at least I was not named John. By the time the
skinny white man got to me he had already made more than
twenty boys John and he was tired of writing that name.
So I was given the same first name as that teacher’s dead
uncle. Ned.

Thus it was, grandchildren, that I began my day as Kii
Yazhi and ended it as Ned Begay.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Progress

TRADITION
IS THE ENEMY
OF PROGRESS

That was written in large letters on the big wooden
sign in front of the mission school. It was the first thing
we were taught to read. Anything that belonged to the
Navajo way was bad, and our Navajo language was
the worst.

Without thinking, when I saw Mr. Reamer the second
day I was at mission school, I spoke the polite Navajo
greeting my parents had told me I should always use to an
elder. Instead of greeting me back, he yelled something,
slapped his hand over my mouth, and picked me up under
his arm like I was a little puppy who had done something
bad. He carried me inside to the sink where there was a bar
of brown soap floating in a bucket, forced me to open my
mouth, and then shoved that big, wet bar of soap into it.
He rubbed it back and forth between my teeth so hard
that foam came out of my mouth and my nose. The soap
even got into my eyes and I couldn’t see. I choked and
coughed and thought I was going to die.

Finally, Mr. Reamer decided Id had enough. He
ducked my head into the bucket, dropped me on the floor,
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and just walked away as if nothing unusual had happened.
I staggered outside and fell down to my knees. My vision
was blurry and my lips were cut and bleeding. Tommy
Nez, who was the first friend I made in school, lifted me
to my feet. He and another bigger boy I hadn’t yet met
whose bunk was close to mine, had to help me get back to
the dormitory because I could not walk without falling.

“My relative, you will return to balance again,” that
bigger boy, whose name I later learned was Jesse Chee,
whispered in my ear in Navajo. “T'he Holy People have
not forgotten you.”

Somehow Jesse Chee knew I had to hear our language
just then, though it was a risk even to whisper it.
Those teachers had ears that seemed to hear our thoughts.
I knew I had found another friend.

I also knew that I never wanted to experience that
awful soap again. So I tried my best to avoid speaking
Navajo when any adult could hear. I never had my
mouth washed out again, but still, to this day, I cannot
see a bar of brown soap without feeling a little sick to
my stomach.

That same punishment was given to the other boys
and girls who spoke Navajo. Whenever they did so,
their mouths would be washed out. It happened
to Jesse Chee, to Tommy Nez, to Samuel Manyhorses,
and to everyone I knew. I don’t think a single child
escaped having his or her mouth roughly washed out with
soap. Most learned their lesson quickly and watched
what they said. However, some of the children were
not just forgetful about using our language, they
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were openly defiant. They refused to give up speak-
ing Navajo.

So they were beaten with heavy sticks. Principal
O’Sullivan, who was also the head disciplinarian, punished
the most defiant children. He had a favorite stick that
hung on the wall behind his desk. Sometimes he would
beat the boys and girls so badly that they would not be
able to walk the next day. John Roanhorse, who also had a
bed in my part of the dormitory, was one of the most
stubborn ones. His mouth was washed out so often that
it no longer seemed to bother him.

“That dilagdanaa soap is not so bad,” he said to Jesse
and Tommy and me one night in the dormitory. “I am
getting to like the taste of it.”

Even being beaten did not stop John Roanhorse from
speaking Navajo. He was the biggest of the boys and he
would stand there, taking a beating without crying.
Principal O’Sullivan just about wore himself out hitting
him. He even broke one of his favorite sticks over John
Roanhorse’s back. So it was decided that a simple beating
was not enough. John Roanhorse was taken into the cold
stone basement and chained in a dark corner. He was
kept there for a week with nothing to eat but pieces of
stale bread and nothing to drink but water. When they
brought him out, his eyes seemed as small as those of a
mole and there was a lost look on his face. I think a part
of his spirit was left down in that cold, dark place.

I was never openly defiant like John Roanhorse had
been. Nor was I like the careless boys and girls who kept
speaking Navajo when our teachers—who watched us the
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way coyotes watch a prairie dog hole—could hear them.
I did my best to learn English. As the days turned into
weeks, then months and years, I began not just to do well
in my classes, but to do better than any other student—
especially in such subjects as history and geography.
Learning and remembering things of the past and find-
ing out about faraway places was interesting to me. I
seemed to be a perfect student.

When my bilagdanaa teachers looked at me, they saw
a little Navajo boy who did just what he was told, never
got in trouble, and studied hard. Whenever I was called
on, I would stand right up.

“Yes, teacher,” I would say, widening my eyes and nod-
ding my head as I spoke.

Yes, teacher! Those were the two words I spoke more
than any others when I was in mission school. They
were like magic. Even if I did not understand something,
all I had to do was say those words to make my white
teachers nod back at me or smile. Sometimes they did not
even ask me to answer the question.

“Very good, Neddie,” they would say.

However, I was stubborn in ways the teachers could
not see. I spoke nothing but Navajo whenever I was alone
with other Indian students. In the basement of the school
or out back behind the wood shed, I learned Navajo songs
and stories. Some students in that school, especially after
being beaten enough times for talking Indian, reached
the point where it became hard for them to speak Navajo,
even when they wanted to. But it was not that way for
me. If anything, rather than taking my language away
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from me, boarding school made me more determined
never to forget it.

So I held on to my sacred language while learning the
words and the ways of the whites. But I had no idea, even
in my wildest dreams, that the very language those
bilagdanaa teachers tried to erase—the way you wipe
words from a blackboard—would one day be needed by
important white men.
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CHAPTER FIVE
High School

At first, my time in the boarding school did not go
quickly. In fact, the days were so long that it sometimes
seemed as if each one was a year. Despite the boredom and
the loneliness, I kept on working hard. Trying to do well
became my way of surviving, just as some of the other
students got by simply by going somewhere else inside
themselves, showing a blank and stupid face to our
bilagdanaa teachers whenever they were asked to do any-
thing. Then those teachers would shake their heads and go
on to someone else. Most of those teachers expected very
little of us and that was just what some of us gave back
in return. But that was not my way. I have always loved
to learn, even though the learning they offered us was
much less than that given to dilagdanaa children.

Some of my other classmates survived boarding school
by throwing themselves into the sports that we played.
The older boys had basketball and baseball and football
teams. After we younger boys got to know those sports—
which none of us had ever seen before being sent off to
school—we, too, became great fans. Some of us wanted
nothing more than to become one of those heroic Indian
athletes like Jim Thorpe, who wore a sports uniform and
did great things on the playing field. Whenever we
played a game against other Indian schools, I was always
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among those cheering loudly for our side. But little I was
when I came to school and little I stayed. I grew some,
but reluctantly. I'd never be more than'a few inches
above five feet. I was too small to play sports. I couldn’t
hope to become one of those athletes who recklessly
threw their bodies against each other with as much
energy as our warriors in the old days had hurled them-
selves at our enemies. ‘,

Even though my body would not grow tall, somehow I
knew that there was no limit to the growth of my mind.
I read and studied and wrote, and my teachers noticed. I
still didn’t speak up much in class—that would have been
calling attention to myself or embarassing to the other
students who did not do so well in their studies. Instead
I just did well on my written work, passing tests with high
grades and handing in assignments done in perfect
English.

“Neddie, you are almost as bright as a little white
child,” the teachers would say, meaning to compliment
me. “You should speak up more in class.”

Some of them would even pat me on my head, as if I
were a little pet monkey that had just done well at obey-
ing a command.

“Thank you, teacher,” I would answer in a voice just
loud enough to be heard.

Someday, 1 said to myself, I will become a teacher, one
who does not just teach, but also shows respect to all his Indian

students and expects the best of everyone.

I worked hard with that goal in mind. Because I took
such interest in my studies and in that good goal of
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becoming a teacher, time no longer crawled by like a
snail trying to get to the top of a big stone. The hours
and days, the weeks and months and even the years, grew
legs and began to run like an antelope.

Almost before I knew it, the day came when I gradu-
ated from the mission school. For many Navajo students,
this was the end of formal education. But I had done so
well that I was accepted into the high school program. It
made me so happy. There were two good things about the
high school program. The first and best was that instead
of being a journey of many days, Navajo High School
was only twenty miles away from my home. I would still
be living in a school dormitory, but now I would be close
enough to visit my parents often and the younger brothers
and sister who had been born during my years at boarding
school. At the old school, I could only go home summers.
Now I would be with my family every weekend and
every holiday.

I have said that there were two good things about
the high school program. The second was that the teach-
i11g was better. Since we had gained that much education,
thie high school teachers assumed that we were educable.
They did not often do such things as use our entire school
day cleaning the classrooms and washing the windows of
the building. More information was offered to us, along
with a real library. I read every book I could get my hands

. on and welcomed the challenge of better classes. I excelled

in English and in social studies.
One social studies paper that I wrote during my first
year in high school I remember particularly well. I did
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not realize it at the time, but it dealt with people and a
place that would change my life forever. Those people
lived on a group of faraway islands that they called
Nippon, but we Americans knew it as Japan. I had read
about how those people were having hard times. So I
wrote my paper about their suffering. I discussed how
difficult it was for them because there were so many of
them on their small group of islands. In a space not
much larger than our Navajo homelands, there were
80 million Japanese people. They did not have enough
wood or coal to heat their homes. Terrible earthquakes
had recently shaken their land. Many Japanese had
been killed or injured and their homes had been
destroyed. They had no food and shelter and were
in need of help.

My social studies teacher was a man named Mr.
Straight. He was tall and thin with a sharp face as pale as
the crescent moon. He wore very small eyeglasses that
were always slipping down on his nose. Those glasses
fascinated us students. We all expected that one day they
would slip right off and fall to the floor. That day, when
Mr. Straight nodded his head after I finished reading my
paper, those glasses slid down to the very tip.

“Well done, Neddie,” he said to me, quickly pushing
his glasses back up on his nose and then tapping me on
my shoulder with his long bony index finger. “I doubt
that your average white student could have said it much
better.”

Soon after that, we students at Navajo High School
had our own food drive for the poor, hungry Japanese.
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Even though we came from families much poorer than
those average white students, we still were able to col-
lect two big crates of canned goods that became part
of the many tons of food relief shipped by America to
the islands of Japan.
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CHAPTER SIX
Sneak Attack

From then on, I took a special interest in Japan. I read
everything I could find about it, including articles in
newspapers and the few magazines in our school library.
To my dismay, things in the island nation began to
change in an unexpected way. Their military leaders
had decided not to rely on help from the rest of the world.
They would go to war to get all those things they
needed. They were great warriors, those Japanese, and had
been for hundreds of years. In the past, no enemies
had ever been able to invade their sacred islands. Now,
though, their interest was not in defense. They built up a
big army and a navy and attacked other countries around
them. Soon they had defeated the Chinese and taken over
many other islands in the Pacific Ocean. They said it
was their divine destiny. The whole Pacific Ocean was
meant to be theirs alone.

On the other side of the world, in Europe, the
Germans were saying similar things. It was Germany’s
destiny to rule their part of the world. They, too, went to
war and conquered other nations around them. They
formed an alliance with the Japanese.

Many people in America were now worried. They
feared that the time might come when America would
have to go again over to Europe and fight as they
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had done in my grandparents’ time during World
War One. And America had soldiers and sailors in the
Pacific Ocean, in the Philippine Islands, and on the islands
of Hawaii. They might soon have to defend them-
selves from the Japanese.

For most Navajos, though, the possibility of a war was
very far away. Caring for their herds and trying to make
ends meet was all they had time to think about. But our
Navajo Tribal Council passed a special resolution in June
of 1940. I liked their words so much that I made a copy of
them on a piece of paper to carry with me in my wallet.
I've kept those strong words all these years, though I have
had to recopy them several times when the paper they
were printed on grew worn from being folded and
unfolded or when it was soaked by the salt water as we
landed on those beaches. It is often that way, you know.
Strong words outlast the paper they are written upon.

Here is what our tribal council said:

Whereas, the Navajo Tribal Council and the
50,000 people we represent, cannot fail to
recognize the crisis now facing the world in the
threat of foreign invasion and destruction
of the great liberties and benefits which we
enjoy on the reservation, and

Whereas, there exists no purer concentra-
tion of Americanism than among the First
Americans, and

Whereas it has become common practice
to attempt national destruction through sowing
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the seeds of treachery among minority groups
such as ours, and

Whereas, we hereby serve notice that any
un-American movement among our people
will be resented and dealt with severely, and

Now, therefore, we resolve that the Navajo
Indians stand ready as they did in 1918, to aid
and defend our government, and its institu-
tions against all subversion and armed conflict
and pledge our loyalty to the system which
recognizes minority rights and a way of life that
has placed us among the greatest people of
our race.

If our help was needed, we Navajos would be ready.

But when the attack finally happened, it seemed that
no one was ready. It was December 7, 1941, a Sunday I
will never forget.

Bright late autumn sun was shining through the
windows of our dormitory, but there was no sun in
my heart. In the other corner of the room several of my
friends were laughing and talking, but I was in no
mood for anything but silence. I was still smarting from
what had happened to me two days before. I was so
embarrassed. Although, as I have explained, I tried to be
careful when I spoke our sacred language, that Friday I
had been caught. Mr. Straight overheard me greeting
one of my friends in Navajo when I thought no teachers
were around. It didn’t matter that I could now speak
English as well as any 4i/agdanaa. It didn’t matter how
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good my grades had been in all my classes. By speak-
ing one word in our sacred language I had just proved
to my teacher that I was as hopeless as the rest of my
people.

“Do you want to always be an ignorant, useless sav-
age, Begay?” Mr. Straight had said in a disappointed
voice, looking down at me over the top of his glasses.
“You must always speak English. Navajo is no good, no
good at all.”

Then he had placed me in front of the whole class
with a dunce cap on my head.

That Sunday, as I sat by the window in the dormitory
living room, I had my hand on my head, remembering
how that dunce cap felt and how foolish I must have
looked to everyone, even though my classmates had all
politely averted their eyes from me while I was up there.
I was both sad and angry. Would the dilagdanaas never
respect me because I was a Navajo? Did I really have to
give up everything Navajo to succeed in the modern
world?

Suddenly Tommy Nez came running into the dormi-
tory living room.

“We've been attacked!” he shouted. “It was on the
school radio!”

Some of us looked out the windows to see if the
enemies were close by. All that we saw were the familiar
hills and the dusting of snow that had fallen the night
before. We left the dorm and went running to the main
school building where the radio was located. Mr. Straight
was at the front door.
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“Come with me,” Mr. Straight said. His voice was
tight and nervous.

He led us all into the hall outside the main office to
listen to the radio. It told a terrible story. The Japanese
had attacked the United States at a place called Pearl
Harbor. Most, if not all, of our planes and boats were
destroyed. Many people died.

We turned to our teacher, but he looked as confused as
we felt. No one seemed to know what to do or say.

“Perhaps those Japanese will attack the Navajo reser-
vation next,” Tommy Nez whispered.

“Be quiet,” Mr. Straight snapped, pushing his glasses
back up onto his nose so hard that he knocked them off
and had to grab them before they hit the ground.
“Everyone back to your dorm!”

WEe did as he said, but nothing was the same anymore.
Our whole world had changed. What was going to happen

now?
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Navajos Wanted

Over the next days, we learned more about the air raid
on Hawaii. We heard the names of islands thousands of
miles away where the Japanese were attacking American
and Allied bases in the Pacific. Even I, who loved geog-
raphy, had never heard about most of those places. I had
to look hard through the maps in my geography book to
locate them. Wake Island, Guam, Guadalcanal. By
Christmas of 1941 all of those places had fallen to the
Empire of the Rising Sun.

“You must all sacrifice to help the war effort,” our
teachers said.

Even though I understood what they meant, I could not
help remembering that we Navajos had already sacrificed a
lot. Most of our families were still poor because of the gov-
ernment livestock reduction of our sacred herds. None of
our people were as wealthy as any of the bilagdanaas we
saw, especially those who ran the trading posts.

Poor as we were, we Navajos really did want to help.
Our tribal council met at Window Rock and declared war on
Germany, Japan, and Italy. Navajo men took their guns,
packed supplies, and rode their horses in to report to the
Indian agent. They did not know how far away Pearl
Harbor was, but they were ready to go there and fight the
enemy. However, almost all of those men were told they
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could not be warriors for the United States because
they only spoke Navajo or because what English they
spoke was not good enough. That made them sad and
ashamed.

I wanted to join up, too, and go fight the enemy. I
could speak English well, but I was only fourteen when
that attack came on Pearl Harbor. That was far too young
and I was too small to convince anyone that I was older.

“This war will be over,” I said to my friends, “before I
am old enough to enlist.”

At first, that is what many people thought.

“Now that America has declared war,” Mr. Straight
said, shaking his bony finger at the sky, “the fighting will
soon be over.”

Everyone on the radio and in the newspapers agreed.
The Axis powers—that was what they called Japan,
Germany, and Italy—would quickly crumble. Sadly, we
were all wrong. As the months wore on, it became clear
that this war was going to be a long one.

It also seemed that the U.S. Armed Forces was yet
another place where Indians were not wanted. Only a few
Navajos had been accepted as U.S. soldiers, all of them
men who had been to mission school. There seemed little
interest on the part of the U.S. Armed Services in enlisting
the help of those of us who had loved this country
long before the ancestors of the bilagdanaas came here.

Then, in April of 1942, everything changed. A message
from Chee Dodge, our Navajo tribal chairman, was sent
around the reservation by shortwave radio. A Marine
recruiter was coming to Fort Defiance looking for Indian
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volunteers. Not just any Indians, but Navajos. Navajos
were needed for special work. The federal Bureau of
Indian Affairs had given its sanction for Navajos to join
up. However, only men fluent in both English and Navajo
were wanted.

When I heard that announcement on the radio, I
could hardly speak.

“Navajos!” I finally managed to say to my friends.
“Navajos! They want Navajos! Did you hear that?”

I'was so excited and talking so fast that they teased me.

“Are you sure that’s what they said?” Tommy Nez
asked me.

“Wehee,” Jesse Chee said. “Yeah. Didn't they say they
wanted Mexicans?”

But that radio announcement interested those guys,
too. Our high school was not far from the tribal offices in
Fort Defiance. The Marine Corps recruiter was scheduled
to speak the next morning, a Saturday, which meant
we had no classes to attend. So the three of us went down
there together, just to look at that recruiter. He had been
given an office right near our Navajo tribal headquarters
and we could see that the door was open.

We quietly crept up and peeked through the door. A
tall, broad-shouldered white man wearing a neat, well-
pressed uniform sat at a desk. He seemed very serious. He
sat with his back straight, writing something on a pad of
paper. Perhaps it was the recruiting speech that he was
about to give.

We were perfectly quiet. I am sure he did not notice us
peering in. He was impressive to see, but what was even
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more impressive were the things hung on the walls
around him.
“Look at that,” Jesse Chee whispered, pointing with

his chin.

We looked. There hung a beautiful sword in a silver
case. Just below it was a fine rifle. To either side of the
rifle and sword were posters that showed Marines stand-
ing tall in their full dress uniform. One of them, in the
most colorful poster of all, looked much like the recruiting
sergeant himself. However, the uniform of that poster
Marine was much more striking than his.

That uniform! Ah! It was so beautiful to behold. The
coat and trousers were made of cloth that was as shining
and blue as the sky. The cap and gloves were white as
clean new snow. The leather boots were as black and pol-
ished as jet.

“Did you see the uniform in that picture?” Tommy
Nez said after we were back out in the street. “Boy, that
was sharp! I'd sign up just to have a uniform like that one!”

The three of us decided to hang around until that
straight-backed white Marine gave his talk at 11:00 A.M.
It was quite a speech.

“My name is First Sergeant Frank Shinn,” he said in a
loud, clear voice as he stood on the steps of the tribal
offices, looking out at the crowd of people who had gath-
ered around.

Looking back on that day, I wonder what he thought
of those Navajos gathered there in front of him. Some in
the crowd, like my friends and me, were short-haired and
dressed much like any white man would dress. Only the
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brown of our faces gave away the fact that we were some-
thing other than the usual people who would hear such
a recruiting speech. But there were also many in that
small crowd who were far different from those he
was probably used to seeing. There were men with blan-
kets over their shoulders and rifles in their arms, men
wearing headbands or tall black hats, women in long
colorful dresses with shawls. The glitter of silver and
the glow of turquoise shone out from that crowd in the
shape of necklaces and bracelets and earrings on
the women, belt buckles and hat bands on the men. No
one stared up at the first sergeant, yet there was com-
plete silence as he spoke.

“I'm a Marine and proud to be one,” First Sergeant
Shinn continued, his voice echoing down the street. He
looked around the crowd, as if daring anyone to contra-
dict him. “The Marines need a few good men. There will
be real opportunity for you if you enlist. It will be better
for you than staying here on the reservation. As a Marine,
one of the proud and few, you will have the chance to
travel, learn new skills, and meet interesting people.”

Of course, he did not mention that some of the
interesting people you would meet might be holding
guns and sharp samurai swords, shouting Banzai! and try-
ing to kill you. If he had, I still do not think it would have
frightened away any Navajo recruits, even though
some who enlisted that day and in the days following
figured that they were heading for some kind of desk
job and not into combat.

It seemed to me that this Marine recruiter was telling
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us the truth. We Navajos have listened to white men
speak for a long time and we have learned to tell when one
is trying to deceive us. You can tell a lot about a man by
the way he speaks and the way he carries himself.
Looking at First Sergeant Shinn, I could see that this was
indeed a man who believed in what he said. I was ready
to believe it, too. I wanted to become one of the proud
and the few.

But there was a problem. They were only accepting
men between the ages of seventeen and thirty-two. I was
still only fifteen years old.

Yes, grandchildren, this was quite a problem. But right
away I thought I saw a solution. In those days, none of
us had birth certificates. Nearly all of us were born at
home and not in hospitals, with only our families and a
midwife present. As a result, the only way the
bilagdanaas knew the age of any Navajo was based on
what age that person or the person’s family said. If my
parents claimed I was old enough, I could enlist. I went
home and told my parents what I wanted them to do.
They listened carefully.

“Son,” my mother said, “wait outside while your father
and I talk of this.”

I did as they asked. As I sat leaning against the wall of
our hogan with the warm sun on my face, I could hear
their soft voices speaking, but I could not understand
what they were saying. A lizard ran up to my feet,
stopped, bobbed up and down, and then ran off again.
Finally my parents called me back in.

“Son,” my father said, “we are proud of you. What you
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want to do is a good thing. However, your mother and I
both think that you are not yet old enough. You are still
too young to become a Marine. Wait through another
winter. If this war is still going on, then we will give you
our blessing to join up.”

I'was disappointed, but I did as they asked and went back
to school. So it was that I was not part of the first Navajo
platoon, those twenty-nine men who developed our
secret code.



CHAPTER EIGHT
New Recruits

Meanwhile, the interviews to find that first group of
Navajos for “special duty” were going on. Two weeks
passed before they had finally chosen all of the men they
wanted for that first group, twenty-nine in all. Each
man was physically examined at Fort Defiance Public
Health Service and carefully questioned to be sure he
was really able to speak both Navajo and English fluently.
Each man’s age was checked, too. No one over thirty-two
or under seventeen was supposed to be accepted. But one of
those chosen, Carl Gorman, was actually thirty-five—
although he listed his age as thirty-two. Another man,
William Yazzie, was only sixteen, but said he was a year
older.

All through this period of selection, no one was told
what the special duty would be. Early on the morning
of May 4, 1942, those twenty-nine men of what would be
the first all-Navajo platoon, the 382nd, boarded a bus at
Fort Defiance. Some of their friends and families
watched as that bus headed southeast in the direction
of Tsoodzit, Mount Taylor, the sacred peak that marks
the southern boundary of Dinetah. Then they were
gone, vanished. It was as if they had fallen off the face of
the earth, for no word was heard from them. Not a
single letter was received by any of their families who
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had been left behind. A month passed and then
another month.

Now their families back home were getting worried.
Some knew a little bit about the armed forces from
having served in World War One. After six weeks of boot
camp, new recruits are always given a ten-day pass. But
not one of those twenty-nine men came home on leave
and there were still no letters. Wilsie Bitsie’s father was a
schoolteacher. His son had promised to keep him
informed of how he was doing. Carl Gorman’s father
was influential in the politics of our tribe and a successful
businessman. Both Mr. Bitsie and Mr. Gorman decided to
do something. They wrote directly to the Marines and
complained to the Indian agent. They expected answers,
but when those answers came, they were not very satis-
factory. All they were told was that their sons were doing
well. But they were on special duty and could not
communicate with anyone.

After a while, when no one had heard anything from
those first twenty-nine Navajos, people began making
jokes about what must have happened to them. One joke
was that the white men must have eaten them. When
someone said that to me, knowing how much I still
wanted to be a Marine myself, I had an answer for them.

“Well,” I said, “I have always wanted to see what it was
like in a bilagdanaa kitchen.”

Those jokes finally stopped four months later when
one of those twenty-nine men suddenly reappeared at
Fort Defiance. When he had left, we had simply known
him as Johnny Manuelito. He had graduated from Navajo
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High School several years before and was still remem-
bered there as a serious and hardworking student. Now he
was a different man. He was Corporal Johnny Manuelito
of the 382nd and he wore the bright, impressive uniform of
a U.S. Marine. The other Navajo men of the first twenty-
nine had been sent on assignment overseas, but he and John
Benally, another member of the Navajo 382nd, had
been given a different job. They were staying on as
instructors for the next group of Navajo recruits.

Johnny Manuelito’s duty was to recruit from our eastern
half of the big Navajo reservation. He did so in style,
wearing his spotless new corporal’s uniform as he spoke on
street corners and in chapter houses. People were
impressed, not just by his words but by how he looked.
Those who had known him before said that he truly
seemed to be a different person. He looked to have grown
taller during the short time he was gone and he carried
himself more like a white man than an Indian. When he
came to our high school and spoke to the student body,
his words reverberated in my mind like drumbeats.

“The Marines,” he said, “are the best of the best. We
are always the first to fight. Our motto is Semper
Fidelis, always faithful.” He looked like an eagle staring
down from a high mountain crag as his eyes swept over
his audience of awed young Navajo men. “Soon you
may be called up to fight by the draft. If that happens,
you will not be able to choose which branch of the
armed forces to join. If you make your decision now,
you can be sure that you will join the proud and few and
become a Marine.”
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I was thrilled by his words and by the way he looked.
I had never seen any Navajo who stood up so straight in
the presence of important white men like our principal
and several businessmen who sat behind him on the
stage as he spoke. They were intent on his every word.
He carried himself with such self-assurance and pride
that even those big bi/agdanaas were impressed.

When his talk was over, I quietly made my way up to
the front to listen to more of what he had to say. I did not
ask him any questions, but listened closely as he spoke.
He believed that any Navajo joining up would have a better
chance of getting through boot camp than your average
bilagdanaa. His own platoon had been the first ever all-
Indian platoon in the history of the Marines and his
instructors had not known what to expect. But the
Navajos had surprised them all.

“In Boot,” Johnny Manuelito said, “a good many of
those average men who hope to be Marines can’t stand
up to the physical challenges.” He swung his hand to one
side in a dismissive gesture. “They wash out. It’s too hard
for your average man to get used to marching long dis-
tances and carrying heavy packs, to running and
climbing obstacles. It is too difficult to be brave in the
face of gunfire. In most recruit platoons, there are even
men who have never held a gun.”

When he said that, some of us turned to look at each
other. It was hard to believe that anyone, man or woman,
could grow up to adulthood without ever having used a
gun. Every one of us carried a rifle when we hunted to
provide food for our families or when we were out at
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sheep camp and had to protect our herds from creatures
that might hurt them.

“Do you know how many of the twenty-nine men in
our platoon washed out?” Johnny Manuelito asked us.
“Not even one!”

I was not surprised. Those things that he said a Marine
recruit needed to learn were part of our everyday Navajo
life back then. We were used to walking great distances
over hard terrain while carrying things. We would
stay out with our herds of sheep overnight and in the
worst weather. Going for two or three days without
eating was not unusual for us, even those of us who
had gone off to boarding school.

I did not sign up that day, but my mind was made up.
Even though I was now sixteen and even though I was
still small for my age, I knew in my heart that it was my
time to serve as a warrior. I would wear a beautiful uni-
form and go to see strange places. I would wait no longer.
Soon, very soon, I would finally become a Marine!
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CHAPTER NINE
The Blessingway

Once again, I went to my parents.

“I have done as you asked,” I told them. “I have waited
a year. Now I want to go and be a warrior to fight for our
people. I ask your blessings to become a Marine.”

My parents were sad, but they saw that I was deter-
mined. I had kept my promise. So, even though it was not
yet the end of the school year, they gave me their permis-
sion. However, there was one thing I had to agree to
before I went to enlist. I had to go with my parents to a
singer who would do a ceremony for me. With the
protection of Hozhggji, ‘the Blessingway,” I might be kept
safe when I went into danger. I was glad to do that. The
Blessingway is done for all that is good. That is its only
purpose.

The singer we went to was Big Schoolboy. That was
his Navajo name, Olta’’ Tsoh. He was also known
as Frank Mitchell, although I always addressed him as
Hosteen, our Navajo word that is a term of respect. He
and my uncle were good friends, having gone to school
together at Fort Defiance. My uncle had worked with
him over the years when Big Schoolboy ran a freighting
business, carrying goods back and forth by horse-drawn
wagon between his home in Chinle and Gallup. Big
Schoolboy also belonged to the Catholic Church, as did
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most of the members of our family now, especially those
of us who had been to mission schools. By the time I
reached high school, I was no longer the only one of my
family who had been sent off to school. My three younger
brothers, my baby sister, and quite a number of my
cousins had followed my lead. Although my parents
knew less about Catholicism than their children did, they
had been baptized and went with us when we attended
church. But being Catholic did not mean we would for-
get the Holy People and our Navajo Way.

It was an honor to have Hosteen Mitchell do the
protection ceremony for me. He was a widely respected
man—not just a singer, but also a former member of our
tribal council. I was also glad because I liked him very
much. Respected and important as he was, he was a
very modest person, and wise. Best of all, he was fun to
be with.

Whenever we were together, he made me laugh. I saw
him often when I was home for the summer because I
would sometimes help him out with his work. Although
he no longer ran a freighting business full-time, he still
moved some goods and welcomed my assistance.
Even though I was still quite small, by the time I turned
sixteen I had grown very strong. I could easily lift
bags that weighed more than I did. Because of that, he
sometimes called me Wélachii’, which means “ant.” I
took that as a joking compliment, as everyone knows that
ants are powerful, despite their tiny size.

Since we had both been to mission school, he would
tell me stories about his own school days. One of my
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favorites was about something said by the old priest,
Father Duffey. I was riding beside Hosteen Mitchell on
his wagon one day when he turned to me and held one
finger up to his lips. I knew what that meant. He was
about to tell another of his stories about school.

“You know,” Hosteen Mitchell said, “it is hard for any-
one to speak our language unless he has known it since
birth. However, some of the priests thought they could
speak Navajo and would try to include it in their sermons.
As a result they sometimes said things that were hilarious
without meaning to. I am sure you know what I mean.”

I nodded, but did not say anything. I did not want to
break into his story with my own memories about some
of the mistakes I'd heard white men make while trying
to talk Indian. I waited politely. A story is better if you
have to wait a little bit for it to be spun out.

Hosteen Mitchell gently flicked the reins to encour-
age the horses as they pulled us up the hill. When we
reached the top, he continued his tale.

“There was this one old priest. Father Duffey. He tried
to use our Navajo word for people: Bila’ Ashdla’ii, ‘the
ones who have five fingers.” He meant to say that all
human beings are alike. But instead of saying that all peo-
ple have five fingers, he said that we all had five of
something else.” Hosteen Mitchell chuckled. “People
tried not to laugh, but every Navajo in the church was just
choking as he or she attempted to keep quiet.”

Hosteen Mitchell also liked to talk with me about the
similarities between our Indian beliefs and those of
the Catholics. He did so the day after my parents agreed
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to allow me to join the Marines. “You know, Wélachif’,”
he said to me, tapping his lip with his long forefinger,
“that Golden Rule and those other things that Jesus
Christ said people needed to live by?”

I nodded.

“Well,” Hosteen Mitchell continued, “that Golden
Rule and those other things he did makes me think that
maybe Jesus was a Navajo.” Then he laughed. “If any of
those Christian white traders behaved the way their
Bible tells them to live, they would all go broke.”

“I think that we do not need to worry too much about
that,” I said. Then both of us laughed even harder.

I was eager to go and sign up for the Marines, but I
knew I would have to be patient and wait for Hosteen
Mitchell to tell us when he could do the Blessingway.
Perhaps it would be weeks. I wanted to ask him when he
would be free to do the ceremony, but since my parents
had already requested that he do it, I knew it would be
impolite for anyone to ask again. Not a word was said
about it when we came back to our hogan that evening.
Somehow, I managed to hold my tongue.

Finally, he climbed up onto his wagon to leave.
Hosteen Mitchell must have known what was on my
mind and had been teasing me by saying nothing. Just
before he shook the reins, he lifted his finger up to his
mouth as if he had just remembered something.

“Do not forget,” he said to my parents, “I will be doing
Blessingway next weekend for my big friend Wélachif’.”
Then he winked at me.

Some of you, my grandchildren, have had Blessingway
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sung for you. Some of our chantways have been forgot-
ten, but Blessingway is as strong as ever. So you know
what it is like to have so many family members and
friends and well-wishers gathered around the hogan, all
of them putting their minds together to wish success and
goodness for you. You know what it is like to be the One-
Sung-Over, to be washed in the morning with soapweed,
your clothing piled there in front of you on the blanket as
the Bathing Songs are sung. You know what it is like to
feel the beauty of the sunrise touching you and giving you
strength as the corn pollen is sprinkled on the earth into
crosses where you kneel. Then you, too, are blessed with
that pollen, and you carry the memories of the goodness
of Blessingway with you.

So it was for me. I remember looking at the drypainting
made by Hosteen Mitchell. Sometimes a Blessingway does
not include drypainting. This time, though, nothing was to
be left out. I was to be given the utmost help and protec-
tion against all the dangers that might come. Hosteen
Mitchells fingers delicately sprinkled golden grains to
make the figure of Pollen Boy on the mound where every-
thing was prepared. Then, as the sun reached the middle
of the sky, Hosteen Mitchell stood up.

“Bring in the food,” he called. “It is the ceremony’s day
now.”

There is not much to say about the time between the
noon meal and the evening when the ceremony began
again with the blessing of everything from the sacred
items and the hogan to all of the personal possessions
people had with them. I was free to do what I wanted
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during that time—with the exception of work. But all
I did was find a quiet place and sit, thinking only of the
ceremony that was being done for me. I was feeling
peaceful and grateful that I was so loved and cared for by
my family and our friends. I did not think even once
about the journey that would soon begin for me.

Even now, sixty years later, I still feel the beauty of that
night. I can hear the twelve Hogan Songs that began
the evening, those songs that Talking God sang about the
home of Changing Woman, those songs that were sung
around the Mountain Where Traveling Was Done.
Song after song followed, every one of them chanted by
Hosteen Mitchell. These days other singers help out and do
some of the songs, but Hosteen Mitchell always did
every single song himself. So it went all through the night
with songs and blessing. Finally, the Dawn Songs were
sung, and then one more song for all those songs that had
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