
Grandpa was a Navajo Code Talker

DES MOINES, Iowa (AP) – Football often is compared to combat. Drake quarterback Ira 
Vandever knows better.

Vandever understands that such comparisons don't do justice to those who actually endured 
combat, people like his grandfather and those who served with him.

As a youngster, Vandever sat wide-eyed and hung on every word as his grandfather, Joe 
Vandever, recounted his days with the U.S. Marines in the Pacific during World War II.

Grandpa talked mostly about the action, how the bullets flew and the mortars exploded, but 
his role went beyond shooting a rifle. A full-blooded Navajo, Joe Vandever was a code 
talker.

Vandever was among the 400 or so Navajos who relayed coded messages via radio and 
walkie-talkie in their native language to confuse the Japanese. It worked because their 
language has no alphabet or symbols and was spoken only on the Navajo lands in the 
American Southwest.

The Japanese never deciphered it.

"Even if you knew the language, you still wouldn't know the code," Joe Vandever said. "It 
was never broken and never will be. If another war comes, we could just change it."

Their contributions ignored for years, the code talkers were honored at the Pentagon in 
1992. Further recognition came when President Bush presented gold medals to a group of 
code talkers last year and with the release of the movie "Windtalkers," which stars Nicholas 
Cage as a Marine assigned to protect a code talker.

Ira Vandever found fault with the movie – too much focus on Cage's character, not enough 
on the Navajos – but is glad it was made.

"Anything that gets the name out there, some respect toward it, is good," he said. "We can 
improve on the movie later. Maybe a Navajo can make it. I think it's a start."

Joe Vandever was 18 when he joined the Marines in 1943. Less than a year later, he was 
thrown into some of the fiercest fighting of the war as part of the island hopping campaign 
in the Pacific.

"At that age, I was playing sports and Grandpa was out fighting a world war," Ira 
Vandever said. "It kind of puts your life in perspective."



It did for his grandfather, too. Soldiers fell wounded or dying all around him. On one 
island, he saw "dead Marines stacked up like wood."

"I was scared. I was shaking," Joe Vandever said. "I had never been that way. I never saw 
action before."

Vandever, a medicine man, said prayers and went through blessing rituals before going 
overseas. In the field, he built sweat lodges and sat in them frequently, another part of 
Navajo ritual. He returned home without a scratch.

"He never got touched," Ira Vandever said. "A lot of white people started going into the 
sweat lodge, too. A lot of the soldiers didn't think much of the Navajos. They thought they 
were barbaric.

"After going to war with them, it broke down the barriers and the Navajos gained a lot of 
respect. That's a cool story, too."

While visiting his family in St. Louis earlier this month, Joe performed a blessing for Ira 
before he returned to Des Moines for preseason camp.

"It's a combination of a cleansing and also getting back in harmony with everything around 
you," Ira said. "Being in harmony is very important for Navajos. It's the basis of 
everything."

Joe Vandever – he says he's 79 but Ira says that's only a guess – was born on the Navajo 
reservation in western New Mexico and still lives there.

Ira Vandever also grew up on the reservation and spent his first 15 years there before 
moving to St. Louis with his mother. Ira was named after Ira Hayes, a Pima Indian who is 
the soldier on the far left in the famous photo of the flag raising at Iwo Jima.

"We didn't have electricity or running water until I was about 11," Ira said. "We never had a 
TV growing up. We rode horses, things like that. It didn't seem like we were poor, but I 
think we were pretty poor.

"But we had fun and didn't know the difference. We always had food on the table."

And there were always stories – of Navajo legends, of ancestors and, when Joe Vandever 
was around, of the war. A war hero?

"Anybody who has been through that," Ira Vandever said, "is a hero to me."


