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Breaking Codes 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy 

 
 Scott Robinson’s Clovis High School history class is currently studying World War II. 
Taking advantage of contacts, Robinson brought in Native American code talkers to add an 
extra dimension.   

“Code talking” is a term for the use of obscure languages to transmit coded intelligence during 
wartime. The first known use of code talking was during WWI in France when Cherokee troops were used 
to transmit messages. Other obscure languages that have been used for code talking are Choctaw, 
Comanche, Meskwaki, Basque, and, perhaps most famous, the Navajo code talkers. 
 The visitors to Robinson’s History class were three Native American veterans from the Santo 
Domingo Pueblo in northern New Mexico, who speak Keres, one of the Pueblo dialects.  
 The first speaker was Mr. Remijo Lovato, a veteran of the Vietnam War, who was wounded, but 
returned for another tour of duty. Lovato described at length the contributions of the code talkers, 
significant enough to affect the outcome of World War II. 
 Another speaker was Mr. Joe Bird, a veteran of the Korean and Vietnam wars. Bird described his 
involvement with the Cuban blockade, time spent serving with a corps of engineers and then the elite 
Special Forces, gathering intelligence. He attended Georgetown University and ultimately graduated from 
UNM, followed by law school. Bird emphasized to students the importance of getting a good education 
and a good job. He shared, “Be kind to each other; be proud of who you are…and don’t get on welfare!”  
 The third guest was Mr. José Ramos Chavez, a special visitor, indeed. Chavez, now 90 years old, 
landed on Utah Beach, part of the D-Day Allied invasion of Normandy during World War II. He served in 
the European theatre and was awarded with a Purple Heart. Chavez had remained sitting during the 
other presentations, with a Native American blanket draped across him. When his turn came, he stood 
and spoke with great dignity, describing the most remarkable experiences. Although impossible to re-tell 
all of his stories, one fascinating tale requires sharing. 
 Early on in Chavez’ military service, he found himself at a professional baseball game with fellow 
serviceman. At the end of the game, one of the baseball players came to meet the soldiers and asked 
where they were from. When Chavez mentioned New Mexico, then a somewhat exotic location, the 
player gave Chavez a watch. The player? None other than Babe Ruth. 
 Word got out about these visitors who were originally scheduled for Robinson’s history classes 
only. When his government students clamored to hear the visitors, the three Native Americans graciously 
agreed to present to all the classes and also remained after school in the CHS library to answer questions. 
 Along with the fascinating stories of these veterans, there was something else remarkable. High 
school students, sometimes thought to be unruly, difficult to manage, were incredibly respectful the entire 
time. Pin-drop silence was consistent throughout all presentations, and students lined up to shake the 
veterans’ hands at the close.  
 It was a most memorable occasion for all. 
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