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Behind the Lines with Code Talkers by Mark Persons
At the age of 96, Harold “Harry” Meyer of Baxter, MN, recounted his World War II experiences.  Harry was born on a farm in 1926, a few years before his family moved to Red Lake Falls, near Crookston, MN. His life adventures started at age 13 when he took an interest in radio. An avid reader, he built a radio transmitter. The idea was to play music on the radio (AM in those days) to his friends and neighbors. That worked until his signal traveled to Oklahoma, as AM signals do at night. Then two Federal Communications Commission inspectors showed up to find out who was causing interference to a faraway licensed radio broadcast station.  One inspector was amazed and wondered how a youngster could figure out how to do this. With a stern warning, they confiscated his equipment and left town.

War was raging in Europe and Asia. Harry knew it was just a matter of time before the United States was involved.  He said, “I knew our country could be hurt, but we couldn’t be defeated.”

Athletic as he was, Harry was on a high school football team.  He was a tall junior while most of the players were seniors….and they were undefeated! That was in 1944 when our military drafted young men who were just out of high school. To avoid being drafted, six players decided to enlist in the U.S. Navy. Harry signed up at age 17 to be with his football friends. 

They shipped off to the Naval Training Station in Farragut, ID. No words were spoken, but three were pulled out of class and were sent to Long Beach, CA, because they had “radio aptitude.” Harry said he thinks they had been unknowingly tested to see which ones could keep a secret too. 

It was Harry’s first experience in California and seeing the Pacific Ocean. Training and bunk facilities were in an old fish cleaning house. Surprisingly, Harry ran into beekeepers from Minnesota who he knew and saw Howard Hughes’ Spruce Goose airplane under construction. In class, they learned Morse Code and radio maintenance. Of the 40 who started, only 12 made it through the course. Upon returning from leave one day, he found a note telling him to go to Dana Point, but no directions on how to get there. Harry hitchhiked and was picked up by a jeep headed to the Dana Point Marine Base.

Harry learned to provide radio communications for the Marines. There was no name for it at the time, but the Marines were Navajo Code Talkers from New Mexico and Arizona. Then it was off to Hawaii by ship where he was issued a camouflage uniform before heading to Japanese held islands in the Pacific.

Harry and a Code Talker would secretly go ashore on islands, including Okinawa. They evaded Japanese to get close-up visuals on potential targets before invasions and to call in artillery strikes later. Other Code Talker pairs did the same. There were several close calls. He evaded pursuing dogs by going into the water to throw them off the trail. The radio on his back was not compatible with a rifle, so he carried a 45-caliber model 1911 pistol. They traveled on foot in and out of assigned areas.

The Navajo messages were ideal for the task because there was no written record of the language. It was all verbal. The Navajo word TSA-E-DONIN-EET translates to fly, but the meaning was further translated to be something military. Navajo language radio messages had to be short (15 to 20 seconds in length) to keep from being discovered and tracked by Japanese. It is no wonder the Japanese were frustrated by what little they could hear on a radio. 

Harry was called back to San Francisco after the U.S. captured most of the Pacific islands. All that was left was occupying the Japanese home islands.  He was shown aerial photos in preparation for an invasion. The plan was to send him and others to Japan to do the same kind of surveillance, eight hours before and during a planned attack on Japan.  That was August 1945 when two atomic bombs were used to end the war. He was “tickled pink” that the war was over. 

Harry remembers he and his buddies stealing turkey dinners on Thanksgiving as they were leaving shore on a barge.  No one complained, the war was over, and everyone was happy. Harry and his fellow seamen talked with Navy Admiral Chester Nimitz on one occasion over coffee once. It was very informal because the war was over. Harry said Nimitz was, “calm and gentle, just one of us. That would not have happened during the war.”

Harry was sent back to Okinawa where he saw Japanese bodies being collected after a mass suicide. The horrors of war still haunt his memories, some are just blocked out of his mind! 

He was at Okinawa when a hurricane passed over with 92 mile per hour winds and 30-to-35-foot waves in October 1945. Some 36 people were reported killed. Over 100 received serious injuries. Twelve ships sank and 80% of the buildings were blown down.  Harry survived the ordeal by taking refuge in a tomb.  

There was a pesky shark in the waters of Okinawa that prevented swimming.  Harry rigged a hook in a machine shop and baited it with spoiled beef. He received rope burns from the struggle when catching the fish. The shark meat was turned into a meal, but no one asked for seconds.
The windshield of the jeep he was driving was shot out by a Japanese sniper in Guam who didn’t believe the war had ended. He talked about how starving Japanese soldiers came out of the jungle to stand in American chow lines, thinking they blended in, but it was obvious to everyone. The Japanese were allowed to finish their meal, then were taken into custody by MPs.

Harry ordered electrical cable splicing kits. The order was mixed up in classic military inventory description style. He received a crate of lady’s underwear, which he donated to the locals and received a pig for roasting in return.

Then it was off to Naval Base Guam where he helped a Chamorro woman with baby and her Japanese soldier husband/father. The soldier was being sent back to Japan for processing and discharge, but really wanted to stay in Guam with the woman and child. The woman served as interpreter, so Harry helped to expedite the soldier's processing and return to Guam.
Harry’s job in Guam was to update the communications systems, which are still in use today. He said, “it rains every afternoon there, but otherwise there is nice weather.” Harry was a U.S. Navy Petty Officer 3rd Class when released from active duty in 1946. He went back to finish the high school education that was cut short by going into the Navy. 

Harry’s communications experience got him a job at Northwestern Bell/AT&T (the phone company in those days). He spent 40 years maintaining microwave communications towers from the Canadian border to the Twin Cities with Brainerd in the middle. 

Harry married Lavoane Lebeda in 1951 and they had four children before she passed away in 2021, after 70 years of marriage. Now he is a resident at the Northern Lakes Senior Living facility in Baxter. Residents there love to hear stories from his excellent memory. 

The Navajo Code Talkers were a government secret before finally being declassified in 1968, some 23 years after the war ended. Harry said the Windtalkers movie about Code Talkers was close but had a lot of Hollywood in it. He lost touch with the Navajos after a few years.  Most are dead, only three were reported still alive in 2023. 

A life member of the VFW, Harry served two years as Commander of St. Cloud, MN, East Side VFW Post 4847 in the 1960s. He still attends local veteran events regularly, such as at Brainerd VFW Post 1647.
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