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  Book (1), Slang, Military

  General George S. Patton Jr. once observed that, next to war, all other human endeavors pale into puny insignificance. Actually, it might have been George C. Scott playing Patton in the 1970 biopic directed by Franklin Schaffner. Doesn’t matter. For one thing, Scott played Patton better than Patton ever played Patton, and, for another, the statement is pretty nearly true no matter who said it. For what is more costly, in money, materials, effort, pain, and life, than war? What requires a greater degree of coordinated energy? What else so tasks the hearts and minds of so many? What other human endeavor encompasses such a range of undertaking, from acts of deepest secrecy and darkest crime to the grandest mobilization of entire peoples, with vast armies shaping and reshaping the world?

  And what else produces so many words, acronyms, and utterances than fighting wars and preparing to fight wars?

  There is no grander or humbler stage for the enactment of language than war. War leaves untouched no aspect of human activity and emotion. Words born of the profession of arms describe the most exceptional, extreme, exalted, daring, and horrifying deeds as well as the most mundane: laboring, eating, eliminating, washing, cooking, fornicating, sleeping.

  Over many years, soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen have built their own language to express everything from the raw emotion to the complex technology in the lives of a group of professionals whose vocation is to kill people, break things, and, afterward, come home alive. They labor in a trade freighted at the highest levels of politics and command with words intended as much to conceal and deceive as to reveal and illuminate. At the lower level—the level of the eleven bang-bang, the ordinary seaman, the grunt gyrene, and the balls-to-the-wall pilot—it is a job just as focused on seeing through and cutting through the nonmeaning and nonsense emanating from the Five-Sided Squirrel Cage (i.e., the Pentagon).

  The sources for the words and phrases in this book include such “official” authorities as the Department of Defense Dictionary of Military Terms (www.dtic.mil/doctrine/dod_dictionary/) and S. F. Tomajczyk’s magnificent Dictionary of the Modern United States Military (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1996), but the most compelling elements of military language have no “official” sources. They come from the bottom up. Whiskey Tango Foxtrot: The Real Language of the Modern American Military is devoted to the linguistic world of that lower level, a world alternately hot, cold, horrible, glorious, squalid, adrenaline-charged, worked to exhaustion, lifted by comradeship, desolated by loneliness, and bored to desperation, a world in which words must be as sharp as bayonets.

  The military is both a distinctive way of life and a community, and a command of what we might call the community’s “folk speech”—its slang—is essential for admission to full membership within the group. Some military folk speech is familiar almost exclusively to the troops. A shit screen, for example, is a fall guy, the person who takes the blame for some foul-up or infraction. A jarhead is an enlisted marine. Other elements of military vocabulary, as you will see, have become part of our general folk speech, military and civilian. In both its exclusively military and more general military-civilian forms, the “real language of the modern American military” embodies a uniquely American attitude and an exuberantly colloquial, unwaveringly honest, and enduringly American grace under pressure.
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    Behind the Butt Plate

    Living the GI Life
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  1st CivDiv

  Mythical military formation Marines join when they leave the Corps and reenter civilian life: “1st Civilian Division.”

  A-Farts

  Ad hoc acronym for American Forces Radio and Television Service, which broadcasts to U.S. armed forces—in camps, on ships, everywhere—worldwide.

  Anymouse

  On board U.S. Navy ships, the name for the lockbox in which sailors are welcome to drop anonymous suggestions.

  Army Crimes

  What GIs call Army Times, the official weekly periodical published by the army “for their benefit.” Alternatively, the publication is known as Army Slimes.

  Asshole buddy

  One’s best, most trusted friend, comrade, and confidant. There is no sexual connotation whatsoever. Asshole buddy is a prime example of a dysphemism, the polar opposite of euphemism. Whereas euphemism pretties up an ugly situation or concept with a mild word—“independent thinker” to describe an obstinate moron—dysphemism uglies up a desirable situation or concept with an unpleasant word. This is typical usage of language in the rank-and-file American military.

  Attaboy

  A reward given to an individual soldier, sailor, airman, or marine or to an entire unit for a job well done. The reward in question might be nothing more than a word of praise from the commanding officer, a weekend pass, or a special treat at mess. Cynical commanders often use the expression petting the animals as an alternative to attaboy.

  Baboon ass

  Rumor has it that the U.S. Navy serves the finest cuisine of any military in the world. Sailors who’ve eaten USN corned beef, a staple they call baboon ass in the service, will tell you otherwise.

  Bag of smashed asshole

  Used to describe (generally to his face) a soldier whose uniform is sloppy, dirty, wrinkled, or in some other way grossly unsatisfactory. “Private Pyle, you look like a bag of smashed asshole.” By extension, the phrase is sometimes applied to anything—a building, a vehicle, a weapon, a piece of machinery—that is damaged or worn out.

  Balls

  Beyond the obvious, this is a term for midnight as it appears on a twenty-four-hour digital clock: 0000. “I’m on post from balls to ten.”

  Bare-ass

  Universal GI pronunciation of barracks. “See you in the bare-ass, Sarge.”

  Barney Clark

  In a U.S. Navy shipboard mess, a slider (small hamburger) topped with a fried egg. (“Gimme a couple of those Barney Clarks!”) The etymology of the phrase is obscure in the extreme. Barney Clark (1921–1983) was a retired dentist who received a permanent pneumatic total artificial heart designed by Dr. Robert Jarvik and implanted on December 2, 1982, by cardiac surgeon Dr. William DeVries. When implanted, the most advanced and familiar version of the Jarvik heart—the Jarvik 7—created a prominent circular bulge under the skin of the chest, apparently suggesting to the vivid imagination of hungry sailors the shape of the egg-topped slider.

  Behind the butt plate

  What a grunt just back from the front lines traditionally answered when asked where he’d been. The butt plate is a metal or rubber strip that reinforces the butt of a rifle stock. If you’re behind it, the rifle is in front of you, with its business end pointed toward the enemy.

  Bends and motherfuckers

  Squat thrusts done by recruits during PT (physical training). The routine is this: stand, squat, place hands on ground, thrust feet back, do a push-up, return to squat, return to stand—and repeat until the DI (drill instructor) is exhausted (from yelling).

  Bib

  The rectangular piece of cloth that hangs from the back of the neck of the uniform of the U.S. Navy enlisted sailor is called a bib. This is not intended as a slur, but dates to the era of wood and sails, when ordinary seamen generally wore their hair long, braiding it and dipping it in tar (used to treat rigging and to seal planks on ship) to keep it from getting caught in block, tackle, and other rigging machinery. When given liberty ashore, a sailor would fashion a “bib” from sackcloth and tie it around his neck to keep the tar off his shirt. The practice became so universal that U.S. Navy command adopted the bib as an official feature of the regulation uniform.

  Big PX in the Sky, the

  Tongue-in-cheek evocation of heaven. “PX” stands for Post Exchange, an on-base store in which many of life’s little luxuries can be bought more or less on the cheap. This phrase is related to, but must not be confused with, Land of the Big PX, a synonym for the United States, typically used by service members stationed far from home.

  Blue Dick, the

  Personification of the U.S. Navy. “Two weeks in port and no liberty! The Blue Dick strikes again.”

  BOHICA

  U.S. Navy acronym signifying Bend Over, Here It Comes Again and used when a highly disagreeable order, assignment, outcome, or situation unsurprisingly recurs. Seaman Doe: “What? Another day of rust-scraping detail!” Seaman Joe: “BOHICA!”

  Brain housing group

  U.S. Air Force pilot’s pseudo-technical term for the human skull.

  Brown Shoe

  Coined in World War II, when U.S. Navy aviators and submariners wore khaki uniforms with brown cordovan leather shoes, the term continues to be verbal shorthand for those personnel. In contrast, a Black Shoe is any U.S. Navy sailor or officer who does not serve on a sub or fly an airplane (and who, back in World War II, would therefore have worn a navy blue uniform with black oxfords).

  Bucket of steam

  Something seasoned sailors send raw U.S. Navy recruits (and sometimes brand-new ensigns) to fetch on their maiden voyage. This is similar to the order to “Fire a polka-dot flare!”

  Bumfuck, Egypt

  Generic name for any undesirable duty station in the U.S. Navy.

  Bush hanky

  Press the side of the nose with a finger, bend over, blow hard, and you have a bush hanky: a technique for expelling mucus without the use of a handkerchief (because you have none), your sleeve, or a bandana. The product of a bush hanky is known as a bush oyster.

  Button chopper

  GI laundry detergent, which, apparently, is scientifically formulated to dissolve clothing, buttons and all. “Throw some more of that button chopper in the wash, would you? I got inspection tomorrow morning.”

  Cadillac

  Sooner or later, every sailor swabs a deck. The unlucky ones are given a bucket and a mop. The lucky ones are issued a Cadillac—a bucket on wheels and equipped with a wringer for that mop. Alternative meaning: The principal form of transport for a United States Marine, “Cadillac” is an old nickname for USMC-issued infantry boots.

  Canned pork chops

  What marines call beer.

  Chicken shit

  As applied to military life and routine, chicken shit is anything essentially inconsequential that is given exaggerated importance. Soldiers who served in General George S. Patton Jr.’s II Corps in Africa, Seventh Army in Sicily, and Third Army on the Continent complained that the general’s insistence on wearing regulation-knotted neckties, regulation leggings, shined shoes or boots, and helmets was not just chicken shit, but elephant shit, which is merely a huge amount of chicken shit.

  Cover

  In the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps, the term applied to any cap or hat.

  Crack house

  Most areas aboard U.S. Navy ships are “smoke-free zones,” and smoking sailors are confined to designated enclosed areas that quickly fill with a dense nicotine haze. These miasmatic dens are shipboard crack houses.

  Crotch, The

  What marines call “The Corps” when they’re in a really bad mood.

  Crusher

  The U.S. Army Air Forces flat service cap as worn in World War II. Fliers found the cap’s visor highly useful, but they removed the stiffener that gave the top of the hat its flat surface so that they could wear their headsets (headphones) over the hat. The result was a distinctive fashion statement that was widely admired by women and envied by members of nonflying service branches.

  DA Form 1

  “Department of the Army Form 1,” the civilian name for which is toilet paper.

  Day the Eagle shits, the

  Payday. As understood by soldier and civilian alike, “the Eagle” personifies the United States government. In civilian company, a soldier might substitute screams for the earthier word.

  Dead horse

  In the days of sail, enlisted sailors were often short on cash and could apply for an advance on their pay. This done, they were obliged to work off the period of time covered by that advance. The period was referred to as dead horse, and the act of working during this period was called beating a dead horse. The variant expression, flogging a dead horse, was first reported in 1867, when the British member of Parliament John Bright remarked that trying to nudge a conservative Parliament from its noninterest in the democratizing Reform Act of 1867 was like trying to “flog a dead horse” to make it pull a load. The Oxford English Dictionary reports the first printed occurrence in an 1872 newspaper article. This said, John Stephen Farmer and William Ernest Henley, in Slang and its Analogues Past and Present (privately printed in 1891), reported that dead horse, meaning work performed for pay in advance, was in use by the seventeenth century, and they cited as proof this sentence from a work called Nicker Nicked, published in 1669: “Sir Humphrey Foster had lost the greatest part of his estate, and then (playing, as it is said, for a dead horse) did, by happy fortune, recover it.” Farmer and Henley also noted that, in the Royal Navy, seamen, “on signing articles” (beginning an enlistment), sometimes received an advance on pay, celebrating “the term of the period thus paid for by dragging a canvas horse, stuffed with straw, round the deck and dropping him into the sea amidst cheers.”

  Death From Within

  U.S. Army airborne (paratoop and helicopter) units use the motto “Death From Above” to describe what they deliver to the enemy. Throughout the rest of the army, however, the motto has been changed to describe what military chow delivers to a GI’s GI tract: Death From Within.

  Deep six

  Outmoded navy term for heaving something overboard—“deep six” being the lowest fathom (1 fathom = 6 feet) above the ocean floor. Today, a sailor discarding something into the ocean is more likely to report that he or she is just doing a float (or flotation) check.

  Dickbeaters

  Army slang for fingers, which are found attached to dickskinners (hands) and which should never be put in one’s dicktrap (mouth).

  DILLIGAFF

  A highly euphonious acronym that poses the rhetorical question, Does It Look Like I Give A Flying Fuck?

  Dixie cup

  The familiar white sailor cap worn by enlisted U.S. Navy sailors through the rank of petty officer first class.

  Dogsbody

  Any sailor assigned an especially menial task. The origin of the term is found in the age of wooden ships, when British sailors applied the word to describe such staple rations as soaked sea biscuits and pease pudding.

  Double-digit midget

  An extreme short-timer—a service member with fewer than 100 days before his or her hitch is up or before he or she rotates out of a combat area and gets back to “the world.”

  Double-O

  Examine very, very closely. “Lieutenant, give this report the double-O before you send it to the colonel.” Some authorities believe the expression is an initialism for Once Over, but because it means a close examination, it is most likely a reference to a person’s two eyes.

  Dynamited chicken

  Navy slang for either of two items on the mess menu: chicken cacciatore or chicken á la king, both of which feature birds variously deconstructed.
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