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In 1795, Benjamin Rush, a founding father and signer of the Declaration of Independence, 
wrote of a “mania” sweeping the young United States. Men struck with “military mania” were using 
terms like “counterscarps, morasses, fosses, glacis, ramparts, redoubts, abbatis” in every sentence. 
Rush wrote “it is impossible to understand a conversation with these gentlemen without the help of 
a military dictionary.” 1 This mania has not abated and an interaction with it fundamentally altered 
the course of my life. 

After finishing my undergraduate degree, I deferred graduate school to accept a one-year 
position at a military organization. I was utterly confused, not because of the work itself, but because 
I couldn’t understand the jargon and terminology. I had to keep lists of words and acronyms in the 
margins of my notes for later translation. I was living Benjamin Rush’s experience: I couldn’t 
understand these people without a military dictionary. So, I found a military dictionary. In my 
desperate attempt to translate military gobbledygook, I stumbled into the topic of my doctoral 
research and started a collection that would grow to over two hundred military dictionaries spanning 
over two hundred years of military lexicography. 

I had been accepted to my PhD program to study nuclear weapons, but I quickly realized 
that every research question I posed was related to language: why is a word defined this way and not 
another? Who gets to define the word “democracy?” Why are there so many types of “(adjectival) 
deterrence” in use? (There are twenty-nine.) I felt an inescapable pull to the glossaries, reference 
books, and dictionaries that were answering these questions. I began to collect military dictionaries 
with purpose and the following criteria: books must be reference guides for language, like 
encyclopedias, dictionaries, and glossaries. They must be primarily focused on military topics. Also, 
they must be compiled and published within the United States, creating both geographic and 
temporal bounds. 

The first purpose of my collection was personal: understand my colleagues. Military 
dictionaries are essentially translation guides that treat “military” as a foreign language. My 
undergraduate studies were in physics and Near Eastern languages and literature, so learning new 
languages was a passion. The purpose of my collection shifted to the academic during graduate 
school. I abandoned nuclear weapons and ended up writing a dissertation on the language of the 
United States Army – where it came from, how it was documented, and the power of a vocabulary. 
My collection serves as an academic corpus, but the personal motivation has never faded. In 1987, 
Carol Cohn wrote a brilliant article describing her experiences trying to untangle the hypermasculine 
language of defense intellectuals, and the “secret kingdom” obscured by that impenetrable jargon.2 
When I took that first job out of college, I became a fellow observer in a strange world. Many more 
observers will follow me, and I like to imagine that I am propping open the gates to the secret 
kingdom with a stack of dictionaries. 
 The first military dictionary compiled and published in the United States was William 
Duane’s 1810 lexicon. Duane was a political and journalistic competitor to Noah Webster, and the 
history of American English and military English are entwined. This dictionary was my most 
exciting find – the first American military dictionary – and I found it on eBay. In the decades 
following Duane’s publication, soldiers fighting in the Civil War alongside General Winfield Scott, 

 
1 Benjamin Rush, “On the Different Species of Mania,” in The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1947), 212–19. 
2 Carol Cohn, “Sex and Death in the Rational World of Defense Intellectuals,” Signs, d, 12, no. 4 (Summer 1987): 687–
718. 



professors teaching at the United States Military Academy at West Point, and anyone who so desired 
could write a military dictionary. One New York Times Article in 1881 described a recently 
published dictionary as a “striking outcome of an Army officer’s leisure in the midst of garrison 
duties and of the literary resources of a frontier post.”3 

During World War II, the United States Army would design an organization for dictionary 
publication. The U.S. Army was struggling to communicate with its allies and mistranslation was 
rampant. One mistranslated command led to hundreds of deaths when reinforcements were sent to 
the wrong location. The Army worked with the Works Progress Administration to hire dictionary 
editors through the New Deal legislation. By 1944, the Army published its first dictionary and has 
been continuously publishing ever since. I have learned through my collecting that there are no 
archives that hold all the Army’s dictionaries. Today, my collection contains thirty-one of the thirty-
three dictionaries that the U.S. Army has published. 

I began my collection by trying to find the outliers: the first, the last, the biggest, the 
strangest. Every published dictionary notes which dictionary was now obsolete, or “superseded.” 
Each book tells you what came before it. I traced each dictionary all the way back to its first edition. 
The U.S. Army has published over thirty dictionaries, the Department of Defense has published 
over seventy. I eventually expanded my research to tell the story of the U.S. Navy as well. I collected 
naval encyclopedias from the 1880s, the famous Jane’s Guide to Fighting Ships from World War II, 
and lexicons of mariner and naval terms.  

On of the reasons why I love my collection is because these books weren’t intended for 
someone like me: a civilian female researcher. Military dictionaries were intended for training men to 
fight. The first officially sanctioned Army dictionary from 1944 states directly that it is “for use in 
training, not for military historians.”4 I blatantly ignore this daily as I tell the history of military 
lexicography. These books were also not intended for civilians. The earliest editions were restricted, 
meaning that they were only available in military installations. Lastly, these lexicons were not written 
for women, but they were written by women. Gender neutral language is modern, but women were 
typing and editing the definitions that would define the U.S. military. This is only beginning to 
change today. As part of my research, I found that the Army’s core military publication had never 
cited a woman’s work, despite the many brilliant female historians and academics who write on 
military topics. I partnered with an incredible female army officer to share this fact, and as of last 
year, women’s scholarship is now cited in the Army’s operations doctrine.  

Most people are surprised to hear that the military publishes dictionaries, but the shock that 
inspired all my academic work was finding out that the military’s dictionaries are shrinking. Merriam-
Webster enjoys uninterrupted growth, but the U.S. Army dictionary today is one eighth the size of 
its 1944 version. While this fact has been an academic obsession, I continue to collect military 
dictionaries for a different reason. In my opinion, the most interesting part of this collection is the 
stories of individuals that these books tell. I can tell the story of a word through the centuries, but I 
have also documented the life story of a man who edited an encyclopedia and then that same year, 
was shipwrecked by a hurricane alongside a young U.S. Naval Academy cadet who would become 
the U.S. Marine Corps’ most celebrated general. Two underlined definitions led me to the story of a 
forgotten Army headquarters in the Korean War. A stamp brought me to the story of a family man 
from Eureka, Illinois whose 1958 Army dictionary now sits on my shelf. These books capture a 
history, but each has its own story that I hope to tell someday. 

 
3 “A Military Dictionary,” The New York Times, August 1, 1881, sec. New Publications, 3, NYT Times Machine. 
4 “War Department Technical Manual 20-205 Dictionary of United States Army Terms” (United States War 
Department, Government Printing Office, January 18, 1944). 



The most surprising aspects of my collection are the ephemera. A court document in an 
1810 dictionary led me on a wild archival chase from forts in Maine, to Independence National 
Park’s archive, to a dance club in Philadelphia, to cabinet export records from the 1820s – all to 
trace the life story of the military officer from Gorham, Maine who owned my dictionary in 1826. 
Some of the ephemera are more heart wrenching. Tucked in the back cover of a Navy recognition 
dictionary from 1944, I found a young man’s Christmas letters to his family, sent home in the book 
before he sailed to the fight in the Pacific.  

My ambition with this collection is to build an archive of military language and capture the 
story of a dialect of English. Henri Béjoint wrote that a dictionary is “an object that is used, almost 
an artifact, and it is hardly commented upon.”5 Dictionaries are the invisible observers of history, 
capturing snapshots of language in time. These snapshots give us insights into every other 
publication from that moment in history. My collection began as a personal window into the military 
and an effort to understand my new position. It has become the engine of my academic work and 
my professional life. My greatest ambition is to build a global collection, but until then, I will 
continue to find ways to share my collection and search for lexicons I have yet to discover. There 
are so many more to find, and so many stories yet to be told. 

 
5 H. Bejoint, Modern Lexicography: An Introduction (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2000), 113. 



Military Mania: A Selection from the Collection  
The titles included in this bibliography are arranged chronologically, as this collection tells the story of a professional 
technical language over time.  
 
Duane, William. A Military Dictionary, or, Explanation of the Several Systems of Discipline 

of Different Kinds of Troops, Infantry, Artillery, and Cavalry, the Principles of 
Fortification, and All the Modern Improvements in the Science of Tactics: 
Comprising the Pocket Gunner, or Little Bombadier; the Military Regulations of the 
United States; the Weights, Measures, and Monies of All Nations; the Technical 
Terms and Phrases of the Art of War in the French Language. Philadelphia, No. 98, 
Market Street: Printed and Published by William Duane, 1810. 

This book is the oldest military dictionary that I have found that was completely compiled and 
published in the United States. It was authored by William Duane, a rival to Noah Webster and 
whose journal is credited with helping Thomas Jefferson’s campaign in 1800. Jefferson gave Duane 
a commission in the Army, and one of the results of his service was this dictionary. It is a beautiful 
but very worn leather book with “military dictionary” embossed crookedly on the spine. This first 
edition has the original owner’s signature in two places, one of which is dated 1826. Found inside 
was a court document from 1831 with William Duane’s signature as the prothonotary of 
Philadelphia at the time.  
 
Scott, H.L. Military Dictionary: Comprising Technical Definitions; Information on Raising 

and Keeping Troops; Actual Service, Including Makeshifts and Improved Material; 
and Law, Government, Regulation, and Administration Relating to Land Forces. 
New York: D. Van Nostrand, 192 Broadway, 1861. 

Henry Lee Scott was General Winfield Scott’s aide-de-camp and son in law, having married General 
Winfield Scott’s daughter – their coincidentally shared last names making her Cornelia Winfield 
Scott Scott. This dictionary was begun prior to the Civil War and published right after the war broke 
out. This specific book is a heavy tome, bound in red leather embossed with the seal of the United 
States. The book’s edges and end pages are marbled with black, blue, orange, and red. The last page 
is embossed by E. Walker and Son’s Book Binders. It appears that the book was repaired with the 
original cover preserved on top of a red leather cover. 
 
Webster, William Greenleaf. The Army and Navy Pocket Dictionary. 1st ed. New York, 

Boston, Philadelphia, Cincinnati: Mason Brothers, Mason & Hamlin, J.B. Lippincott 
& Co., W.B. Smith & Co., 1863. 

In a series of pocket dictionaries, this is a very small book that has been rebound for library use. Its 
front pages are a series of flags for naval signaling, and the title page has an image of the American 
flag. The terms in this lexicon are selected from the larger Merriam-Webster dictionary for their 
military utility. 
 
Wilhelm, Thomas. A Military Dictionary and Gazetteer. Comprising Ancient and Modern 

Military Technical Terms; Historical Accounts of All North American Indians, as 
Well as Ancient Warlike Tribes; Also, Notices of Battles from the Earliest Period to 
the Present Time, with a Concise Explanation of Terms Used in Heraldry and the Offices 
Thereof. Philadelphia: L. R. Hammersly & Co., 1881. 



Wilhelm’s dictionary was frequently compared to Colonel Scott’s dictionary. Scott’s dictionary was 
described as a “digest of text-books rather than a simple military lexicon.”1 Wilhelm’s Gazetteer, in 
comparison, was described in the same article as the “best book of its sort for American readers ever 
published,” replete with “conciseness and terse definition.” The challenge of encyclopedic 
description versus simple definitions was a differentiating characteristic. Wilhelm’s dictionary 
contained over 17,000 military terms. Captain Wilhelm was not seen as a particularly eloquent and 
engaging writer, described in the same New York Times article as “by no means a model of grace 
and elegance in expression.” 
 
A Naval Encyclopaedia: Comprising a Dictionary of Nautical Words and Phrases; 

Biographical Notices, and Records of Naval Officers; Special Articles on Naval Art 
and Science, Written Expressly for This Work by Officers and Others of Recognized 
Authority in the Branches Treated by Them. Together with Descriptions of the 
Principal Naval Stations and Seaports of the World. 1st ed. Philadelphia: L. R. 
Hamersly & Co., 1884. 

Hamersly’s Naval Encyclopedia is a large volume bound in blue leather. It is a masterclass in naval 
information but has extremely fragile pages that break easily. James William Carlin, the editor of this 
volume was called away to sea immediately after the final drafts were given to the printer. His ship 
was sent to Samoa to negotiate an American-British-German standoff. After arriving, a hurricane 
wrecked all three nations ships. Carlin was one of few survivors of the Vindalia, alongside John 
Lejeune, then a Naval Academy Midshipman, but who would go on to be Commandant of the U.S. 
Marine Corps. Upon their return, the crew were feted at a celebration where the speeches were so 
bombastic, one attendee would record it in their travel letters. Rudyard Kipling wrote: Till earth 
rotted in the phosphorescent star-and-stripe slime of a decayed universe that God-like gallantry 
would not be forgotten.”2 This book was purchased for $10 in a used bookstore. 
 
Wisser, John P., and H. C. Gauss. An Army and Navy Dictionary. New York: L. R. 

Hammersly Company, 1905. 
This is perhaps the plainest looking dictionary in the collection, but it has some of the most 
entertaining terms and definitions. It provides a fascinating lens into early 1900s naval and military 
language by documenting terms like “Davy Jones’ Locker.”  

 
1 “A Military Dictionary,” 3. 
2 Kipling, From Sea to Sea and Other Sketches: Letters of Travel, 14. 



 
 

De Witt Willcox, Cornélis. A French-English Military Technical Dictionary with a 
Supplement Containing Recent Military and Technical Terms. Washington, D.C.: 
The War Department, 1917. 

Cornélis de Witt Willcox graduated from West Point in 1885 and would go on to have a 40-year 
career in the United States Army, serving in Cuba, France, Germany, and Manila. While an artillery 
officer, Willcox read dozens of official publications and compiled 15,000 French terms and their 
translations. His French English Military Technical Dictionary was published as War Department 
Document No. 95 in 1899.3 The purpose of this dictionary was to fill a perceived gap, as no military 
translation dictionary for French and American English existed at this point. The New York Times 
described his dictionary as “unique in its class,” even when compared to the terminology 
publications of the British War Office.4 Willcox’ dictionary is bound in dark brown leather and is in 
excellent condition. 
 
Farrow, Edward S. A Dictionary of Military Terms. Revised. New York: Thomas Y. Crowell 

Company Publishers, 1918. 
Farrow’s dictionary is a small blue book with damaged covers and speckled edges. The Army Navy 
Club in Washington D.C. was clearing out its library and gave hundreds of books to a local 
bookstore – this was one of those books. There is an Army Navy Club stamp in the front cover. 
This first edition was found by a friend in that bookstore and purchased for $8. Farrow’s dictionary 
was expansive, covering multi-lingual terminology from “abamurus”5 to the “zundnadelgewehr.”6 
His justification for compiling the dictionary was that “the science of warfare has progressed so 
rapidly since July 1914, and so many specialized terms have been transplanted from European soil, 
that the usual type of reference work is inadequate.”7 

 
3 De Witt Willcox, A French-English Military Technical Dictionary with a Supplement Containing Recent Military and 
Technical Terms. 
4 “French as a Military Language,” The New York Times, November 25, 1899, NYT Times Machine, 
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1899/11/25/102417058.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0. 
5 Edward S. Farrow, A Dictionary of Military Terms, Revised (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company Publishers, 1918), 
1. “A buttress or second wall, in fortifications, built to strengthen a first wall.” 
6 Farrow, A Dictionary of Military Terms, 676. “A Prussian needle-gun of the sliding variety of breech-loading 
construction.” 
7 Farrow, A Dictionary of Military Terms, Preface. 



 
 

Garber, Max B. A Modern Military Dictionary: Ten Thousand Terms Ancient and Modern, 
American and Foreign. Washington, D.C.: Self Published, 1936. 

Garber’s dictionary is a red cloth bound dictionary with ten thousand military terms. He compiled 
the dictionary while he was an instructor at the U.S. Army’s infantry school, then self-published this 
dictionary in 1936. The front pages are illustrated with phalanxes and machine guns, and the book is 
stamped both by the Infantry Journal and the Army Navy Club. 
 
Jane’s Fighting Ships. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1943. 
 Jane’s Fighting Ships. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1944. 
A few exceptions were made when creating this collection when the reference books in question 
were truly foundational to the U.S. military in some way. Arguably the most famous naval reference 
is the Jane’s series. John Frederick Thomas Jane of Portsmouth, England was a warship afficionado 
who spent a great deal of time sketching the silhouettes of ships in harbor, eventually capturing 
hundreds of unique silhouettes. Navies did not standardize their language, but they did standardize 
signals, flags, lights, other codes, and create dictionaries of ship silhouettes. In 1898, Jane established 
Jane’s Information Group Inc. and published the silhouettes and details of nearly 200 different ships 
as Jane’s All the World’s Fighting Ships. These have been published annually since. Janes drew on 
American naval dictionaries and NATO glossaries, incorporating their maritime terminology into 
the Jane’s lexicon. Jane’s reference books continue to be staples of military installation libraries to 
the present day. Today, Jane’s publishes titles ranging from Jane’s Fighting Ships to Jane’s Special Forces, 
to the Jane’s Weapons series, each selling for nearly $2,000. These two Jane’s books are considered 
classics of the series, and were purchased for $15 each at a used bookstore. 
 
“War Department Technical Manual 20-205 Dictionary of United States Army Terms.” 

United States War Department, Government Printing Office, January 18, 1944. 
This is the first official military dictionary published by any segment of the United States Military. It 
was produced by the Military Dictionary Project – a program built by military intelligence and the 
Federal Writers Program of the Works Progress Administration. It is a tan manual in excellent 
shape, designed to be the right size to fit into a uniform pocket. Amusingly, on the front cover, in 
the classification notice the word “military” is misspelled. This collection contains thirty other 
editions of the U.S. Army’s official military dictionary spanning 1944 to 2024. 



 
 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. Dictionary of United States Military Terms for Joint Usage. 

Washington, D.C.: The Joint Staff, 1948.  
After the Joint Chiefs of Staff were established in 1947, a dictionary was quickly requested. This was 
the first dictionary published by the U.S. Department of Defense after its creation. The Department 
of Defense would go on to publish 69 more dictionaries by 2024, 67 of which are in this collection 
in a variety of sizes and formats, as seen in the images below. 

 
Also pictured are later editions of this dictionary. As illustrated, these change size and function over 
time, illustrating a changing relationship with the dictionary: from pocket sized and portable, to 
larger desk editions. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. Dictionary of United States Military Terms for Joint Usage. Washington, D.C.: The 

Joint Staff, 1955. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. Dictionary of United States Military Terms for Joint Usage. Washington, D.C.: The 

Joint Staff, 1957. 
The Joint Chiefs of Staff. Dictionary of United States Military Terms for Joint Usage. Washington, D.C.: 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1968.  
 
Heflin, Woodford A., ed. The United States Air Force Dictionary. Washington, D.C.: Air 

University Press, 1956. 
After the establishment of the U.S. Air Force, the service began to craft its own vocabulary, unique 
from the U.S. Army or its predecessor, the U.S. Army Air Corps. This dictionary was a piece of the 
effort to establish a U.S. Air Force culture unique from the other services. This dictionary contains 
approximately 20,000 words and is a blue leather book with very little decoration other than an 



embossed seal. The Air force would have an inconsistent relationship with dictionaries after this first 
publication. 
 
Navigation Dictionary. 1st ed. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Navy Hydrographic Office under 

Authority of the Secretary of the Navy, 1956. 

Navigation Dictionary. 2nd ed. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Navy Oceanographic Office under 
Authority of the Secretary of the Navy, 1969. 

The first Navigation Dictionary published by the Navy Hydrographic Office in 1957 took over eight 
years to compile. The compilers looked at over 180 different official sources as well as other 
unofficial documents where they judged usage was high enough to warrant inclusion. On July 10th, 
1962, the Hydrographic Office was abolished by an act of congress. It would be followed by the 
U.S. Naval Oceanographic Office. This new office would take on responsibility for the navigation 
dictionary. Thirteen years after the publication of the first edition, the second edition of the 
Navigation Dictionary would be published. These two volumes are a matched pair of cloth bound 
dictionaries, the first in red, the second in blue. 
 
Office of the Chief of Naval Operations. Dictionary of American Naval Fighting Ships. Vol. 

1. Washington, D.C.: Naval History Division, Navy Department, 1959. 
Other books called “dictionaries” were being published by the Navy through the 1950s, but these 
did not contain any terminology. This dictionary slipped into the collection by accident due to the 
name, however, it is a reference guide for the U.S. Navy and it is interesting that they were 
publishing a series of publications with “dictionary” in the title that didn’t contain any words. The 
first of these was the Dictionary of American Naval Fighting Ships, a historical reference guide published 
in 1959 that contained silhouettes and histories of every vessel organized in alphabetical order. As 
Arleigh Burke wrote in the preface, the purpose of the “dictionary” was to record the “faithful and 
arduous service” of the ships. “Dictionary” started to indicate a historical work for the Navy 
community.  
 
“AAP – 6C NATO Glossary of Military Terms and Definitions in English and French.” 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization, Military Agency for Standardization, November 
15, 1961. SHAPE Historical Office BOOK-041. 

This is the third NATO glossary published in 1961 – as indicated by the “C” in its title. NATO 
glossaries are particularly interesting because most English military dictionaries are translation 
dictionaries of the form Milspeak-Standard English. The military term is the headword that is 
searched and a plain language explanation follows. The NATO glossary has always been a 
bidirectional dictionary. NATO glossaries have historically split the dictionary into two main 
sections marked by different colored paper. First, on white paper, are the English terms approved by 
the English-Speaking Nations (or ESN) with the corresponding French term and English definition. 
The second half, on a different color paper, are the terms approved for inclusion by the French-
Speaking Nations, or FSN. NATO glossaries are heavily influenced by U.S. military language and for 
several decades, official U.S. military dictionaries included NATO terminology. These dictionaries 
were included in the collection to understand how U.S. military language was exported into the 
world, and how international alliances impacted U.S. military dictionaries. The collection also 
includes the dictionaries published 1963, 1965, 1966, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1975. 
 
Noel, John V., and Edward L. Beach. Naval Terms Dictionary. 4th ed. Annapolis, 

Maryland: Naval Institute Press, 1978. 



The U.S. Naval Institute published several editions of their Naval Terms Dictionary in the 1960s and 
1970s, described as a must for anyone who needed to “talk Navy.” Established in 1873, the Institute 
had established a press to publish manuals for the Navy. The most famous of these is The Bluejacket’s 
Manual – a guide for new members of the United States Navy that has been continually published 
since 1902. At the end of these Manuals, there have been appendices for several of the Navy’s 
lexicons: flags, Morse Code, and Terms and acronyms. 
 
Grose, Francis. A Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. London: S. Hooper, 1788. 

Reprint. Digest Books Inc., Northfield Illinois, 1971. 

Partridge, Eric, ed. A Dictionary of Forces’ Slang 1939-1945. New York: The British Book 
Center, 1950. 

Rottman, Gordon L. SNAFU: Situation Normal All F***ed up: Sailor, Airman, and Soldier 

Slang of World War II. Revised edition. Oxford ; New York: Osprey Publishing, 2014. 

Johnson, Reece, ed. Vet TV’s Military Slang Dictionary. USA: Veteran Entertainment 
Television, 2021. 

On the more modern side, I also collect military slang dictionaries. Military terminology is 
only one aspect of military language. To be fluent in military language, one must speak the technical 
terminology, spoken jargon, and slang proficiently and appropriately as required by the situation. 
Slang dictionaries range from Grose’s classic slang dictionary that is not published in the United 
States but did influence American slang deeply. The other capture different moments in time. 
Military slang has crept into standard English dictionaries for nearly a century. Lexicographers at 
Oxford University made headlines in 1925 for recognizing military slang phrases as dictionary-
worthy, despite being unable to trace their etymological origin.8 Slang is a broad and mercurial 
category of language, but it does appear in many military dictionaries published before official 
terminology programs were established. Some slang is still in use today, such as the naval slang 
phrase for a stiff drink – “topping up the boom” – first recorded in 1905.9 Others, like calling a 
wheelbarrow the “General’s car” are relics of history. Today there are hundreds of dictionaries 
expressly dedicated to military slang. Perhaps these will form the basis of a future collection. 
 
Around the year 2000, my collection shifts to over a hundred digital dictionaries. The U.S military 
made the choice to only publish their dictionaries in digital format and not print the dictionary. It 
was being updated quickly and there was a shift to databases. The reasons for this shift had 
interesting political, bureaucratic, and linguistic impacts that were only possible to understand 
through the many books in this collection, of which the above are only a small selection. 

 
8 “War Slang in Dictionary. Oxford Will Recognize ‘Getting the Wind up’ and ‘Strafe,’” March 28, 1925, NYT 
Times Machine, 
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1925/03/29/98820116.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0. 
9 John P. Wisser and H. C. Gauss, An Army and Navy Dictionary (New York: L. R. Hammersly Company, 1905), 
146. 



Military Mania: My Collection Wish List 
Elena Wicker 
 
Farrow’s Military Encyclopedia: A Dictionary of Military Knowledge, Illustrated with Maps 
and about Three Thousand Wood Engravings. By Edward S. Farrow, 1885.  
This encyclopedia was compiled by an instructor at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. 
Edward Farrow compiled a smaller Military Dictionary, which I have in my collection, but considered 
the Encyclopedia to be his magnum opus. The encyclopedia was part of his effort to create a 
“library of military knowledge for the people” and is a massive three volume lexicon with thousands 
of illustrations. Most military dictionaries in my collection do not contain illustrations and assume 
that the reader is moderately familiar with the object or fortification being described. This 
encyclopedia would provide a great deal of depth and aid in explaining other dictionaries in my 
collection from this time. I have located several versions of this encyclopedia but acquiring them 
proved to be cost-prohibitive. 
 
Words of the Fighting Forces. By Clinton Sanders and Joseph Blackwell Jr., 1942. 
Slang was not included in the U.S. Army’s first dictionary; however, two members of the Army’s 
first dictionary effort did compile a slang dictionary for consideration. In September 1942, a four-
volume typewritten manuscript was completed by Clinton A. Sanders and Joseph W. Blackwell Jr.1 
Words of the Fighting Forces appears to have never been published, with only a single copy having ever 
been discovered in the Pentagon library. Paul Dickson described the manuscript as a “bona fide 
Rosetta stone,” an unpublished and never-cited manuscript of slang intended for U.S. military 
officers.2 Eric Partridge, one of the contributors to the Army dictionary would later edit A Dictionary 
of Forces’ Slang, describing the compilation of 3,000 colorful words and phrases as “as unprintable as 
ever, their vowels starred in deference to the censor.”3 Military dictionaries capture official language, 
but that is not the totality of military language. To truly “speak military,” one must be able to use 
both slang and high register language when appropriate. I am hoping to collect more slang 
dictionaries to capture an additional angle on military language. 
 
The first official dictionary published by NATO in 1956. 
After the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the alliance quickly found themselves 
struggling with language – a particular challenge for multilingual organizations. The alliance created 
an internal organization for both physical and linguistic standardization. This organization began to 
collect various glossaries in NATO and compiling them into an official dictionary. In my collection, 
I have the third edition of the dictionary, as well as twelve later editions. Allegedly, the first NATO 
dictionary was published in 1956. In the 1950s, NATO policy was to destroy obsolete documents. I 
have interviewed every U.S. military lexicographer, NATO’s terminologists, and the lead NATO 
historian and none have ever seen a copy of the first NATO dictionary. They believe that every copy 
has been destroyed. Most military dictionaries contain an introduction that describes their 
compilation and structure, and I would love to see that preface to understand the original lexicon of 
NATO terminology. 

 
1 Paul Dickson and Ben Lando, War Slang: American Fighting Words & Phrases since the Civil War, 3rd ed (Mineola, 
N.Y: Dover Publications, 2011), 232. 
2 Dickson and Lando, War Slang, 232. 
3 Eric Partridge, ed., A Dictionary of Forces’ Slang 1939-1945 (New York: The British Book Center, 1950); James Stern, 
“As Those GI’s Said,” The New York Times, August 13, 1950, NYT Times Machine, 
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1950/08/13/113171234.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0. 
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