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USS MISSOURI 
BATTLESHIP 

(BB-63) 
 

NAVAL TERMINOLOGY 
& ORIGINS OF NAVAL 

TERMINOLOGY 
Aft – Relative position, towards the rear of the ship. 
Ahoy - A nautical hail, once the dreaded war cry of the Vikings 
Anchor – A hook that imbeds itself into the sea bottom to hold a ship in place 
Beam – The widest part of the ship 
Berthing – The sleeping area for the enlisted crewmembers 
Bitts – Spool shaped fixture used to hold lines on a ship. 
Boat Davit – Devices specially designed to hoist and stow boats aboard ship 
Bow – Very front of the ship. 
Bridge – The control point of a vessel under way 
Broadway - Main engine space that runs from turret 2 to turret 3 
Brow – Gangway crossway that bridges the gap between the ship and the pier or two ships.  
Bulkhead – Wall 
Cables – Wiring used for anything from electrical to lifelines 
Capstan – A smooth cylinder on the main deck connected to drive motor below deck used to slow down or stop an 
anchor from falling 
CEC – Combat Engagement Center the nerve center, of the ship, to process information received from a wide 
variety of sources  
Centerline – The exact middle of the ship that runs from bow to stern 
Coffin (racks) Bed, especially the combination bed and locker found as enlisted sleeping accommodations.  
Deck – Decks divide a ship into tiers or layers the same way floors divide a building into stories. 
Door – Secure spaces on the same deck.  Doors may be watertight, non-water tight, airtight, and armored or joiner  
Draft – The amount of the ship that is at or below the waterline, it changes with the amount of weight on the ship. 
Ensign – (1) National Flag, (2) 0-1 paygrade officer 
Fantail – The after end of the maindeck. This was used as the Missouri’s flightdeck. 
Fathom - Saint Paul relates in the New Testament that soundings were taken after a gale, and the ship was found to 
be in twenty fathoms of water. The Greek word orgina, which means to stretch or reach out with the arms. A sailor 
stretches out both arms and measures from finger tip to fingertip an approximate fathom. Unit of measure length or 
depth equal to six feet. 
Flagbag – A stowage locker specially designed to house the signal flags 
Forward – Relative to position, towards the bow or front of the ship. 
Galley - The galley is the kitchen of the ship. The best explanation as to its origin is that it is a corruption of 
"gallery". Ancient sailors cooked their meals on a brick or stone gallery laid amidships.  
Halyard – Used to hold or display flags 
Hatch - An opening in the deck, and its closure that allows access between decks.  
Hawespipe – Housing for the anchor and passageway for anchor chain 
Head – Another ne for the ship’s bathroom facility 
Helm – The wheel that is used to steer the ship 
Hollywood shower - An excessively long shower.  
Holystone - The last Navy ships with teak decks were the battleships, now since decommissioned. Teaks, and other 
wooden decks, were scrubbed with a piece of sandstone, nicknamed at one time by an anonymous witty sailor as the 
"holystone." It was so named because since its use always brought a man to his knees, it must be holy!  
Jack (RN) - (1) General nickname for Royal Navy sailors. (Obsolete, from 'Jack Tar') (2) The Union Jack, a small 
flag flown from the foc'sle of USN ships in port, has a blue field and 50 white stars. It is also flown from the 
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yardarm when a court martial or court of inquiry is in session aboard. (3) To slowly turn the propeller shaft or shafts 
of a ship when engines are stopped, both to maintain the oil film in shaft bearings and to prevent shaft bowing. 
Logbook – In the early days of sailing ships, the ship’s records were written on shingles cut from logs.  These 
shingles were hinged and open like a book.  The record was called the “log book.”  Later on, when paper was readily 
available and bound into books, the record maintained the name, “log book.” 
MARDET - Marine Detachment.  
Messdeck – The eating area for enlisted personnel 
Midship – The exact middle of the ship from bow to stern 
Mount - housing for the gun house, rotating structure, fixed structure, magazines and other components of the 5” 
guns. 
Officer’s Country – The area of the ship where officers eat, sleep, and passageways surrounding these areas 
OOD – Officer of the Deck ~ At sea, supervises the daily routine, monitors communication, conducts drills, 
oversees safety and smooth operation of the ship. In port, monitors access to and from the ship, monitors ships 
moorings & safety of ship. 
Overhead – Ceiling 
Passageway - Hallway 
Projectile – Another name for a bullet or shell 
Port Hole – Watertight windows at or above the main deck 
Port and Starboard - Port and starboard are shipboard terms for left and right, respectively. Confusing those two 
could cause a shipwreck. In Old England, the starboard was the steering paddle or rudder, and ships were always 
steered from the right side on the back of the vessel. Larboard referred to the left side, the side on which the ship 
was loaded. So how did larboard become port? Shouted over the noise of the wind and the waves, larboard and 
starboard sounded too much alike. The word port means the opening in the "left" side of the ship from which cargo 
was unloaded. Sailors eventually started using the term to refer to that side of the ship.  Use of the term "port" was 
officially adopted by the U.S. Navy by General Order, 18 February 1846 
Quarterdeck- The station for the OOD, Officer of the Deck,   
Scuttlebutt - (1) Drinking fountain; Originally, a BUTT with a hole punched in the top, used to hold drinking water 
for crew access in sailing ships. (2) Gossip or rumors. Originated from the habit of crewmembers of talking while at 
the scuttlebutt.  
Sickbay - The ship’s hospital and clinic 
Starboard - The Vikings called the side of their ship its board, and they placed the steering oar, the "star" on the 
right side of the ship, thus that side became known as the "star board." It's been that way ever since 
Stern – The rear end of a ship 
Superstructure – The main deck to the highest point on the ship 
Teak – A hard wood used as decking.  Non-slippery when wet, helps to insulate lower deck of ship, will not spark 
when metal (such as powder bags canisters) make contact with the deck. 
Turrett – housing for the gun house, rotating structure, fixed structure, magazines and other components of the 16” 
guns. 
Wardroom – Where officers eat 
Watches – A schedule by which a crewmember knows when to report to work. An organized means of taking turns 
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Every profession has its own jargon and the Navy  
is no exception. For the Navy, it's bulkhead, deck and  
overhead and not wall, floor, and ceiling. Some nautical 
terminology has found its way into every day use, and you  
will find the origins of this and Navy terminology below.  
 
Between the Devil and the Deep 
In wooden ships, the "devil" was the longest seam of the ship.  
It ran from the bow to the stern. When at sea and the "devil" had  
to be caulked, the sailor sat in a bo'sun's chair to do so. He was 
suspended between the "devil" and the sea — the "deep" —  
a very precarious position, especially when the ship was underway.  
Before the mast: Literally, the position of the crew whose living 
quarters on board was in the forecastle (the section of a ship forward of 
the foremast). The term is also used more generally to describe seamen as compared with officers, in phrases such as 
"he sailed before the mast." 
Binnacle List: A ship's sick list. A binnacle was the stand on which the ship's compass was mounted. In the 
eighteenth century and probably before, a list was given to the officer or mate of the watch, containing the names of 
men unable to report for duty. The list was kept at the binnacle. 
Boot camp: During the Spanish-American War, sailors wore leggings called boots, which came to mean a Navy (or 
Marine) recruit. These recruits trained in "boot" camps. 
Bright work originally referred to polished metal objects, and bright woodwork to wood, which was kept, scraped 
and scrubbed, especially topside. Bright it should be and work it is. 
Charlie Noble is an "it," not a "he." A British merchant service captain, Charles Noble, is said to be responsible for 
the origin, about 1850, of this nickname for the galley smokestack. It seems that Captain Noble, discovering that the 
stack of his ship's galley was made of copper, ordered that it be kept bright. The ship's crew then started referring to 
the stack as the "Charlie Noble." 
Chewing the Fat: "God made the vittles but the devil made the cook," was a popular saying used by seafaring men 
in the 19th century when salted beef was staple diet aboard ship.  
This tough cured beef, suitable only for long voyages when nothing else was cheap or would keep as well 
(remember, there was no refrigeration), required prolonged chewing to make it edible. Men often chewed one chunk 
for hours, just as it were chewing gum and referred to this practice as "chewing the fat."  
Clean Bill of Health: This widely used term has its origins in the document issued to a ship showing that the port it 
sailed from suffered from no epidemic or infection at the time of departure. 
Coxswain or cockswain was at first the swain (boy servant) in charge of the small cock or cockboat that was kept 
aboard for the ship's captain and which was used to row him to and from the ship. The term has been in use in 
England dating back to at least 1463. With the passing of time the coxswain became the helmsman of any boat, 
regardless of size. 
Crow's Nest: The raven, or crow, was an essential part of the Vikings' navigation equipment. These landlubbing 
birds were carried on aboard to help the ship's navigator determine where the closest land lay when weather 
prevented sighting the shore. In cases of poor visibility, a crow was released and the navigator plotted a course 
corresponding to the bird's flight path because the crow invariably headed towards land.  
The Norsemen carried the birds in a cage secured to the top of the mast. Later on, as ships grew and the lookout 
stood his watch in a tub located high on the main mast, the name "crow's nest" was given to this tub. While today's 
Navy still uses lookouts in addition to radars, etc., the crow's nest is a thing of the past.  
Cup of Joe: Josephus Daniels was appointed as Secretary of the Navy by President Woodrow Wilson in 1913.  
Among his reforms of the Navy were inaugurating the practice of making 100 Sailors from the Fleet eligible for 
entrance into the Naval Academy, the introduction of women into the service, and the abolishment of the officers' 
wine mess. From that time on, the strongest drink aboard Navy ships could only be coffee and over the years, a cup 
of coffee became known as "a cup of Joe".  
Devil to Pay: Today the expression "devil to pay" is used primarily to describe having an unpleasant result from 
some action that has been taken, as in someone has done something they shouldn't have and, as a result, "there will 
be the devil to pay." Originally, this expression described one of the unpleasant tasks aboard a wooden ship.  The 
"devil" was the wooden ship's longest seam in the hull. Caulking was done with "pay" or pitch (a kind of tar). The 
task of "paying the devil" (caulking the longest seam) by squatting in the bilges was despised by every seaman.  
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Dogwatch at sea is the period between 4 and 6 p.m., the first dogwatch, or the period between 6 and 8 p.m., the 
second dogwatch. The watches aboard ships are:  

Noon to 4:00 p.m. Afternoon watch 
4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. First dogwatch 
6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. Second dogwatch 
8:00 p.m. to midnight 1st night watch 
Midnight to 4:00 a.m. Middle watch or mid watch  
4:00 to 8:00 a.m. Morning watch  
8:00 a.m. to noon Forenoon watch 

The dogwatches are only two hours each so the same sailors aren't always on duty at the same time each afternoon. 
Some experts say dogwatch is a corruption of dodge watch and others associate dogwatch with the fitful sleep of 
sailors called dog sleep, because it is a stressful watch. But no one really knows the origin of this term, which was in 
use at least back to 1700. 
Down the hatch: Here's a drinking expression that seems to have its origins in sea freight, where cargoes are 
lowered into the hatch. First used by seamen, it has only been traced back to the turn of the century. 
Duffle: A name given to a sailor's personal effects. Also spelled duffel, it referred to his principal clothing as well as 
to the sea bag in which he carried and stowed it. The term comes from the Flemish town of Duffel near Antwerp, 
and denotes a rough woolen cloth made there. 
Dungarees: The modern sailor's work clothes. The term is not modern, however, but dates to the 18th century and 
comes from the Hindi word dungri, for a type of Indian cotton cloth. 
Eight Bells: Aboard Navy ships, bells are struck to designate the hours of being on watch. Each watch is four hours 
in length. One bell is struck after the first half-hour has passed, two bells after one hour has passed, three bells after 
an hour and a half, four bells after two hours, and so forth up to eight bells are struck at the completion of the four 
hours. Completing a watch with no incidents to report was "Eight bells and all is well."  
The practice of using bells stems from the days of the sailing ships. Sailors couldn't afford to have their own 
timepieces and relied on the ship's bells to tell time. The ship's boy would keep time by using a half-hour glass. Each 
time the sand ran out, he would turn the glass over and ring the appropriate number of bells.  
Fathom: was originally a land measuring term derived from the Ango-Saxon word "faetm" meaning to embrace. In 
those days, most measurements were based on average size of parts of the body, such as the hand (horses are still 
measured this way) or the foot (that's why 12 inches are so named). A fathom is the average distance from fingertip 
to fingertip of the outstretched arms of a man --- about six feet. Since a man stretches out his arms to embrace his 
sweetheart, Britain's Parliament declared that distance is called a "fathom" and it be used as a unit of measure. A 
fathom remains six feet. The word was also used to describe taking the measure or "to fathom" something. Today, of 
course, when one is trying to figure something out, they are trying to "fathom" it.  
Flying Dutchman: One superstition has it that any mariner who sees the ghost ship called the Flying Dutchman will 
die within the day. The tale of the Flying Dutchman trying to round the Cape of Good Hope, against strong winds 
and never succeeding; then trying to make Cape Horn and failing there too, has been the most famous of maritime 
ghost stories for more 300 years. The cursed spectral ship sailing back and forth on its endless voyage, its ancient 
white-hair crew crying for help while hauling at her sail, inspired Samuel Taylor Coleridge to write his classic "The 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner," to name but one famous literary work. The real Flying Dutchman is supposed to have 
set sail in 1660. 
Fouled anchor: The fouled (rope- or chain-entwined) anchor so prevalent in our Navy's designs and insignia is a 
symbol at least 500 years old that has it origins in the British traditions adopted by our naval service. 
The fouled anchor was adopted as the official seal of Lord High Admiral Charles Lord Howard of Effingham during 
the late 1500s. A variation of the seal had been in use by the Lord High Admiral of Scotland about a century earlier.  
The anchor (both with and without the entwined rope) is a traditional heraldic device used in ancient British coats of 
arms. As a heraldic device, it is a stylized representation used merely for its decorative effect.  
Forecastle: The appropriate pronunciation for this word is fo'ksul. The forecastle is the forward part of the main 
deck. It derives its name from the days of Viking galleys when wooden castles were built on the forward and after 
parts the main deck from which archers and other fighting men could shoot arrows and throw spears, rocks, etc.  
Gun Salutes were first fired as an act of good faith. In the days when it took so long to reload a gun, it was a proof 
of friendly intention when the ship's cannon were discharged upon entering port.  
Keel hauling: A naval punishment on board ships said to have originated with the Dutch but adopted by other 
navies during the 15th and 16th centuries. A rope was rigged from yardarm to yardarm, passing under the bottom of 
the ship, and the unfortunate delinquent secured to it, sometimes with lead or iron weights attached to his legs. He 
was hoisted up to one yardarm and then dropped suddenly into the sea, hauled underneath the ship, and hoisted up to 
the opposite yardarm, the punishment being repeated after he had had time to recover his breath. While he was under 
water, a "great gun" was fired, "which is done as well to astonish him so much the more with the thunder of the shot, 
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as to give warning until all others of the fleet to look out and be wary by his harms" (from Nathaniel Boteler, A 
Dialogicall Discourse, 1634). The U.S. Navy never practiced keelhauling. 
Mayday: "Mayday" is the internationally recognized voice radio signal for ships and people in serious trouble at 
sea. Made official in 1948, it is an anglicizing of the French m'aidez, "help me".  
Pea Coat: Sailors who have to endure pea-soup weather often don their pea coats but the coat's name isn't derived 
from the weather. The heavy topcoat worn in cold, miserable weather by seafaring men was once tailored from pilot 
cloth — a heavy, coarse, and stout kind of twilled blue cloth with the nap on one side. The cloth was sometimes 
called P-cloth for the initial letter of "pilot" and the garment made from it was called a p-jacket — later, a pea coat. 
The term has been used since 1723 to denote coats made from that cloth.  
Piping: Boatswains have been in charge of the deck force since the days of sail. Setting sails, heaving lines, and 
hosting anchors required coordinated team effort and boatswains used whistle signals to order the coordinated 
actions. When visitors were hoisted aboard or over the side, the pipe was used to order "Hoist Away" or "Avast 
heaving." In time, piping became a naval honor on shore as well as at sea. 
Plank Owners: A "plank owner" is an individual who was a member of the crew of a ship when that ship was 
placed in commission. In earlier years, this applied to a first commissioning; since then, it has often been applied to 
one who was part of a recommissioning crew as well. "Plank owner" is not an official Navy term, and has 
consequently been variously defined by different Navy units. 
Plank-owner certificates are procured by and issued to crew members of the ship being commissioned; they are not 
officially issued by the Navy. Some ships' crews’ design their own, while others purchase them from commercial 
sources. Perhaps the best known of these are the ones sold by the United States Naval Institute. These color 
certificates can be obtained as blanks; if the purchaser wishes to provide the necessary information, they can be 
filled in for an additional charge. 
Illustrations and prices of these certificates can be obtained from the Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, MD 21402. 
In the case of ships with wooden decks, if the veteran has a plank owner certificate or statement of service showing 
that he was on the ship when it was commissioned, the veteran can write to the Naval Historical Center's Curator 
Branch and request a piece of deck planking. If the veteran meets the above criteria and the Curator Branch has 
possession of deck planking, the plank owner or his widow can receive a small section of the deck. For more recent 
ships with metallic decks, the Navy is regretfully unable to issue deck sections. 
Portholes: The word "port hole" originated during the reign of Henry VI of England (1485). King Henry insisted on 
mounting guns too large for his ship and the traditional methods of securing these weapons on the forecastle and 
aftcastle could not be used.  
A French shipbuilder named James Baker was commissioned to solve the problem. He put small doors in the side of 
the ship and mounted the cannon inside the ship. These doors protected the cannon from weather and were opened 
when the cannon were to be used. The French word for "door" is "porte" which was later Anglicized to "port" and 
later went on to mean any opening in the ship's side, whether for cannon or not.  
Scuttlebutt: The origin of the word "scuttlebutt," which is nautical parlance for a rumor, comes from a combination 
of "scuttle" — to make a hole in the ship's hull and thereby causing her to sink —- and "butt" — a cask or hogshead 
used in the days of wooden ships to hold drinking water. The cask from which the ship's crew took their drinking 
water — like a water fountain — was the "scuttlebutt". Even in today's Navy a drinking fountain is referred to as 
such. But, since the crew used to congregate around the "scuttlebutt", that is where the rumors about the ship or 
voyage would begin. Thus, then and now, rumors are talk from the "scuttlebutt" or just "scuttlebutt".  
S.O.S. : Contrary to popular notion, the letters S.O.S. do not stand for "Save Our Ship" or "Save Our Souls". They 
were selected to indicate a distress because, in Morse code, these letters and their combination create an 
unmistakable sound pattern.  
Sonar: Sound Navigation Ranging: An acronym for underwater echo-ranging equipment, originally for detecting 
submarines by small warships.  
Suit: Nautical term, dating from at least the early 1600s, meaning the outfit of sails used by a ship. The term was 
revived after World War II, when a Navy ship's complement of electronics could be referred to as its electronics 
suit, and its total armament might be called its weapons suit. The word is sometimes incorrectly spelled "suite." 
Tar, Jack Tar: Tar, a slang term for a sailor, has been in use since at least 1676. The term "Jack tar" was used by 
the 1780s. Early sailors wore overalls and broad-brimmed hats made of tar-impregnated fabric called tarpaulin cloth. 
The hats, and the sailors who wore them, were called tarpaulins, which may have been shortened to tars. 
Toe the line: The space between each pair of deck planks in a wooden ship was filled with a packing material called 
"oakum" and then sealed with a mixture of pitch and tar. The result, from afar, was a series of parallel lines a half-
foot or so apart, running the length of the deck. 
Once a week, as a rule, usually on Sunday, a warship's crew was ordered to fall in at quarters -- that is, each group of 
men into which the crew was divided would line up in formation in a given area of the deck. To insure a neat 
alignment of each row, the sailors were directed to stand with their toes just touching a particular seam. 
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Another use for these seams was punitive. The youngsters in a ship, be they ship's boys or student officers, might be 
required to stand with their toes just touching a designated seam for a length of time as punishment for some minor 
infraction of discipline, such as talking or fidgeting at the wrong time. A tough captain might require the miscreant 
to stand there, not talking to anyone, in fair weather or foul, for hours at a time. Hopefully, he would learn it was 
easier and more pleasant to conduct himself in the required manner rather than suffer the punishment. 
From these two uses of deck seams comes our cautionary word to obstreperous youngsters to "toe the line." 
Took the wind out of his sails: Often we use "took the wind out of his sails" to describe getting the best of an 
opponent in an argument. Originally it described a battle maneuver of sailing ships. One ship would pass close to its 
adversary and on its windward side. The ship and sails would block the wind from the second vessel, causing it to 
lose headway. Losing motion meant losing maneuverability and the ability to carry on a fight.  
Watches: Traditionally, a 24-hour day is divided into seven watches. These are:  
Midnight to 4 a.m. [0000-0400], the mid-watch; 4 to 8 a.m. [0400-0800], morning watch; 8 a.m. to noon [0800-
1200], forenoon watch; noon to 4 p.m. [1200-1600], afternoon watch; 4 to 6 p.m. [1600-1800] first dog watch; 6 to 8 
p.m. [1800-2000], second dog watch; and, 8 p.m. to midnight [2000-2400], evening watch. The striking the bell by 
an appropriate number of times marks the half hours of the watch. 
Shows his true colors: Early warships often carried flags from many nations on board in order to elude or deceive 
the enemy. The rules of civilized warfare called for all ships to hoist their true national ensigns before firing a shot. 
Someone who finally "shows his true colors" is acting like a man-of-war, which hailed another ship flying one flag, 
but then hoisted their own when they got in firing range. 
Side Boys: Tending the side with side boys, as we know it in modern practice, originated long time ago. It was 
customary in the days of sail to hold conferences on the flagships both when at sea and in open roadstead; also, 
officers were invited to dinner on other ships while at sea, weather permitting. Sometimes the sea was such that 
visitors were hoisted aboard in boatswain's chairs. Members of the crew did the hoisting, and it is from the aid they 
rendered in tending the side that the custom originated of having a certain number of men always in attendance. 
Some have reported the higher the rank, the heavier the individual; therefore, more side boys. 
Smoking lamp: The exact date and origin of the smoking lamp has been lost. However, it probably came into use 
during the 16th Century when seamen began smoking on board vessels. The smoking lamp was a safety measure. It 
was devised mainly to keep the fire hazard away from highly combustible woodwork and gunpowder. Most navies 
established regulations restricting smoking to certain areas. Usually, the lamp was located in the forecastle or the 
area directly surrounding the galley indicting that smoking was permitted in this area. Even after the invention of 
matches in the 1830s, the lamp was an item of convenience to the smoker. When particularly hazardous operations 
or work required that smoking be curtailed, the unlighted lamp relayed the message. "The smoking lamp is lighted" 
or "the smoking lamp is out' were the expressions indicating that smoking was permitted or forbidden. 
The smoking lamp has survived only as a figure of speech. When the officer of the deck says "the smoking lamp is 
out" before drills, refueling or taking ammunition, which is the Navy's way of saying, "cease smoking." 
 
MORE TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

*'RN' denotes Royal Navy usage.  
*Terms in ALL-CAPS have a separate listing.  

Astern – Relative position behind us or behind the ship 
Aye-Aye - Aye is old English for "yes." A bluejacket says, "Aye aye, sir," meaning, "I understand and I will obey."  
Barge - An admiral's boat.  
Benny - A treat or reward, cf 'benefit'.  
Bilge - (1) To fail or do poorly "Poor Smitty bilged the quiz." (2) To name a classmate or shipmate involved in 
wrongdoing, or to identify a mistake made by someone else.  
Black-shoe - Member of the surface or submarine community until recently, the only approved footwear for these 
communities were black in color. More recently, brown footwear is optional, but seldom seen due to tradition.  
Blowdown - A process for cleaning fire-sides of a boiler, or to backflush a SEACHEST. (noun or verb use) 
Bluenose - One who has crossed the Arctic Circle.  
Bluejacket - The first uniform that was ever officially sanctioned for sailors in the Royal Navy was a short blue 
jacket open in the front. A generic name for a Navy enlisted person  
Blue-Shirt - Aviation Boatswain's Mate: During flight deck ops, wears a jersey color-coded blue. He is responsible 
for positioning and chaining down aircraft. Aka 'Chock and Chain boys'. A type of KNUCKLEDRAGGER. Can 
often be a non-rated person.  
Boat - (1) Traditional term of reference for a submarine. (2) Traditional aviation term used to refer to an aircraft 
carrier. (3) Any small Naval vessel incapable of making regular independent voyages on the high seas.  
Boats - From the Anglo-Saxon "bat" that stood for a small ship or vessel. Also slang for a Boatswain.  
Boomer - Ballistic missile submarine. Primary mission is nuclear deterrence.  
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Boondoggle - Travel that is more fun than functional applies to many schools  
Boresight - (1) A rough method of aligning guns to a sighting system. (2) Excessive concentration on one situation 
at a time of plenty. Tunnel vision. Aka "Head Up And Locked."  
Bravo Zulu - Phonetic pronunciation of 'BZ' from the NATO signals codes. Signifies 'Good Job', or 'Well Done'.  
Break (the) - Maneuver used by pilots of tactical pilots to slow to pattern speed. Typically, a 180-degree turn to the 
downwind leg at 4.5-6 G's (depending on speed of entry)  
Brown-Shirt - Aboard the carrier, a Plane Captain, who is identified by the brown jersey he wears.  
Brown-shoe - Member of the aviation community Refers to the brown boots often worn by aviation personnel. 
Unauthorized footgear for a while, but recently reapproved for all USN service communities.  
Bubblehead - Member of the submarine community.  
Bug juice - Is a substance not entirely unlike Kool-Aid, which is served as a beverage aboard ship. Its color has no 
bearing on its flavor. Largely composed of ascorbic acid. Used extensively as an all-purpose cleaner/stripper for 
bulkheads, floors, brass fire nozzles, and pipes.  
Bull Ensign - Senior ensign aboard. In multi-unit ships, such as a carrier with its airwing embarked, generally each 
squadron will have its own Bull Ensign.  
Bullnose - A chock placed right over the stem, or 'in the eyes' of the ship.  
Butt Kit - Ashtray.  
Boatswain - From the Saxon word "swein" which meant a boy or servant. The boat refers to the ship and not to her 
small boats.  
Boatswain's Pipe - One of the oldest and most distinctive pieces of nautical equipment, the pipe or flute was used in 
Greece and Rome to keep the stroke of galley slaves. The pipe was used in the Crusades to call English cross 
bowmen on deck for attack. In time, the pipe came to be used as a badge of office by commanders. The whistle was 
used for salutes to distinguished persons as well as to pass orders.  
A 1645 publication detailing honors for an admiral, orders; "The ship's barge to be sent to fetch the visitor having 
the cockson with his silver whistle in the stern... Upon the near approach of the barge the noise of the trumpets are to 
sound and so to hold on until the barge comes within less than musket shot, at that time the trumpets are to cease and 
all such as carry whistles are to whistle a welcome three several times."  
The parts of the pipe are the buoy, gun, keel and shackle.  
Captain's Mast - Non-judicial disciplinary procedure, usually meted out by unit commanders  
Chaplain - Tradition gives the origin of the title as from the French. The legend offers that St. Martin divided his 
coat with a poor beggar on a cold wintry day outside of Amiens. It is related that the coat was miraculously 
preserved and thereby became a sacred banner for the Kings of France. This cloak or cape, French "chape," was 
preserved in a place of prayer that took the name of "chapelle," or chapel, and the one charged with its keeping was 
called the "chapelain."  
Cheng - CHief ENGineer. Pronounced 'chang'.  
Chit - From the Hindstani word "chitti" and referring to a letter, note, voucher or receipt. "Where is your chit for 
supplies?"  
CIWS - Close-In Weapon System. Comprised of a Vulcan Phalanx anti-missile system comprised of a radar system 
and rotary-barreled Gatling gun. Derisive interpretations: 'Christ, It Won't Shoot', 'Captain, It Won't Shoot'.  
CMC - Command Master Chief. Similar to the COB, but for the surface, shore, and aviation commands.  
CO - Commanding Officer. The captain or skipper of a vessel. Generally spoken as 'Charley Oscar'.  
Condition 1 - General Quarters (battle stations). May be modified for certain conditions, such as Condition 1AS, in 
which all antisubmarine watch stations and weapons are manned, but AAW stations may not be. Modified 
conditions are used to minimize crew fatigue, which can be a significant factor over a prolonged period at battle 
stations.  
Condition 2 - A material condition of readiness commonly associated with wartime steaming where some of the 
ship's weapons are kept in a manned and ready status.  
Condition 3 - A material condition of readiness commonly associated with peacetime steaming.  
Counter battery - Firing on enemy artillery. 'Doing unto them before they can do unto you.'  
Cox (RN) - The Coxswain. The senior rate on a destroyer, frigate, or smaller vessel. Responsible, among other 
things, for discipline.  
Coxswain. Or "cockswain" from the combination of "cock," a small boat, and "swain," a servant. It originally meant 
one who had charge of a boat and a crew in the absence of an officer.  
Crash and Smash Crew (or Team) - Crash and Rescue personnel.  
Cross-Decking - The practice of transferring men and/or equipment from one ship to another, especially when 
transferring from a ship returning from deployment to a ship departing or about to depart on deployment.  
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Crossing the Line - The boisterous ceremonies of "crossing the line" are ancient and their derivation is lost. It is 
well known that ceremonies took place long ago when the ship crossed the thirtieth parallel, and also when going 
through the Straits of Gibraltar. Early ceremonies were rough and to a great extent supposed to try the crew to 
determine whether or not the novices on their first cruise could endure the hardships of life at sea. The custom then, 
as at present, is primarily a crew's party.  
The Vikings were reported at an early date to carry out these ceremonies on crossing certain parallels. It is highly 
probable that the present day ceremony was passed on to the Anglo-Saxtons, and Normans from the Vikings. As at 
earlier times, ceremonies of propitiation are carried on to appease Neptune, the mythological god of the seas. Those 
who have crossed the line, the equator, are called shellbacks. These Sons of Neptune compose the cast for the 
present day ceremonies.  
Bluejackets treasure the certificate which testifies that "in Latitude 00-00 and Longitude xx-xx," and usually 
addressed to all Mermaids, Sea Serpents, Whales, Sharks, Porpoises, Dolphins, Skates, Eels, Suckers, Lobsters, 
Crabs, Pollywogs and other living things of the sea," __(name)__ has been found worthy to be numbered as one of 
our trust shellback, has been gathered to our fold and duly initiated into the solemn mysteries of the ancient order of 
the deep."  
Members of Neptunus Rex's party usually include Davy Jones, Neptune's first assistant, Her Highness Amphitrite, 
the Royal Scribe, the Royal Doctor, the Royal Dentist, The Royal Baby, The Royal Navigator, The Royal Chaplain, 
Judges, Attorneys, Barbers and other names that suit the party. The uninitiated are pollywogs or worse, landlubbers.  
Crow - The rate insignia of a Petty Officer (E-4 and above), so-called because of the eagle surmounting the rate 
chevrons. "Tacking the crow" refers to the practice of punching the arm of a newly promoted PO.  
Datum - A point or location where a submarine has been detected or has made its own detection possible, especially 
by firing missiles or torpedoes.  
DC - Damage Control.  
Deck – Floor. 
Deep Six - Originally, a call of the leadsman signifying that the water is more than 6 fathoms deep. Euphemism 
used to refer to anything that ends up in the water. Used as a verb for throwing something overboard. Also 'splash', 
'float check', 'float test'.  
Dink - Spoken form of 'Delinquent In Qual' (submarine only). Someone delinquent in PQS qualification points. A 
weekly points goal is typically set by each command that an NQP must achieve. Failure to do so means daily 
mandatory study hours supervised by the duty Chief.  
Ditty Box or Ditty Bag - A small box or bag carried by sailors in which is kept letters, small souvenirs, and sewing 
supplies. Probably from the Saxon word "dite," meaning tidy.  
Dixie Cup - The USN sailor's white hat. Aka whitehat.  
Dog – A lever or bolt used for securing a watertight door. 
Dog Watch - A shortened watch period. Generally, two two-hour watches designated First and Second, arranged so 
that personnel on watch can eat the evening meal, usually 16:00 to 18:00, and 18:00 to 20:00. Also serves to 
alternate the daily watch routine so sailors with the midwatch one night will not have it the next time. Origin of term 
unclear.  
Dolphins - The warfare insignia of the submarine fleet.  Represented as two heraldic dolphins flanking the prow of a 
WW II-submarine. "Getting (one's) dolphins" - achieving the status of a qualified submariner.  
DTG - (1) Days To Go. Short-timer's record keeping. (2) Date-Time Group, part of the header of a message, which 
indicates the date, time, and time zone of the message's origin.  
Evap - Distilling unit, aka 'the still'. Used to produce fresh water at sea, both for the boilers and for potable usage.  
Field Day - To scrub or otherwise clean a ship's spaces. Usually ordered when the COB or the XO thinks morale is 
low.  
Firing Three Volleys at Military Funerals. Best explained as a superstitious custom that was supposed to drive 
away evil spirits as they escaped from the hearts of the dead. Before the advent of firearms, the number three had 
mystical significance. In ancient Roman funeral rites earth was cast three times into the grave; those present called 
the dead three times by name, and on leaving the gravesite mourners called farewell three times.  
First Lieutenant - (1) (USN) Deck Division officer aboard ship, or officer responsible for cleanliness and general 
seamanship. (2) (RN) Executive Officer of a ship.  
Fleet - From the Anglo-Saxon "floet," or "floetan." Old Spanish "flota" gave us flotilla.  
Foul Deck - A flight deck, which is unsafe for landings. May be due to a crash, location of an aircraft, gear, or 
personnel, or condition of the deck surface.  
Foul Line - Lines painted on the flight deck, which delineate an area to be kept clear for flight operations to process 
safely.  
Four-ringer (RN) - Captain  
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Geedunk, gedunk - (1) Dessert/junk food/candy, or a place to buy same Aka 'pogey bait'. (2) "Extras" or benefits, 
awards, ribbons, or medals. (3) Easy or "sweet" duty.  
Gig - A captain or commander's personal boat.  
Goat Locker - Chiefs' Quarters and Mess. The term originated during the era of wooden ships, when Chiefs were 
given charge of the milk goats on board.  
Golden Shellback - One who has crossed the Equator and the International Date Line in the South Pacific.  
Gonzo Station - The rendezvous point for aircraft carrier battle groups off the Straits of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf.  
Gouge (the) - Information, or the 'inside scoop'. Aka 'the poop', 'the gen' (USAF). See SCUTTLEBUTT.  
GQ - General Quarters. The call for all hands to man battle stations. Can be used for almost any ship wide 
emergency. Action stations (RN).  
Grunt - Marine infantry. Aka Leatherneck.  
Gundeck - To mark a maintenance or PMS check as complete without doing the work. Aka 'Pencil-whipping'. 
Intentionally falsifying logs or records. Aka 'Radioing in' a report. May also be used to refer to work that is logged 
before it is performed.  
Gunner - (1) Aviation: the CAG Weapons Officer. Responsible for the air-launched weapons. (2) Surface: Term of 
address for a Warrant Officer gunnery specialist.  
Gunny - Marine Corps Gunnery Sergeant (E-7).  
Hand Salute - The hand salute in the American Navy came by way of the British Navy. It is generally agreed that 
the salute is the first part of the movements of uncovering. That there was nothing in the hand is a possible 
explanation of the British salute with the palm turned out. From the earliest days of organized military units, the 
junior has uncovered in addressing or meeting the senior. Lord St. Vincent, in 1796, promulgated an order to the 
effect that all officers were to take off their hats when receiving orders from superiors.  
Sketches of Naval Life, written on board the USS Constitution, in 1826, gives an account of a Sunday inspection on 
board that describes the salute of the day. "The Captain and First Lieutenant, Mr. Vallette, are now on the deck; they 
pass around and examine every part of it, each man lifting his hat as they pass, or in default of one, catching hold of 
a lock of hair."  
And in 1849, an officer records: "Some very good officers to show a marked distinction between the petty officers 
and other part of the crew, have given instructions that on those occasions on which the seamen generally pull off 
their hats as a mark of respect, such as divisions, muster by the open list, etc., that the petty officers shall then only 
touch their caps."  
In 1890, Queen Victoria only decreed the hand salute because of her displeasure at seeing officers and men stand 
uncovered when they appeared for royal commendation.  
In the United States Navy, officers in the open uncover only for divine services. Men uncover when at "mast" for 
reports and requests, and in officers' country unless under arms or wearing a watch belt.  
Knee-knockers - The coaming of a watertight door or bulkhead opening. These coamings are a foot or so off the 
deck. So called because they can wreak havoc on the shins of those new to a ship.  
Line-Crossing Ceremony - The ceremony, which turns POLLYWOGs into SHELLBACKs. Enjoyed much more 
by the Shellbacks than by the 'Wogs. Held when a vessel crosses the Equator. During the ceremony, POLLYWOGS 
are made to go through a number of ordeals, each more disgusting than the last. These trials are conducted in full 
view of KING NEPTUNE and his court. Once the ceremony is completed, the POLLYWOG is now a 
SHELLBACK. Similar ceremonies are conducted for Orders of the BLUENOSE and REDNOSE.  
Log Room - An engineering space used for engineering admin purposes, often used as the office for the engineering 
dept.  
Lucky bag - (1) A compartment maintained by the Chief Master at Arms where gear adrift is stored. Personnel can 
retrieve gear adrift items by working off EMI. If after a period of time the items are not claimed, they are sold with 
the funds going to the Rec Fund. Also scran-bag (RN).  
Mail Buoy - alt. Mail Buoy Watch. A practical joke pulled on inexperienced crewmembers and midshipmen, which 
revolves around convincing the victim that mail is delivered to the ship via a buoy.  
Main Control - The engineering space from which the operations of the engineering spaces are controlled. Watch 
station of the EOOW.  
Main Space - The engine room.  
Material Condition Xray - A material condition where fittings or closures (hatches, watertight doors, valves, 
flappers, etc.) marked with an 'X' ('X-ray, in the phonetic alphabet) must be closed. Generally seen only inport. 
Surface ships only.  
Material Condition Yoke - Closures marked 'X' and 'Y' must be kept closed. This is the normal daylight underway-
material condition, and represents a minimal condition of watertight integrity.  
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Material Condition Zebra - All fittings and closures marked 'X', 'Y', and 'Z' must be closed. Maximum watertight 
integrity. "Set Condition Zebra" is the command to close all watertight doors, hatches, and fittings throughout the 
ship. Usually follows the call to GQ.  
Material Condition Circle William - A material condition involving ventilation fittings and machinery marked 
with a 'W' inside a circle. Used to control the spread of smoke in a fire below decks, or in preparation for an NBC 
attack.  
Messcrank - aka CRANK. Food service personnel, especially nonrated personnel provided by the ship's other 
departments (non-Supply depts.) to perform scutwork such as busing tables, washing dishes, etc.  
Midrats - Food served at midnight for off going watch standers. Usually a combination of leftovers, plus something 
new to round out the service.  
Midwatch - A watch stood from midnight (2400) until 4 a.m. (0400).  
Nonskid - An epoxy compound applied to deck surfaces to improve traction for feet and wheels. At the end of a 
cruise, when a flight deck's nonskid is mostly gone, not to mention oily and/or greasy, taxiing or landing can be even 
more of an adventure.  
1MC - The basic one-way communications system on a vessel. Reaches all spaces on a ship. Used for general 
announcements, and to transmit general alarm system signals. Control stations are located on the bridge, 
quarterdeck, and central station. Other transmitters may be installed at additional points. There are other MC and JV 
circuits used for communications within the ship. They are typically system-specific, i.e. weapons systems, 
navigation communication, engineering systems, etc.  
Oscar - (1) The dummy used for man overboard drills. (2) The international signal flag hoisted for "man 
overboard".  
Padeye - (1) A recessed tie-down point on a flight deck or a flight line. (2) Almost any anchor point on a bulkhead 
or deck.  
Paint - To track or detect an object with radar.  
Papa Hotel - Phonetic pronunciation of the signal 'P-H'. Acronym for "all hands return to ship".  
Police - Pick up or clean up. 'Policing the brass' would be to shine or clean brass fittings and/or fixtures or, on a 
firing range, to pick up expended brass.  
Pollywog, polliwog - One who has never crossed the Equator and become a SHELLBACK. Aka 'wog'. Frequently 
modified by the adjective "slimy".  
Relative Bearing - Bearing according to the bow of the ship as zero degrees and the stern at 180 degrees.  
Rendering Honors - Originally, the one who saluted first rendered himself or his ship powerless for the time it took 
to render honors. In Henry VII's period the average time to fire a gun was twice in an hour. Under sail, passing ships 
lowered topsails. The point of the sword on the ground at the finish of the sword salute rendered the saluter 
powerless for the time being. The salute executed today by "present arms" originally meant to present for taking.  
Ring Knocker - US Naval Academy graduate  
Rug Dance - Quality time spent with a senior officer or NCO, usually in a very one-sided conversation. Topics 
under discussion often include one's parentage and eventual fate. Aka 'chewing out.'  
Saluting the Quarter Deck - Some hold that the salute to the quarterdeck is derived from the very early seagoing 
custom of the respect paid to the pagan altar on board ship, and later to the crucifix and shrine. Others hold that the 
custom comes from the early days of the British Navy when all officers who were present on the quarterdeck 
returned the salute of an individual by uncovering (removing the hat). The original salute consisted of uncovering. 
The salute, touching the hat, to the seat of authority, the quarterdeck, the place nearest the colors, is an old tradition.  
Sandcrab - A sideways-walking, scavenging beach creature. Refers to a civilian Naval contractor.  
Scrubber - On a submarine, removes or "scrubs" CO2 out of the air.  
Scuttle - (1) A watertight opening set in a hatch or bulkhead. (2) To intentionally sink a ship or object. (3) To punch 
a hole in something.  
Sea Bat - A practical joke akin to a snipe hunt.  
Sea Chest - The cavity inside a SEA SUCTION from which pumps draw seawater to circulate it, often for cooling 
purposes.  
Sea Daddy - Someone who takes a less-experienced crewmember under his or her wing and expert tutelage. Often, 
when a CPO takes care of and educates a boot ensign.  
Sea Lawyer - Someone who has too good a knowledge of the fine points of the rules and regs.  
Sea Suction - Underwater opening in a ship's hull. May be several feet in diameter. Usually fitted with a grating to 
prevent the entry of large, unwanted objects such as divers and other sea life.  
Shaft Alley - Engineering space aft of engine rooms, where propeller shafts pierce the hull. Location of shaft seals, 
etc.  
Shellback - One who has crossed the Equator. Frequently modified with the adjective "trusty".  
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Shift Colors - When a ship moors, the national colors are broken on the stern, the Jack is broken on the foc'sle, and 
the national colors ("steaming colors") are hauled down at the masthead as soon as the first line goes over. When the 
ship gets underway, as soon as the last line is cast off the dock, the Jack and colors are struck at the bow and stern 
while the national ensign is broken at the masthead.  
Situational Awareness - Especially in aviation, one's awareness of the surroundings, circumstances, and tactical 
situation, though it is used in all warfare communities. Loss of situational awareness is often fatal in combat, and 
can be fatal at other times as well.  
Skimmer - A surface ship, or officers/crew of same.  
Small boy - Frigate or destroyer.  
Smoking Lamp - From the square-rigger days, a lamp from which personnel could light their pipes or cigars. In 
contemporary usage, signifies whether smoking is permitted or not. If the smoking lamp is out, no smoking is 
permitted.  
Snake-eater - SEAL's and other Special Forces personnel.  
Snipe - Crewmembers in the engineering rates; someone who works in the engineering spaces and seldom is seen 
topside when underway. MM's (Machinist's Mates) and BT's (Boiler Technicians) are ultimate snipes. In today's 
modern gas turbine fleet, also includes GSM (Gas Turbine Specialist, Mechanic), GSE (Gas Turbine Specialist, 
Electrician), and EN (Engineman). It is believed that true snipes cannot stand direct sunlight or fresh air, must have 
machine oil in their coffee in order to survive, and get nosebleeds at altitudes above the waterline. It is also firmly 
believed that fresh-air sailors who venture into SNIPE COUNTRY are never seen again. Aka BLACK-HAND 
GANG (RN), BLACK GANG. See STOKER (RN).  
Snipe Country - The engineering spaces, bilges, and voids where the snipes dwell. Considered to be extremely 
dangerous territory for non-snipes. "The snipes will get you" is commonly used to deter sailors from going too far 
below decks.  
Snivel - (1) A request that one not be assigned a watch or other duty (flight, etc.) due to other obligations. (2) A log 
for recording same, the 'Snivel Log'. (3) Whining.  
Sparker, sparks (RN) - Radio operator.  
SpecOps - Special Operations. Any mention of SpecOps is followed with "If I told you, I'd have to kill you."  
Splice the Main Brace - Have a drink. Originated in the days of the sailing navies.  
Squawk - To use an IFF transponder, or the numeric code set into such a device.  
Squid - Sailor.  
Steaming as before - The beginning of a log entry made at when changing the watch. If at the beginning of the day 
(i.e. midnight), it is followed with a detailed narrative of ship, system, and machinery status.  
Stew Burner - Cook.  
Strangle - Shut off or disable. "Strangle your parrot" is a common call to shut off an aircraft's IFF.  
Sword Salute - Generally though to be derived from the oriental custom of the junior raising the sword and shading 
his eyes from the "magnificence" of the superior.  
Tack - (1) A piece of rope (line) used as a blank in a signal hoist, used for punctuation or to set aside a part of the 
message. (2) A punctuation mark in a written or voice message, written as a dash.  
Taps - The word "taps" is derived from the Dutch word taptoe, or time to close up all the taps and taverns in the 
garrisoned towns. In a volume entitled, The Military Guide to Young Officers, by Thomas Simes, reprinted in 
Philadelphia, in 1776 there are instruction for the officer of the guard. "The tat-too is generally best at nine o'clock 
at night in the summer and eight in the winter. The Drum Major, and all the drummers and fifers of that regiment 
which gave a captain of the main guard that day perform it. The tat-too is the signal given for the soldiers to retire 
to their barracks or quarters, to put out their fire and candle and go to bed. The public houses are at the same time, 
to shut their doors, and sell no more liquor that night."  
A British military dictionary published in 1876 states, "The term Post is given to the bulging which precedes the 
tattoo. This is the first part, the last part that follows it is the last Post." The last post is sounded on the trumpet or 
bugle at British military funerals.  
When the American Navy adopted the custom of sounding taps at funerals seems to be unknown. Accounts of 
military funerals on board the Constitution in 1846 record the "Dead March from Saul" as the only music at a burial 
at sea. Muffled drums are mentioned in addition to the "Dead March" at the burial of Commodore Claxton at 
Valparaiso in 1841.  

A letter to the New York Times suggested that the world famous bugle call was composed by General 
Daniel Butterfield, commander of a brigade in the Army of the Potomac, and that it was first sounded by the 
writer's father, Oliver W. Norton, brigade bugler, in July 1862, at Harrison's Landing on the lower James River in 
Virginia. The General reportedly wrote the notes on the back of an old envelope and summoned Bugler Norton and 
directed him to sound the notes. After a few changes, the call was finally arranged to suit General Butterfield and 
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ordered substituted that night for regulation "taps" or extinguish lights, which up to that time have been used by the 
US Army.  
Tending the Side - Piping, as a ceremony with side boys is a custom evolving from the days when visitors were 
hoisted aboard by use of the boatswain's chair. The pipe was used for the commands "hoist away" and "avast 
heaving." Members of the crew of the host ship did the hoisting. It is from the aid they rendered in tending the side 
that the custom originated of having a certain number of men (side boys) present. In time it became a courtesy for 
high-ranking officers and diplomatic officials to honored by sideboys and piping ceremony.  
Turn Count - Estimating a vessel's speed by counting screw beats via sonar.  
UA - Unauthorized Absence. The Naval equivalent of AWOL (Absent Without Leave).  
UNREP - (Un)derway (Rep)lenishment. The transfer of supplies, fuel, munitions, and men from one ship to another 
while at sea.  
XO - Executive Officer. Second -in-command of a vessel.  
Waveoff - A call by the LSO directing a go-around. Unlike most calls to a pilot, a waveoff is not advisory in nature.  
'Wog - POLLYWOG.  
ZULU Time - Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). Used in radio traffic when the origin of a dispatch is expressed in 
GMT, i.e. "1700 ZULU".  
 
NAMING OF SHIPS 

The Navy traces its ancestry to 13 October 1775, when an act of the Continental Congress authorized the first 
ship of a new navy for the United Colonies, as they were then known. The ships of the Continental Navy, and of the 
Navy later established under the Federal Constitution, were not named in any strictly categorical manner.  

Ship names in the Continental Navy and the early Federal navy came from a variety of sources. As if to 
emphasize the ties that many Americans still felt to Britain, the first ship of the new Continental Navy was named 
Alfred in honor of Alfred the Great, the king of Wessex who is credited with building the first English naval force. 
Another ship was named Raleigh to commemorate the seagoing exploits of Sir Walter Raleigh. Some ships honored 
early patriots and heroes (Hancock and General Greene). Others commemorated the young nation's ideals and 
institutions (Constitution, Independence, Congress). A 74-gun ship-of-the-line, launched in 1782 and donated to the 
French Navy on completion, was named America. A Revolutionary War frigate named Bourbon saluted the King of 
France, whose alliance would further the cause of American independence. Other ship names honored American 
places (Boston, Virginia). Small warships-- brigs and schooners--bore a variety of names. Some were named for 
positive character traits (Enterprise, Diligent). Others had classical names (Syren, Argus) or names of small 
creatures with a potent sting (Hornet, Wasp).  

On 3 March 1819 an act of Congress formally placed the responsibility for assigning names to the Navy's ships 
in the hands of the Secretary of the Navy, a prerogative that he still exercises. This act stated that "all of the ships, of 
the Navy of the United States, now building, or hereafter to be built, shall be named by the Secretary of the Navy, 
under the direction of the President of the United States, according to the following rule, to wit: those of the first 
class shall be called after the States of this Union; those of the second class after the rivers; and those of the third 
class after the principal cities and towns; taking care that no two vessels of the navy shall bear the same name." The 
last-cited provision remains in the United States Code today.  
A NOTE ON NAVY SHIP NAME PREFIXES 

The prefix "USS," meaning "United States Ship," is used in official documents to identify a commissioned 
ship of the Navy. It applies to a ship while she is in commission. Before commissioning, or after decommissioning, 
she is referred to by name, with no prefix. Civilian-manned ships of the Military Sealift Command (MSC) are not 
commissioned ships; their status is "in service," rather than "in commission." They are, nonetheless, Navy ships in 
active national service, and the prefix "USNS" (United States Naval Ship) was adopted to identify them. Other Navy 
vessels classified as "in service" are simply identified by their name (if any) and hull number, with no prefix.  

Into the early years of the 20th century there was no fixed form for Navy ship prefixes. Ships were rather 
haphazardly identified, in correspondence or documents, by their naval type (U.S. Frigate ____), their rig (United 
States Barque ____), or their function (United States Flag-Ship ______). They might also identify themselves as 
"the Frigate _____," or, simply, "Ship ______." The term "United States Ship," abbreviated "USS," is seen as early 
as the late 1790s; it was in frequent, but far from exclusive, use by the last half of the 19th century.  
In 1907 President Theodore Roosevelt issued an Executive order that established the present usage:  
In order that there shall be uniformity in the matter of designating naval vessels, it is hereby directed that 
the official designation of vessels of war, and other vessels of the Navy of the United States, shall be the 
name of such vessel, preceded by the words, United States Ship, or the letters U.S.S., and by no other 
words or letters. 
--EXECUTIVE ORDER 549, 8 JANUARY 1907.  
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Today's Navy Regulations define the classification and status of naval ships and craft:  
1. The Chief of Naval Operations shall be responsible for ... the assignment of classification for administrative 
purposes to water-borne craft and the designation of status for each ship and service craft. .... 
2. Commissioned vessels and craft shall be called "United States Ship" or "U.S.S." 
3. Civilian manned ships, of the Military Sealift Command or other commands, designated "active status, in service" 
shall be called "United States Naval Ship" or "U.S.N.S." 
4. Ships and service craft designated "active status, in service," except those described by paragraph 3 of this article, 
shall be referred to by name, when assigned, classification, and hull number (e.g., "HIGH POINT PCH-1" or 
"YOGN-8"). 
 
NAVY TRADITIONS 
The Navy's "Birthday" 

The U.S. Navy traces its origins back to 13 October 1775, the date the Continental Congress ordered the 
construction of ships for the fledgling U.S. Navy. For more on the establishment of the Navy, see Birth of the 
U.S. Navy under Frequently Asked Questions.  
 
The Navy Department was established as a separate department on 30 April 1798 (it was previously part of the 
War Department). The first Secretary of the Navy was Benjamin Stoddert. 
 
Navy Colors  The official Navy colors are blue and gold. 
 
Navy Motto  There is no official motto for the U.S. Navy. "Non sibi sed patriae" (Not self but country) 
is often cited as the Navy's motto, however. 
 
The Navy Hymn: "Eternal Father, Strong to Save"  
 
Navy march: "Anchors Aweigh" 
"Anchors Aweigh" was written in 1906 as a march for the Naval Academy Class of 1907. Lt. Charles A. 
Zimmerman, bandmaster of the Naval Academy, composed the music; Midshipman Alfred H. Miles wrote the 
lyrics. It was first performed at the Army-Navy football game in Philadelphia in 1906 (Navy beat Army 10-0!). 
 
Today, the song has become an important part of Chief Petty Officers training. While there is a proposal to 
include protocol for performing "Anchors Aweigh" in the Navy Regulations and to designate it the official song 
of the U.S. Navy, it remains an unofficial service song. There are numerous variations in the words to "Anchors 
Aweigh;" this version is considered the original version. 
 
Anchors Aweigh (1906 version) 
Stand Navy out to sea, Fight our Battle Cry; 
We'll never change our course, So vicious foe steer shy-y-y-y. 
Roll out the TNT, Anchors Aweigh. Sail on to Victory 
And sink their bones to Davy Jones, Hooray! 
 
Anchors Away, my boys, Anchors Aweigh. 
Farewell to foreign shores, We sail at break of day-ay-ay-ay. 
Through our last night on shore, Drink to the foam, 
Until we meet once more. Here's wishing you a happy voyage home. 
 
Blue of the Mighty Deep; Gold of God's Sun 
Let these colors be till all of time be done, done, done, 
On seven seas we learn Navy's stern call: 
Faith, Courage, Service true, with Honor, Over Honor, Over All. 
 

CHANGE OF COMMAND TRADITION 
The Change of Command Ceremony is not prescribed specifically by U.S. Navy Regulations, but rather is 

an honored product of the rich heritage of naval tradition. It is a custom wholly Naval, without an equivalent 
counterpart in the Army or Air Force. Custom has established that this ceremony to be formal and impressive-
-designed to strengthen that respect for authority which is vital to any military organization. The history behind 
Parading all hands at Quarters and public reading of official orders stemmed from the days when movement of 



� � � � � � � � � � � � � �
-63)        NAVY VOCABULARY 

 
 

 

14 

mail and persons was a slow process. This procedure was designated to ensure only duly authorized officers 
held command and that all aboard were aware of its authenticity. 

The heart of the ceremony is the formal reading of official orders by the relieving officer and the officer to 
be relieved. Command passes upon utterance by the relieving officer, "I relieve you, Sir (or Ma'am)." The 
officer being relieved responds, "I stand relieved." This simple procedure is duplicated hundreds of times daily 
throughout the Navies of the world as each watch officer passes responsibility to his or her relief in the conduct 
of each ship's routine. 
 
WHY IS A SHIP REFERRED TO AS "SHE?" 

It has always been customary to personify certain inanimate objects and attribute to them characteristics 
peculiar to living creatures.  Thus, things without life are often spoken of as having a sex.  Some objects are 
regarded as masculine.  The sun, winter, and death are often personified in this way.  Others are regarded as 
feminine, especially those things that are dear to us (like our mom).  The earth as mother Earth is regarded as 
the common maternal parent of all life.  In languages that use gender for common nouns, boats, ships, and other 
vehicles almost invariably use a feminine form. Likewise, early seafarers spoke of their ships in the feminine 
gender for the close dependence they had on their ships for life and sustenance.  
 
Who shines the ship's bell 
An old Navy tradition has it that the ship's cook shines the ship's bell and the ship's bugler shines the ship's 
whistle. This tradition may still be observed in some of the ships of the modern Navy. However, in normal 
practice, a man of the ships’ division charged with the upkeep of that part of the ship where the bell is located 
maintains the ship’s bell. 

CEREMONIES FOR UNITED STATES NATIONAL ANNIVERSARIES AND MEMORIAL DAY 
1. On the 22nd of February and the 4th of July every ship of the Navy in commission, not under way, shall 
full-dress ship. At 1200 each saluting ship, and each naval station equipped with a saluting battery, shall 
fire a national salute of 21 guns. 
3. When the 22nd of February, the 30th of May, or the 4th of July occurs on Sunday, all special ceremonies 
shall be postponed until the following day. 

 
MISSION OF THE NAVY 

The mission of the Navy is to maintain, train and equip combat-ready Naval forces 
capable of winning wars, deterring aggression and maintaining freedom of the seas. 
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ACROSS 
1.  A place that only officers can hang out, eat, & sleep, etc. 
3.  This officer is responsible to monitor access to and from the ship while in port. 
5.  A passageway that runs from turret 2 to turret 3. 
7.  Any crewmember on board when the ship is commissioned is a _____. 
9.  When moving from the bow to the stern, you are said to be going _____. 
11.  An Acronym is used to refer to these shipboard security officers. 
13.  Another name for the Missouri’s fantail. 
15.  It’s not a wall it is a _____. 
17.  An opening, which allows people to move from one deck to another. 
19.  When you are hungry and want to eat you go here. 
21.  This is the control center when the ship is underway. 
 
DOWN 
2.  After modernization, the enlisted crew slept in these. 
4.  When moving from the stern to the bow, you are said to be going _____. 
6.  You would board the ship on this. 
8.  This is where a ship’s driver stands watch. 
10.  The most forward position on a ship. 
12.  This is where crewmembers board the ship. 
14.  Ships used this to help prevent sparks on deck. 
16.  In Viking days the steering board stuck out on this side of the ship. 
18.  The Admiral once used this room as his quarters onboard the Missouri. 
20.  The United States flag is also known as this. 
22.  Something that imbeds itself in the sea bottom to hold a ship in place. 
 


