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The Navajo Code Talker's Dictionary

When a Navajo code talker received a message, what he heard was a string of seemingly
unrelated Navajo words. The code talker first had to translate each Navajo word into its English
equivalent. Then be used only the first letter of the English equivalent in spelling an English
word. Thus, the Navajo words "wol-la-chee" (ant), stood for the letter "a." One way to say the
word "Navy" in Navajo code would be "isah (needle) wol-la-chee (ant) ah-keh-di- glini (victor)
tsah-ah-dzoh (vucca)."

Not all words had to be spelled out letter by letter. The developers of the original code assigned
Navajo words to represent about 450 frequently used military terms that did not exist in the
Navajo language. Several examples: "besh- 10" (iron fish) meant "submarine," "dah-he- tih-hi"
(hummingbird) meant "fighter plane™ and "debeh-li-zine" (black street) meant "squad.”

Since they had to memorize the code words, they selected words that were descriptive and would
not be easily mistaken over the radio in front-line combat conditions. For example, ground forces
used for amphibious assault were called "frogs", a route was a "rabbit trail", a hand grenade was
a "potato", a submarine was a "iron fish" and the United States was "our mother". They used
names of various birds for the types of aircraft, such as "hummingbird” for fighter jet and
"sparrow hawk" for dive bomber. The bombs dropped by planes were called "eggs". Some of the
code words had a humorous side, the rival Army soldiers were "dog face” and the mortar was a
"squat rifle". They gave the various US Marine Corps units Navajo family names, such as
"Feather People" or "Bitter Water People".



The following is a list of 263 terms created by the first 32 Navajos enrolled in
the Marine Corps Communication School located at Camp Elliott.
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