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Introduction

reader wrote, “I know you’ve been featuring words every day at

Wordsmith.org for more than a decade. Do you think you’ll
ever run out of them?”

A living language, like English, is constantly on the move.
Trying to describe it is like trying to take a snapshot of a flowing
river. As a language passes through time and space, it is altered in
innumerable ways. And it is continually replenished, refreshed, and

rejuvenated.

Time

A river flowing through the centuries picks up some new pebbles
and discards some old. It reshapes the existing ones, polishing them
to show new hues, accentuate new angles. It brings some to the
surface and buries others below layers (sometimes those pebbles can
pop up again!). If we sat in a time machine and traveled back a few
centuries, we would have to be careful using our current word-
stock. If we met a man and in appreciation said, “Nice suit!” we’d
be saying “stupid suit.” With the passage of time, the word nice has
taken various senses, from “ignorant” to “stupid” to “silly” to “sim-

ple” to “harmless” to “pleasing.”
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A grimy rock might get scrubbed and its bright exterior might
shine forth; a word’s meaning might turn from negative to posi-
tive—but the reverse takes place as well. A rock picks up sediment
and what once was a translucent marble, today is a squalid lump,
barely recognizable from its former self. The word egregious meant
“preeminent” at one time, literally, one who is unlike the herd.
Today it connotes someone or something bad in an extraordinary
way. Earlier, flattering a king with this adjective might have fetched
a few pieces of gold but today the same word would get one kicked

out of the royal court.

Space

In the same way that a river picks up and discards pebbles as it
flows, when one language encounters another, the two exchange
words. They borrow some and lend some, though these borrowings
and lendings never need repaying. When the British ruled India,
they acquired shampoo (from Hindi champee, literally, head-massage).
English also got pundit, guru, pariah, nabob, punch, veranda, and
numerous other words from Hindi, Sanskrit, Tamil, and other
Indian languages. Those languages, in turn, helped themselves to
words from English. When a train stops, in all languages in India, it
stops at a station.

In trade, travel, communication, exploration, technology, inva-
sion, and many other areas of life, people come together and osmo-
sis takes place. If you speak English, you know parts of at least a
hundred difterent languages.

Just as children take after their parents, often English builds up
a distinctly local flavor and becomes specialized. A couple of hun-
dred years ago there was one English—the English of the British
Isles. Today, there is American English, Australian English, Canadian
English, Indian English, South African English . . . and, of course,
British English (we just hope it doesn’t become obsolete).
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In earlier times, English might have gone the way of Latin,
which turned into many separate languages, such as French, Italian,
and Spanish—but today, given the Internet, overnight flights, and
the worldwide marketing of English-language books, films, and TV
shows, it’s unlikely that those Englishes will be so isolated in vari-
ous pockets as to turn into mutually unintelligible languages,
though they’ll become localized to a certain extent.

Americans traveling in the United Kingdom best avoid a few
words that are perfectly normal at home: In the United States
someone can safely go out with vest and pants as the outermost
clothing while in the United Kingdom only Superman can do that.
When an Englishman is mad about his flat, he really loves his apart-
ment. An American, in exactly the same words, is angry about hav-
ing a flat tire. Well, maybe British and American are two different
languages.

This book is the second in a series celebrating the English lan-
guage in all its quirkiness, grandeur, fun, and delight. It features
words of all kinds—unusual, unfamiliar, and intriguing—but what
they all have in common is that, as shown by the examples, they all
are words in use. Most of the usage examples are taken from cur-
rent newspapers and magazines.

Throughout the book you’ll find little puzzles and quizzes. The
answers are at the end of the book.

Hop on the boat. We follow the English language as it winds
through circuitous routes and pick pebbles from its shores along the
way. For more words, you can sign up to receive the daily Word
A Day via e-mail; just cruise to http://wordsmith.org. As always,

write to me at anu@wordsmith.org.






CHAPTER 1

Words to Describe
People I

lways remember that you are unique. Just like everyone else.”

Like all genuine humor, this waggish remark carries a grain of
truth. There are six billion of us on Earth, and we are all very dif-
ferent—in our demeanor, diction, and dreams; in our fingerprints,
retinal patterns, and DNA sequences.

Yet no matter which hand we write with, what language we
speak, or what we eat, there is something that binds us together,
whether it is our preference for a life free from fear, our efforts to
make this world better for ourselves and for others, or our appreci-
ation of the beauty of the soul and our longing for love.

With so many people, so many shared traits, and so many dif-
ferences, it’s no wonder we have so many words to describe people.

Let’s take a look at some of them.

opsimath (OP-si-math)
noun  One who begins learning late in life.
From Greek opsi- (late) + math (learning).

“Maybe they just cannot bring themselves to break the news to
our presidential opsimath—after all, a politician can learn only
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so much in four years, even one who has had as much to learn
as our Jimmy Carter.”
—Washington Post

agelast (AJ-uh-last)

noun Someone who never laughs.

From Greek agelastos (not laughing), ultimately from gelaein (to
laugh).

“Anyway, [Sandi Toksvig] has to go off now. To do an hour of
stand-up which the audience absolutely loves. I don’t spot a
single agelast.”

—Independent (London)

Laughter Is the Best Medicine
We were in a terrible car accident a few years ago. Our son
went through four surgeries in six days to save his arm. His
arm was saved but his laugh was completely gone. One
evening, months later, we were watching the season premiere
of Friends and he laughed. It was the most amazing sound,
which came back to us then and blesses us still. Laughter is a
gift.

—Jodi Meyers, Parker, Colorado

losel (LO-zuhl, LOO-zuhl)

noun A worthless person.

From Middle English losen (one who is lost), past participle of lesen
(to lose).

“My choice be a wretch,

Mere losel in body and soul.”
—Robert Browning, Asolando

I feel we are all islands—in a common sea.
—ANNE MORROW LINDBERGH, author (1906—-2001)



WORDS TO DESCRIBE PEOPLE I 7

Hoping They'll Last Ages
Insurance companies define “age” in two different ways when
they figure out how old you are and therefore how much to
charge you. Some companies use your actual age, while oth-
ers round up. The latter method is called “age nearest,” while
the first is called “age last” Life insurance agents need to
know which method a company uses. Since it is easy enough
to develop equivalent tables, I've never understood from a
marketing standpoint why they would want to tell someone
who’s thirty-nine years and nine months old that she’s
“really” forty. “Agelast” is the smart way to go. There may be
some connection—there’ little laughter in the life insurance
field.

—Richard Vodra, McLean, Virginia

nebbish (NEB-ish)
noun A timid or ineffectual person.
From Yiddish nebekh (poor, unfortunate).

“Jeanette turned out to be attractive—a stark contrast to the
nebbish, socially awkward stereotypes that once characterized
cyberdating.”

—Essence

cruciverbalist (kroo-ci-VUHR -buh-list)

noun A crossword designer or enthusiast.

From Latin cruci-, stem of crux (cross), + verbalist (one skilled in use
of words), from verbum (word).

“In a suburban town in Connecticut, Cora Felton has some
small measure of notoriety as the Puzzle Lady, reputed con-
structor of syndicated crosswords. The much married and

God has no religion.
—MOHANDAS KARAMCHAND GANDHI,
nationalist and reformer (1869—-1948)
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generally alcoholic Cora, though, is a front for her niece Sherry,
the real cruciverbalist.”
—Booklist

Puzzled

One of the cleverest crossword puzzles of all time was pub-
lished in the New York Times on election day in 1996. A key
clue was “Lead story in tomorrow’s newspaper.” Most solvers
thought the answer was CLINTON ELECTED. But the inter-
locking clues were ambiguous, designed to yield alternative
answers. For instance, “Black Halloween animal” could have
been either BAT or CAT, resulting in the first letter of the key
word’s being either C for CLINTON or B for BOB DOLE (which
would have made the correct result BOB DOLE ELECTED).

“It was the most amazing crossword I've ever seen,” New
York Times crossword editor Will Shortz later recalled. “As
soon as it appeared, my telephone started ringing. Most peo-
ple said, ‘How dare you presume that Clinton will win!” And
the people who filled in BOB DOLE thought we’d made a
whopper of a mistake!”

—Eric Shackle, Sydney, Australia

Nature does nothing uselessly.
—ARISTOTLE, philosopher (384-322 B.C.E.)



CHAPTER 2

Earls Who Became
Words (or Places
That Became Words)

his chapter is near the beginning of the book, so it features some
Tearly words. Early, that is, meaning having connections with
earls. Many everyday words are derived from earls’ names. Cardigan,
for example, came to us from James Thomas Brudenell, 7th Earl of
Cardigan (1797-1868). This British cavalryman loved to wear a
sweater that opened down the front; today he lives on in the name
of this piece of apparel.

Or take British politician John Montagu, 4th Earl of Sandwich
(1718-1792). An inveterate gambler, he preferred to eat at the
gaming table rather than interrupt his twenty-four-hour betting.
No doubt people ate slices of bread with something between them
before then, but the notoriety of this earl resulted in his name’s get-
ting attached to this repast.

A bit of earl trivia: count is another word for earl—that’s where
we got the word county (but not country). The wite or widow of an
earl is called a countess. (Should the latter be considered a countless?)
And who is the most famous earl of all? A fictional character:
Count Dracula, based on a real person,Vlad the Impaler.

The words in this chapter could also be called toponyms (words
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derived from place-names) or eponyms (words derived from peo-

ple’s names).

orrery (OR -uh-ree)

noun A mechanical model of the solar system that represents the
relative motions of the planets around the sun.

After Charles Boyle, 4th Earl of Orrery (1676—1731), who was
given one of those models by John Rowley, a London instrument
maker. They were invented by George Graham around 1700.

“The lamp at the center of the orrery demonstrates the way the
sun lends light to the planets.”
—New York Review of Books

Who's Who
Invented by Graham, made by Rowley, and given to, and
named for, Orrery. I think if I were either Graham or Row-
ley, I'd feel a bit ornery.

—DMichael Greene, Salinas, California

Planet-Stricken

There was a massive room-sized orrery in the Jim Henson

classic The Dark Crystal, in Aughra’s observatory. As she talks

to Jen, the story’s hero, she is instinctively ducking and side-

stepping, to avoid being clobbered by the planets and moons.
— Jennifer May, Akron, Ohio

cadogan (kuh-DUG-uhn)
noun A lidless teapot, inspired by Chinese wine pots, that is filled
from the bottom. It typically has an upside-down funnel opening

Swords and guns have no eyes.
—CHINESE PROVERB
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at the bottom that prevents the liquid from leaking out.
After William Cadogan, 1st Earl of Cadogan (1672—-1726), who was
said to be the first Englishman to own such a pot.

“Among the Twining teapots is a Matlocks Cadogan from
Yorkshire. It was filled through a hole in the bottom and emp-
tied right side up.”

—Antiques & Collecting

Oxfordian (oks-FORD-ee-uhn)

noun 1. The theory attributing authorship of William Shake-
speare’s works to Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford. 2. A person
who believes in this theory.

After Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford (1550—-1604).

A related term, Stratfordian, is used to describe a person who
believes Shakespeare himself to be the true author. The term
derives from Stratford-on-Avon, the name of the English town that
is the birthplace and burial place of Shakespeare.

The Shakespeare Oxford Society’s Web site is http://shakespeare-
oxford.com.

“Gould, being a daughter of a movie mogul, knows high con-
cept when she sees it. And she’s an Oxfordian, a believer in
Edward de Vere as the real Shakespeare.”

—DMontreal Gazette

Whodunit

The battle rages, and there are at least six major candidates.

One wag settled the whole matter: “You guys are all wrong;

that stuff was written by another guy with the same name.”
—Art Haykin, Bend, Oregon

Reading is seeing by proxy.
—HERBERT SPENCER, philosopher (1820-1903)
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derby (DUR -bee; British: DAHR -bee)

noun 1. An annual race for three-year-old horses, held near Lon-
don. 2. Any of various similar horse races; e.g., the Kentucky
Derby. 3. Any race or other contest open to all. 4. A stiff felt hat
with a round crown and a narrow brim. 5. A contest between two

teams from the same city.
After Edward Stanley, 12th Earl of Derby (1752-1834), who
tounded the English Derby in 1780.

“He admitted that [movie star] FPJ’s entry into the presidential
derby would make the 2004 election more interesting to watch.”

—Manila Times

Counting

One delicious cross-language pun is the German name of the
Count, the post-Dracula Sesame Street Muppet character who
wears his vampiric cape, laughs his best monster-movie laugh,
and creeps about counting things in a deep Slavic accent
(presumably Transylvanian, but who knows).

The Count in the German version of Sesame Street
(Sesamstrasse) is named Graf Zahl, which means—in English—
Count Count. That’s Graf (Count as in Earl) Zahl (count as
in 1-2-3). In German it just means, say, Earl Subtotal. For the
real pleasure of it you need both languages.

—Linus Gelber, Brooklyn, New York

No, no, the widow of an earl should be discounted.
— T’ B. Bryant, Newport Beach, California

Thinking of English titles brings to mind an incident that
took place on the last great late-night TV talk show, which
was hosted by Jack Paar in the 1950s. After introducing as his
guest the Duchess of Argyle, Paar quipped, “I wear your hus-
band’s socks,” hiking up his pant legs for a close-up.

—Al Hartman, Reynoldsburg, Ohio

Tears are not arguments.
—MACHADO DE Assis, author (1839-1908)
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Armed Only with a Cigar (and a Cardigan)
Lord Cardigan is known also for his role as leader of the Light
Brigade, immortalized by Tennyson. It was a time when offi-
cers were gentlemen, and Cardigan held the view, as did
many of his peers, that killing and fighting were not gentle-
manly, and should be left to the enlisted ranks. It is said that
he led the charge of the Light Brigade at Balaclava armed
only with a cigar. When he had brought his men face-to-face
with the Russian gunners, he considered his duty done. He
rode back alone, leaving his men to muddle through as best
they could. (Source: Byron Farwell, Mr. Kipling’s Army.)
—DMarshal Merriam, Antioch, California

Yarborough (YAHR -bur-o)

noun In a card game, a hand in which no card is above a nine.
After Charles Anderson Worsley, 2nd Earl of Yarborough
(1809—-1897), who is said to have bet 1,000 to 1 against the occur-
rence of such a hand.

“Many players know the odds against holding a Yarborough—
a hand with no card above a nine—are 1827 to 1. But though
today’s deal arose in Reno at the ACBLs Spring Champi-
onships, [ doubt anyone could have quoted the odds against it:
South and East both had Yarboroughs!”

—Buffalo (N.Y.) News

The best writing is rewriting.
—E. B. WHITE, author (1899-1985)



CHAPTER 3

Words Having
Origins in Chess

n his classic story “Shatranj Ke Khilari” (“Chess Players,” later
made into a movie directed by Indian director Satyajit Ray),
Hindi writer Munshi Premchand (1880—1936) narrates the saga of
a kingdom engrossed in playing chess, unmindful of the advancing
enemy forces. Such is the charm of this ancient Indian game.
A world unto itself, chess mimics life in more ways than one.
While quite simple on the surface, its complexity is mind-boggling.

0'2° possible moves (that’s the number 1 fol-

There are more than 1
lowed by 120 zeros, a fairly large number once we realize that there
are only about 107> atoms in this universe).

It attests to the popularity of the game that many chess words
have entered our mainstream vocabulary. In real-world situations
we sometimes feel ourselves to be pawns, bishops, or queens, and

the metaphorical use of these words is apt.

zugzwang (TSOOK-tsvahng)

noun A position in which one is forced to make an undesirable
move.

From German Zugzwang, Zug (move) + Zwang (compulsion,

obligation).

14
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“Now the government finds itself in zugzwang, where
every move it makes worsens its position against an invisible
opponent.”

—African Business

checkmate (CHEK-mayt)

noun 1. A move that places the king in a position from which
there is no escape or defense, resulting in victory. 2. Complete
defeat.

verb tr. 1. To maneuver an opponent’s king into checkmate. 2. To
place in a hopeless situation. 3. To defeat completely.

interjection A call by a chess player that his or her move has placed
the opponent’s king in a position from which escape is impossible.
From Middle English chekmat, from Middle French escec mat, from
Arabic shahmat, from shah (king) + mat (dead, nonplussed), from

Persian shahmat.

“An army of the British East India Company, still in charge of
imperial India, moved into Kabul in 1839 to checkmate the
Russian advances—real and imagined—in Central Asia, the
Himalayas and Tibet.”

—New York Times

Bouncing Checks
Checks mating means a lot of loose change after a while.
—Peirce Hammond, Bethesda, Maryland

gambit (GAM-bit)
noun 1. An opening in which a pawn or another piece is sacri-
ficed to obtain a strategic advantage. 2. A maneuver used to secure

With enough “ifs” we could put Paris in a bottle.
—FRENCH SAYING
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an advantage. 3. A remark used to open or redirect a conversation.
From Spanish gambito, from Italian gambetto (the act of tripping
someone), from gamba (leg).

“North Korea will no doubt try to gain maximum advantage by
playing South Korea, America and Japan off against each other.
If it fails to get the result—and the cash—it wants from its new
diplomatic gambit, it may simply abandon the enterprise.”

—The Economist

Operation Gambit
During World War II, Operation Gambit at Normandy con-
sisted of pocket submarines sent in to mark the way for the
landing craft. One of the submariners recalled looking up the
word gambit and being very disquieted.

—Jim Lande, Arlington, Virginia

stalemate (STAYL-mayt)

noun 1. A position in which no other pieces can move and the
king cannot move without going into check. 2. A deadlocked
situation.

verb tr  To bring into a stalemate.

From Middle English, from Anglo-Norman estale (a fixed position)
+ -mate.

“Both sides are at a stalemate as the lawsuit slowly works its
way through Cook County court under a judge who has
likened both sides to ‘a bunch of children.”

—Chicago Daily Herald

Take rest; a field that has rested gives a bountiful crop.
—OvI1D, poet (43 B.C.E—C.E. 17)
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Life as a Metaphor for Chess
Here is the distinction between checkmate and stalemate. One
means “defeated” while the other means “unable to escape.”
If you are in a corner with a gun pointed at you, you are
checkmated. If you are in a closet and can’t get out without
being shot, you are stalemated.

—Hal Lewis, Santa Barbara, California

endgame (END-gaym)
noun 1. The final stage of a chess game, in which only a few

pieces are left. 2. The final stage of a game, process, or activity.

“Defense Secretary in the 1960s and memoir writer in the
1990s, McNamara still gropes for the elusive coherence that
can offer a graceful endgame for his life.”

—The Progressive

The fact that astronomies change while the stars abide is a true analogy
of every realm of human life and thought, religion not least of all. No
existent theology can be a final formulation of spiritual truth.
—HARRY EMERSON FospIcK, preacher and author (1878-1969)



CHAPTER 4

Words That Appear
to Be Misspellings
of Everyday Words I

t’s good to have modern computers around that can scan thou-
I sands of lines of text in a jifty and provide quick fixes with their
handy find-and-replace feature. I heard there was a story in a news-
paper that talked about the dramatic turnaround of a business. It
had been deeply in debt earlier but now it was “running in the
African American.”

While these electronic beasts are useful to keep our wayward
fingers in check and take care of sundry typos that creep in, they are
no substitute for humans. Here are a few words that defeat the
spell-checker. You could use them to your advantage: to defeat
your opponents in a game of Scrabble. These words appear to be
misspellings of common words but they are fully accredited,
licensed, certificated words from a standard dictionary—as official

as any word can be in the English language.

passible (PAS-uh-buhl)
adjective  Capable of feeling, especially pain or suffering; suscepti-

ble to sensation.

18
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From Middle English, from Middle Latin passibilis, from Latin
passus, past participle of pati (to suffer).

“Only the most sensitive of seats in the thinnest of pants worn
by the most passible of owners will detect differing harmonies
of the Accords.”

—Los Angeles Times

Unsurpassable

If there could be a poster child for the word passible, it has to
be the princess in Hans Christian Anderson’s 1835 story “The
Princess and the Pea” The princess was black and blue all over
her body because there was a pea under the twenty mattresses
and twenty feather beds upon which she slept one night.

monestrous (mon-ES-truhs)

adjective  Of or related to mammals that experience one estrus (rut
or period of heat) in a breeding season.

Combining form mon- (one) from Greek monos, mono- + oistros

(gadfly, madness).

“The ova vaccine, Miller says, is a better choice for monestrous
species, like coyotes, that come into heat only once a year,
regardless of whether the female conceives.”

—Discover

cloture (KLO-chuhr)

noun The action of closing a debate by calling for an immediate
vote.

verb tr.  To close a debate by cloture.

From French cléture (closure), eventually from Latin claustrum

(barrier).

The great high of winning Wimbledon lasts for about a week.
You go down in the record book, but you don’t have anything tangible
to hold on to. But having a baby—there isn’t any comparison.
—CHRIs EVERT, tennis player (1954-)
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“A senator can challenge legislation by staging a filibuster, a
maneuver to block action on an item by controlling the Senate
floor for an unlimited time. A filibuster can be ended through
legislative agreement, or by invoking cloture, which requires 60
votes. The Senate is evenly split, with 50 Republicans and 50
Democrats.”

—New York Times

nutriment (NOO-truh-ment, NYOO-)

noun A substance that provides nourishment; food.

From Middle English, eventually from Latin nutrimentum, from
nutrire (to nourish).

“In order for oral consumption—or the lack thereof—to
become our God, nutriment itself must reach a transcendent
status. So here’s the latest gastrosophical gospel: Food is no
longer food. Food 1s a drug.”

—Harper’s Magazine

assoil (uh-SOIL)
verb tr. 1. To pardon. 2. To atone for.
From Middle English, from Old French, from Latin absolvere (to

absolve).

Jonah

“I sank my teeth into the salt ground.
There was no cry. Only later,

when the city put on sackcloth

and starved its cattle, I heard something—
a hiss of pity rising from the dry,
ungathered grain. An assoiling sound.”

—Barbara J. Orton, Fairleigh Dickinson Literary Review

Try to learn something about everything and everything about something.
—THoMAS HENRY HUXLEY, biologist (1825—1895)



CHAPTER 5

Archaic Words

rchaisms are grizzled old words that have continued to do
Atheir job despite their age, as you can see in the examples.
They are old-fashioned but serviceable, and that’s the reason they
are still making the rounds. They serve a purpose: to give an aura
of an earlier period, and evoke a sense of historical setting, in nov-
els, religious writing, poetry, ads, and so on. What’s old for one is
young for another, so there’s no consensus on which words are
archaic.

clepe (kleep), past participle cleped/clept or ycleped/yclept
(i-KLEPT)

verb tr.  To call or name.

From Middle English clepen, from Old English cleopican, from clipian
(to speak or call).

“Sir, do not dare you clepe me in such a fashion or I shall be
compelled to thrash you with a puncheon or clevis, whichever
being the most geographically convenient!”

—Austin American Statesman
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sennight (SEN-yt)
noun A week.
From Middle English, from Old English seofon nihta, from seofon
(seven) + nihta, plural of niht (night).
A cousin of this word is “fortnight.” Twice as long as a sennight,

it’s a compressed form of “fourteen night.”

“Midweek of May’s third sennight has passed and there remains
only a fortnight before the blowing of the June roses.”
—New York Times

anon (uh-NON)

adverb 1. At another time. 2. Soon. 3. At once; immediately
(archaic).

From Middle English, from Old English on an (in one).

“Anon, King Hamlet discovers his brother’s perfidy. Threatened
with banishment, poverty, and disgrace, Claudius poisons the
king, promptly marries Gertrude, and assumes the Danish
crown.”

—The Economist

Hasta Manana
These three possibilities for the word anon pretty well cover
the spectrum from now until never—the Mexicans use
marfiana for an indefinite commitment—I guess if my wife
asks me to do something I can reply “anon” and have it all
covered.

—George Pajari, West Vancouver, Canada

The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.
—CARL SAGAN, astronomer and author (1934-1996)
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gainsay (GAY N-say)

verb tr.  To deny or contradict.

From Middle English gainsayen, from gain- (against), from Old
English gegn- + sayen, from secgan (to say).

“With such a record, it’s hard for anyone to gainsay the cynics.
But as Inauguration Day approached, millions of Nigerians like
Pambi again dared to hope for something better.”

—Newsweek

hearken (HAHR -ken), also harken or hark

verb intr. 1. To pay attention; listen. 2. To return to a previous
subject (usually in the form of hearken back).

From Middle English herknen, from Old English he(o)rcnian.

“But if the government hearkens to the editorial’s call to force
bank and financial institution lendings without security, then
the financial sector will soon be as decimated as is agriculture
today”’

—Zimbabwe Independent (Harare)

Ancient Anecdote

An American couple bought an old Irish castle.

She: The first thing we’ll want is central heating.

He: I think not. We can’t have archaic and heat it, too.
—Keen James, Lincoln, Rhode Island

Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.
—LorD AcToN (John Emerich Edward Dalberg Acton),
historian (1834-1902)



CHAPTER 6

Toponyms

o matter where we stand on this Earth, we have an equally

wondrous view of the stars. Yet age-old wisdom tells us there
are three important things to look for when the aim is to call a
small patch of land our own: location, location, location. And loca-
tion is what we want to pay attention to when it comes to this
chapter’s words, because they are toponyms, words derived from
place-names.

Whether we drink champagne (from Champagne, France),
make a solecism (after Soloi, an Athenian colony in Cilicia), or
meet our Waterloo (as did Napoléon in Waterloo, Belgium) we are
(perhaps unknowingly) alluding to a distant land and its history. In
this chapter we visit New York, Rome, Ireland, Germany, and the

Mediterranean.

Chautauqua (shuh-TAW-kwubh, chuh-)

noun  An annual summer school oftering education in the form of
public lectures and cultural activities, often held outdoors.

After Chautauqua, the name of a lake and county in southwestern

New York State where such a program originated in 1874.
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“In this Chautauqua I would like not to cut any new channels
of consciousness but simply dig deeper into old ones that have
become silted in with the debris of thoughts grown stale and
platitudes too often repeated.”

—Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

Pax Romana (PAKS ro-MAH-nuh)

noun 1. A peace imposed by a powerful state on a weaker or
vanquished state. 2. An uneasy peace.

From Latin, literally, Roman peace. After the state of peace during
the life of the Roman Empire.

“In his book on globalism, ‘The Lexus and the Olive Tree,
Thomas L. Friedman argues that no two countries with
McDonald’s franchises have ever gone to war. The price of
this supersized Pax Romana is, well, a McDonald’s in every
country.”

—New York Times

The idea of Pax Romana is vividly illustrated in The Life of Gnaeus
Julius Agricola by Roman historian Publius Cornelius Tacitus (trans-
lated by Alfred John Church and William Jackson Brodribb) when
Galgacusk, a British leader, says, “To robbery, slaughter, plunder,
they give the lying name of empire; they make a solitude and call it
peace.

Gibraltar (ji-BROL-tuhr)

noun  An impregnable stronghold.

Rock of Gibraltar

noun  Something or someone whose strength one can rely on.

The most eftective kind of education is that
a child should play amongst lovely things.
—P1raTo0, philosopher (428348 B.C.E.)
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After Gibraltar, a British colony on the southern coast of Spain; the
location of the Rock of Gibraltar.

“In this Gibraltar of propriety mediocrity gets intrenched, and
consolidated, and founded in adamant.”
—Ralph Waldo Emerson, English Traits

seltzer (SELT-suhr)

noun 1. Naturally effervescent mineral water. 2. Artificially
carbonated water.

From German Selterser (literally, from Selters), after Selters, a village
near Wiesbaden in Germany where such springs were discovered.

“The Randolphs, who live in Towson, also made ginger ale
with fresh ginger, seltzer and sugar water. ‘It may not have been
the most nutritious [drink], but, ‘just getting them involved
with the whole process’ was the most important part of the
project, says Randolph, a registered dietitian at the Urban
Medical Institute in Baltimore.”

—Baltimore Sun

Kilkenny cats (kil-KEN-ee kats)

noun  People who fight relentlessly till their end.

From a pair of proverbial cats in Kilkenny who fought till only their
tails were left.

According to a story, some people in the town of Kilkenny in
Ireland enjoyed tying together the tails of two cats and watching
them fight until only their tails remained. Most likely the story is a
parable of a contest between Kilkenny and Irishtown, two munic-
ipalities that fought about their boundaries till little more than their

A calamity that affects everyone is only half a calamity.
—ITALIAN PROVERB
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tails were left. Here is a popular limerick (another word that takes

its origins from the name of an Irish town) about the cats:

There wanst was two cats of Kilkenny
Each thought there was one cat too many
So they fought and they fit

And they scratched and they bit

"Til instead of two cats there weren’t any.

“When Lord Cranborne placed Hatfield House at the disposal
of Unionists to talk things through in November 1997, the
result was a meeting after the style of the fighting Kilkenny
cats.”

—The Economist

Location, Location, Location
Epidemiologists in recent years occasionally name diseases
after the location of the first reported case. Lyme disease
(Lyme, Connecticut) is a spirochete (Borrelia) transmitted by
the deer tick; Coxsackie virus (Coxsackie, New York),
a rickettsial illness; Pontiac fever (Pontiac, Michigan) turned
out to be Legionnaires’ disease (after the American Legion
convention held in Philadelphia, where everyone became ill).
—Doug Moeller, Valley Forge, Pennsylvania

We would often be ashamed of our finest actions if the world
understood all the motives which produced them.
—Duc DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD, author (1613-1680)



CHAPTER 7

Words about Books
and Writing

hat is writing? Distilling your thoughts and putting their
W essence on paper. It doesn’t require any fancy equipment—a
five-cent pencil works just as well as a $50 gold-tipped “writing
instrument.” A beach cottage might not provide a writer any more
inspiration than a tiny room, with a window perhaps, to stare out
of and do nothing. Ah! What could be easier—or more difticult—
than writing? Lets examine a few words from the world of
literature.

roman a clef (ro-mahn ah KLAY), plural romans a clef
noun A novel that depicts historical figures and events under the
guise of fiction.

From French, literally, a novel with a key.

“Gradually it also became known that Kinder’s sprawling,
unpublished novel was a roman a clef about the author’s com-
plicated and boisterous friendship during the 1970s with Ray-
mond Carver, when both men were in the San Francisco Bay
area.

—Washington Post
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orihon (OR-ee-hon)
noun A book or manuscript folded like an accordion: a roll of
paper inscribed on one side only, folded backwards and forwards.
From Japanese, ori (fold) + hon (book).

A word sharing the same root is origami (ori + -gami, kami
[paper]), the Japanese art of paper folding that can coax a whole
menagerie from a few flat sheets of paper.

“He created an orihon binding—an accordion-style technique
that allowed the book to expand to more than 60 feet.”
—Electronic Publishing

amphigory or amphigouri (AM-fi-gor-ee)

noun A nonsensical piece of writing, usually in verse form, typi-
cally composed as a parody.

From French amphigouri.

“More jeers than cheers currently greet the amphigories of
Father Divine, and the followers of kindred dark-town messi-
ahs are noisier than they are numerous.”

—Policy Review

Woriter and illustrator Edward Gorey (1925-2000), known for his
dark cartoons, illustrations, stories, and poems, called his collection
Amphigorey. More at http://goreyography.com.

conspectus (kuhn-SPEK-tuhs)

noun A general survey, synopsis, outline, or digest of something.
From Latin conspectus, past participle of conspicere, from con- (com-
plete) + spicere (to look).

Assumptions are the termites of relationships.
—HENRY WINKLER, actor (1945-)
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“Meanwhile, for a well-informed, critical, independent-
minded but essentially traditional view of the subject, we have
a new conspectus by James D. Tracy. He is masterly in absorb-
ing information and masterful in organizing it.”

—New York Times Book Review

Pro is opposite to con. But conspectus is not necessarily opposite to

prospectus. As for congress and progress, well, ’'m not so sure.

magnum opus (MAG-num OH-puhs)

noun A great work of literature, music, art, etc., especially the
finest work of an individual.

From Latin magnum opus, from magnum, neuter of magnus (large),
opus (work).

“Bespectacled, bearded and balding, Mr. [Grigory] Chkhar-
tishvili is faintly ill at ease about fame. For years, he earned his
living translating Japanese literature and working on what he
still considers his magnum opus, a gloomy book entitled ‘The
Writer and Suicide. His idea of a good time is to stroll around
a cemetery.’

—Wall Street Journal

Those who failed to oppose me, who readily agreed with me,
accepted all my views, and yielded easily to my opinions, were those
who did me the most injury, and were my worst enemies, because,

by surrendering to me so easily, they encouraged me to go too far . . .
I was then too powerful for any man, except myself, to injure me.
—NAPOLEON BONAPARTE, emperor of France (1769-1821)



CHAPTER 8

Words Borrowed
from Yiddish

language is the soul of its people. This is nowhere more
A profoundly illustrated than inYiddish, the language of eastern
and central European Jews and their descendants. A tongue full of
wit and charm, Yiddish embodies a deep appreciation of human
behavior in all its colorful manifestations. The word Yiddish comes
from German Judisch, meaning Jewish. But it is not the same as
Hebrew, even though it is written in Hebrew script.

Here’s what author Isaac Bashevis Singer, who wrote in Yid-
dish, had to say about the language in his 1978 Nobel Prize accept-
ance speech:

Yiddish language—a language of exile, without a land,
without frontiers, not supported by any government, a lan-
guage which possesses no words for weapons, ammunition,
military exercises, war tactics. . . . There is a quiet humor in
Yiddish and a gratitude for every day of life, every crumb
of success, each encounter of love. The Yiddish mentality is
not haughty. It does not take victory for granted. It does
not demand and command but it muddles through, sneaks
by, smuggles itself amidst the powers of destruction, know-
ing somewhere that God’s plan for Creation is still at the
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very beginning. . . . In a figurative way, Yiddish is the wise
and humble language of us all, the idiom of frightened and
hopeful Humanity.

Many everyday English words such as bagel, klutz,and kibitz are
borrowed fromYiddish. In this chapter we look at a few otherYid-
dishisms that have enriched the English language.

chutzpah (KHOOT-spuh, HOOT-), also chutzpa
noun  Shameless impudence; brazen nerve; gall; effrontery.
FromYiddish khutspe, from Late Hebrew huspa.

“Bill Gates, the company’s chairman, even had the chutzpah to

say that this week’s ruling was a challenge to ‘healthy competi-

LR

tion in the software industry.

—The Economist

Bard Bettered
Several years ago, I heard a delightful story about Isaac Bashe-
vis Singer’s explanation of the word chutzpah. The veracity I
cannot vouch for, but it doesn’t detract from the story:

Singer was telling an audience about the difficulties of
rendering Yiddish into any other language, and that some
words were in fact untranslatable. As an example Singer
picked the word chutzpah, saying that its being an untranslat-
able word he was unfortunately not in a position to explain
what it meant, but he could offer a story as an illustration.
Singer went on to say that during his childhood, his parents
would often take him on house visits, a frequent destination
being the home of a Jewish writer by name of Joseph Kowal-
ski. In this house the young Singer came across a Yiddish-
language book with the following title: Hamlet, by William
Shakespeare. Edited, Enlarged, and Improved by Joseph Kowalski.
This, Singer told his audience, is chutzpah.

—Jacob Gammelgaard, Copenhagen, Denmark

Never attribute to malice that which can be
adequately explained by stupidity.
—HANLON’S RAZOR
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Hatspah!

No discussion of the wonderful word chutzpah is complete
without a retelling of the classic story of the woman walking
on a beach with her young son one winter’s day. Without her
noticing, a wave sweeps the child into the icy waters. A very
old man sees this and, unable to attract her attention, runs
several hundred yards to the water’s edge, dives into the icy
water, and swims furiously against the tide to finally reach and
rescue the now semiconscious toddler. Returning to the
beach and near death himself, he drops to the sand exhausted
as the child begins to breathe weakly on his own. In the
meantime, the mother has noticed that her child is missing
and has returned to retrieve him. Looking down at the old
man, she snarls, “He had a hat!” That’s chutzpah, at least in the

original sense of the word.
—Chris Strolin, Belleville, Illinois

mensch (mench, mensh), plural menschen (MEN-chuhn,
MEN-shuhn) or mensches

noun A decent, upright, honorable person.

FromYiddish mentsh (man, human being), from Middle High Ger-
man mensch, from Old High German mennisco.

The same root gives us another eminently useful Yiddish term,
luftmensch, literally, an airman. A luftmensch is an impractical
dreamer (think Laputans of Gulliver’s Travels). The word could also
refer to one with no visible means of support.

Yet another term with a mensch connection is superman. It
comes to us from German Ubermensch by a process known as loan
translation. Ubermensch was Friedrich Nietzsche’s term for an
ideal, superior man (from German iiber, above, beyond, superior). In
1903, when George Bernard Shaw needed an English equivalent,

he came up with superman.

Money, n. A blessing that is of no advantage to us excepting when we part
with it. An evidence of culture and a passport to polite society.
—AMBROSE BIERCE, author (1842?—1914)
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Uberbubba
In 1991 Bill Clinton was in New York doing radio talk
shows, trying to convince New York voters that in spite of
being from Arkansas he was not an ignorant backwoodsman.
One of his tactics was a joke in which the talk show host
asked him, “What does ‘bubba’ mean?”’ and he answered, “It’s
Southern for ‘mensch,” thus proving he was au courant with
New York talk.

—Michael Klossner, Little Rock, Arkansas

zaftig (ZAF-tik, -tig)

adjective  Full-figured; pleasingly plump; buxom.

FromYiddish zaftik (juicy), from Middle High German saftec, from
saft (juice), from Old High German saf (sap).

“The standout in the supporting cast, however, is big, zaftig
Jennifer Coolidge as Joey’s all-too-realistic agent.”

—San Diego Union Tribune

kvetch (kvech)

verb intr.  To complain habitually; whine; gripe.

noun 1. A chronic complainer. 2. A complaint.

From Yiddish kvetshn (squeeze, pinch, complain), from Middle

High German quetschen (to squeeze).

“Perhaps one should emphasize here that [V. S. Naipaul| has
gone out of his way, from time to time and far beyond the call
of duty, to burnish his reputation as a cantankerous curmudg-
eon—truly the Evelyn Waugh of our age, right down to his
squirearchal residence in the west of England—or even as a

Remember that there is nothing stable in human affairs; therefore avoid
undue elation in prosperity, or undue depression in adversity.
—SoCRATES, philosopher (470-399 B.C.E.)
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bigoted old barroom kvetch. Not long ago Naipaul anathema-

tized Tony Blair as a ‘pirate’ at the head of ‘a socialist revolution.
—The Atlantic Monthly

schlep (shlep), also schlepp, shlep, shlepp

verb tr.  To drag or haul something.

verb intr.  'To move clumsily or tediously.

noun 1. A tedious journey. 2. Someone who is slow or awkward.
FromYiddish shlepn (to drag, pull) from Middle High German slep-
pen, from Middle Low German slepen.

“Ten years ago, in a hilarious short story called ‘“The North
London Book of the Dead’, Will Self wrote about a grieving
son who discovers with shock that his dead mother has merely
moved to Crouch End, where she continues to bake chocolate-
chip cookies, schlep around with bags from Barnes & Noble
and telephone him at the office. Indeed, mum tells him, when
people die they all move to less fashionable parts of London,
where they keep on doing pretty much what they were doing
when they were alive.”

—Guardian (London)

Germane Terms
Germans—ever the expert word combiners—occasionally
refer to laptop computers as “Schlepptops.”

—Paul R. Hughes, Seattle, Washington

What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the
breath of a buffalo in the wintertime. It is the little shadow
which runs across the grass and loses itself in the sunset.
—CROWFOOT, Native American warrior and orator (1836—1890)



CHAPTER 9

Terms from the
World of Law

ood people do not need laws to tell them to act responsibly,

while bad people will find a way around the laws.” While there
is truth in these words of Plato, the fact is, most of us fall some-
where between good and bad. And for people in that spectrum,
laws serve as good deterrents.

Like any other, the legal profession has its own lingo. Even
though it may appear that these legal terms are designed to keep
laypersons in the dark so that the lawyers can charge hefty fees,
there is a need for them. In a field where a single word can make a
world of difference, a succinct, and more important, unambiguous
vocabulary is essential.

May you never have to see a lawyer (or a barrister, an advocate,
or whatever they are called in your land), but it’s good to know

some of the legal jargon. Here are five examples.

estoppel (e-STOP-el)

noun A bar preventing one from asserting a claim inconsistent
with what was previously stated, especially when it has been relied
upon by others.

From OId French estoupail (bung, cork) from estouper (stopper).

36
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“That makes the case for DeWitt’s being granted citizenship
now even stronger because of the legal principle of estoppel
which, Miller explains, says ‘once you’ve set out certain posi-
tions that other people have relied on over a period of time,
you can’t reverse those positions to their detriment.”

—Seattle Times

laches (LACH-iz)
noun Negligence in the performance of a duty or claiming an
opportunity, especially the failure to assert a legal claim in time, that
makes it invalid.
From Middle English lachesse, from Anglo French, from Middle
French laschesse, from Old French lasche (slack), ultimately from
Latin laxare (to loosen).

When you admire the “lush” decor of an apartment, sign a
“lease,” simply “relax,” or use a “laxative,” you are employing the

same hardworking Latin root, “laxare.”

“One court has ruled that where the board waited six months
in filing suit against an unauthorized fence that this gave the
owner of that fence the defense of laches—and thus the board
could not enforce the covenants under those circumstances.”

—Los Angeles Times

solatium (so-LAY-shee-um)

noun Compensation for emotional suffering, injured feelings,
inconvenience, grief, etc. (as opposed to physical injury or financial
loss, for example).

From Latin solatium, variant of solacium (to comfort), from solari (to

console).

Sleep after toil, port after stormy seas, ease after war,
death after life does greatly please.
—EDMUND SPENSER, poet (1552—-1599)
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When a court awards a solatium to a victim, it is literally con-
soling him or her, or providing a solace. Both console and solace share

the same root as solatium.

“The ungrateful parent had therefore not only to pay the bill
for attendance, but 50 francs in addition as a solatium to the
wounded professional feelings of the lady doctor.”

—DBritish Medical Journal

sui juris (SOO-eye joor-is, SOO-ee)
adjective  Legally competent to manage one’s affairs or assume
responsibility.
From Latin sui juris, from sui (of one’s own) juris (right).

The opposite of sui juris is alieni juris (Latin for “of another’
right”), one under control of another, either because one is below

legal age or because of mental incapacity.

“The people or persons who may be entitled to, or claim some
share or interest in, the subject matter of the suit are not finite
in number. They include any individual who is sui juris and
who might be interested.”

—Post of Zambia (Lusaka)

mittimus (MIT-uh-mubhs)
noun  An official order to commit someone to prison.
From Latin, literally, “we send” from mittere (to send).

Here are some cousins of mittimus: admit, commit, dismiss, emit,
missile, mission, missive, and promise. Who would have thought these
disparate words might have anything in common? They all involve
the idea of sending, and they share the common parentage: the

Latin root mittere.

I never vote for anyone; I always vote against.
—W. C. FIELDS, comedian (1880—-1946)
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“The clerk who wrote this mittimus screwed up. The mittimus
turned out to be a get-out-of-jail-free card. Instead of being
locked up, Callahan was sent for treatment at the Alternative
Correction Center in Braintree, then sent home with an elec-
tronic bracelet.”

—DBoston Herald

Legal Lingo
I had a lawyer years ago who explained to me that laws are
not written to be understood, they are written so they can-
not be misunderstood.

— Lawrence Wallin, Santa Barbara, California

I look for what needs to be done. . . .
After all, that’s how the universe designs itself.
—R. BUCKMINSTER FULLER, engineer, designer,
and architect (1895-1983)



CHAPTER 10

Words That Appear
to Be Misspellings
of Everyday Words II

II T really need to know about languages, I learned from

Scrabble. For example, a w is worth ten points in French Scrab-
ble; guess there aren’t very many French words with a W in them.
Then there’s the Polish version, in which a z is worth a single
point. In German Scrabble, the rules once required players to pick
up eight tiles instead of the usual seven. Can we guess which lan-
guage has the longest words on average?

On to English Scrabble. There are many ways to improve one’s
score, from learning two-letter words such as aa to memorizing
how many tiles there are in the game for each letter of the alpha-
bet. Another little trick you may want to try some time is to play
words that appear to be misspellings of popular words, a few of
which are provided for you here.

Here’s a quiz: what number, when spelled out, has a Scrabble

score equal to that number? The answer appears at the end of the

book.
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eagre (EE-guhr)
noun A high tidal wave rushing upstream into an estuary. Also
known as a tidal bore.

Of obscure origin.

“A few Jet-Skiers attempted to jump over the high waves while
paddlers in longboats tried to outrace the onrushing eagres.”

—New Straits Times (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia)

Bore No More
When the tidal wave reaches the end of the estuary, does it
become a crashing bore?

—Scott Eldridge, Pinole, California

imprest (IM-prest)

noun  An advance of money, especially to enable one to carry out
some business for a government.

Also, archaic past tense and past participle of impress.

From obsolete imprest (to lend), from Italian imprestare.

“Golden’s office spent far more, writing $75,842 in imprest
fund checks.”
—New York Newsday

endue (en-DOO, -DYOO) also indue
verb tr. 1. To invest, bestow, or endow with a gift, quality, trait, or
power. 2. To put on (an item of clothing).

The lights of stars that were extinguished ages ago still reach us.
So it is with great men who died centuries ago, but still reach us
with the radiation of their personalities.

—KaHLIL GIBRAN, poet and artist (1883—1931)
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From Middle English enduen (to draw on), from Old French enduire
(to lead in), from Latin inducere (to put on).

What is one thing you’d do if you induce, douche, produce,
subdue, seduce, reduce, or endue? You'd be leading on to some-
thing. The common link here is the Latin root, ducere (to lead). And
what do a noble duke and a lowly duct have in common? The

same—they lead.

“It’s impossible to believe the style wasn’t meant to serve as a

serene respite from a messy world, to endue the owner with the

same calmness and clearness of mind that its surfaces reflect.”
—Greater Lansing (Mich.) Business Monthly

Cash Dash

Old memories of my government financial career. I oversaw
a $6,000 imprest fund to purchase small items for a research
laboratory environment. Along with the imprest fund came
mock robberies and 12 a.m. phone calls from military police.
The calls required me to drive twenty miles to the military
base, often on icy winter nights, in response to the security
alarm in the locked imprest fund room. These days the credit

card has replaced the imprest fund.
—Colleen A. Fuller, Lowell, Massachusetts

biennial (bi-EN-ee-uhl)

adjective 1. Happening every two years. 2. Lasting two years. 3.
Taking two years to complete its life cycle.

noun 1. An event occurring once in two years. 2. A plant that
takes two years to complete its life cycle, such as beets and carrots.
From biennium (a two-year period), from Latin bi- (two) + annus

(year).

Oh, we have a home. We just need a house to put it in.
—AN ANONYMOUS CHILD
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“Europe will defend the biennial event in two years at the K
Club just outside Dublin.”
—The Associated Press

quacksalver (KWAK-sal-vuhr)

noun A quack.

From obsolete Dutch (now kwakzalver), from quack (boast) + salve
(ointment).

Did the quacksalver hawk his concoctions of quicksilver (mer-
cury) as a panacea to earn the name quacksalver? While the con-
nection with quicksilver is enticing, it’s his duck-like behavior
while peddling the snake oil that gave us this colorful synonym for
a charlatan. Imagine someone mounted on a bench, holding vials
of solutions in assorted colors while claiming the potion will cure
everything from chronic backpain to pyorrhea to migraine, and
you'd have a good idea of a quacksalver. In fact, this image is the
source of another term for these pretenders: mountebank. It comes
to us from Italian montimbanco, from montare (to climb) and banco
(bench). In modern times, these hucksters have adapted to use
technology. Today our mailbox might be filled with e-mail mes-
sages hawking products to help us lose weight, enlarge certain body

parts, improve our memory, and cure anything else that ails us.

“So any quacksalver with a computer and a copy machine can
turn his vegetable stand into a multibillion-zloty chain train of
grocery stores.”

—San Diego Business Journal

To be well informed, one must read quickly a great number of
merely instructive books. To be cultivated, one must read slowly and
with a lingering appreciation the comparatively few books that
have been written by men who lived, thought, and felt with style.
—ALDbOoUS HUXLEY, author (1894—-1963)



CHAPTER 11

Words Borrowed
from Arabic

hat do a magazine and an albatross have in common with
W algebra and a lute? They all come to us from Arabic. As in other
Semitic languages, Arabic words are based on three-consonant roots.
This three-letter structure provides the general concept, and vowels
impart specific meaning. For example, the triplet k-t-b refers to
writing. With the addition of vowels it can morph into kitab (book),
katib (writer, clerk), kutub (books), kataba (he wrote), and so on.
Along the same lines, there is the consonant cluster s-1-m, which
shows up in words indicating ideas of submission, peace, and the
like. Some of the words employing this triplet are Islam (surrender
to God’s will), Muslim (one who submits), and salaam (peace).
Whatever God we follow, may we all know that no God would

condone hurting others. It’s time to look at words from Arabic.

alembic (uh-LEM-bik)

noun 1. An apparatus formerly used in distilling substances. 2.
Something that refines, purifies, or transforms.

From Middle English alambic, from Old French, from Medieval
Latin alembicus, from Arabic al-anbig, from al (the) + anbiq (still),

from Greek ambix (cup).
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“Melville transforms the shaggy minutiae of life and its
myriad characters (whether Hawthorne, Malcolm, a besieged
wife or a shipmate) into an alembic of wishes, conflicts and
disappointments that, taken together, reflect him, a mysterious,
roiling, poignant writer alive, painfully alive, in every phrase he
wrote.”

—The Nation

Still There
The alembic is still a regular occurrence here in rural Brit-
tany, France. The still goes to each commune and cider mak-
ers take along their casks of cider to be turned into very
strong alcohol (we have tried it and know how strong it is)—
the still is powered by wood and everyone brings along their
pile of logs to distill their “gout.” They also bring along a bot-
tle of wine (or two) and a baguette-type sandwich with paté
or ham. It is all highly regulated; licences that have been
passed down from generation to generation are necessary, and
as they are not being renewed, this is a bucolic vision that will
be disappearing from view in the not too distant future. Then
it will really become an apparatus formerly used.

—Valerie Jones, Brittany, France

nadir (NAY-duhr, NAY-deer)
noun 1. The point on the celestial sphere directly below the
observer, opposite the zenith. 2. The lowest point.
From Middle English, from Middle French, from Arabic nazir
(opposite).

“From its nadir in 1988—two years after the Tax Reform Act

removed many incentives for investing and ushered in an era of

I don’t need time. What I need is a deadline.
—DukE ELLINGTON, jazz pianist, composer, and conductor (1899-1974)
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downsizing, mergers and loss of industrial leadership to Japan,
America has shaken off its malaise and come storming back.”

—The Economist

jihad (ji-HAHD)
noun 1. A holy war by Muslims against those believed hostile to
Islam. 2. Any campaign for an idea or belief.
From Arabic jihad (struggle).

Another word that shares the same root as this one is mujahed
(guerrilla fighter); mujahedin is the plural form.

“Whether this will appease the Euro-sceptics, who see the beef
war as the start of a jihad to rescue British sovereignty from
Brussels, is doubtful, especially since the likely Florence frame-
work will not include a firm timetable or be legally binding.”
—Guardian (London)

Two Sides of a Coin

It’s like the confusion over the word “crusade.” In the Arab

world, it has only negative meanings, but an American dic-

tionary gives it positive ones. “‘Jihad” originated as a word

with very positive spiritual meaning. It is now being

degraded by constant reference to it only as a term of war.
—Katharine Scarfe Beckett, Amman, Jordan

houri (HOOR -¢e)

noun 1. One of the beautiful virgins provided for faithful Muslims
in the Koranic paradise. 2. A voluptuously attractive young woman.
From French, from Persian huri, from Arabic huri, plural of haura
(dark-eyed woman).

It is easier to be a lover than a husband for the simple reason that it is more
difficult to be witty every day than to say pretty things from time to time.
—HONORE DE Barzac, author (1799-1850)
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“Corn and kitsch mesh seamlessly with art and virtuosity. Sus-
pended from a swinging chandelier, a voluptuous hourt, trailing
clouds of veils, undulates to the music of the Ave Maria—with
a disco tom-tom backbeat.”

—Time

Grapevine
According to some historians and linguists this was a (perhaps
deliberate?) misinterpretation of the Arabic word for white
grapes (the three-letter root certainly would be responsible
for this). It makes much more sense to find white grapes,
which were a great delicacy and highly prized, in a garden
(the ideal of paradise) than beautiful virgins. As was probably
the case then, nowadays one sees lots of old raisins working
the fields and very few beautiful virgins.

—Amanda Kentridge, Jaffa, Israel

talisman (TAL-is-man)

noun 1. An object, such as a stone, believed to have occult pow-
ers to keep evil away and bring good fortune to its wearer. 2. Any-
thing that has magical powers and brings miraculous effects.

From French or Spanish, from Arabic tilasm, from Greek telesma
(consecration) from telein (to consecrate or complete) from telos,
result.

“Drivers clutching this [AAA] card as a talisman against auto-
motive calamity should know that, in doing so, they lend sup-
port to an agenda in favor of road building, against pollution
control and even auto-safety measures—that helps deepen the
automotive calamity afflicting the nation as a whole.”

—Harper’s Magazine

I have always imagined that paradise will be a kind of library.
—JORGE Luls BORGES, author (1899-1986)



CHAPTER 12

Words Formed
Erroneously

id misspelling a word in your school report ever cost you a
Dgrade? Did you ever pay a heavy price for making a typo in an
office memo? Don’t be disheartened if you think you may never
master the whimsies of the English language. Take comfort in the
fact that there’s no universal god of orthography who once
decreed, “And ye shall spell potato as p-o-t-a-t-0.”

The spelling of a word is merely something we’ve collectively
agreed upon. Your version of spelling might have been the right
one if you had been born at the right time. As we’ll see here, there
are words that were once misspelled and those misspellings some-
how stuck. All the words featured in this chapter had their spellings
altered in the course of history because someone misread, mis-

printed, miswrote, or miscopied the “right” spelling.

niddering (NID-uhr-ing)

noun, adjective A coward or wretch.

From erroneous reading of Middle English nithing, from Old
English nithing. This form of the word originated in the 1596 text
of historian William of Malmesbury.
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“And so it goes on without ever reaching the heart of the
matter, which is that the BBC is really a state of mind. It is,
as Colin Morris once put it, the collective memory of the
people who made it a great broadcasting organisation. This idea
is quite beyond the niddering regime currently running the

Corporation.”
—Guardian (London)

Are You Shah?
The Fundamentalist R evolution was on in Iran while I was at
college. The following list of comments grew on the rest-
room wall.

Down with the shaw.

Shaw is a proper noun.

You mispelled Shah.

You mispelled misspelled.

So did you.

—Ron Greenman, Gig Harbor, Washington

obsidian (ob-SID-ee-uhn)

noun A dark volcanic glass formed by rapid cooling of lava.
From Latin obsidianus, from obsidianus lapis, from misreading of
obsianus lapis (Obsius’s stone), after Obsius, a Roman who (accord-
ing to Pliny the elder) was the discoverer of this kind of stone in

Ethiopia.

“[Mayans] traded jet-black obsidian, a local natural resource, for

the ‘imported’ necessities they lacked.”
—Asbury Park (N.J.) Press

The only gift is giving to the poor; / All else is exchange.
—THIRUVALLUVAR, poet (c. 30 B.C.E.)
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SF Ilk
A term was coined at a science fiction convention a number
of years ago, when “folksinging” was to be put on the pro-
gram and someone misspelled it as “filksinging.” So now SF
conventions often have a section on “filksinging,” which, as I
understand it, is meant to be the songs of alien races, done as
they might do it.

—B. Kent Harrison, Provo, Utah

helpmeet (HELP-meet)

noun A helpmate, usually applied to a wife.

From the phrase “an help meet for him” (a help suitable for him,
Adam) from Genesis. It was incorrectly written as “an help-meet
for him” and erroneously interpreted as “a helper for him.”

“There is, for one thing, Ms. Connelly, keen and spirited in the
underwritten role of a woman who starts out as a math groupie
and soon finds herself the helpmeet of a disturbed, difficult

”

man.
—New York Times

zenith (ZEE-nith, ZEN-ith)

noun 1. The point on the celestial sphere that’s directly above the
observer, opposite of nadir. 2. The highest point, acme, culmination.
From Middle English zenith, from Old French cenith, from Old
Spanish zenit incorrectly copied from Arabic samt (path), in the

sense of “path over the head,” opposite of nadir.

“Unlike Huntington, I therefore maintain that clashes of
civilizations reached their peak in the age of imperialism, the

An expert is a man who has made all the mistakes
which can be made in a very narrow field.
—NiIELs BOHR, physicist (1885-1962)
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when Europe’s world
dominance was at its zenith.”
—TJapan Echo (Tokyo)

derring-do (DER-ing DOO)

noun Daring acts, often tinged with recklessness.

From Middle English dorryng do (daring to do) misprinted as “der-
rynge do” and interpreted as a noun form.

“Kids and mice—can’t beat the combination. That’s what the
creators of children’s entertainment seem to think, since they’re
forever casting versions of the adorable mus musculus domes-
ticus (that’s house mouse, since you ask) in tales of derring-do
for the younger set.”

—Washington Post

The only sure bulwark of continuing liberty is a government strong enough
to protect the interests of the people, and a people strong enough and well
enough informed to maintain its sovereign control over its government.
—FRANKLIN D. RoOSeVELT, 32nd president
of the United States (1882—1945)



CHAPTER 13

What's in a Name?

hat’s in a name?” Shakespeare once wrote, “That which we
Wcall a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” Tell that
to the new parents who scour countless books of baby names, scan
the naming lists on the Internet, and urge their friends and families
to suggest just the right name for their brand-new child. While
many of these names (Sandy, Penny, etc.) have obvious meanings,
there are other common names that have not-so-well-known con-

notations. In this chapter, we look at a few of these.

randy (RAN-dee)
adjective 1. Lustful; lewd; lecherous. 2. Scots: rude; coarse.

Probably from obsolete Scots rand (to rant).

“[Mike| Myers, it turns out, is not at all the randy man-about-
town he has often played in films and television but a happily
married guy whose wife, Robin Ruzan, plays the role of oft-
screen critic and mentor.”

—Hartford (Conn.) Courant

tony (TO-nee)
adjective  Having a high-toned manner; stylish.

From the word tone.
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“[Masound] Aboughaddareh, 30, publishes DC ONE, a glossy,
glitzy magazine dedicated to the tony nightclub scene.”

—Washington Post

Modus of Randy

Never did I understand the dictionary meaning of my name
more than during my seven years of U.S. Air Force duty in
England, where the word is commonly used for its lustful
meaning. Frankly, I had a ball with it. My stock introduction

to British ladies at social functions, was, “Hi, I'm Randy!

LR}

Then I could just step back and look at their astonished faces.
One lady replied,“What do you want me to do about it?” To
which I replied while offering to shake hands,“Here; you too

can

My
my

feel Randy!”
—Randahl N. Lindgren, Washington, D.C.

given name is Randee . . . in honor of the best man at
parents’ wedding over fifty years ago; they promised him

that I would be given his name no matter what, and the fact
that I was born a girl had no bearing whatsoever. (Pre-sono-
gram era, you see.) I have patiently suffered the indignity of

9

having my name spelled with a “y” all my life, with the
inevitable explanations of its meaning generally attendant.
Thank you for so faithfully spelling my name correctly in
your pronunciation guide above!

ted (ted)

verb tr.

—Randee M. Ketzel, Austin, Texas

To spread or strew for drying (newly mown grass, for

example).
From Middle English fedde, from Old Norse fethja (to manure).

God never occurs to you in person but always in action.

—MOHANDAS KARAMCHAND GANDHI,
nationalist and reformer (1869—-1948)
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“During the course of a year, a wedding and a funeral take
place, along with events such as the cutting and tedding of hay
and the livestock auction on Monaghan Day.”

—Library Journal

bobby (BOB-ee¢)

noun  British: A policeman.

After Sir Robert Peel, who was Great Britain’s Home Secretary
when the 1828 Metropolitan Police Act was passed.

“The fish and chip shop may be as ‘Truly British” as the bob-
bies patrolling in their pointed black helmets, but the tidy
streets, royalist sentiments and low crime rate hark back to an

era that faded away decades ago in Britain.”
—New York Times

Bobbies and Peelers

It’s interesting to note that the folks in England regarded Sir
Robert Peel’s police with aftection, and called them “Bobbies.”
But in Ireland (then a part of the British Empire), the English
police were regarded as an invading force, and the local name
for them was more contemptuous—‘Peelers.” A well-known
song from Ireland is “The Real Old Mountain Dew;” about the
illicit making of whiskey, and one of its verses says:

The Peelers all from Donegal
From Sligo and Leitrim too:
We’ll give’em the slip and take a sip
Of the Real Old Mountain Dew.
—Sam Hinton, La Jolla, California

He who is cruel to animals becomes hard also in his dealings with men.
‘We can judge the heart of a man by his treatment of animals.
—IMMANUEL KANT, philosopher (1724-1804)
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brad (brad)

noun A thin wire nail with a small, deep head, or a projection on
one side of the head.

From Middle English, from Old Norse broddr (spike).

“Every day, she takes about 70 pills. She has a plastic divided
box, similar to those used to hold screws, nails, brads, etc. The
compartments are labeled with each day, and further labeled as
morning, midmorning, noon, afternoon, dinner, bedtime. Each
1s loaded with pills.”

—Evansville (Ind.) Courier & Press

A man who works with his hands is a laborer; a man who works
with his hands and his brain is a craftsman; but a man who works
with his hands and his brain and his heart is an artist.
—Lourts NIZER, lawyer (1902—-1994)



CHAPTER 14

Words from Poetry

ave you read the poem about a solitary child who, with a

lantern in her hand, goes out in a snowstorm to light the path
of her mother coming back from town? Later, her parents go out
to look for her, following her footprints in the snow until they find
“and further there were none!” My heart skipped a beat when I
came across those five words. Later, my studies of math, science, and
computers blotted out the world of poetry. I forgot the name of
the poet and other details of the poem. Recently, I came across the
poem, “Lucy Gray,” by William Wordsworth, again and realized it
had never really left me. Is a favorite poem ever forgotten?

What 1s it in poetry that moves us so much? Perhaps it’s that, no
matter how tough and worldly-wise we may be, or try to be, deep
inside all of us lies the heart of a child. In this chapter we’ll explore

words from some of my favorite poets.

cataract (KAT-uh-rakt)

noun 1. A large, steep waterfall from a precipice (as opposed to a
cascade). 2. A downpour, deluge, flood. 3. Cloudiness in the lens of
the eye resulting in blurry vision.
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From Middle English cataracte, from Latin cataracta, from Greek
katarraktes (waterfall, portcullis, floodgate), from katarassein (to dash
down). The ophthalmological sense derives from figurative
portcullis, the clouding of the lens that blocks the vision.

“The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep
No more shall grief of mine the season wrong;

I hear the Echoes through the mountains throng,
The Winds come to me from the fields of sleep.”

— William Wordsworth, “Intimations of Immortality
from Recollections of Early Childhood”

dreary (DREER -ee)

adjective 1. Dismal; gloomy. 2. Dull.

From Middle English drery, from Old English dreorig (bloody, sad),
from dreor (gore).

“Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high
Where knowledge is free

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments
By narrow domestic walls

Where words come out from the depth of truth

Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection
Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way

Into the dreary desert sand of dead habit

Where the mind is led forward by thee

Into ever-widening thought and action

Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.”

—Rabindranath Tagore, Gitanjali

God Himself, sir, does not propose to judge a man
until his life is over. Why should you and I?
—SAMUEL JOHNSON, lexicographer (1709-1784)
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Poetry!
‘What a haunting topic! When I was in grade two a favorite
teacher asked me to help her clean a closet. It contained
books that were to be thrown out. In my child’s mind this
was a crime. | asked her for one of the books—a poetry
book. She said I could not have one as the principal would
regard this as favoritism. One poem stood out; it contained
the line “It paints the depth of love that lies within a dog’s
adoring eyes.” As a seven-year-old I thought of my beagle.
Over the years I have prowled old book stalls and flea markets
looking for this blue poetry book. I am now sixty, and still
searching for this poem!

—DMargaret Howard, Oakville, Canada

nosegay (NOZ-gay)
noun A bunch of flowers; a bouquet.
From Middle English, from nose + gay, from gai (ornament).

“My nosegays are for captives;
Dim, long-expectant eyes,
Fingers denied the plucking,
Patient till paradise.

“To such, if they should whisper
Of morning and the moor,
They bear no other errand,
And I, no other prayer.”’
—Emily Dickinson, The Collected Poems of Emily Dickinson

The more I study religions the more I am convinced
that man never worshipped anything but himself.
—RICHARD FRANCIS BURTON, explorer and author (1821-1890)
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collyrium (kuh-LIR -ee-ehm), plural collyria or collyriums
noun  An eye-salve or eyewash.

From Latin, from Greek kollurion (eye-salve), diminutive of kollura

(roll of bread).

“Kabir, in my eyes reddened by love
How can collyrium be applied?
Within them dwells my Beloved,
Where is the place for anything else?”
—Kabir, The Weaver of God’s Name

Poetry on the Wall
I lived in Leiden, the Netherlands, for a year. Leiden is a won-
derful, small city with many delightful features, including a
long artistic tradition. It’s the birth- and/or workplace of
Rembrandt, Steen, van Leyden, and van Doesburg. One of
my favorite aspects of Leiden is a project titled “Dicht op de
Muur” (Poetry on the Wall). A group of talented artists has
painted poems from all languages on walls of building
throughout the city center. So far nearly fifty have been
painted on various corners. It is a marvel to be out shopping
or simply roaming and to glance up and see a lovely render-
ing of a verse by Shakespeare, Rilke, Neruda, cummings,
Hughes, or Yeats overhead. It has also been a chance for me
to start to learn a little about Dutch and Belgian poets such
as T’Hooft, Lodezein, and Marsman. A block or so from our
house was a short piece by one of my favorite poets, William
Carlos Williams. I cannot help but think that Williams would
have been absolutely delighted to see this particular poem in
big letters on a city wall.

—Stephan Fihn, Seattle, Washington

Do you love me because I'm beautiful,
or am I beautiful because you love me?
—OscAarR HAMMERSTEIN II, lyricist (1895-1960)
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tarry (TAR-ee, rhymes with carry)

verb intr.  To delay, stay, or wait.

verb tr.  To wait for.

noun A short stay; a sojourn.

From Middle English tarien/taryen (to delay).

tarry (TAR-ce, rhymes with starry)
adjective  Of, like, or smeared with tar.

From tar + -y.

“You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them
like you.
For Life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.
You are the bows from which your children,
as living arrows, are sent forth.”
—Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet

His mother had often said, When you choose an action, you choose
the consequences of that action. She had emphasized the corollary
of this axiom even more vehemently: when you desired a consequence
you had damned well better take the action that would create it.
—Lois MCMASTER BujoLp, author (1949-)



CHAPTER 15

Fishy Words

remember the day I caught my first, and last, fish. I was in
I college. During the winter break, a friend invited me to visit
him. With makeshift fishing rods in our hands we went to the dam
near his house. I sat there uneasily, holding the rod with the line
dipped in the still water of the reservoir. A while later there was a
tug and I promptly handed over the rod to my friend. He pulled
the line in. There was a small orange fish on the end. It was alive,
wildly flailing at its sudden change of fortune. With a promise of
food I had tricked it out of its life.

More than a decade has passed since then. Today I live near a
small lake. While strolling around the water I often come across
someone sitting there with a fishing rod extended over the lake.
I softly say, “Good luck!” in his general direction. He thanks me.
I tell him I was saying that to the fish. He smiles at the apparent
joke but I'm not joking. All of the words in this chapter refer to
fish, but they are more than just fish words; they can also be used

metaphorically.
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minnow (MIN-o)

noun 1. Any of the small freshwater fish of the Cyprinidae family.
2. Someone or something considered insignificant.

Ultimately from Old High German munewa, a kind of fish, via Old
English and Middle English.

“Compared with the Scottish Parliament, a regional authority
in the north-east would indeed be a minnow.”

—New Statesman

Side-hill Gudgeon
Ever hear of a side-hill gudgeon? It’s an imaginary creature, a
sheep whose two right legs (if walking clockwise, or two left
legs, if walking counterclockwise) are shorter than the other
two, so it can walk horizontally on a steep mountain and still
maintain an erect posture. My mother passed this bit of
tongue-in-cheek lore on to my brothers and me when we
were children. We got a kick out of drawing pictures of side-
hill gudgeons. I guess if we’d really believed in them, we’d be
gudgeons under definition 2: A gullible person.

—Stephanie Sandin, Lynnwood, Washington

gudgeon (GUJ-uhn)

noun 1 1. A small European freshwater fish (Gobio gobio) or any
of the related fishes, often used as bait. 2. A gullible person. 3. A
bait.

From Latin gobion, variant of gobius, via Old French and Middle
English.

noun 2 A pivot, usually made of metal, at the end of a beam, axle,
etc., on which a wheel or similar device turns.

From Middle English gudyon, from Old French goujon.

No one should drive a hard bargain with an artist.
—LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN, composer (1770-1827)
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“Even [Charles Frazier’s| saws sound authentic. ‘Clenched tight
as a dogwood bud in January’ ‘As useless by itself as the gud-

geon to a door hinge with no pintle.

—The Economist

remora (REM-uhr-ah)

noun 1. Any of several fishes of the family Echeneididae that have
a dorsal fin modified in the shape of a suction disk that they use to
attach to a larger fish, sea turtles, or ships. Also called sharksucker or
suckerfish. 2. A hindrance; a drag.

From Latin, literally, delay, from remorari (to linger, delay), from re-

+ morari (to delay), from mora (delay).

“Ryder has been a remora to the Heathers but boils over and,
with Slater’s crucial aid, kills one kind of accidentally.”

—The Portland Oregonian

Demur and moratorium share the same root as remora. They all
involve the idea of delay. Remora got their name from the belief
that they slowed ships down by attaching themselves to the hull.
Remora’s suction power is so strong that, in some parts of the
world, lines are attached to their tails and lowered into the water to
fish for sea turtles. Remora eat scraps from the fish they attach to.
But they don’t just get a free ride and free food in this way. It’s a
truly symbiotic relationship because they, in turn, remove parasites
from their bigger buddies.

inconnu (in-kuh-NOO)
noun 1. A whitefish (Stenodus leucichthys) found in arctic and

subarctic. Also known as sheefish. 2. A stranger.

I love my country too much to be a nationalist.
—ALBERT CAMUS, author, philosopher, and Nobel laureate (1913-1960)
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From French, literally, unknown. In 1789, explorer Alexander
Mackenzie crossed the continent to the Pacific Ocean and he and
his crew traveled the waterways of the Northwest Territories in
search of a Northwest passage. They came across an unknown fish
and the French-Canadian voyageurs who were part of his crew

called it “inconnu.”

“Seven charred bodies had been recovered from the house,
none identified, all interred by the government. The incident
was characterized as gang activity, ‘probably drug-related’
Mason winced at the words. The line had grown to be a bad
joke around the mission, the explanation they almost always got
whenever a group of inconnus turned up dead.”

—Harper’s Magazine

tope (tope)

verb tr., intr.  To drink (liquor) habitually and copiously.

Of uncertain origin, perhaps from obsolete top (to drink) as in “top
Oﬁ..”

Hitting the Top
I found out that the Spanish word tope means “speed bump”
in Mexico. I learned this the hard way traveling a little too
fast in an RV in Baja. This also seems to fit with the “dome-
shaped monument” definition.

—Susan Lopez, Spokane, Washington

Let proportion be found not only in numbers and measures, but also in
sounds, weights, times, and positions, and what ever force there is.
—LEONARDO DA VINCI, painter, engineer,
musician, and scientist (1452—-1519)
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tope (tope)
noun A small shark with a long snout (Galeorhinus galeus).
Of unknown origin.

tope (tope)
noun A usually dome-shaped monument built by Buddhists. Also
known as a stupa.

From Hindi fop, from Prakrit or Pali thupo, from Sanskrit stupa
(head).

“There are the tope strategists, who charted the brand’s reposi-
tioning and the agency folks who turned out snappy creative,
not to mention a cadre of bottlers pushing Sprite in the retail

trenches.”

—Adweek

The love of learning, the sequestered nooks, /
And all the sweet serenity of books.
—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, poet (1807-1882)



CHAPTER 16

Discover the
Theme I

on your Sherlockian hats, put on your gumshoes, and keep
Dyour private eyes peeled. It’s time for some word sleuthing.
Wordsmith needs a few good word detectives to save the day. I had
jotted down the following five words in my notebook, but I can’t
remember what was common among them. Can you see a pattern
in these seemingly random words? Is there a theme here that you
can identify?

ubiety (yoo-BYE-i-tee)
noun The condition of existing in a particular location.
From Latin ubi (where) + -ety, a variant of ity.
A more familiar word with the same root is ubiquity, the state
of being everywhere.

“Ubiety suffuses Milosz’s work, though he says that ‘whether I
wanted this to happen or not, the landscapes of California have

merged with the landscapes of Lithuania.”’

—San Francisco Chronicle
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irade (i-RAH-day)
noun A decree.

From Turkish, from Arabic iradah (will, desire, wish).

“A second irade on the 23rd of the same month oftered full
amnesty to the rebels, safe return to the fugitives, protection
against all oppression, a free gift of the necessary materials for
rebuilding their houses, and corn for sowing their fields,
together with remission of the tenth for one year, and of all
other taxes for two years.”

—Wilhelm Mueller, History of the World

ambit (AM-bir)

noun 1. Circumference, boundary, or circuit. 2. Scope, range, or
limit.

From Latin ambitus (going around), from ambire (to go around). A

few cousins of this word are ambition, ambiance, ambient.

“Conducted in a large gymnasium or the great outdoors
instead of within the narrow ambit of ultrasound detectors and
other sensors, virtual reality could become an ideal training tool
for sports, firefighting, or military maneuvers, Foxlin predicts.”

—Technology Review

estival, also aestival (ES-ti-vuhl)
adjective  Relating to or occurring in summer.

From Latin aestivus (of or relating to summer) via Old French.

“I opted for a summer appetizer special of thinly sliced porcini
mushrooms drizzled with gloriously fragrant olive oil and topped
with snippets of parsley. . . . Three globes of homemade apricot
sorbet and biscotti ended the meal on a suitably estival note.”
—The Village Voice (New York)

Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.
—CARL SAGAN, astronomer and author (1934-1996)
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lanate (LAY-nayt)
adjective.  Having a woolly surface.

From Latin lanatus, from lana (wool).

“He particularly didn’t like that scaly feeling he got in his
mouth when eating unpeeled peaches . . . I went on to explain
that to be precise one might even call the surface velvety, or
maybe lanate or even floccose, but definitely not scaly.”
—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

The Adventure of the Mysterious Words
(Being a reprint from the memoirs of John H. Watson, M.D.)

“Take a look at this, Watson,” Holmes exclaimed suddenly at
breakfast one autumn morning, thrusting a telegram into my
hand.

Putting down my copy of the Times, I examined the note
Holmes presented to me:

FOUND FIVE WORDS IN NOTEBOOK STOP MUST FIND
COMMON THEME STOP GRAVEST CONSEQUENCES IF
NO ANSWER FOUND WITHIN WEEK STOP FIRST WORD
UBIETY STOP WORDSMITH

“What do you make of it?” Holmes asked keenly, seeing
that I had read the note. I admitted that the message seemed
to bear little meaning. After all, what consequences could be
attached to finding a common theme among words? I sug-
gested to Holmes that it was more likely some sort of practi-
cal joke than any matter of importance.

“Indeed,” said Holmes, “it may be so. Yet . . . ” He sank
into a state of silent thought; and it seemed to me, accustomed
as I was to his every mood, that some new possibility had
dawned suddenly upon him.

It was not until a rainy evening several days later that
Holmes drew my attention once more to the curious
telegram.

Liberty is given by nature even to mute animals.
—CORNELIUS TACITUS, historian (A.D. 56—120)
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We were seated in front of the fire, when Holmes
addressed me, “Watson, do you remember the singular
telegram we received on Monday in connection with five
words found in a notebook? Some new facts have come to
my attention which cast quite a new light upon the case.”

At this, Holmes showed me three other telegrams, each
bearing a single word:

IRADE
AMBIT
ESTIVAL

“A curious collection, is it not? Can you see any particu-
lar pattern which connects these four words?””

“It seems to me that they are all rather uncommon
words, that is to say, not ones you would be likely to hear in
day-to-day conversation.”

Holmes leaned back in his armchair, and replied, “True
enough. Yet I fancy there is something more behind this. I
shall know tomorrow, but unless I am much mistaken, the
mystery is already solved.”

“Really Holmes,” I said,“I am at a loss to know what the
connection could possibly be. The words have quite disparate
meanings.”

“Take the first word,” Holmes replied, “Ubiety. There is,
I think, a single letter which, added to the beginning of the
word, transforms it into another English word.”

“That would be a D, resulting in dubiety, a feeling of
doubt, or a doubtful matter.”

“Precisely. Now let us consider the second word, irade.
By adding a letter to the beginning of this word, we can trans-
form it into another English word. There is only one such let-
ter, T, making tirade, a long vehement speech or passage of
declamation.”

“Indeed,” said I, “I seem to see what you are driving at.
‘What connects all of the words with which we have been
presented is the fact that each may be transformed into
another English word by adding one, and only one, letter
before its beginning. In the case of ambit, that letter is G,

He who has imagination without learning has wings and no feet.
—JOSEPH JOUBERT, essayist (1754—1824)
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forming gambit, an opening in which a sacrifice is made to
secure advantage. And adding an F to estival results in the
word festival, a feast day or celebration.”

“Good old Watson,” Holmes exclaimed, jumping up from
his armchair with much energy, “reliable as always. I believe
that the telegram we receive tomorrow will certainly confirm
our hypothesis. In fact, I think I will save our correspondent
some trouble and advise him immediately that he need con-
cern himself no further with the matter.”

So saying, Holmes turned to his desk and scribbled oft a
telegram which he handed over to the page-boy.

“You have unraveled the mystery admirably,” I said to
Holmes, “but what could be the object of such an arcane
enquiry, and to what consequences could our correspondent
possibly be alluding?”

“I confess,” replied he, “that those questions remain a
mystery to me. Perhaps the man had unwisely placed a bet
upon the matter, or maybe it is nothing more than a trivial
puzzle which threatened to drive him insane if no answer was
found. At any rate, the case was a unique one which, I have no
doubt, will add an interesting episode to your chronicles of
the many small cases with which I sometimes interest myself.”

Postscript
As I knew would be the case, Holmes’s inferences proved
correct when the next day we received a fifth and final
telegram bearing only the word: LANATE. Once more there
was but a single letter which transformed this into another
English word: planate, or the state of having been flattened.
Thus ended the story of one of the most singular cases in my
friend’s career.
—Mario Becroft, Auckland, New Zealand

If we were to wake up some morning and find that
everyone was the same race, creed and color, we would
find some other cause for prejudice by noon.
—GEORGE D. AIKEN, U.S. senator (1892-1984)



CHAPTER 17

Terms Employing
Various
Nationalities

received this query about a term from a reader: “Our elementary

PTA is hosting a Chinese auction. A parent who has two Chi-
nese children has contacted us indicating that she feels this term is
offensive. What is the origin of this term? Before changing the
event name, we wish to educate ourselves on this issue and make an
informed decision. Can you help us understand this term?”

A Chinese auction is a combination auction and raffle. You can
buy one or many tickets, and bid them for various items. All the
bidding tickets for an item are kept in a box. At the end of the
event a ticket is drawn from each box and the owner of the ticket
that’s drawn from a box gets that item. The more tickets you bid on
an item, the greater your chances of winning, but the bidder of the
maximum number of tickets is not guaranteed to win it.

The term is no more offensive than, say, Chinese checkers.
Having said that, [ must mention that many terms associated with
nationalities are indeed offensive. It’s often because the English
didn’t think much of the Dutch or the French or the Irish or the
Welsh or the . . . Many years of hostility, war, and antagonism have
had repercussions on the language. These disparaging terms are not

71



72 ANOTHER WORD A DAY

unique to English, though. The French have perhaps as many, for
example filer a 'anglaise (to take English leave), the French equiva-
lent of the English expression “French leave.”

Let’s take a look at a few terms employing various nationalities.

French leave (french leev)

noun A departure or absence without permission.

From the alleged eighteenth century French custom of leaving a
reception without taking leave of the host or hostess. More likely

an English invention to disparage the French.

“Mr Major will also be seen as a limp wimp if he does not make
an example of one of the Cabinet right-wingers: Peter Lilley for
going on French leave during the European election campaign or
John Redwood for disappearing back home to Planet Zanussi.”
—Guardian (London)

Haste State

Not only countries have such terms. On the East Coast there

is the “California Rolling Stop.” When (temporarily) living on

the Left Coast, I used to hear of the “New York Rolling Stop.”
—Rick Penza, Ridgefield, Connecticut

Chinese wall (CHY-neez wall)

noun 1. A strong barrier. 2. A rule prohibiting the exchange of
confidential information between different departments of an
organization, typically a financial institution, to prevent its use in
illegal gain.

After the Great Wall of China, constructed in Northern China in
the third century B.C.E.

No man is useless who has a friend,
and if we are loved we are indispensable.
—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, novelist,
essayist, and poet (1850—1894)
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“The decision followed the old City adage: there is no Chinese
wall over which a grapevine cannot grow. The case has sent
solicitors and accountants scurrying to look at their own pro-
cedures to prevent conflicts of interest.”

—Independent (London)

Roman holiday (RO-muhn HOL-i-day)
noun An entertainment event where pleasure is derived from
watching gore and barbarism.

From the gladiatorial contests held in ancient Rome.

Perry Ryan: “I think maybe the press was a bit sensational
because they were disappointed that the female sheriff they
thought was going to perform the execution didn’t actually do
it, and as a consequence, the story became what a Roman hol-
iday that this was in Owensboro.”

—National Public Radio, Weekly Edition

Irish bull (EYE-rish bul)
noun A ludicrously incongruous statement.
From Latin bull (to mock, jest, etc).

The term isn’t restricted to the Irish. It existed long before it
came to be associated with them. Their association with this
expression can be attributed to the long animosity between the
English and the Irish.

“The brothers, Jack (Jack Mulcahy), Barry (Burns) and Patrick
(Mike McGlone), are as confused and quirky as characters in a
Woody Allen comedy. Burns can’t quite take the same intellec-
tual tack because he’s talking about working-class types, but
‘The Brothers McMullen’ is nonetheless a knowing look at
neuroses that are salved by the fine art of Irish bull”

—San Francisco Chronicle

Earth laughs in flowers.
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON,
author and philosopher (1803—-1882)
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Prized Irish Bulls
If I could drop dead right now, I'd be the happiest man alive.
—Samuel Goldwyn, movie producer

Always go to other people’s funerals, otherwise they won'’t

come to yours.
—Yogi Berra, baseball player

An Irish bull is always pregnant.
—/John Pentland Mahaffy, professor

Dutch auction (duch OK-shuhn)
noun  An auction in which a property is oftered at a price beyond
its value and the price is lowered gradually until someone makes

a bid.
From the popularity of this method of auction in Holland.

“In the past year, it’s done $2 million in auctions, reverse auc-

tions and Dutch auctions of livestock and grain.”
—Industry Standard

It's All Relative
Here in Flanders, we (who also speak Dutch) call this verkoop
bij Amerikaans opbod, which means American auction!

—Jan De Craemere, Flanders, Belgium

Every creature is better alive than dead,
men and moose and pine trees, and he who understands
it aright will rather preserve its life than destroy it.
—HENRY DAVID THOREAU,
naturalist and author (1817-1862)



CHAPTER 18

Words with Double
Connections

QO ‘What do you call a town full of twins?

A. Duplicity!

Q. And what do you ask twin witches?

A. Which witch is which?

Well, there are no witches there, but if you happen to be in an
Ohio town named Twinsburg you’ll think youre suffering from
an acute case of diplopia. Every August, thousands of twins—from
infants to octogenarians—converge there to celebrate Twins Days
Festival. In this chapter we feature words with some double

connections.

diplopia (di-PLO-pee-uh)
noun  Double vision.
From New Latin, from Greek diplo- (double) + -opia (vision).

“Before the middle of the last century the ancient system of
vestry government, in combination with the corporate diplopia
which derived from the separate (and separable) centres of
Westminster and the City, meant London’s government was
fantastically confused, anachronistic and inefficient.”

—New Statesman
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Double Entente
If diplo- means double, is a diplomat a double dealer or just
two-faced?

—Derek Verner, Tiickahoe, New York

double entendre (DUB-uhl ahn-TAHN-druh)
noun A word or phrase that can be interpreted in two ways, espe-
cially when one of the meanings is risqué.

From obsolete French, literally, double meaning.

“Without double entendre British comedy would be bereft. A
short selection from a week’s viewing: “You should have heard
the gasps when I showed my marrow to the Women’s Institute.”

Independent (London)

Nothing Doing
I once received a letter from an acquaintance who claimed
that she didn’t like “lying about doing nothing.” I took it to
mean that she disliked laziness rather than that she disliked
being dishonest about her own laziness. I suppose that there
are “paradoxical” doubles entendres such as “lying about
being untruthful” where one of the meanings is inherently
self-contradictory!

—DMichael Tremberth, Cornwall, England

ambsace also amesace (AY M-zays)

noun 1. The double ace, the lowest throw of the dice with one
spot showing uppermost on both dice. 2. The smallest amount of
anything. 3. Bad luck.

When nations grow old, the arts grow cold
and commerce settles on every tree.
—WILLIAM BLAKE, poet, engraver, and painter (1757-1827)
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From Middle English ambes as, from Old French, from Latin ambas
(both) + as (aces).

“O noble, prudent folk in happier case!

Your dice-box doth not tumble out ambsace . . .
—Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales

Number Game
A double-ace on the dice is called “snake-eyes,” and its coun-
terpart, “box cars,” is a double-six. As kids growing up play-
ing Monopoly and backgammon, we were trained to shout
the words out when a player rolled these magic combina-
tions. The winner—the one who shouted first—generally
received a special favor, such as the privilege of calling the
next game or a goodie from the kitchen.

—Jeffrey W. Comer, Washington, D. C.

satchel (SACH-uhl)

noun A small bag, often with a shoulder strap, for carrying books,
clothing, etc.

From Middle English sachel, from Old French, from Late Latin
saccellus, double diminutive of saccus (bag).

“An eight-hour shift might yield as many as 10,000 golf balls,
even as Lantz spars with the hidden wildlife and climbs over sub-
merged golf carts and ditched cars—all the while dodging errant
golf shots, not to mention thrown golf clubs. He lugs a satchel
laden with up to 1,000 balls, an air tank and another 30 pounds
of scuba gear that keep him weighted to the pond floor.”
—New York Times

He that wrestles with us strengthens our nerves,
and sharpens our skill. Our antagonist is our helper.
—EDMUND BURKE, statesman and author (1729-1797)
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doppelganger (DOP-uhl-gang-er)
noun A ghostly counterpart or double of a living person.

From German, literally, a double goer.

“The classic doppelginger experience is a common theme in
fiction where the appearance of the double often announces
the hero’s death by suicide. Probably the most dramatic illustra-
tion is Edgar Allan Poe’s William Wilson, who in an attempt to
stab his double, kills himself.”

—Daily Telegraph (London)

There’s a schizoid quality to our relationship with animals,
in which sentiment and brutality exist side by side. Half the dogs
in America will receive Christmas presents this year, yet few of us
pause to consider the miserable life of the pig—an animal easily
as intelligent as a dog—that becomes the Christmas ham.
—MICHAEL POLLAN, professor and author (1955-)



CHAPTER 19

Words Related to
the Calendar

eware the Ides of March,” the soothsayer warned Julius Caesar.

Caesar didn’t heed the warning and we all know his fate. At
least that’s what history tells us. I have a feeling Caesar did mind the
date but he simply got lost in the hopelessly complex Roman cal-
endar and confused the D-day: March 15, 44 B.C.E.

Ides are only one of the ingredients of the Roman calendar.
The other two are calends (or kalends) and nones. Calends are
straightforward—they always fall on the first of every month.
Nones are on the fifth or the seventh, and ides on the thirteenth or
the fifteenth. All dates are counted down inclusively from the near-
est nones, calends, or ides. Traditionally ides was the day of the full
moon, calends the new moon, and nones the first quarter.

Here’s a little thyme to help remember the dates:

In March, July, October, May

The ides fall on the fifteenth day,

The nones on the seventh;

And all besides have two days less

For the nones and ides.

Interestingly, the word calendar derives from Latin calendarium
(account book) since it was used to keep track of the date when

debts were due.

79



80 ANOTHER WORD A DAY

ides (eyedz)

noun The fifteenth day of March, May, July, or October, and the
thirteenth day of the other months in the ancient Roman calendar.
From Middle English, from Old French, from Latin idus.

“And on another ides of October, ‘I Love Lucy’ first appeared
on TV”

—Christian Science Monitor

Salud!

It’s a little-known fact that Julius Caesar did not die of stab
wounds, but rather of poisoning. During the infamous ban-
quet, Brutus sneaked some poisonous hemlock leaves into
Julius’s lettuce—the world’s first Caesar salad. After taking a
few bites, Julius slumped over. Brutus, feigning concern,
exclaimed, “Julius, my friend, how many of those leaves have
you had?” Julius replied, “Ate two, Brutus.”

-James D. Ertner, Boston, Massachusetts

bissextile (by-SEKS-til)

adjective  Of or pertaining to the leap year or the extra day in the
leap year.

noun Leap year.

From Late Latin bisextilis annus (leap year), from Latin bissextus
(February 29:leap day), from bi- (two) + sextus (sixth) + dies (days).
From the fact that the sixth day before the calends of March
(February 24) appeared twice every leap year to make up for the
extra time.

Patriotism is supporting your country all the time
and the government when it deserves it.
—MARK TWwAIN, author and humorist (1835-1910)
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“Do people born on Feb. 29 celebrate their birthdays on Feb.
28 or March 1 in non-leap years? The last day of February is
the natural and logical choice. A term for leap year, bissextile,
means doubled day—referring to a double Feb. 28.”

—Toronto Star

Leaping to Assumptions

A leap year has 366 days. One might imagine that bissextile
is so named because 366 has two sixes, but that would be a
false assumption. Romans wrote 366 as CCCLXVI.

You Look So Young, Grandma!
Sometimes being a bissextile baby can have special advan-
tages. In Australia, one’s twenty-first birthday is still a really
big deal and a time of great celebration. I met a woman there
who was planning a surprise twenty-first birthday party for
her grandmother, who should have been turning eighty-four,
but her birthday was February 29. Not many granddaughters
get to plan or attend their grandmother’s twenty-first birth-
day celebration, so this was a very rare treat for everyone in
the family.

—Ann Baye, Wenatchee, Washington

Greek calends or Greek kalends (greck KAL-undz)

noun A time that doesn’t exist; never.

From the fact that calends exist in the Roman calendar, not in the
Greek calendar.

You take your life in your own hands, and what happens?
A terrible thing: no one to blame.
—ERICA JONG, author (1942-)
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“It is less political because those same themes are almost
always deferred, . . . where the composition of an epic celebrat-
ing Octavian’s conquests is promised but put off to the Greek
calends.”’

—Classical Philology

menology (mi-NOL-uh-jee)

noun A calendar, especially one commemorating specific people.
From Modern Latin menologium, from Late Greek menologion, from
meno- (month) + -logy (account). It’s the same meno that appears in

menopause.

“The state Department of Archives and History’s 1994 calen-
dar, available beginning this month, is the first in a series of
menologies to honor Mississippi’s writers, lost architectural
treasures, street scenes and famous gardens.”

—New Orleans Times-Picayune

fin de siécle or fin-de-siécle (fan dih see-EH-kluh)

adjective  Of or pertaining to the end of a century, especially the
nineteenth century, and its climate of sophisticated world-weariness
and self-doubt.

From French fin de siécle, literally, the end of the century.

“In these fin-de-siecle circumstances, it is perhaps surprising
there is not more sign of millenarian panic.”

—Independent (London)

We allow our ignorance to prevail upon us and make us think
we can survive alone, alone in patches, alone in groups,
alone in races, even alone in genders.

—MAYA ANGELOU, poet (1928-)



CHAPTER 20

False Friends

hen an ambitious entrepreneur in Silicon Valley raises capital
Wand an industrious farmer in an African hamlet raises cattle,
they are doing something very similar, etymologically speaking.
The words cattle and capital (also chattel) are both derived from the
Latin word caput (head). Such words are called cognates.

On the other hand, we have false cognates, also known as false
friends. These are words that appear to be related but have com-
pletely difterent origins. In this chapter we’ll look at five of these
word pairs.

False friends work across languages too. Youd think you can
figure out the meanings if you come across the words embarazada,
tasten, and stanza in Spanish, German, and Italian respectively. But
watch out! They actually mean “pregnant,” “to touch or feel,” and

“room” in the respective languages.

sacrilegious (sak-ri-LIJ-uhs)

adjective  Violating what is considered sacred.

From Middle English, from Old French, from Latin sacrilegium, from
sacrilegus (one who steals sacred thing), from scar, from sacer (sacred)

+ -legere (to gather, steal).
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This word has no etymological connection to the word reli-
gious, though its pronunciation has altered due to its similarity with
that word. It comes from the same Indo-European root, sak- (to

sanctify), as the words saint, consecrate, and sacred.

“A media buyer for a company whose clients include Volkswa-
gen, Fidelity and McDonald’s told the Journal: ‘I don’t think
you will see any of our clients advertising during the special
9/11 coverage on the TV networks’” Here you have compa-
nies—some of them pillars of the economy—saying, in effect,
that there is something inherently vulgar about commerce, per-
haps even sacrilegious.”

—Wall Street Journal

scission (SIZH-uhn)

noun 1. An act of cutting or dividing. 2. Division, separation.
From Middle English, from Middle French, from Late Latin scission,
from scindere (to cut).

This word 1s not related to the word scissors. The two have
entirely different roots. Scissors ultimately came from Latin cisorium
(cutting tool) though on the way it was influenced by the root of
this word.

“Suddenly, appetite is no longer quite part of me—or yes, it is,
but a potential enemy, too. A scission is taking place.”
—Independent (London)

oust (oust)

verb tr.  To expel from a place or position.

From Middle English, from Anglo-French ouster, from Old French
oster, from Latin obstare (to stand in the way), from ob- (in the way)
+ stare (to stand).

The first problem for all of us, men and women,
is not to learn, but to unlearn.
—GLORIA STEINEM, women’s rights activist and editor (1934-)
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Even though the resemblance is strong, the words oust and out
have no shared history (out comes from Old English uf). Here are

two interesting cousins of oust: obstetrics and obstacle.

“The ouster of Ukraine’s reform-minded Prime Minister
ViktorYushchenko will deepen a political crisis in the country.”

—DMoscow Times

impregnable (im-PREG-nuh-buhl)
adjective Incapable of being taken by force; strong enough to
withstand attack.
From Middle English, from Old French imprenable, from in- (not) +
prenable, from pren-, from prendre (to seize) + -able.

Even though the word impregnable appears to be a cousin of
impregnate, the two have separate ancestries, or what linguists call
etymologies. The latter word comes from praegnas (pregnant),

Fruitless Talk
There is this urban legend about the foreign dignitary who
was trying to explain to an American diplomat that his wife
was unable to have children:

“My wife is impregnable.”

“That is, she is inconceivable.”

“I mean—she is unbearable!”

—Paul Douglas Franklin, Selah, Washington (husband

of Danette and father of Laurene, Miriam, Tycko, Timothy,
Sarabeth, Marie, Dawnita, Anna Leah, Alexander, and Caleb.
Clearly, my wife is neither impregnable nor inconceivable—
and she certainly is bearable!)

You can discover more about a person in an hour of play
than in a year of discussion.
—P1raTo0, philosopher (428348 B.C.E.)
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ultimately from the Indo-European root gen- (to give birth), the

source of words such as generate, engine, indigenous, and germ.

“The theory that the Highlanders were impregnable may be
supportable, but the theory that the ACT Brumbies are a
pushover at home owes much to woolly thinking.”

—Mail and Guardian (Johannesburg, South Africa)

mellifluous (muh-LIF-LOO-uhs)

adjective.  Smoothly or sweetly flowing, as like honey.

From Middle English, from Late Latin mellifluus, from melli-, from
Latin mel (honey) + fluere (to flow).

Some other words that come from the same root are marmalade,
molasses, and the unlikely mildew! One word that has somewhat
similar sense and sound but different root is the word melodious,
which comes from melos (song).

“Lincoln Center provided a symbolic glossary: the good guys
wear green and white, the villains red. Heroes sing mellifluous
chant; villains speak; women are played by heavily veiled men.”

—New York Times

Sometimes I think we’re alone in the universe, and sometimes
I think we’re not. In either case, the idea 1s quite staggering.
—ARTHUR C. CLARKE, science fiction author (1917-)



CHAPTER 21

Red-Herring Words

ust about three feet above the floor, a number of crayon murals

had been on exhibit on our living room wall for many months.
I had been assigned to paint over them and finally the day came
when, rather reluctantly, I got hold of some paint and a brush. As
I finished applying the second coat of paint to the patch of the wall
where once the artwork stood, my then preschool-age daughter
delivered her expert opinion: “This doesn’t look much gooder.”

The ability to spot patterns helps us immensely when learning
words: sweet/sweeter, hot/hotter, good/ . . . but there are times we
fall into “gotchas.”

At first glance, it would appear that the word undulate is the
opposite of dulate. But you can’t dulate no matter how hard you
try—there is no such verb. This chapter features words that lead us
into pitfalls if we try to deduce their meaning by guessing.

I know why I felt badder after the paint job . . . I'll take a
crayon painting over a squeaky-clean wall any day.

undulate (UN-juh-layt, UN-dyuh-)

verb tr., intr. To move or cause to move in a wavy motion.
adjective  Having a wavy appearance.

From Latin undulatus (waved), diminutive of unda (wave).
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“Mackerel sharks swim by swinging only their tails, whereas cat
sharks undulate their entire bodies.”

—Scientific American

Writing on the Wall
One of the few “bad” things I did and got punished for as a
small child was writing on the wall—more precisely, drawing
on the wall. Thinking of Lascaux, Altamira . . . it must be a
strong primeval urge.

—Carolanne Reynolds, West Vancouver, Canada

fartlek (FART-lek)

noun A method of training, originally developed for runners, that
involves intense activity interspersed with low eftfort. For example,
sprinting and walking.

From Swedish fart (speed) + lek (play).

“Within a single fartlek session you can also vary the duration
of the fast bursts.”
—Sunday Mail (Brisbane, Australia)

Work of Art
As an American who has lived in Denmark for thirty-three
years, I can attest to the fact that the Scandinavian word fart
(speed or motion) is a never-ending source of juvenile humor
for English speakers. There is a city named Middelfart (liter-
ally, “halfway”), and I used to work in a building where the
elevators had a light marked “I fart,” meaning “In motion” or
“On its way.”

—Albert L. Jones, Aabyhoj, Denmark

No one has ever become poor by giving.
—ANNE FrRANK, Holocaust diarist (1929-1945)
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conversant (kuhn-VUHR -suhnt)
adjective  Having familiarity by study or experience.
From Middle English conversaunt (associated with), present partici-

ple of converser, from Latin conversari (to associate with).

“It 1s a bit confusing to us who are not conversant with banking.”
—East African Standard (Kenya)

assize (uh-SYZ)

noun A session of a court or a verdict made at such a session.
From Middle English assise, from Old French, from asseoir (to seat),
from Latin assidere (to sit), from ad- + sedere (to sit).

“Did Miss Dunbar admit writing it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What was her explanation?”
“Her defence was reserved for the Assizes. She would say
nothing.”
—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Problem of Thor Bridge

valorize (VAL-uh-ryz)
verb tr.  To maintain the price of a commodity at a high level
through government action.
From Portuguese valorizar, from valor (value, price), from Medieval
Latin, from Latin valere (to be strong).

Valorizing is, in fact, price-fixing by government. A few other
words that derive from the same root (wal-) are valence, valiant, valid,
value, avail, and convalesce.

“This leads to a tendency for realized earnings to fall below the
level that would validate or re-valorize the capitalized values of
corporate equities and debt service costs.”

—Journal of Economic Issues

Each man carries within him the soul of a poet who died young.
—CHARLES AUGUSTIN SAINTE-BEUVE, literary critic (1804—-1869)



CHAPTER 22

Words Related to
the Human Body

ere is a pop quiz: Who was Gluteus Maximus? Even though it
H sounds like the name of some ancient Roman general, gluteus
maximus is actually the name of a muscle. Its claim to fame is that
it’s the largest muscle in the human body. Can you guess where one
can find it? Hint: you sit on it. An incredible machine, the human
body is a source of many fascinating facts, discoveries, and tidbits.
Here is one more: Who has a greater number of bones, babies or
adults? Babies have more than 300 bones, while adults have just
206. As we grow, many bones in our body fuse together.

Here are a few terms that are synonyms for better-known

words relating to the human body.

nares (NAR-eez), singular naris
noun  The nostrils or nasal passages.
From Latin nares, plural of naris (nostril).
This word shares the same root (nas-) with nose, nuzzle, nostril,
nasal, and pince-nez.

“There’s a fine frost around their eyes and nares.”
—Alaska
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oxter (OK-stuhr)

noun The armpit.

From Old English oxta. The Latin form is axilla. Both allude to the
idea of the axis around which the arm rotates.

“I got lumbered in the three-legged race with a guy so much
shorter than me that he barely came up to my armpit. It would
have been easier for me to have tucked him under my oxter
and just carried him to the finish.”

—Guardian (London)

Oxtercog
When settlers came here in the 1600s, they brought with
them many words from seventeenth-century England and
Scotland, which comprise a dialect now known as “Ulster-
Scots.” While in England words such as oxter have fallen out
of everyday use, they are still heard frequently here. A related
word is the verb oxtercog, which means to drag somebody
along by their armpits—people often need to be oxtercogged
to a taxi after they have had one drink too many.

— Wesley Johnston, Newtownabbey, Northern Ireland

pollex (POL-eks), plural pollices
noun  The thumb.
From Latin pollex.

Hallux is the equivalent term for the big toe.

“He caught his thumb between his gun and a sharp rock. It was
a nasty cut spurting blood. I said, ‘Ben, that’s it. We’ve got to get
you to a doctor. ‘Heck no, let’s get a turkey first, answered Ben,
quickly wrapping his dripping pollex with a handkerchief”
—Albany (N.Y.) Times Union

Facts do not cease to exist because they are ignored.
—ALDOUS HUXLEY, author (1894—-1963)
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nevus (NEE-vuhs)
noun A congenital blemish on the skin, such as a mole or birth-
mark.

From Latin naevus (mole).

“Stephany had a hairy nevus, a big mole on her cheek right
underneath the eyelid and across the nose.”

—San Diego Business Journal

glossal (GLOS-uhl)
adjective  Of or pertaining to the tongue.
From Greek glossa (tongue).

“Anthony Herrel, a researcher at the University of Antwerp,
wondered how chameleons capture creatures nearly one-sixth
their size—the equivalent of a human bagging a large turkey—
using only their glossal appendages. Granted, the lizards’ sling-
shot tongues are comparatively longer than humans’ tongues,
but that still doesn’t account for chameleons’ prodigious snar-
ing abilities.”

—National Wildlife

A man cannot be comfortable without his own approval.
—MARK TWwAIN, author and humorist (1835-1910)



CHAPTER 23

Words Related to
Buying and Selling

hen I came to the United States to study many years ago,

I quickly realized that the laws of economics don’t apply here.
When you buy something, you actually save, rather than spend. The
more you buy, the more you save. Buy and Save . . . isn’t there
something wonderful about this whole thing? I figured that if I
bought a new car every month, the money I saved as a result would
easily pay for my graduate school. I marveled at the compassion
and generosity of the shopkeepers who were willing to forgo as
much as 70, 80, or even 90 percent of the price of things several
times a year, perhaps just to help out impecunious graduate students
like me. Be it Labor Day, Presidents’ Day, or Memorial Day, they’d
join in the spirit and open their doors for people to come in and

save. I wrote home:

Dear Mother and Father,

Today is Memorial Day in the United States. On this day
we recognise the sacrifices of members of the armed forces
who gave their lives to protect this truly great country. Like
my American friends, 'm also going to observe this solemn

day by visiting some Memorial Day sales and cookouts.
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Well, a long time has passed since then. I no longer call store
owners shopkeepers. And I spell recognise as recognize now. But I
wonder. What does it mean to buy something? What do we buy
when we buy something? When we buy Coke, for instance, are we
simply hoping to get carbonated, sweetened, and colored water, or
something more? Coolness and confidence, maybe? The ability to
attract the opposite sex, perhaps? What do you think?

emptor (EMP-tor)

noun A buyer.

From Latin emptor (buyer), from emere (to buy, take). Ultimately
from the Indo-European root em- (to take), which is also the ances-
tor of such terms as preempt (literally, to buy beforehand), example
(to take out something), premium (inducement to buy), prompt (to
be quick in taking), redeem (to buy again), vintage (to take from

vinum, grapes), and caveat emptor (buyer beware).

“American ‘retail anthropologist’ Paco Underhill is one of the
plumbers. Mr. Underhill makes his living watching homo
emptor—the king and queen of retail, otherwise known as the
shopper: you and me. One of his findings: ‘Men are buying

999

their own underpants.
—Dominion (New Zealand)

What's in a Name?
In an episode of the BBC sitcom Absolutely Fabulous, onioma-
niac Edina receives a gift of earrings from her daughter. “Are
they Lacroix?” she asks eagerly. “Do you like them?” asks her
daughter. “I do if they’re Lacroix,” replies Edina.

—Ruth Ann Harnisch, New York, New York

‘While we are asleep in this world, we are awake in another one.
—SALVADOR DALI, painter (1904-1989)
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nummary (NUM-uh-ree)
adjective  Pertaining to coins or money.

From Latin nummarius, from nummus (coin).

“*Originally the nummary Denomination of Silver, observed
William Douglass, a physician who commented on economic

affairs, ‘seems to have been the same as its Weight.

—New England Quarterly

duopoly (doo-OP-uh-lee, dyoo-)

noun A market, political, or other situation in which control is in
the hands of two persons or groups.

From duo- (two) + -poly, patterned after monopoly.

“Jennifer Capriati politely denies the popular notion that she
alone can break the duopoly of the Williams sisters in this year’s
championships.”

—Guardian (London)

Two Sides of the Same Coin
In Mandarin the words buy and sell are the same in the spo-
ken language, differing only in the tone used. And the two
words together mean business.

—Rachel Zurvas, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia

monopsony (muh-NOP-suh-nee)
noun A market condition in which there is only one buyer for a
product or service that’s being sold by many.

From Greek mono- (one) + opsonia (purchase of provisions).

Some fellows pay a compliment like they expected a receipt.
—KIN HUBBARD, humorist (1868—1930)
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“Thirty years ago many African countries had active ‘anti-
agricultural’ policies, taxing farm exports to finance poorly per-
forming industrial firms, and allowing state monopsonies to
gouge producers.”

—The Economist

Making Sense of Polys and Ponys
Here’s a little chart that explains the ponys and polys:

monopsony: one buyer, many sellers
duopsony: two buyers, many sellers
oligopsony: a few buyers, many sellers
monopoly: one seller, many buyers
duopoly: two sellers, many buyers
oligopoly: a few sellers, many buyers

Sonic Boom
Sonypoly: a Japanese electronics company that has a lock on
the market.

—George Pajari, West Vancouver, Canada

chandler (CHAND-luhr)

noun 1. One who makes or sells candles and sometimes other
items (e.g., soap) made of tallow and wax. 2. A dealer in supplies,
provisions, etc., of a specific type.

From Middle English chandeler, from Middle French chandelier,

from Old French, from chandelle (candle), from Latin candela,

We call them dumb animals, and so they are, for they cannot tell us how
they feel, but they do not suffer less because they have no words.
—ANNA SEWELL, author (1820—-1878)
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from candere (to shine). Ultimately from the Indo-European root
kand- (to shine), which is the ancestor of such words as candent,
candid, candle, chandelier, candidate, candor, incense, incandesce, and
incendiary.

“Lucie Rinaldi, a ship chandler in the old port for 40 years,
shrugged when asked what she thought about the future.”

—Los Angeles Times

Mark It!
Marketing is to sales as foreplay is to sex, as courtship is to
marriage. And life is all about marketing—you market your-
self to your friends, to your employer, and they to you. Your
children market themselves to their sports team (pick me!),
and your church markets itself (services at 9 and 11) and God
to you. All consumer goods are marketed—the good market-
ing plans are the ones we remember (plop, plop, fizz,
fizz . . .)—the ineftective ones are lost in the crowd. And
here’s my own personal marketing caveat: “He who talks the
most, buys.” On that note, have a nice day.

—Kate Bedard, Miami, Florida

Honest criticism is hard to take, particularly from a relative,
a friend, an acquaintance, or a stranger.
—FRANKLIN P. JONES, businessman (1887—-1929)



CHAPTER 24

Miscellaneous
Words

rder 1s good. It makes sure that Earth will go around the Sun
Oin the same way as it has in the past and will bring the summer
to ripen the mangoes. Patterns are good, too—most of the time.
They help us find our shoes easily among an array of other pairs.

But stick too much to the same order and pattern and we lose.
We lose the opportunity to discover new lands, new paths, new
flowers, new ways (and new words!). Sometimes the break in order
is by choice and sometimes it’s forced, such as when you lose a job.
Often it’s a blessing in disguise. It’s an opportunity to explore and
discover what remains hidden from the old path.

The words in this chapter are selected with no order, pattern,

or theme. These words just are. But they’re all interesting.

astrobleme (AS-tro-bleem)

noun A scar on Earth’s surface caused by the impact of a
meteorite.

Literally, star-wound, from astro-, from Greek astron (star) + -bleme,

from Greek blema (missile, wound).
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“The biggest astrobleme is the 275-mile wide formation on
the eastern shore of Hudson Bay, Canada, near the Nastapoka
Islands.”

—Boston Globe

pudency (PYOOD-n-see)

noun  Modesty, bashfulness.

From Late Latin pudentia, from pudent-, pudens, from pudere (to
make or be ashamed). Pudenda and impudent are two other words

originating from the same root.

“The art of life has a pudency, and will not be exposed. Every
man is an impossibility, until he is born; every thing impossible,
until we see a success.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience”

aporia (uh-POR -ee-uh)

noun 1. An expression of doubt. 2. Contradiction, paradox, or
confusion posed by the presence of conflicting propositions.

From Late Latin, from Greek aporos (without passage), from poros
(passage). Ultimately from Indo-European root per- (to pass), which
is the progenitor of such words as emporium, export, fare, ford, osteo-

porosis, port, and porch.

“If cults were typically founded in response to disaster or
plague, why are cults proliferating today? What calamity is driv-
ing people into them? The answer seems to be a general apo-
ria: a loss of meaning or of nerve, a thirst for simple answers in
the face of overwhelming complexity.”

—The Sciences

In a perfect union the man and woman are like a strung bow.
Who is to say whether the string bends the bow, or
the bow tightens the string?
—CyYRIL CONNOLLY, critic and editor (1903—1974)
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remontant (ri-MON-tant)
adjective  Blooming more often than once in a season.
From French remontant, present participle of remonter (to remount).

“Like the flowers she has admired for so long in the pages of
catalogs, Ella is remontant, ‘poised for a second season of bloom.
And she is surrounded by people who are cheering her on.”

—New Orleans Times-Picayune

loricate (LOR-i-kayt)

adjective  Covered with an armor, such as scales or bony plates on
reptiles.

From Latin loricatus, from lorica (protective covering, corselet), from

lorum (strap).

“The landscape is spectacular; mountains covered in beech for-
est and loricate pines, a coastline reminiscent of the French
Riviera before it was concreted over.”

—Independent (London)

A committee is a cul-de-sac down which ideas
are lured and then quietly strangled.
—BARNETT CoOCKS, former clerk of the
British House of Commons (1907—1989)



CHAPTER 25

Words That Have
Changed Meaning
with Time

n the morning of my daughter’s fifth birthday, we were playing
Oin the sandbox. She had been counting down to this day for a
long time and it had finally arrived. It was obvious she was excited
as she threw sand balls at me. I wondered aloud, “What if we had a
birthday every month?” She countered,“What if we had a birthday
every day!” Then in 2 moment of grown-up reflection, she said,
“Oh, I'm just being silly.” Of course, she wasn’t being silly. Children
have more flashes of insight in an hour than most adults will have
in decades.

Aren’t we born, and don’t we die, every day, every minute,
every moment? Millions of cells in our bodies languish and new
ones are born every day—with new experiences, feelings, and
thoughts, neurons form new connections, while many old ones go
away. We change our opinions, our values, and our judgments each
instant, though in an imperceptibly gradual manner. Like the
proverbial river one can'’t step in twice, we can’t be in the same
body again, nor do we have the same mind. Every moment we die,
and every moment our rebirth takes place. (Ah, and I was fretting
about something that happened months ago.)
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Well, the same goes for words. New words are formed, old ones
wither. And existing words change. A few hundred years ago if you
called someone “silly” you'd be calling them blessed, a “gale” was a
gentle breeze, and someone “notorious” was well known without
any hint of being infamous.

In this chapter we look at a few other words that have changed
their meaning with time. To see the original senses of the words,

pay special attention to their etymologies.

demagogue (DEM-uh-gog), also demagog

noun A person who appeals to the prejudices and emotions of the
people to gain power.

verb tr. and intr.  To manipulate an issue; to speak or act in the man-
ner of a demagogue.

From Greek demagogos (leader of the people), from demos (people) +
agogos (leader). In ancient Greece, a demagogos was a popular leader—
the word didn’t have any negative connotations. With the passage of
time, the word shifted meaning and today no leader would like to
be called a demagogue, no matter how often he uses words such as

patriotism, honor, courage, and sacrifice in trying to sway people.

“But the production’s real virtue is in not underestimating
this flamboyant, egomaniacal figure, for making it clear that like
most effective demagogues (as opposed to plain old cranks)
he exploited some very real gripes to serve his overweening
ambitions.”

—TJerusalem Post

decimate (DES-i-mayt)
verb tr. 1. To destroy a large number of (a group). 2. To kill every
tenth person.

Promises are like the full moon: if they are not kept
at once they diminish day by day.
—GERMAN PROVERB
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From Latin decimatus, past participle of decimare, from decimus
(tenth), from decem (ten). Decimation—killing one out of every ten
soldiers—was the favorite method of punishing mutinous legions
in the ancient Roman army. Today the word has evolved to mean

large-scale damage where a major proportion is annihilated.

“Winter grain crops across the state have been decimated by
the conditions, with little relief expected and hopes now
pinned on summer crops.”

—Daily Telegraph (Sydney, Australia)

feisty (FY-stee)

adjective 1. Spirited; full of courage, spunk, or energy. 2. Touchy,

irritable, or ill-tempered.

From feist, variant of obsolete fist, short for fisting cur, a contemp-

tuous term for a dog, from fist, from Middle English fisten (to break

wind). The word fizzle is ultimately derived from the same source.
In the southern United States, “feist” is used to refer to a small

mixed-breed dog.

“The Motherwell team’s inherent