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About the Book

A surprising and hilarious history of the language of food. Perfect for readers of Susie Dent and Mark Forsyth, and fans of QI.

All food has a story, reaching as far back into history as language itself. As languages followed and reflected the tides of civilizations, food language came to represent some of the highs and lows of how humans communicate: from the highbrow ‘Chateauneuf du Pape: (the Pope’s new castle)’ to the ‘nun’s farts’ of Jamaica (also known as ‘beignets’).

Chock full of food puns, linguistic did-you-knows and delectable trivia, Romaine Wasn’t Built in A Day is your go-to gift for your trivia nerds, your history buffs, your crossword fiends, and your Scrabble diehards. This is the surprising and hilarious history of food, told through the lens of the fascinating evolution of language.




For Mom




Ways of Reading This Book

Open the book at random, read a snippet or two, nod sagely, and go back to work.

Flip back and forth, find a few juicy bits — avocado! Vanilla! Pumpernickel! (pp. 55, 65, 92) — memorize the info, and amaze your friends at parties.

Pace around the room, book in one hand, gesturing wildly with the other, as you shriek with intellectual triumph: “So that’s where the word buccaneer comes from! And I knew there was something odd about partridge” (pp. 162, 165).

Or read the old-fashioned way, straight through from beginning to end, “Breakfast” to “Nightcaps,” at which point, though full, you will think fondly of tomorrow’s meals and be grateful for the endless return of appetite.




Introduction

Eating and talking are two of our biggest pleasures. We talk all day, and some of us even talk in our sleep. We talk more than we eat, though we probably think about food more often than language. When we talk — whether using spoken words, or Protactile (a language of touch used by the DeafBlind community), or by signing, thumbing a message, or in some other way — we seldom think about the history of words or the ways that English has changed over the centuries or why English has such a wealth of synonyms.

But word lovers enjoy learning facts about language, just as foodies like to learn about eatables, comestibles, grub, chow, and vittles (to indulge in some of the many synonyms for food). One amusing way to learn about food is through the words we use for our daily meals. What a joy when the two loves overlap! It’s a two-for-one deal, because learning the history of the food words — their etymologies — means learning at least some aspects of the foods’ histories, like where they originated. (Note that boldface italics indicate the first occurrence of a food term whose origin is discussed in the book. Consult the index for page numbers of any subsequent occurrences with additional information.)
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A croissant moon

From that early-morning cuppa joe and croissant to a lunchtime taco, a dinner barbecue, and a late-night toddy and piece of pie, the details about a food’s or a word’s history often come with surprises.

Joe most likely comes from U.S. military slang for a soldier. The word croissant has a long history with many meanings, including the “waxing or waning moon” and, going back to the Latin word crēscere, “to grow.”

Taco comes from Mexican Spanish and means “plug” or “wad”; it referred to part of an explosive used in silver mining. Barbecue comes from the Caribbean Arawakan word barbacoa, meaning “wooden frame for sleeping on and for drying food.”
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Toddy comes from the Hindi tari, “palm wine,” and pie probably comes from a French word meaning “magpie,” a bird that loves to collect objects. How did the junk heap of a magpie become the name of a delicious dessert?

Getting the scoop on pie or tracking down the history of any word can lead to eye-openers, if not always answers. Etymology can be both entertaining and enlightening, because a word’s history is loaded with information — often about culture.

Take sycophant, for example. It meant “fig-showing” in Greek. We might say that a sycophant kisses up to someone (or we might use more colorful language), but in ancient Greece, a sycophant apparently “showed the fig” (a bit like giving the finger) to someone suspected of being an informer. Ancient nonverbal insults were not so different from our own.

Or consider the mundane word romaine. It comes from medieval French laitue romaine, “Roman lettuce.” But a word or food sleuth doesn’t want to stop with this answer, because one wonders, What’s Roman about this lettuce?

The leafy green has been grown in the Mediterranean area since ancient times and in Rome since at least classical times. The French presumably learned about it or bought it from the Romans. We could leave it at that — English speakers borrowed the word romaine from the French.

But when, why, how? There’s always a clue to scratch and sniff . . .

For example, a French book written around 1394 concerning wifely virtues and household management (see The Good Wife’s Guide in Sources) provides information on cooking harbor porpoise and hedgehog as well as lettuce. Modern editors of the book suggest that laitue d’Avignon, “lettuce of Avignon,” could be what we know today as romaine and that it was brought to France by popes from Rome.

What were the popes doing in Avignon? From the year 1309 to 1376, seven popes lived there rather than in Rome because of political hostilities. The nearly seventy years of this Avignon papacy were followed by some forty years of the Western Schism, a period during which there was a pope in Rome and an antipope in Avignon.

One product of this contentious period was a delicious wine. Châteauneuf-du-Pape (“the pope’s new castle”) originated in the papal vineyards of Avignon in the fourteenth century. The pope’s castle would have had kitchen gardens, and it’s reasonable to suppose that the lettuce grown there was the same lettuce that was grown in Rome. Perhaps the Avignon papacy helped spread greens as well as good wine. Why not conclude that the French term laitue romaine comes from this period of popes leaving Rome and taking up residence in Avignon, and that the term then evolved over time to the shortened romaine that we use today?
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We can’t, because the clues don’t rise to the level of evidence. And there are no dots connecting the Avignon popes to the term romaine lettuce that shows up for the first time in English in 1577 or with the later shortened form. Searching for romaine is a reminder that false or not-yet-proven etymologies can take on lives of their own, often because they’re appealing and make a good story.

Nevertheless, when we dive into the history of romaine, we discover that even if clues don’t yield an answer about the word’s origin, the hunt can be satisfying — for example, leading us to delve deeper into the schism (from Greek skhizein, “to split”) in the Catholic Church brought on by rival popes and antipopes. Or pointing us to a fascinating medieval book written, supposedly, by an old Parisian husband for his young bride, a book that is chock-full of advice for her, like when and precisely how to plant lettuce seeds. This fifteen-year-old wife had a huge workload. Maybe she didn’t mind that her husband never finished the book.

The pleasures of pursuing this word’s history also include the discovery that four thousand years ago in Egypt, romaine was a phallic symbol. Because it grows straight and tall and oozes a semen-like liquid, it was associated with the god of fertility, Min, and it was also considered an aphrodisiac.

Still more about mundane romaine: It is a modern rescue food for manatees (from Carib manáti), whose seagrasses are disappearing because of pollution.
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Here’s a smorgasbord of information to provide historical context for the etymologies in this book. Lick your chops and dig in.

A Quick History of the English Lexicon

The English lexicon (“vocabulary,” from the Greek lexis, “word”) is huge, partially because English speakers have borrowed from so many different languages. Borrowed words and loanwords are traditional terms for words that are introduced into one language from a different one. (The terms borrow and loan are not quite logical here, since a word can’t simply be returned, like a library book.)

English has borrowed from an array of languages, including Latin, Greek, Sanskrit, Arabic, Turkish, Igbo, Bantu, Urdu, Mandarin, Khmer, Algonquian, Nahuatl, and many more, perhaps some three hundred and fifty. (Check the appendix, which lists more than four dozen languages from which English has borrowed food words.) English has been enriched by contact with languages from all around the globe, and food words alone show this.

The story of English traditionally begins with the migration of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes from the Continent to Britain shortly before 500 CE (CE meaning “of the Common Era”; the era is sometimes designated AD, for anno Domini, “in the year of the Lord”). These newcomers spoke versions of a West Germanic language that became what we now call Old English (go, Beowulf!). The Angles, Saxons, and Jutes conquered and assimilated the Celtic people already inhabiting Britain, with the partial and qualified exception of those in Cornwall, Wales, and Scotland.

In this Old English period (approximately 500 to 1100), barely two dozen Celtic words (crag is one of them) were absorbed into English, along with Celtic-based place-names like London, Thames, and Avon. A number of Latin words were also absorbed into English, especially words pertaining to religion, such as bishop and martyr (both ultimately Greek words but borrowed via Latin). Food words, including fig (Old English fīc, meaning “hemorrhoid” as well as “fig”), lobster, oyster, and ginger, were also borrowed from Latin in this period (though fig was borrowed again later from Old French fige. For the source of ginger, see p. 183). With the arrival of the Vikings beginning in the eighth century, many Norse words entered English, including common words like sky, skirt, fellow, both, same, take, get, and dirt, and food words like cake and egg. The Old English word for egg — ei — remained in use along with the Norse word until early modern times, some people saying ei, some saying egg, and many lamenting the fact that everyone didn’t use the same word. (For an egg versus ei story, see p. 68.)
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During the Middle English period (1100 to 1450), thousands of French and Latin words became English, largely as a result of the Norman Conquest in 1066. Normans were “Northmen,” Vikings who had settled in Normandy a few centuries earlier and given up Norse for a dialect of French. William the Conqueror and his barons spoke Norman French, and for centuries after the invaders took control of England, a language split was the norm, with kings, aristocrats, and social climbers speaking French and almost everyone else speaking English (again, there were some exceptions — Cornish was spoken in Cornwall, Welsh in Wales, and Scottish Gaelic in Scotland, although Scotland hadn’t yet united with England).

During these centuries of French versus English, however, the nobility lost land and connections in France, and English nationalism grew; eventually, English was spoken by all classes, including the monarchy. In 1362, English was used at the opening of Parliament. During the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, Richard II addressed the rebels in English. (Rebel leader Wat Tyler talked back and was killed.) By 1400, the English language had won.

English not only prevailed but grew immensely, adding thousands of French words to its lexicon. Many of these pertained to law, courtly behavior, and religion, including government, parliament, tax, crime, jury, verdict, fashion, gown, dance, leisure, palace, mansion, sermon, clergy, friar. Others pertained to food: beef, cinnamon, cloves, dinner, fruit, gravy, lemon, nutmeg, mustard, orange, pie, poultry, pork, rice, sausage, spinach, sugar, veal, table, saucer, goblet, feast, supper, and many more. Some of these words (notably those for spices and citrus fruit), though they were adopted from French, derive ultimately from Arabic or Persian
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