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PREFACE

Six Words You Never Knew Had Something to Do with Pigs had its origins in a series of talks about word histories that I did as a regular segment on CBC Radio One’s Metro Morning show in Toronto, and occasionally for other CBC stations. These talks always had a seasonal “hook,” and this is why this book is organized thematically, looking at the passing year in words. This organizing principle also allows for making much more interesting connections between words than an alphabetical listing.
I would be remiss if I failed to thank Helen Bagshaw, then a producer at CBC Radio, whose idea it was to have me do these regular segments. She made me the “Word Lady” (although that moniker was bestowed on me by Metro Morning’s host Andy Barrie), and I am forever grateful to her. Others have played an important part in this book. My thanks to my colleagues in Oxford University Press Canada’s Dictionary Department, Robert Pontisso and Heather Fitzgerald, who read the manuscript and made very useful suggestions. Jonathan Webb did his usual fine job of editing. John Simpson and Philip Durkin at the Oxford English Dictionary were always willing to answer my questions of the “what was it called before?” type, as were Antoinette Healey and the staff at the Dictionary of Old English at the University of Toronto.


BLUFF YOURWAY IN ETYMOLOGY:
A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE

Before we start looking at the history of the language, you must learn the first rule of the successful bluffer: what we are talking about is etymology, not entomology. Entomology is the study of insects. This book is of no use to you on that subject.
THE ANGLO-SAXONS
English developed from Anglo-Saxon, the language brought to Britain—which was then inhabited by Celts—by Germanic tribes (the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes) from what is now northern Germany and Denmark in the 5th century AD. These invaders gave England its name, “the land of the Angles,” and provided the language with many common basic terms, for example “man,” “woman,” “breed,” “work,” “eat,” “house,” and “shriek.” Anglo-Saxon is also known as Old English, and designates the English language up until about 1100.
In 597, a group of monks came as missionaries from Rome to strengthen Christianity in Britain. A few words came directly into English from Latin at this time, most of them connected with religion and learning, e.g., “school,” “minister,” “pope,” “verse,” “candle,” and “mass.”
BLOODY VIKINGS or THE GREAT DANES
Starting in 792 and continuing for the next two centuries, Viking invaders came from Scandinavia and occupied a large part of eastern England and northern Britain. Many everyday words in modern English, such as “leg,” “call,” “take,” and “dirt,” come from their language, Old Norse, which is related to Anglo-Saxon. Many words starting with a sk-sound are from Old Norse, such as “sky” and “scream,” the latter joining the language as a synonym for the already established Anglo-Saxon “shriek.” Surprisingly, one of the most successful Old Norse usurpers of an Old English word is “them.” This bumped out the Anglo-Saxon “hem,” which still survives however as “’em” in phrases like “give it to ’em.” You may think (or be told) that you are guilty of sloppy pronunciation if you say this, but in fact you are just perpetuating the original form of the third-person plural objective pronoun in English rather than using the Danish upstart.
STORMIN’ NORMANS
In 1066, William the Conqueror of Normandy (also called William the Bastard, which epithet is apparently to be taken literally rather than figuratively) defeated the English King Harold at the Battle of Hastings, bringing the British Isles under Norman rule. The Normans spoke a dialect of French that was very much influenced by Germanic languages, since the Vikings had settled in Normandy at the same time they were invading England and Scotland. After the Norman Conquest, French became the language of the ruling classes. Many words in modern English that describe government and the legal system, as well as terms connected with cooking, came from French at this time, among them “sovereign,” “court,” “govern,” “advise,” and “braise.” The Norman influence also resulted in English often having two words where one had done before, for instance using an Anglo-Saxon word to designate animals on the hoof (“calf,” “cow,” “sheep”), while using a French word to designate the animals as food (“veal,” “beef,” “mutton”). The Norman Conquest is responsible for English being a hybrid of Germanic and Romance languages, and created such drastic changes in the language that by 1100 Old English had evolved into something called Middle English. The term “Middle English” covers the period up to the time of Chaucer.
JUST HOW VULGAR WAS VULGAR LATIN?
Norman French, though it had some Germanic features, was nonetheless predominantly a Romance language, derived from Latin, or more particularly Vulgar (or popular) Latin. This was the everyday spoken language of the people, not the classical Latin that was used in literature. So, for instance, the popular Latin word for “head” was a word meaning “jug” (much as in English we use the word “mug” for “face”). This was testa and explains why the modern French word for “head” is tête rather than a derivative of the classical Latin word for head, caput (which has given us “capital”). English inherited many Vulgar Latin words through French.
THE FRENCH SQUISHING SYNDROME
As Vulgar Latin had evolved in Gaul into something called Gallo-Romance, a very common phenomenon was the reduction of multisyllable Latin words into shorter Old French words, usually by the removal of a few consonants in the middle (what I like to call the “French Squishing Syndrome”). Whether this was due to slurry French speech habits induced by overindulgence in wine is lost in the mists of time. But, for instance, Latin neptis ended up as niece in Old French, hospitale became ostel, and securus became sur. By the time the Norman French came to England, this is what Latin had been reduced to in the former Gaul, and these were the forms that entered English, rather than the original Latin words. This is one of the reasons why we have many doublets in English.
WHAT IS A DOUBLET? IS IT A JACKET WORN WITH TIGHTS?
A doublet is one of two or more words derived ultimately from the same source, often because one came into the language directly and the other took a more circuitous route. English has many doublets from Latin sources. Usually the earlier word came from Norman French and the later one came from central French (either of which would have suffered the French Squishing Syndrome) or directly (unsquished) from Latin. Occasionally we have three words, or a triplet, from the same source, as in “cattle” (from Norman French), “chattel” (from central French), and “capital,” all derived from the Latin capitalis, meaning “of the head.” Another example is “hostel” (from Old French), “hospital” (from Latin), and “hotel” (from modern French), all derived from the Latin hospitale.
MIND YOUR G’S AND W’S
Another source of doublets was the difference in the French spoken by the Norman invaders of England and the central French, who had a stronger influence on English a few centuries later. After the fall of the Roman Empire, the Franks—a Germanic people from the lower Rhinelands—invaded Gaul, establishing themselves in Northern France by the early 500s. Their Germanic language, Frankish, had lots of words beginning with w, like werra (war) and werenta (surety). But the Gauls living in central France, who were speaking the Latin-derived Gallo-Romance, had no initial w sound, so to make these Germanic words easier to say, they put a g in front, giving guerra and guarantie. But in areas in France of heavy Germanic population, such as Normandy (which had been invaded by Vikings) and the North, where the dialect was more heavily influenced by Germanic, the initial w managed to survive in words like “warrant,” “ward,” and “war,” whereas in central France these got changed to garant, garde, and guerre. But it wasn’t the initial g-speaking central French who invaded England in 1066. It was of course the Normans, who brought Old Northern French (initial w’s and all) with them. The English, being Germanic speakers, of course had no difficulty with these w-words. Only later was there a stronger influence from central French, which brought in the g-doublets for some words, hence “warranty” (earliest recorded use in 1338) and “guarantee” (1679), “warden” (1225), and “guardian” (1477). Of course, central French was the language of Paris and came to dominate all other dialects. That is why the w-variants no longer exist in modern French. But who knows what would have happened had William the Conqueror (whose very name demonstrates this linguistic tendency, since it is Guillaume in French) stayed home and turned his conquering ways toward Paris instead of Hastings.
ARABIC
From the 8th century to the 15th, the Iberian Peninsula was to a lesser or greater degree under the control of Arabic speakers. A great Arabic culture flourished there, and many words relating to mathematics and astronomy, in particular, entered European languages from Arabic. In addition, during the Christian military expeditions to the Middle East in the 12th and 13th centuries, English Crusaders came into contact with the Arab world and brought some Arabic words back to England. These words tended to relate to Islam, to Arab society and culture, and to learning, or to designate plants from warmer climes. Among the words with Arabic origins in English are “syrup,” “orange,” “alcohol,” “assassin,” “algebra,” and “alchemy.” Words starting in al- commonly come from Arabic, since al- was the definite article.
THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT
Unlike “French Squishing Syndrome,” “Great Vowel Shift” is an actual term used by linguists. Please feel free to use it at parties to impress people, but make sure you get the name right and don’t call it the great bowel movement. The Great Vowel Shift was a change in English pronunciation that happened between about 1400 and 1600. Before that time, the relationship between the pronunciation and spelling of vowels in English was similar to that in modern European languages. So “fine” was pronounced FEEN, and “house” was pronounced HOOZ. For some reason, starting in about Chaucer’s time, these pronunciations all shifted to their current ones, although the spelling remained unchanged (one of the many reasons why English spelling is so difficult). In a sort of domino effect, many other stressed vowels moved as well to fill the gaps thus created. So with the vowel in “fine” moving away from FEEN, the vowel in “see” (previously pronounced SAY) moved into that gap, and then the vowel in “fame” (previously pronounced FAMM) moved into the spot vacated by “see.” It was like a Virginia reel going on in people’s mouths (no wonder the vowels were stressed).
SIR WALTER SCOTT
Many English words that existed in the Middle Ages died out for several centuries until revived by Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832). He wrote historical novels, and there was a great deal of interest in the Middle Ages in the 19th century. To add some local color to his books he used a lot of archaic words. He was a huge bestseller, the Danielle Steel or Stephen King of pre-Victorian England. Everyone read Sir Walter Scott. Because he had so many readers, many of the words that he revived stuck in the language, and he really is a phenomenon in the history of English.
THE RENAISSANCE BUSYBODIES
Many words of Latin origin came into English through French (having suffered the dread Squishing Syndrome) after the Norman Conquest. Latin was, of course, the language of learning throughout the Middle Ages, so some words also entered English directly from Latin then, such as “graduate.” But the Renaissance of the 15th and 16th centuries brought new interest in Classical learning and an influx of words directly from Latin and Greek, such as “physics,” “architecture,” “compute,” “radius,” and “academy.” At the same time, people started looking at the history of English words and insisting that their spelling reflect their Latin (or Greek) etymology if they had one, rather than just representing the pronunciation. Letters that had been lost in the Great French Squishing Syndrome before words even came into English were suddenly reintroduced to the spelling, though they remained unpronounced. As if the Great Vowel Shift going on at the same time wasn’t already enough to create havoc for children learning to spell, to this interference we owe a lot of our silent letters, like the b in “debt,” the s in “island,” the h in “thyme,” and the ridiculous p in “ptarmigan.” Thank goodness they didn’t do more, or we would have to spell “dainty” as “daignty” and “almond” as “almognd.”
SAMUEL JOHNSON
Little knowing what he was getting himself into, the man of letters Samuel Johnson (1709–1784) signed a contract in 1746 to write a dictionary of the English language. He started out thinking that he could thus guard the purity of the language, but in the course of his work realized that this was impossible. In his preface, he admitted that his task was not to form the language but to record it, and that no nation has “preserved their words and phrases from mutability.” Published in 1755, the dictionary was the first to use quotations from literature to illustrate the definitions. Johnson’s dictionary was very successful and helped to standardize English spelling.
BOTH A BORROWER AND A LENDER BE
With expanded English trade, travel, exploration, and colonization, starting in the 16th century, English spread to many parts of the world, and in turn it was influenced by the native languages of these lands. English speakers continue to this day to borrow abundantly from a wide variety of other languages. Words like “sauna,” “futon,” “tea,” “tattoo,” and “chipmunk” all come from languages that are neither Romance nor Germanic. At the same time, other languages have been borrowing from English as it has become a worldwide prestige language, often also creating trendy English-sounding words that don’t actually exist in English. For instance, German speakers call a cell phone a Handy, and the French call a cut and blow-dry un brushing.
WHY USE ONE WORD WHEN FIVE WILL DO?
As a result of absorbing words from all of these sources, English often has many synonyms from different languages to express the same idea, such as “fear” (from Old English), “terror” (from French in the 15th century), “alarm” (from Italian), “anxiety” and “trepidation” (from Latin in the 16th and 17th centuries, respectively), and “angst” (from German in the 20th century).
THE “YOU CAN’T USE NOUNS AS VERBS” MYTH
Many self-described “language lovers” inveigh against what they call “using nouns as verbs.” Without exception, they give the word “impact” as the most nefarious example of what they perceive as this dreadful modern tendency. I am quite at a loss to explain why their hatred for the verb “impact” has been expanded to a blanket condemnation of what is, and always has been, a common and very useful practice in English. Do these people never mail letters, book hotel rooms, butter toast, or take planes that land? Please, if you ever find yourself saying this, get over it. There is no such “rule” in English. If we eliminated from our vocabulary all words that started out as one part of speech but became another, we would be quite literally at a loss for words.
NOWT SO QUEER AS FOLK ETYMOLOGIES
People love word histories and want them to be as complicated and surprising as possible. Presumably that’s why you’re reading this book! What people hate is when a stodgy dictionary says “origin unknown.” “How can that be?” the word lovers think. “There must be a really good story behind this one.” So they make one up. The more far-fetched, the better. These are the dreaded folk etymologies. They are not a new invention; English speakers have been inventing folk etymologies for centuries. Witness the word “sirloin” (see EATING OUT ON THE FOURTH OF JULY, page 65). With the Internet, they now get circulated even more quickly and widely.
There are some sure signs that a purported word history is actually a folk etymology. Often the explanation states that the word is derived from an acronym, such as “Fornication Under the Consent of the King” or “For Unlawful Carnal Knowledge,” and involves some implausible story (see also HOOCH in HAPPY NEW YEAR! page 166). A painful pun or play on words can be involved. Frequently an eponymous origin is ascribed to the word, for instance, that the word “doozy” is derived from a car called a Duesenberg. It is very easy to check out many folk etymologies, and I implore you to do this the next time you get an entertaining word history forwarded to you in your e-mail. Start with a respectable dictionary that includes etymologies. If it says “origin uncertain,” you can be sure that the lexicographers have looked into all the possible suggestions and found none of them compelling (so please don’t write to us to say that you know for a fact that “posh” comes from “port outward starboard home”). If you want more information, you can consult the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) at most libraries and find out when the word (or meaning of the word) entered the language. Often the first date will be earlier or much later than the purported source of the word given in the folk etymology. There are more than enough fascinating and true word histories; we don’t need to make them up!


SPRING
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DOWN ON THE FARM

Spring is a busy time on the farm, what with cows calving, mares foaling, and sows, well, pigging. Many common English words started out with a now totally forgotten connection to domestic livestock.

Cows


PECULIAR
“Peculiar” comes from the Latin word pecu, meaning “cattle.” From this arose a derivative, peculium, meaning “property,” since cattle were private property. The adjective related to this was peculiaris, which meant “relating to private property.” So “peculiar” came to designate things that were a person’s private property, something that belonged to you and no one else. You could say of a politician that he “had not so much advanced the common wealth as his own private things and peculiar estate.” (That’s a quotation from 1548, which just goes to show that some things never change!) From designating material things such as possessions, “peculiar” soon came to be applied also to more abstract qualities and characteristics that were unique or “peculiar” to one person or group. And since anything that distinguishes one person from the rest of humanity usually becomes stigmatized as strangeness, “peculiar” eventually came to mean downright odd.
Incidentally, another word that came from this Latin word for cattle is “pecuniary,” because cattle signified wealth and money.
FELLOW
“Fellow” also comes from a word that meant “cattle” and, by extension, “money,” but this time in Old Norse: the word fé. It had a derivative félagi, which was a person who laid down money in a joint enterprise, a partner, or a team member. Gradually the meaning became weakened to apply to anyone who was loosely associated with another, as in “fellow traveler.” By the late 1400s “fellow” was being used simply as a synonym for “man” or “guy.”
BUGLE
“Bugle” comes from the Latin buculus, which was a diminutive of the Romans’ word for “ox.” Originally “bugle” in English meant a wild ox or even a buffalo. But wild ox horns made perfect hunting horns, so “bugle” came to mean this simple type of horn. When the Hanoverian light infantry adopted copper hunting horns as their signaling instrument in about 1750, the name for the older hunting horn stuck.
BUCOLIC
“Bucolic” is also derived from this same Latin word for “ox”; a bucolicus was a herdsman. So “bucolic” started out meaning literally “related to herdsmen,” but by the 1800s it was being used in the current sense of “pertaining to country life.”
BULIMIA
The word “bulimia,” or at least variants of it, has been around a surprisingly long time. Even in 1398 people were talking about “bolismus,” which they defined as “an immoderate or unmeasurable as it were an houndes appetyte.” It comes from two Greek words: bous, meaning “ox,” and limos, meaning “hunger.” So, I guess, for a Greek you weren’t hungry as a wolf but hungry as an ox. A late Victorian lexicon of medical terms defined “bulimy” (as it was then spelled) as “a morbid hunger, chiefly occurring in idiots and maniacs.” A bit harsh. It was not until the mid-1970s that bulimia, or binge eating, was identified as an eating disorder.

Pigs


PORCELAIN
“Porcelain” comes from the French word porcelaine, which in t he Middle Ages was the word for a cowrie shell, one of those oval-shaped seashells with a very shiny surface. If you think of the shiny, ceramic-like quality of a cowrie shell, you can see why porcelaine came to be applied to bone china. But the interesting thing is how a cowrie shell came to be called porcelaine. The French had gotten it from Italian porcellana, which was a derivative of porcella, meaning a female pig. Although nothing has been proven, some dictionaries will tell you that the connection between pigs and cowries is that a cowrie looks like the back of a pig, while others will tell you that, if you flip a cowrie over, it looks like a pig’s vulva. I don’t know what sort of mind can think of that when looking at a seashell, but that’s the story.
SCREW
“Screw” comes from the Old French escroue, which has become the modern French word écrou, for “nut,” not the nut you eat but the nut you screw onto a bolt. Escroue came from Latin scrofa, which meant “sow.” Again, we’re looking at female pigs. I never realized that people spent this much time looking at female pigs. Anyway, no one really knows what the connection is, but one can only speculate that the curly tail was what people had in mind when they made this connection between sows and screws.
SOIL
This is “soil” in the sense of making dirty or staining. In modern French, the verb meaning “to make dirty” is souiller. In Old French this was soillier, and this is what came into English. The French word was a corruption of a popular Latin verb, suculare, which comes from suculus, meaning “a little pig.” And the earliest use of this word “soil” as a noun in English meant literally “a muddy place used by a wild boar for wallowing in.” So that’s how we ended up with “soil,” meaning “make dirty.” The other soil comes from the Latin word solum, meaning “ground.” So even though you might think they were related because they both have this connection with dirt, they’re from two totally different sources.
PORPOISE
In Old French, porpeis was a squished-down corruption of the Latin porcus piscis, which meant literally “pig fish.” Goodness knows why we spell it as we do, since this word has had at least forty spellings since it entered English in about 1300, and we could have ended up with just about any of them. Samuel Johnson, however, used the spellings “porpoise” or “porpus” in his dictionary, which probably helped the former win out. But it’s really quite a ridiculous spelling when you look at it.
ROOT
The verb “root” in the sense of rummaging around, which was written “wroot” until about 1600, was originally used only of pigs grubbing around looking for food with their snouts. This goes back to Anglo-Saxon times, but it wasn’t until the 19th century that “root around” started to be used of human beings.
SWAIN
Though “swain” now survives only as a jocular word for a lover (and as an element meaning “man” in the words “boatswain” and “coxswain”), it started out among the pigs. In Anglo-Saxon times, swán was the word for a swineherd. The word was obviously upwardly mobile, however, because it made its way from someone who tended to swine to a knight’s attendant, a male servant, a farm laborer, and a shepherd. The connection with lovers came about because, in the pastoral poetry of the 17th and 18th centuries, the young lover was often a shepherd.

Horses


WALLOP
The ultimate source for the word “wallop” was a phrase in the language of the Franks, wala hlaupan, which meant “run well” or “run fast.” This Frankish phrase was related to the same Germanic words that gave English “well” and “leap.” When the Franks invaded France, they brought wala hlaupan with them, and in Northern French this became waloper, which meant, not “wallop” as we know it today, but “gallop.” It was of course the Normans, speakers of Northern French, who invaded England, where they became the landowners, the people who had the wealth to maintain horses for riding. With their arrival, French words started to usurp Anglo-Saxon words for equestrian matters. And walop was one of these words. So from about Chaucer’s time to Henry VIII’s time, horses went walloping down the roads in England. But meanwhile, back at the horse ranch in central France, the people had a hard time pronouncing these Frankish words beginning in w and stuck a g in there to make it easier, so waloper became galoper in Parisian French. And for some reason, in the 1500s the English decided they didn’t want to use “wallop” anymore and borrowed this French word instead. So “gallop” ousted “wallop” in the horse-riding sense, but “wallop” started to take on other meanings. The first was “boil noisily,” what we would call a rolling boil, presumably in imitation of the sound made by horses’ hooves. Then it meant “to make violent, heavy, noisy movements.” It wasn’t until the early 1800s that it meant “beat or strike,” as it does today.
CANTER
“Canter” was shortened from the compound noun “Canterbury pace” or “Canterbury gallop” in the 1700s. The longer form had been around for about 100 years by then, and the explanation of it is that a “Canterbury pace” was the speed at which the pilgrims proceeded on horseback to the shrine of St. Thomas à Becket in Canterbury.
RANDOM
This word was “randon” in about 1300 when we borrowed it from French. It came from a verb that meant “to gallop,” and even today in modern French there is a word randonnée, which can mean a horseback (or bicycle) ride. So randon came into English as a noun meaning “impetuosity” or “great speed in riding”: if you said someone rode their horse “in a randon,” it meant that they were riding at full speed and without much care. By Shakespeare’s time, 250 years later, “randon” had become “random” and “at random” meant what it does today—haphazardly, without a particular aim or purpose. It wasn’t until the 1650s that an adjective developed, meaning “done without conscious choice.” There is a wonderful quote from 1655: “In vain do staid heads make serious comments on light men’s random expressions.”
CURTAIL
The word “curtail” was originally “curtal” (pronounced CURTLE). We borrowed it from the French courtault in the early 1500s, to mean a horse whose tail has been docked, and also as a verb to mean the action of docking a horse’s tail. Now, although the meaning of the word had this connection with horses’ tails, the word itself was in no way related to the word “tail” in English. Courtault (which has survived in the family name Courtauld, as in the Courtauld Collection of art in England), was simply a derivative of the French word court meaning “short.” But, not surprisingly, people began to associate the second syllable of “curtal” with the word “tail,” and a variant “curtail” (still pronounced with the stress on the first syllable, CURtail) sprang up very quickly. The other thing that happened almost immediately was that the verb “curtal” or “curtail” started to be used figuratively to mean “cut short.” By the 1700s, “curtail” defeated the “curtal” variant, though it wasn’t pronounced curTAIL till the 1800s. And here’s a quotation from 1781 that I think we can all agree with: “Greatly to curtaill salaries is a false economy.”
BIDET
There was an Old French word in the 1300s, bider, which meant “to trot.” This gave rise in about the 1500s to a noun bidet, which meant a donkey or a small pony. The word also had this sense in English from the 1600s to the 1800s. In 1630, Ben Jonson could say, “I will return to myself, mount my bidet, in a dance, and curvet upon my curtal!” The word was transferred to the name of the bathroom fixture in the 1750s, again in France, the idea being that one sat astride it like a horse. The English were obviously fascinated by this French invention, because they started talking about it a mere fifteen years later.
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