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New words, of course, are no more produced by the folk than are new ballads: they are the inventions of concrete individuals, some of whom can be identified.


——H. L. Mencken, The American Language


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is a work of nonfiction. All sources and subjects are real people. In writing a book about the people who make up words and stories, it is a consistent challenge to separate true stories from those in which some party is “drinking the Kool-Aid,” either telling or believing stories that others will buy into. Diligent pre-readers of this book were asked to note when they thought the author was casting aside his better judgment in the face of Kool-Aid. It should be noted that Kool-Aid is a synthetic fruit juice manufactured by Kraft Foods, of which 563 million gallons are consumed each year, and there are, at this printing, twenty-two flavors. Kool-Aid is also the shorthand for a way of thinking, a point to be made in the pages that follow.



HUNTING

WORDS

1


When I arrived at nine in the morning, I found a low-ceilinged room that once had been a U.S. Navy vault. Its walls were covered with whiteboards and its center dominated by a large wooden table. I pulled up a chair and got out paper and pen. I joined a group that sat thinking and blurting out ideas, six of us trying to come up with a name for a new computer network. We hunkered around the table while a set of floor heaters crackled. It was my first day as a freelance namer, and we were making up a word.

Our group of six, including an actress, a poet, a computer programmer, and me, a business journalist, spent the day naming a computer network that would be used by small businesses. We looked no different from corporate workers casually dressed in loose-fitting blouses, button-down shirts, and khakis. At first our task seemed mundane, basic. But as our leader goaded us to think about this new word in different ways, through different angles and filters, the task assumed great depth and importance.

At the outset he asked us simply, “What does a computer network do?” The question hung in the air like a Zen koan . . . What is the sound of one hand clapping? By midday we recognized the almost tangible gravity and importance affixed to our naming project. We ran through dozens of exercises designed to tap the ideas we had in our heads, to get them out on paper, and to get us to keep things fresh, to avoid static thinking. The very idea of a new network twisted and morphed before us—seen at one moment as a light-rail system, then as a steel girder infrastructure, briefly as a bible. We tossed out words—Ensemble, Copernicus, Socket, Tango, Chainlink. We filled sheets of butcher paper with words penned in many hues, tore pictures from magazines, wrote advertising slogans, and watched television commercials about the company selling the network. The task was not so much to come up with one single winning word but to brainstorm hundreds of possibilities—to get all the ideas out. Someone else would sift through them later.

I went home that evening with a legal pad filled with scrawled, esoteric notes: data river = information ecosystem, interfusing + Galapagos—>braindock!!, ear to the ground, life versus company, the network that moves mountains. And even a few hastily jotted haikus: Rising from the dust / An unstoppable success / A chorus of one and The fabric of work / Gliding effortlessly fast / Zigging and zagging.

Naming the network gave me a sudden glimpse into another world. It seemed strange and futuristic, weird that we were being paid $300 a day to create a noun—a person, a place, or (in this case) a thing. As I began to look around with a more critical eye over the next few months, I saw a full-fledged language industry whose work was synthesizing words. And I met an array of people creating new words or reassigning existing ones to drive commerce forward by getting people to use certain words and change people’s behavior. Like so many other things in our prepackaged world, it seemed, words, too, were being turned out with factorylike efficiency, crafted to fit into our vocabularies.

But in the beginning, a word is just a word. The word might be scribbled in dry-erase marker on a whiteboard (like so many that day), uttered by an executive during a corporate brainstorm meeting, dreamed up by a naming consultant in the shower, or spewed out of a computer. It might be an existing word or a brand-new combination of characters. It might have specific connotations for a listener, or it might be totally foreign. At its outset, a brand name is just a string of letters without much meaning in relation to the product to which it is attached. But then it moves from being a word to being a name. And, finally, emerging like a butterfly into the world, it becomes a full-fledged brand name.

Sometimes the word succeeds beyond the wildest dreams of its creators, like a virus sent into the world to infect common speech. This is a successful brand launch. The created word is loaded with meaning, and the public responds well to that meaning, embraces it, becomes loyal to it, makes it a “household” name. Names can be emotional, contentious, controversial, valuable, dramatic, poetic, powerful, manipulative, human, cultural, international, invisible, pervasive, and ubiquitous.

As a culture, we have become a world of speed-readers, able to scan a newspaper article from the headline and understand an advertisement by just glancing at it. A name, if it is constructed right, plays into this scheme, so that its intended audience will grasp it immediately and implicitly. Jean-Marie Dru, in his seminal business text Disruption, puts forth the notion that communication is no longer a product attribute but an integral component of a product. In other words, the product is the message.

For most humans, the act of learning language and new words is a constant, ongoing process, although it is most pronounced during the first two decades of life. People generally start talking at eighteen months of age. At age two, most babies know fifty words. By the age of three, this number surges to around one thousand. By six, the average child knows thirteen thousand words; at eighteen, around sixty thousand. This means that most of us learn an average of ten new words each day from our first birthday on—the equivalent of a new word every two hours of waking life. And increasingly these words are brand names.

The modern marketplace teems with brand names—with a corn chip called Doritos Cooler Ranch, a car called Nissan Maxima, a beer called Moosehead, ready-to-eat frozen meals called Lean Cuisine, a food processor called Cuisinart, an airline called Virgin Atlantic, and a pain pill called Tylenol (derived from the chemical name for acetaminophen, N-acetyl-p-aminophenol). Each name, through heavy advertising, means something to every consumer. But how far, really, are these words from those I had scribbled in the meeting I attended . . . words like braindock and interfusing that seem totally meaningless?

By the time I had become a creator of new brand names, I was well aware that we live in a world filled with them, that brand names are a part of the soundtracks of our lives—some by chance, some on purpose—and that words owned by corporations have become core components of our modern language, if not a new language entirely, seeping into vernacular speech. Instead of drinking a cup of coffee, increasingly we “get Starbucks.” We “do the StairMaster.” We fedex packages, take an Advil, and apply ChapStick. These brand names are synecdoches—they represent larger things. By supplying meaning to consumers, brand names assume great worth in the marketplace. As adman Claude Hopkins writes, the best names “are almost complete advertisements in themselves.”

Slowly but surely the many words created and trademarked by corporations have come to resemble a new language unto themselves—a sort of pan-human language for a globalized world. The act of creating and trademarking words almost ensures that big-time brand names will become part of a new brandspeak,or what Stanford linguist Geoffrey Nunberg has called a “lingua branda.”

Colors of paint are no longer just reds, yellows, and blues but thousand of variations on the primary colors: Equator Glow (yellow), Yacht Harbor (blue), Evening Symphony (dark blue), Juicy Fig (brown). Ralph Lauren Paint has some of the most interesting names in the business: Farmer’s Jacket (blue), Summer Espadrille (yellow), Morning Surf (blue), Pacific Sarong (green), Locker Room (black), and Yorkshire Hound (orange).

Great companies no longer prosper solely from the efficient production of goods but also from the ubiquity of their brand names, from the prevalence of their “concepts.” In a book critical of what he calls “the new network economy,” writer Jeremy Rifkin identifies the switch: “What is really being bought and sold [is] ideas and images. The physical embodiment of these ideas and images becomes increasingly secondary to the economic process. If the industrial marketplace was characterized by the exchange of things, the network economy is characterized by the access to concepts, carried inside physical forms.” The ease with which consumers associate brand names with positive attributes now directly affects a company’s market share. We live in the information age, and anything sold must become part of the data stream. The naming firms I happened upon, and later worked for, have the interesting job of creating and inserting verbal or text messages into this flood of data—they are coiners of words,information-age neologists.

Among the many players in the communications industry—advertising agencies, public relations firms, crisis management groups, and brand strategists—as a reporter I was attracted to the small naming firms. The field is filled with language crafters, makers of meaning who look at language in a clinical fashion, and who craft new words and appropriate existing words for new uses. Discovering this group of namers was like finding the group of workers most emblematic of the new state of things, manipulators of the new postindustrial economy. The names that succeed seem to penetrate human interactions transparently. Others fail. I wanted to know how and why this happens.

As I studied it, I came to realize that the language of business has a mature grammar filled with brand names, multifaceted ideas, and more in-depth and far-reaching stories. Names, ideas, and stories are all, to a certain extent, figures of speech that can move the behavior of clients, customers, and employees—and, most important, make money. Language in the marketplace shapes how people act.

Most firms in this line of work go unnoticed, although their work ranges far and has great impact. They work in the background, crafting prose in clever ways for each client to put its own name on. It is a creative field, with little consensus on common practices. The best firms are those with an abiding interest in promoting effective language. Rather than championing buzzwords and jargon, these firms focus on understanding the landscape of commerce and how best to work within a world where intellectual property trumps physical property. Workers in the language industry apply themselves toward the fine art of understanding human nature so they may best place their concepts within an evolving material culture. The task of creating a new name—of taking a word or making up a word that can be smoothly inserted into the marketplace and into the vocabularies of consumers—is harder than it sounds. It’s a lot easier to hand over an assignment to a specialized consultant who does nothing but name.


Hunting Words

Scholars credit William Shakespeare with coining some 1,500 words (including lackluster, bandit, and watchdog). But namers produce neither poetry nor high art; they create words that make money. How namers work is strange, but their output is also a strange commodity, as far from a product of the industrial age as you are likely to find. An odorless, shapeless, product-less product that still can be owned. A product that can be planted in a million virtual fields and harvested, growing and spreading as it shapes consciousness wherever it travels.

I decided to hunt down some of the more successful words, to track them from where I found them in the marketplace back to their points of origin. I sought to pluck them up and examine them and identify the unique features of each. I wanted to write their biographies. I decided to embark on a modern voyage of etymology.

Like an adventurer of old, bent on tracking words through space and time, I followed a handful of words to their birthplaces, to the latter-day factories that shaped and cut them from the whole cloth of the English language. If they all swam together now in a sea of data, a global ocean of colliding bits, each had to have had a point of entry—those points of embarkation were my destinations, their creators were my sources. Each word, I knew, had been fashioned by some group or some person somewhere. Some of the words I traced came from a handful of firms that led the field of language creators, who develop single words and all-encompassing lexicons. And some people guarded their tales more than others. Unlike natural or organically created words, the ones I stalked were synthetic bits of language, and some sought to parallel and imitate “real words” more than others.

For my yearlong adventure I chose five words: BlackBerry, Accenture, Viagra, Porsche Cayenne, and IBM e-business. Each has its own story to tell about the new synthetic corporate language. BlackBerry is that rare word that helped its product succeed in ways it otherwise might not have. Accenture is as synthetic as they come, a test-tube concoction—wholly created from nothing. Viagra, in three years, penetrated that esteemed repository of language, the Oxford English Dictionary. The Porsche Cayenne, on the cusp of its own release into the world when I encountered it, remained a wild card. And e-business, I found, was a borrowed word that IBM never owned. As a group, these words came from a variety of places—the technology, consulting, pharmaceutical, and automotive industries. They were a representative batch of words that would allow me to gain an overview of naming things today.

Not coincidentally perhaps, many of the stories I found are about products made for communicating. The named things I found most interesting include personal devices for sharing text messages, consulting firms that help get messages across, and technology firms that build and run vast communication networks. For talking, sending email, sharing the bits and bytes that make up our current age, that make money and keep people employed. We live in an age of communications infrastructure, where much attention and energy are focused on the mere act of communicating—programming telephones, downloading information, checking voice mail, email, video-on-demand.

The stories in this book, whether about the communications firms or the products and services for which they have crafted language, show that the best words meet a need that a target audience has—not an artificial or manufactured need but a real one. Words, especially well-crafted words, change people’s behavior. It is important to note that the pieces of language shown in the pages ahead, whether simple brand names or stories, were backed up by strong products and services. The most successful launches of language have been those that let their target audiences become a part of a narrative. The companies that combine strong products with the idea of integrating customer opinions and needs have, by and large, found success.

Porsche and SUV are two words that individually pack a lot of meaning. Putting the two together could spell disaster. Starting in the summer of 2002, Porsche rolled out a new SUV that it chose to call Cayenne. In naming the vehicle, Porsche studied its target audience, hoping to put itself in the driver’s seat. Its message, after a long silence, became, “We know that you may think this new car, this Third Porsche, will dilute the Porsche brand, but just wait and see.” Porsche needed to refocus the idea of the SUV, the backwoods image conveyed by Sierra and Yukon. Would Cayenne encompass not only a new SUV image but also Porsche’s craftsmanship, speed, and myth?

In the first section of the book, on the creation of names, I look at people who craft single words intended to become brand names. I stop off at Lexicon Branding, the word fabrication factory where I first gained a glimpse into this hidden world. In this chapter on creating one single word, I show how the right word can do wonders for a product and the company selling that product. Lexicon successfully takes the pulse of consumer sentiment and matches a word to the feeling, moving bits of information by knowing just the right word consumers will respond to, long before those consumers even know what they want.

Lexicon had churned out dozens of brand names—household words like Pentium and PowerBook—when a small underdog Canadian technology company came calling in need of a good name. It was the kind of project that Lexicon’s founder, David Placek, excels at—taking a piece of cutting-edge machinery and slapping on an equally forward-thinking name. RIM, the maker of what Placek and his staff came to call BlackBerry, already had competition from well-known players in the handheld computer and wireless telecommunications market, players like Palm Computing whose messages the public knew well. BlackBerry, an appropriate and original name, has blossomed into a brand. Without its name, the device and the company that manufactures it would not have moved as far, as fast.

By the time I turned my attention to Accenture, the word was everywhere—it was the centerpiece of a $175 million marketing campaign. Apparently the word was sent in to corporate headquarters by one of more than two thousand consultants at the company participating in an internal match. The word interested me mainly because it had been born by court order. Andersen Consulting and Arthur Andersen were happily united as sister companies until differences pushed them so far apart that a legal showdown forced Andersen Consulting to drop its name. An entire company had to change its signs and business cards and, more important, see itself as something new—and to convince clients of its credibility. I was curious how a large, old company chose a new name and how it affected the people who worked there. I wanted to know what it did to a group of people to remove a historic name they were all a part of. And why, I wanted to know, Accenture? In this chapter I explore the legal challenges and hurdles that just about any big-ticket noun faces in the marketplace. Accenture, a name created by an Andersen employee, shows the triumph of a new kind of name—the synthetic, just-add-water (and a lot of advertising dollars), umbrella name. As a language tool, it had a job to do, and when engaged in the marketplace, the word worked.

In the second part of the book I look into how the most powerful words grow into ideas with the power to sway behavior. Once a word like FedEx (or even BlackBerry) transforms into an idea, it has gained a toehold on the consumer psyche. An idea is a name with some extra value, some added connotation that makes the word more valuable to its owners. Ideally, the creator of a new word takes into consideration how the new word will move and travel, and how it will spread through people’s vocabulary and gain a certain level of “talk value.” But there are no tried-and-true rules for how to send words out.

At Wood Worldwide, the birthplace of such well-known pharmaceutical drug names as Paxil and Prilosec, creative director R. John Fidelino told me that a well-crafted name for a new drug must be an instant idea. Few people missed out on the 1998 launch of Viagra—the word, if not the pill itself, was suddenly everywhere. And this was not a huge surprise to the people behind the launch. Because of the subject matter, a stigmatized physical condition known as impotence, older marketing wisdom dictated a discreet name. But by bringing the drug and the carefully renamed disease into conversation, Pfizer got the word out at NASCAR speed. Soon other names would invade Viagra’s territory and carve up its market share in advance of its sale as a generic drug, but Viagra owned its given window of time. A coined word, Viagra came to serve as an idea and a tool that people were ready and willing to use in speech.

I also found cases where language—names and ideas—were rolled into corporate stories. Those corporate stories—the good ones, anyway—are often created by firms in full command of how words alter and affect perceptions, so that the full power of particular words can have a lasting impact. Tracking down Keith Yamashita was no easy feat—there was no direct line from him to any of his work. But when I found him and talked to him, I discovered that he had had a hand not only in IBM’s wide-reaching language efforts but also in efforts at IBM’s competitors Hewlett-Packard and Apple Computer. In the last section of the book, I look at the development of corporate stories, how these all-encompassing narratives are crafted and disseminated, and how they work to change behavior. In chapter 10, I look specifically at how IBM (with help from Yamashita’s under-the-radar consulting firm) created its e-business story. This chapter shows that some firms craft entire stories, incorporating both names and ideas. It also looks at the “communications industry” and how companies like Apple have profited by concentrating so closely on words and language. IBM’s e-business was a bigger story than just one word, and it worked because the story allowed IBM to recontextualize, rightly, where the whole Internet was headed. It made IBM relevant to itself and to consumers who were unsure what the digital future held.

These words, once constructed and released, must hold their own. They’ll get sucked into all sorts of weather systems, some sunny, some stormy. Some will be anti-corporate, some pro-corporate, some philanthropic. They could be used in art, or as art. A lot will happen to them—some of which can be controlled, some of which cannot. People who come up with these words really can’t rely on a simple formula; one success almost guarantees that a similar word won’t succeed. Once you create Pentium or PowerBook and it owns a part of the market, you can’t go there again.

Five little words: BlackBerry, Accenture, Viagra, Cayenne,e-business. Two of the words are appropriated (BlackBerry and Cayenne); two are completely made up (Viagra and Accenture); and one (e-business) is a composite word made of a word and a letter that already exist. As it happens, the two that were made up were advertised with abandon. BlackBerry seeped more slowly into the public consciousness before getting an advertising push. Cayenne was surrounded with a good deal of advertising that sought to marry the name with that of Porsche. IBM’s e-business also was shipped out to the world in a dozen ways, heavily wrapped inside other messages and images. These five words are the characters in this book.


Naming Names

All names start in the same place: inside someone’s brain, the brain of someone like Andrea Carla Michaels. Andrea Michaels was my own introduction into the world of naming. I met her randomly and unexpectedly while out with my friend Jessie fora Sunday-afternoon walk around San Francisco’s North Beach. Meeting her was one of those chance encounters in life that sends one down an unexpected road with no return. Jessie smiled as I snapped a photograph on an ancient Polaroid Land Camera. Andrea, a slim and attractive woman of forty, walked by and took an interest in the camera. The three of us sat down and had a cup of coffee at an outdoor café.

Andrea was a namer. She had just been interviewed by Bob Garfield on National Public Radio about her profession, and I’d heard the broadcast while driving. I hadn’t listened carefully to the radio story, but when she told Jessie and me how she made a living, I recalled bits and pieces. On the radio she described things she had named—an airline (Vanguard), a video dating service (Tango), a European popcorn product (Pop-A-Razzi), and an inflatable furniture company (Furnishair, Inc.).

She worked independently, she told us, but also for a number of these so-called naming firms that depended on people like her to supply initial fodder, starting points for naming projects. She had played a role in naming Monsanto’s parasite-proof potato, the NewLeaf Potato, for one such firm. She was one of a handful of word creators, a sort of elite force of creative people who regularly supplied raw material to the firms that hired her—in the shape of words and ideas—for the wide-reaching brainstorming sessions and creative phases of name creation. “Naming is like songwriting, or haiku, but it’s even more tightly constrained,” another namer later explained. “It’s creativity under constraint. You have to evoke shades of meaning in small words.”

Andrea shared some of her story with us that first afternoon, enough to paint a picture of a typical corporate namer, if there could be such a thing. I was initially intrigued for selfish reasons when I met Andrea—I did not necessarily want to model my life after hers, but it occurred to me that as a recent college graduate with a literature degree, an ability to free-associate on command, and an interest in words, I had at least part of the skill set that would make me a good namer. It sounded like a fun way to spend one’s time.

I came to view Andrea as a sort of foot soldier in a linguistic war being waged by corporate America where good, novel, inventive, and fresh ideas substitute for ammunition. When she walked into a naming firm and presented her credentials—Harvard education, knowledge of Greek, Italian, and French, obsession with Scrabble, keen observer of pop culture, hobby of writing crossword puzzles, slightly off-center worldview, addiction to trivia, and regular participation on game shows—they were likely to throw some work at her.

Andrea is a humor writer. Like a lot of the creatives I met, she’s an artist with a set of knowledge that is useful in the corporate world. Some of the best new brand names emerge from this intersection of creative ideas and business strategy. The creative people who can best combine their skills with an understanding of the business landscape often supply the best answers. But they are a rare breed and come from a range of unpredictable disciplines. Summoned to boardrooms, these people often connect corporations to the rest of the world by shedding light on their products and philosophy and also by making lumbering giants seem nimble and relevant to average consumers.

Although Andrea has changed her look many times, I like to think of her with her hair worn in bleached spikes—hip with a somewhat timeless appearance. She could almost be a character in a Mad Max movie, a strong-willed and street-smart chick riding alongside Mel Gibson in a postapocalyptic world. She’s reminiscent of the rock musician Ani DiFranco, a mature, sexy punk with quick-witted intellect. Andrea is neither a slick consultant nor a branding professional. Her employers would not want to parade her before a client, for fear of what candid remarks she might let slip. She’s a loose cannon. But she can create and channel her verbal smarts in many directions, and she gets the job done.

Her résumé, which she submitted to me a couple of years after I first met her (when I myself was in the process of hiring her to help name something), is surprisingly fun to read. It’s a long list of jobs that, as a group, are far-from-standard ways to make a living. She’s peppered her professional career with outlandish pursuits, things that just plain did not exist twenty years ago. And you won’t find everything she’s done on her résumé. You won’t see that she created a crossword puzzle for the New York Times in which she managed to sneakily spell out her name across the center. (The subject of her crossword was earthquakes; 39 across was San Andreas Fault.) She told me the crossword she produced was the best thing she did in 2000: “It’s the puzzle of all puzzles.” She spent months preparing the crossword and was paid seventy-five dollars by the Times. She recognizes that she does a lot of things that people would do for free. “If you love to do something, people might take advantage of that,” she told me. Andrea found her way to naming because it provided a steady flow of work that combined an affinity for vocabulary words with a solid paycheck.

Andrea’s love of words runs deep. When she was eight years old, she announced to her family that she wanted to change her name. Her father repeatedly talked her out of it and resorted to hiding her birth certificate. Eventually, when she was a stand-up comic in Los Angeles, she brainstormed some possibilities for her stage name (Maxfield and MaxMichaels were shortlist contenders). She then dropped her surname, Eisenberg, and started calling herself Andrea Carla Michaels. This first foray into naming was meant to give her a name that was Jewish-sounding enough so she didn’t feel as if she were trying to change her identity. “My name sounded silly to me, so I changed it,” she says. She was aware of how powerful names can be, how a word can help sell something. She also knew how important it is for the client to connect with the name—Michael is her dad’s first name.

To Andrea, naming is just an extension of her game-playing, and her love of games parallels her infatuation with words. She’s done just about all one can do to profit from a sheer love of words—not of writing or grammar but of just unadulterated words. She lets her brain get rented out and downloaded in the process of delivering ideas to clients. “Of course,” Andrea tells me, “there’s a direct relationship between my naming myself, my love of words, my love of Scrabble, being a comic-slash-writer, loving travel and therefore languages . . . and being a namer.” Words are the protagonists in her personal Information Age drama.

Andrea has been on virtually every major game show at least once. Game shows and naming projects are more similar than they appear—quick engagements that test one’s fast-reflex smarts. In July 1988, Andrea reached a personal milestone when she was selected as a contestant on Jeopardy after several qualifying rounds. The thrill of Jeopardy, she says, is in summoning an answer out of the air. “It’s a question of retrieval—I’m pulling something out I learned in third grade. It’s all these pieces of the puzzle coming together. It’s synchronicity. It means making connections between words and people.” But she flamed out. She lost to a military captain who appeared on the show in full uniform, nailed a final question on the Civil War, and set the all-time single-day Jeopardy prize record.

In 1991, Andrea appeared on Wheel of Fortune, where she sought to right all the wrongs of Jeopardy—it is a straight word game, after all. Originally, one of the things that attracted her to doing game shows was that she thought she could make a good amount of money and then spend time writing comedy without worrying about how to pay the rent. So far, her plan hasn’t quite worked out. Being on a game show has been validating, though, because every time she’s been on the air, she’s heard from old friends and acquaintances. “I like getting acclaim from friends,” she says.

In a videotape of her Wheel appearance, Andrea appears indigenous to the 1980s. She has long, permed hair and a classy gray wool suit. Pat Sajak introduces her to his TV audience as someone who loves to travel and learn new languages, and who works at a video dating company. She flirts with the friendly host and shows off her smarts.

In a bonus round she manages to pick a seven-letter word from only the slimmest of clues. She is given six letters, picks another four, and ends up with _ _ _ _ _ G E.

Sajak: “It’s a thing. Good luck.”

Andrea: “Okay, let’s say luggage, baggage, cabbage.”

Sajak: “Yeah, that’s it, cabbage.”

That one simple, overlooked, and neglected word—cabbage—landed her the keys to her very own brand-new recreational vehicle. “It was the highlight of my life,” she told me. “Everything I was good at all coming together in ten seconds, right next to Pat Sajak.”

As I got to know her, I realized that over the years Andrea has marinated herself in television game shows. Most of those shows demand some form of intelligence, even if it is knowledge of trivia. Scrabble is another huge part of Andrea’s life, a game she plays competitively. When her ranking leveled out at around 1,300 (top-ranked players have ratings of 1,600), she grudgingly accepted that to improve she would have to study words—a hallmark of many of the best players. So she sat down and studied, memorizing every word with two letters, three letters, and on up. A lot of the top players don’t bother to learn the definitions of most words—they just want to know if a word can take an s or an un or an ed and whether it’s a q word that does not need a u—but Andrea stopped to digest each meaning. Failing to do so would be fake, phony. She delights in the romance of finding a definition in an otherwise random string of letters. “I’m just trying to make beautiful words,” she says, “not trying to beat the other players.”

Andrea gave up comedy in the late 1980s, when she developed an allergic reaction to secondhand cigarette smoke. Naming was her ticket out of the land of stand-up, and a pretty good way to mesh her love of words with a decent income. In the early 1990s, she moved to San Francisco, where a fledgling naming industry was growing to support what would become the Internet boom of the late 1990s. Soon Andrea came to work as a freelance namer, taking her expertise to a variety of small consulting firms like Idiom, Metaphor, Landor Associates, Interbrand, and Lexicon Branding. As we sat at that North Beach café, it struck me that naming was something I might want to try. Andrea gave me the name of one of the firms, telling me they might just hire me for a project or two.

I saw naming as a lucrative pursuit where I could use my cultural observation skills and interest in the creative side of business. My own creativity had been nurtured at the alternative elementary school I attended (where we sang the Beatles’ “Back in the USSR” in rounds) but had little outlet as I got older. Naming also seemed like a natural step from journalism, which also focuses on the importance of words and of placing ideas within proper frameworks.

As a business journalist I am more attracted to the offbeat, business-culture stories than the hard-hitting, numbers-driven material that might make sense of earnings reports or analyze mergers and acquisitions. I have written articles about a novelist-turned-coach who taught CEOs how to speak clearly and effectively while raising money from investors. I first learned to surf under the tutelage of two biotechnology entrepreneurs and wrapped the episode into an article about how, for some, surfing is an integral part of the business day. Naming things seemed like a way to jump right into one of these stories, to participate instead of just observing.


Taking It to the Whiteboard

With a lead from Andrea, I got in touch with Lexicon Branding, the world’s first and largest naming firm, just over the Golden Gate Bridge in Sausalito. To apply to become part of the pool of creative talent that Lexicon drew from, I sent in ten names for a new mountain bike and ten names for a new computer operating system.

The mountain bike names came naturally, as I had been riding off-road since just after the first mass-market Specialized Stumpjumper hit the trails in 1981. For bike brands I suggested Acme Designs, Rockwell Bikes, Hercules Mountain Bikes, Trajectory Cycles, Ironclad Cycles, and Armstrong Off-Road Machinery. As I made up these words I was immediately aware of how hard it was to distance a new name from existing names—and to try to differentiate a new concept radically while communicating effectively what the product was. I knew less about computer operating systems but spent a few days reading up before sending in Iris, Helios, Mediax, Zeus, Synapse, and Axle as possibilities. I never heard what they thought of these suggestions, but in a week or two, Lexicon called me to book a day of my time.

My work at Lexicon gave me an exciting glimpse behind the corporate curtain. As I got closer to the advertising and branding industry, I came to see that well-channeled creativity fuels some of the most interesting work. Ad agencies hire the better creative talents for some sixth sense they possess, an ability to examine their own culture and appreciate it at the same time—and then to fit new ideas squarely into the context of the culture in the process of selling something. These so-called creatives play a critical role in increasingly sophisticated marketing efforts that are often far more creative than the actual products being marketed. Insofar as products sold are about buying into certain narratives and specific meanings, the industry of people who
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