
[image: img]

The Military Origins of Everyday Words and Phrases

GRAEME DONALD


DEDICATION

For my loving wife, Rhona, who has to put up with me — but with a very special thanks to all the forces personnel who stand their watch so that the rest of us can sleep easy at night.
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INTRODUCTION

Given the time, effort, and money that the human race has invested in depleting its own numbers, it is perhaps not surprising that so many expressions in everyday use in the English language come from the field of military endeavor.

Many are, as one might expect, home-grown in both the British and American forces, but others have come from contact with troops of other nations encountered either as friend or foe. From Swedish troops encountered in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) we adopted “run the gauntlet” from their field-punishment requiring the miscreant to endure the gatlopp, their word for the corridor of men armed with sticks to beat the unfortunate victim as he made his painful progress along the line.

Sixteenth-century conflict with the Dutch enriched English with talk of a “lost cause” being a “forlorn hope,” this being our corruption of the enemy’s verloren hoop, or “lost troop,” their term for the first wave of infantry sent into attack and with little chance of survival. Many standard French expressions were brought home in scrambled form by British troops returning from the trenches of World War 1; vin blanc landed in English as “plonk”; the informal farewell of à tout à l’heure was corrupted to “toodle-oo,” which although first noted in prewar English was most definitely given longevity by its popularity in the ranks. Also brought home from the trenches were expressions of darker origins, such as “going over the top” to describe chaos and histrionics, and talk of those missing being “left hanging on the [barbed] wire.”

Other words and phrases, albeit with a forces’ origin, are not included, no matter their popularity, as they are too far removed from the actual business of fighting. A good example of such is “scuttlebutt,” a widely-used term for gossip and rumor. On an 18th-century British warship fresh water was at a premium, so the daily ration for the entire crew was issued in a special barrel lashed to a mast and with a hole, or “scuttle,” sawn at its widest point to prevent over-filling. Whenever three or four men gathered to drink there was an inevitable exchange of chatter. Interestingly enough, it was in America that the term first saw service as a synonym for gossip.

Nor did the military “snooker” make the grade for pretty much the same reasons. The game was born in 1875 in the officers’ mess of the British forces stationed at Jabalpur in India, where Colonel Sir Neville Chamberlain had tired of the regular table games then played. Drawing on billiards and the now-forgotten game of pyramids, he assembled all the balls on the table and concocted a set of rules with Lieutenant Colonel George Pretyman. Because it was a new game and everyone in the mess was a novice, it was christened “snooker,” the military slang for a first-year cadet and a term that basically meant “snot-nose.”

When you move into the body of the book you will come across some words and expressions that one would expect to derive from weapons and warfare, but many, such as “best man,” “bikini,” “braille,” “garnish,” “morris dancing,” “Scotland Yard,” and “yo-yo” might come as something of a surprise. In order to illustrate interesting links between terms, cross-references are given where necessary at the end of paragraphs for ease of use.

Researching a book such as this is a joy that frequently demands the abandonment of standard reference works in favor of talking to people with a particular and focused reservoir of knowledge. If, for example, a phrase is said to have been born of the loading techniques peculiar to 16th-century gunnery, then one is best talking to an expert in that field to make sure that artillery was indeed so loaded in that era. Such people are not always academics; my own first port of call for any question regarding small arms of the 14th to the 19th centuries is a local retired postman called Ernie Lancashire, whose knowledge concerning their design and use is encyclopedic. An invaluable starting point to hunt out such people is the ASLIB Directory of Information Sources in the United Kingdom, and staff at the Royal Armouries in Leeds have also been incredibly helpful in directing me to other such unsung heroes.

These information sources often lead to conclusions at odds with eminent works such as the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and readers will find examples of such derivations offered here. For instance, the OED notes the first use of “cold shoulder” as a rebuff in the novel The Antiquary (1816) by Sir Walter Scott, but cold shoulder of mutton as a dish quite obviously carried derogatory overtones long before 1816. In The Craven Street Gazette (1770), Benjamin Franklin speaks scathingly of being presented with such a dish: “It seems that cold shoulder of mutton and apple pie were thought sufficient for Sunday dinner.” Further research will doubtless turn up earlier references to the meal in such contexts. This example indicates that the OED itself is a work in progress rather than a definitive guide.

Nor does the OED favor the theory which, intriguingly, tracks the evolution of “carbine” from the name of the scarab dung-beetle – but the acclaimed etymologist Eric Partridge builds an extremely good case for this link, which is also put forward by the American Heritage Dictionary (fourth edition, 2000); also, quite a number of weapons historians present similar findings in well-argued papers that can be found with a search on the internet. In short, tracking the history of words and phrases is not an exact science, and that which today is held up as a solid theory can be blown out of the water tomorrow by the serendipitous unearthing of a previously obscure and earlier reference pointing in a totally different direction. So, constructive comment and suggestion is cordially invited from readers taking issue with any of the derivations offered in the following pages. I hope you enjoy reading them.

Graeme Donald, March 2008


A

A-TEAM

Elite group.

The alpha-designation indicates “advanced,” and the perceived implications of superiority among civilians are likely due to the 1980s television series of the same name, which centered on the exploits of an ever-victorious group of ex-US Special Forces adventurers operating as freelance good-guys in Los Angeles, CA. The term was first noted in non-military use in the 1960s, however.

A real A-Team, properly designated an ODA, Operational Detachment Alpha, comprises 12 US Special Forces operatives sent behind enemy lines for a specific purpose: two officers, two skilled in weapons, two in engineering and demolition, two in operations and intelligence, two in communications, and two in field medicine.

ACHIEVE

To accomplish.

The ultimate source of this word is the Latin phrase ad caput venire, “to bring to a head,” a phrase employed by the Roman people when calling for a fallen gladiator to be finished off in the arena. Building on the original Latin, Old French constructed achiever and the antonym meshever, which arrived in English as “achieve” and “mischief.” “Achieve” retained its murderous implications, as this example from the 16th-century Shakespeare play Henry V shows: “Bid them achieve me, and then sell my bones” (Act IV, scene III). In general speech “mischief” gradually weakened to become a synonym of “naughty,” but in legal parlance it still means to set out with malicious intent to cause harm or injury. THUMBS UP/DOWN

ADD INSULT TO INJURY

Escalation of aggression.

Today, this sits as something of an oddity in the language, in that “insult” denotes a verbal attack that is not as serious as “injury.” But these terms have swapped places over the years; “injury,” allied to “perjury,” denoted a verbal attack, and “insult,” allied to “assault,” was a physical one. So, in the 17th and 18th century this made perfect sense: the assault started off with “injuries” before raising the stakes to a physical attack. Only in the medical profession does “insult” retain its original meaning, denoting anything attacking the body: “Congenital heart abnormalities are … often caused by rubella or similar insults in the early months of pregnancy” (Scientific American).
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ADD INSULT TO INJURY

AFTERMATH

Unpleasant follow-up to events.

According to the OED, this once-pleasant term began to mean “a state or condition left by a (usually unpleasant) event” in the 1650s and by the 19th century was increasingly applied to the aftereffects of strife and war. Today it is strongly associated with the poststrike horrors of nuclear attack. This is indeed a strange shift for an agricultural term originally denoting the fresh growth of new shoots that spring up in a meadow or field after the first cut of the season. “Aftermath/ aftermowth” began life meaning fresh and welcome beginnings, so it was presumably amid city-dwellers, ignorant of the proper definition, that the meaning became altered.

AL-QAEDA

Umbrella name for disparate terror groups.

As with so many other Arabic terms, such as “algebra,” “alcohol,” and “alcove,” the definite article “al” is incorporated into the word in Western usage, and Al-Qaeda means “The Base.” Whether that means a military base or something more abstract such as a principle or an ethos is unclear. It is also uncertain whether the term was first used by terror groups of themselves and subsequently picked up by Western intelligence, or whether it was a Western coinage.

In October 2001, Al Jazeera journalist Tayseer Alouni filmed an interview in which Osama bin Laden claimed: “The name al-Qaeda was established a long time ago by mere chance. The late Abu Ebeida El-Banashiri established the training camps for our mujahideen against Russia’s terrorism. We used to call the training camp al-Qaeda and the name stayed.”

The BBC’s Power of Nightmares program (a trilogy screened January 18–20, 2005) not only went to great lengths to show there was no such specific organization as Al-Qaeda, but also postulated that the term was the invention of Jamal al-Fadl, a former cohort of bin Laden who had turned informer. The White House was determined to prosecute bin Laden in absentia using the 1970s Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), which required proof that he was the leader of a criminal organization. The indictment required a specific name and members of the CIA put this problem to al-Fadl, who had been feeding them intelligence since 1996; he told them to opt for Al-Qaeda and the case of US v bin Laden began in February 2001. This fits chronologically with the fact that bin Laden himself only started to talk of Al-Qaeda after the attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. To add further confusion, bin Laden’s groups then allied with Egypt’s al-Jihad to form the Qaa’idat al-Jihad, “the (power) base of the Jihad.” A third suggestion that cannot be discounted came from the late Robin Cook MP (1946–2005), British Foreign Secretary from 1997 to 2001. Cook claimed inside knowledge that the term was derived from the fact that bin Laden, and others like him, had previously been registered on a CIA database listing individuals and groups to which the Americans had provided arms and support in Russian-occupied Afghanistan. The day after the London bombings of July 7, 2005, Cook wrote his penultimate piece in The Guardian, describing bin Laden as “A product of monumental miscalculations by Western intelligence agencies. Throughout the 80s he was armed by the CIA and funded by the Saudis to wage jihad against the Russian occupation of Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda, literally the database, was originally a computer file of the thousands of mujahideen who were recruited and trained by the CIA to defeat the Russians. Inexplicably, and with disastrous consequences, it never appears to have occurred to Washington that once Russia was out of the way, bin Laden’s organization would turn its attention to the West.”

ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT

Ominous silence.

This expression, dating from World War I, refers to the 600-mile line of confrontation running from the Swiss border down to the English Channel, with various sections of the whole identified as either the Hindenburg Line or the Siegfried Line. From a geographical standpoint this is an odd expression to find in English usage, because only for the Germans was this the Western Front. From London, it was the Eastern Front. For the Germans, the Eastern Front ran from Riga to the Black Sea and the Southern Front from the Swiss Border to Trieste. German military dispatches so frequently stated Im Westen nichts neues, “nothing new in the West,” that the phrase was adopted by the German press and turned into something of a catchphrase. Erich Maria Remarque (1898–1970) used it as the title of his 1929 book that detailed the horrors and boredom of trench warfare. When the book was translated into English the title was deliberately amended to echo other titles, such as that of the American Civil War song, “All Quiet along the Potomac Tonight,” and “All Quiet in the Shipka Pass.” The latter was the caption to a famous Russian cartoon of 1878 by Vasily Vereshchagin, showing dead and frozen Russian troops during the Russo–Turkish War (1877–78).

AMAZON

Statuesque woman and a South American river.

The origin of “amazon” has caused considerable conjecture through the ages. At one time academic opinion favored the notion that it derived from the Greek a mazos, “without breast,” as scholars such as E. C. Brewer, Walter Skeat, Josine H. Blok, Roy K. Gibson, and Christina Shuttleworth Kraus have postulated that the Amazons might have cauterized the right breast at birth to produce a more efficient archer in later life. However, women excel at archery today without recourse to such drastic measures, and no ancient image of any Amazon shows a figure so mutilated. Other suggestions have included everything from the Greek a maza, “without cereal,” because the Amazons were nomads and thus did not cultivate crops, to the Slavonic omuzhony, “masculine women,” but as Eric Partridge (1894–1979) opines in his A Short Etymology of Modern English (1958), there seems little reason to look beyond the Old Persian hamazon, “a warrior.” It is also to Ancient Persia that some scholars look for a factual foundation of the legend of the Amazons.

The ancient Greeks and Persians were at war for many centuries, and there is plenty of evidence for the existence of female Persian warriors; some scholars have even suggested that there were elite corps of Persian soldiers who used to dress as women, but this does seem a step too far. The female cavalry units of Sassanid Persia (AD 226–651) were widely feared and, although a little late in the day to inspire the legend of the Amazons, these women could well have been followers of earlier female brigades. Others, such as anthropologists/ archaeologists Jeanine Davis-Kimball and Vera Kovalesvkaya, who have opened several ancient graves of female warriors across the part of Russia that was known to the Greeks as Scythia, cite these to be the kernel of truth at the center of the legend. If they are correct, then these warrior women of old could well have imposed another influence to “update” the Norse Valkyrie. From the 9th to the 12th centuries the Vikings systematically invaded and consolidated their hold on what would become Russia, a country likely named from this ingress (Rus is a Finnish-based term meaning “oarsmen”). It is impossible that the Vikings could have failed to notice brigades of mounted female warriors, and it was about this time that, in their own mythology, the Valkyries changed from being mere mortal women who killed captives to provide a bodyguard for Odin to sky-riding warrior-maidens.

As for the name of the River Amazon, Vincente Pinzon seems to have been the first European on the scene in 1500, and he called the river the Rio Santa Maria de la Mar Dulce, a name that soon yielded to the more apposite Rio Grande. By 1515 it was known as the Maranon, probably from the Spanish marana, a “tangle or snarl-up,” alluding to the difficulty of navigation and the confusion of all the tributaries. Eventually, the locals’ name for the river won through: Amassona, which in the Tupi language means “boat-destroyer.”

Stories of Amazon-basin warriors filtered back to Europe from the 1541 expedition under Francisco de Orellana, who had come in search of the fabled treasures of El Dorado. Included in the party to chronicle events was the Dominican “scholar” Gaspar de Carvajal (1500–84), and it is only in his colorful retellings of his travels that lurid accounts of tall, pale-skinned, blonde-haired, naked female warriors are to be found. The title of de Carvajal’s book was Relacion del nuervo descubrimiento del famoso rio Grande que descubrio por muy gran ventura el capitan Francisco de Orellana, or Account of the recent discovery of the famous Grand River which was discovered by great good fortune by Captain Francisco de Orellana, and it did not find its way into print until 1895, almost 300 years after it was written.

The massive on-line trading company of the same name was founded as Cadabra by Jeff Bezos in 1994. Tired of jokes and puns on cadaver, he changed the name to Amazon to convey an image of a mighty flow of merchandise. VIRAGO

AMBULANCE

Conveyance for the incapacitated.

Baron Dominique Jean Larrey (1766–1842), personal physician to Napoleon and Surgeon-in-Chief of his armies, was responsible for the first form of ambulances. Larrey argued that medical back-up on the battlefield would improve morale and thus the fighting spirit, and was given permission to institute what he called the hôpital ambulant, “walking hospital,” a light, hooded litter equipped with basic first aid equipment. These litters were moved about the battlefield by men who provided what medical assistance they could for the walking wounded, and evacuated the more serious cases. By the Italian campaign of 1796 these litters had been augmented by a much faster and more comprehensive system of horse-drawn wagons called ambulants volantes, or “flying-walkers.”

The British Army instituted a similar system of stretcher-bearers, which adopted the French title in the form of “ambulance” (the term had arrived in English by 1809), but it was the Americans who, horrified by the carnage of their own Civil War (1861–65), first set up a properly organized service with their 1864 Ambulance Corps Act. This Act made the movement and care of the wounded the responsibility of a wholly separate body and not just another duty imposed on the transport

AMMONIA

Chemical compound.


ANGOSTURA BITTERS

Aromatic preparation.



APOCALYPSE

Popularly, the end of the world.




ARENA

A competition ground.


ARMAGEDDON

End of the world.




ARYAN

Misunderstood anthropological term.




ASSASSIN

Mercenary or politically-motivated killer.




AVANT GARDE

Cutting-edge art or fashion.



AXIS

Threatening power-bloc.
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