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Preface

Like its predecessors in our popular 100 Words series, 100 Words to Make You Sound Smart is a handy treasury of words that have been handpicked by the editors of the American Heritage® dictionaries. This highly informative and entertaining book, the sixth in the series, offers words that can imbue everyday conversation with exceptional precision and eloquence.

The words in this book have been carefully chosen because each conveys a specific meaning in a way that enlivens everyday speaking and writing. Just as a single picture can often be an efficient substitute for many sentences of text, each of the 100 words, such as finagle, cloying, and epitome, is concisely and colorfully expressive. These words are not technical or obscure, nor are they pompous or intimidating. Rather, they are extraordinarily effective in ordinary situations.

While many people are familiar with these words and will have encountered them in their reading, they may not know how to incorporate them into conversation. We have therefore chosen nearly 200 passages from magazines, books, newspapers, movies, TV shows, and speeches that show how the words have been used by contemporary and historical speakers and writers. These quotations are intended to illustrate clearly how the selected words can enhance communication in almost any setting—in the workplace, at home, or among friends.

The richness and variety of English is reflected in this engaging selection that is also eminently useful. These words come from popular culture (Catch-22) and from classical antiquity (spartan, stoic). There are words named after famous people (Freudian slip, Machiavellian), words borrowed from other languages (carte blanche, kitsch), words that have multiple syllables (equivocate, quintessential), and words that have only one (glib, waft). Words with interesting histories are discussed further in detailed notes that describe how their meanings have developed over time.

Language is nothing less than an essential conduit for our most intriguing ideas, cherished hopes, and powerful passions. We hope that these words will help readers to explain, to persuade, and even to enchant as they pursue the worthy endeavor of self-expression.

 

—Susan Spitz,

Senior Editor


Guide to the Entries

ENTRY WORDS The 100 words in this book are listed alphabetically. The pronunciation of the word follows the entry word (see page ix for a pronunciation key). At least one part of speech follows each entry word. All entry words are clearly defined. Some entries have more than one sense, or meaning. Multiple senses are numbered.

 

QUOTATIONS Each definition is followed by quotations from speeches, books, films, articles, or other sources to show the word’s usage. In each case, the author or speaker, the title of the source, and its date are indicated. The order of the quotations corresponds to the order of senses presented. The quotations were chosen to encompass a wide spectrum of ideas and beliefs expressed by a diverse group of speakers and authors.

 

ETYMOLOGIES (WORD HISTORIES) Most words have etymologies that appear in square brackets following the quotations. An etymology traces the history of a word as far back in time as can be determined with reasonable certainty. The stage most closely preceding Modern English is given first, with each earlier stage following in sequence. A language name, linguistic form (in italics), and brief definition of the form are given for each stage of the derivation. To avoid redundancy, a language or definition is not repeated if it is identical to the corresponding item in the immediately preceding stage. Occasionally, a form will be given that is not actually preserved in written documents but which scholars are confident did exist; such a form will be marked by an asterisk (*). The word from is used to indicate origin of any kind: by inheritance, borrowing, or derivation. When an etymology splits a compound word into parts, a colon introduces the parts and each element is then traced back to its origin, with those elements enclosed in parentheses.

 

NOTES Some entries include notes that present additional interesting information regarding the history of the word, including the process by which it entered English from other languages. These notes discuss the historical, cultural, or literary origins of the word and ways that it is used in addition to the senses that have been presented. Some compound words have word history notes instead of explicit etymologies.


Pronunciation Guide

Pronunciations appear in parentheses after boldface entry words. If a word has more than one pronunciation, the first pronunciation is usually more common than the other, but often they are equally common. Pronunciations are shown after inflections and related words where necessary.

Stress is the relative degree of emphasis that a word’s syllables are spoken with. An unmarked syllable has the weakest stress in the word. The strongest, or primary, stress is indicated with a bold mark (′). A lighter mark (′) indicates a secondary level of stress. The stress mark follows the syllable it applies to. Words of one syllable have no stress mark because there is no other stress level that the syllable can be compared to.

The key on page ix shows the pronunciation symbols used in this book. To the right of the symbols are words that show how the symbols are pronounced. The letters whose sound corresponds to the symbols are shown in boldface.

The symbol (ə) is called schwa. It represents a vowel with the weakest level of stress in a word. The schwa sound varies slightly according to the vowel it represents or the sounds around it:

 






	abundant (ǝ-bŭn′dǝnt)

	moment (mō′mǝnt)




	civil (sĭv′ǝl)

	grateful (grāt′fǝl)







Pronunciation Key






	Symbol

	Examples




	ă

	pat




	ā

	pay




	âr

	care




	ä

	father




	b

	bib




	ch

	church




	d

	deed, milled




	ĕ

	pet




	ē

	bee




	f

	fife, phase, rough




	g

	gag




	h

	hat




	hw

	which




	ĭ

	pit




	ī

	pie, by




	îr

	deer, pier




	j

	judge




	k

	kick, cat, pique




	l

	lid, needle




	m

	mum




	n

	no, sudden




	ng

	thing




	ŏ

	pot




	ō

	toe




	ô

	caught, paw




	ôr

	core




	oi

	noise




	o͝o

	took




	o͝or

	lure




	ōō

	boot




	ou

	out




	p

	pop




	r

	roar




	s

	sauce




	sh

	ship, dish




	t

	tight, stopped




	th

	thin




	th

	this




	ŭ

	cut




	ûr

	urge, term, firm, word, heard




	v

	valve




	w

	with




	y

	yes




	z

	zebra, xylem




	zh

	vision, pleasure, garage




	ǝ

	about, item, edible, gallop, circus




	ǝr

	butter







 


Jimmy was making a real meal of it, head down, fingers thumping, and at the last crashing chord, he held up one hand in a flourish a foot above the keyboard before letting it fall by his side in the true manner of the concert pianist.

I doubt if the Methodist Hall has ever heard a noise like the great cheer which followed. The place erupted in a storm of clapping and shouting, and Jimmy was not the man to ignore such an accolade.

 

—James Herriot,

The Lord God Made Them All, 1981
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  accolade


(ăk′ǝ-lād′ or ăk′ǝ-lăd′)

 


  noun


 

1. An expression of approval. 2. A special acknowledgment, such as an award.

 


  
    There’s also a funny thing when an actor retires and reaches his sixties. Awards and accolades start chasing you around. Sometimes they give them to you just so that you’ll attend the dinner and they can sell tickets, but usually they are on the up-and-up.
  




  
    —Maureen O’Hara, ’Tis Herself, 2004
  



 

[From French, accolade, an embrace, accolade, from accoler, to embrace, from Old French acoler, from Vulgar Latin *accollāre: Latin ad-, to, toward + Latin collum, neck.]

 


  » In tracing accolade back to its Latin origins, we find that it was formed from the prefix ad-, “to, toward,” and the noun collum, “neck,” which may bring the word collar to mind. From these elements came the Vulgar Latin word *accollāre, which was the source of French accolade, “an embrace.” An embrace was originally given to a knight when dubbing him, which is why accolade traditionally refers to the ceremonial bestowal of knighthood.
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  acrimony


(ăk′rǝ-mō′nē)

 


  noun


 

Bitter, sharp hostility, especially in speech.

 


  
    Some conversations I have heard in our own country sound like old records, long-playing, left over from the middle thirties. The debate of the thirties had its great significance and produced great results, but it took place in a different world with different needs and different tasks. It is our responsibility today to live in our own world and to identify the needs and discharge the tasks of the 1960s. If there’s any current trend towards meeting present problems with old clichés, this is the moment to stop it—before it lands us all in a bog of sterile acrimony.
  



 


  
    —President John F. Kennedy, Yale University Commencement Address, June 11, 1962
  



 


  
    Acrimony so intense, so uncompromising, so vicious, so unhealthy underscores the one tenet of the fan canon that is absolutely biblical in its inflexibility: Never forgive, never forget.
  



 


  
    —Joe Queenan, True Believers: The Tragic Inner Life of Sports Fans, 2003
  



 

[From Latin ācrimōnia, sharpness, from ācer, sharp.]
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  angst


(ängkst)

 


  noun


 

A feeling of anxiety or apprehension.

 


  
    Organizing high school students is extremely difficult. Apart from being an impermanent base (students graduate), they are inexperienced and often politically uninformed. . . . Their disconnectedness and isolation—easily caricatured as pouty alienation or angst—are rooted in the realities of their lives: their lack of mobility, frequent lack of access to people who share their concerns and passions, and relative lack of personal and political power.
  




  
    —Liza Featherstone, “Hot-Wiring High School,” The Nation, June 21, 1999
  



 


  
    I was . . . miserable in the very tributaries of my soul; I cried to myself, feeling an angst of such intense sorrow that to this day the remembered pain comes back to me as a beastly predator.
  




  
    —Willie Morris, Taps, 2001
  



 

[From German Angst, from Middle High German angest, from Old High German angust.]



  
  4



  anomaly


(ǝ-nŏm′ǝ-lē)

 


  noun


 

Someone or something that deviates from the normal or common form, order, or rule; a peculiarity or abnormality.

 


  
    Goalies back then also played most of their careers without masks. Standing up reduced the chances of injury, from both pucks and sticks. Glenn Hall . . . introduced the butterfly technique, fanning his legs out in a V to cover the lower corners. But Hall didn’t remain on the ice. He was up as quickly as he went down, and both he and his butterfly were viewed as anomalies, not to be copied by youngsters.
  



 


  
    —E.M. Swift, “Seems Like Old Times,” Sports Illustrated, February 20, 1995
  



 


  
    The two nuns on either side of me sang the plaintive Arabic hymns off-key, which made the beautiful songs sound even sadder. The nuns were all short and olive-skinned, with heavy, dark brows. I was an anomaly, yet no one looked curiously at me. In fact, nobody seemed to notice me at all, which pleased me.
  



 


  
    —Rosemary Mahoney, The Singular Pilgrim: Travels on Sacred Ground, 2003
  



 

[From Late Latin anōmalia, from Greek anōmaliā, unevenness, irregularity, from anōmalos, uneven, irregular, probably from an-, not + homalos, even (from homos, same).]
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