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1 April

MOUNTWEAZEL

When is an entry in a dictionary a fake one? When it’s a ‘mountweazel’, a term that describes a fictitious entry planted by a reference book or map publisher in order to ensure their text is not plagiarized. The 1975 edition of The New Columbia Encyclopedia included a biography of one Lillian Virginia Mountweazel, an American photographer from Ohio who became famous for her unusual subject choices such as French cemeteries and rural mailboxes. The entry explains that Ms Mountweazel died in her early thirties from an explosion while on assignment for Combustibles magazine.

The fake addition is one of many spurious insertions in reference works, planted as copyright traps. Fictitious streets, known as ‘trap streets’, regularly find their way into city maps, such as the small cul-de-sac Lye Close which featured in an A–Z street map of Bristol. In 2005, the New Oxford American Dictionary added the word ‘esquivalience’ to its pages. Its entry was clearly a similar in-joke at the expense of would-be plagiarizers, for the definition reads, ‘the wilful avoidance of one’s official responsibilities’.

2 April

GLAZOMER

The first day of April is also, rather ironically, known as International Problem-Solving Day, which makes the positioning of National DIY Day on 2 April all the more appropriate. As a nation of enthusiastic bodgers we might appreciate a word to describe the skill of wrangling with a devilishly complicated flat-pack and turning it into a work of art. For the Germans, this is Fingerspitzengefühl, ‘fingertips feeling’, which describes an intuitive flair and situational awareness that leads to making the right choices. Russian, meanwhile, has a word for the ability to measure without any instruments: glazomer is a compound word meaning ‘eye measurement’. On days like today, a good glazomer will serve you very well.

3 April

ABSOLUTELY CUCKOO

The classic joky gesture of making ‘bunny ears’ behind someone’s head in a photograph has an unexpectedly dark history.

Traditional sayings fail to agree which day of April the cuckoo should arrive but the month itself is not disputed:

 

The cuckoo comes in April,

Stays the month of May,

Sings a song at Midsummer,

And then a goes away.

 

The bird Cuculus canorus is known for the call of the male during mating time. It is a migratory bird, and its arrival is traditionally welcomed as the harbinger of spring. In both Latin and English, the cuckoo’s name is echoic, imitating the male’s call. The bird has a curious linguistic relation in the ‘cuckold’, the husband of an unfaithful wife, thanks to its habit of laying its egg in another bird’s nest.

The Old English word for a ‘cuckoo’ is gowk, still found in northern England and simultaneously used for a dimwit or simpleton: an April gowk is an April fool. This may be in reference to the cuckoo’s monotonous call, or to the fact that the cuckoo dupes other birds into hatching their own eggs. Those aren’t bunny ears you’re making, they are cuckold’s horns.

4 April

EXSUFFLATE

Spring-cleaning need not apply only to our cupboards. This is surely also the season to ‘exsufflate’ our bodily cobwebs and quicken our steps to match the energy of the season. This seventeenth-century word for ‘blowing away’ anything unwanted has been used for everything from demons to flies from a horse’s nose. Thankfully most potential uses are a little more pedestrian.

The antonym of ‘exsufflate’ is of course ‘insufflate’: to blow air or gas into a cavity of the body. This might be the more poetic version of ‘blowing smoke up someone’s arse’, a synonym for hoodwinking that some say arose from the use of tobacco enemas in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These were sometimes used as a means of quite literal resuscitation of a drowning victim, for it was said to have a particularly galvanizing effect. An alternative explanation looks to the First World War, when British troops in the trenches would lift a papier-mâché dummy over the parapet to attract snipers and determine their position. According to this story, the fake Tommy would have a cigarette in its mouth, and a soldier crouching below him would blow smoke out of it through a tube inserted below.

Attractive as these theories are, there is little evidence for either. More likely is a coarser version of ‘blowing smoke’ to mean deception. After all, the word ‘camouflage’ began with an old sense of the French word camouflet: the act of blowing smoke into someone’s eyes.

5 April

SMITHFIELD BARGAIN

‘I’d marry again if I found a man who had fifteen million dollars, would sign over half to me, and guarantee that he’d be dead within a year.’ The actor Bette Davis, one of the greatest in Hollywood history, was born on this day in 1908. A mistress of sardonic put-downs, she was equally happy to take swipes at herself. She endured three divorces as well as widowhood and concluded later in life that ‘none of my husbands was ever man enough to be Mr Bette Davis’.

The historical lexicon for marriage displayed a similar level of cynicism. To be married (or to enter the ‘parson’s mouse-trap’) was to be ‘leg-shackled’ or even ‘noozed’ (as good as hanged). ‘Marriage music’ was far from desirable; rather it described the squalling and crying of children. A ‘Westminster wedding’ was a match ‘between a whore and a rogue’; to have been to an ‘Irish wedding’ was to have a black eye; and a ‘Smithfield bargain’ was a match contracted solely on the basis of one partner’s interest – usually the man, with the implication that his choice of wife could be bought and sold as easily as cattle in a meat market.

If, however, ‘the grey mare is the better horse’ and the boot was on the other foot, then a ‘hen house’ was one where the wife ruled the roost, with her ‘hen-pecked’ husband said to live in Queen Street, or at the sign of the Queen’s Head.

6 April

CREPITUS

Anyone who winces when they hear another person loudly crack their knuckles may at least like to know the name for the sound that joints can make when pulled: ‘crepitus’. This term, from the Latin crepare, meaning to ‘crack’ or ‘creak’, can also describe the crackling of pneumonic lungs as well as the sounds of grasshoppers and rattlesnakes. It belongs to a large lexicon of medical terms for everyday physical events. Should you find that one of your limbs has fallen asleep after prolonged pressure, you are suffering from ‘obdormition’, while the involuntary twitch in your eyelid is ‘fasciculation’, named from the Latin fasciculus, ‘little bundle’, because it is caused by the contraction of a small number of muscle fibres. The technical term for sneezing is ‘sternutation’, while a growling stomach is ‘borborygmus’. Finally, there is a real term for the brain freeze you experience when eating ice cream: say hello (carefully) to ‘sphenopalatine ganglioneuralgia’.

7 April

TOSSPOT

In the arsenal of insults, ‘tosspot’ occupies a bit of a sweet spot. Less offensive than ‘tosser’ but stronger than ‘numpty’, it is considered passable enough to be used in the Harry Potter film franchise. While many would assume it to be the quieter sibling of the full-frontal ‘tosser’, it has a very different origin. One seventeenth-century account of a voyage by early settlers across the Atlantic to New England gives us an (unpleasant) flavour of its use with mention of a radical cure: ‘The eggs of an owl put into the liquor that a tosspot useth to be drunk with, will make him loathe drunkenness.’ A ‘tosspot’ was literally one who tossed back one pot of beer and immediately asked for another. The line between drunkenness and idiocy being notoriously thin, the word soon took on the mantle of a much broader insult. A word journey it might be good to bear in mind on this, National Beer Day.

8 April

CORDATE

The peepul tree, also known as the bodhi tree or Ficus religiosa, is a type of fig tree native to India, China, and South-East Asia, where it is considered sacred by Hindus and Buddhists. In Bihar, India, stands a bodhi tree that is believed to be the descendant of one that is particularly revered, for beneath it the spiritual teacher Siddhartha Gautama is said to have attained enlightenment. The same teacher became known as the Buddha, whose birthday is celebrated on this date in Japan. The name ‘bodhi tree’ means ‘tree of awakening’.

The bodhi tree is known for its heart-shaped leaves, said to represent peace and happiness, a key feature in the tree’s iconography. One such leaf features on the medal for India’s highest civilian award, the Bharat Ratna. The adjective for ‘heart-shaped’ is cordate, based upon the Latin cor, ‘heart’, which sits at the head of an important family in English, including ‘cordial’, ‘accord’, and ‘concord’.

9 April

KALSARIKÄNNI

Having dominated the mood of this century’s first two decades, ‘FOMO’ is facing an unexpected threat. The fear of missing out is being nudged aside by its polar opposite: ‘JOMO’, aka the joy of missing out, especially when not attending an event to which one has been pressingly invited but which is then cancelled by the other party.

On Finnish Language Day, it is worth noting that the Finns have a very specific adjunct to JOMO. Finnish, a member of the Finno-Ugric family, has penetrated everyday English vocabulary very little, with the exception of ‘sauna’. We may need to make room for at least one more, however, as for those of us who embrace not going out, the Finns can offer kalsarikänni, the highly specific pleasure that comes with staying at home and getting drunk in your underwear.

10 April

OFF ONE’S OWN BAT

On this day in 2004, Brian Lara scored 400 not out against England in Antigua, securing the record for the highest number of runs achieved by an individual, off their own bat, in Test cricket history. Or was it off his own ‘back’?

Many expressions in English exist in two versions, and it can be hard to distinguish the original from the imposter. Is it a ‘vicious circle’ of a ‘vicious cycle’? And do we have another ‘thing’, or ‘think’, coming?

To answer the first question, for the umpire’s decision as to whether Lara scored from his back or bat we need to look to our earliest record of the phrase, which dates from 1742 and a book by the cricket historian Henry Thomas Waghorn. In it we read, ‘The Betts on the Slendon Man’s Head that he got 40 Notches off his own Bat were lost’ (the Slendon Man is likely to have been Richard Newland, one of the sport’s earliest left-handed batters who played for Slindon and Sussex). In the decades that followed, ‘off one’s own bat’ continued to refer to scores in cricket that resulted from one player’s hits, but by the middle of the nineteenth century it was being used more broadly for achievements from a single individual’s exertions. ‘Off one’s own back’ emerged as a mishearing in the twentieth century, influenced perhaps by the phrase ‘off the back of’.

As for ‘vicious cycle/circle’, the first version of the phrase involved a circle, and had a firm place in the field of logic. It is first recorded from 1792, with a ‘vicious cycle’ joining the ranks some fifty years later. Meanwhile, ‘another think coming’ seems to be the standard version, dating back to 1896. But it only just knocked ‘another thing coming’ off the top spot, preceding it – at least as current records stand – by just a single year.

11 April

RECRUDESCENCE

Spring may be bursting forth all over and giving us a sense of energy renewed, but sometimes the things that break out afresh are not always welcome. Illness, or a highly undesirable leader, or a schism in a relationship you thought was mended: all have the capacity to come back with a vengeance even after a period of reprieve. In the seventeenth century, such an unwelcome return was known as a ‘recrudescence’: a recurrence of an unwanted set of circumstances after a period of remission. At its heart is the Latin re-, ‘again’, and crudescere, ‘to become raw’, as of a wound that reopens and brings even more pain than the first time around. Since its appearance in the early eighteenth century, recrudescence has been applied to undesirables as varied as syphilis and smallpox, sham politicians, and extreme ideologies. Its very sound makes it one to avoid.

12 April

FOLEY ARTIST

On this day in 1891, Jack Donovan Foley was born. Over the course of his life he worked variously as a cartoonist, an accountant, a stuntman, a baseball player, a writer, and a film director, but it was his final role that was to ensure his lasting fame, as well as the immortalization of his name in language.

After the success in 1927 of The Jazz Singer, the first feature-length motion film featuring sound in the form of synchronized recorded music, other major studios rapidly adopted the idea. Foley quickly saw the potential of this early technology, and began to concentrate on the means of producing an array of different sound effects. Initially, these involved such arduous tasks as marching on the spot in order to imitate the stride and motion of characters on the screen. When an actor put on a jacket, so Foley would too, in order to precisely replicate the rustle of the fabric. Glasses would be clinked, shotguns fired, doors slammed – all in synchronicity with the action of the film.

Foley created detailed soundscapes for stars as big as Sandra Dee, Rock Hudson, and Laurence Olivier. He painstakingly learned the traits and gait of each of them, noting that James Cagney had ‘clipped’ footsteps, while those of Marlon Brando were ‘soft’. Recreating these personal characteristics became known as ‘Foley art’, and his crew, performers in their own right, were the ‘Foley artists’. On today’s film credits ‘Foley artist’ remains an official job title for those following in the suitably loud footsteps of this pioneer of sound.

13 April

KEEN AS MUSTARD

Mustard has been relished as a spicy addition to food for thousands of years. At various points in its history people would crunch mustard seeds to clean their teeth during meals, use it as a food preservative, and apply it in medicine to various illnesses from hysteria to snakebites.

Up until the eighteenth century, mustard was brought to the table unprepared, as seeds that guests needed to crush and add to a liquid such as vinegar. But in London in 1742, in the appropriately named Garlick Hill (so called from a thoroughfare where garlic was sold, having been transported from the now-lost dock Garlickhythe), a factory for the manufacture of mustard was established by Messrs Keen and Sons. Their name was to become the most famous in mustard-making, until they were bought by Colman’s in the early twentieth century.

It is tempting to attribute the state of being ‘as keen as mustard’ to the same family name, but the expression was already entrenched in the language long before, having been first recorded in 1672. It makes the association between the heat of mustard and the zest and energy of people’s behaviour, a link also seen in the phrase ‘cut the mustard’. Both expressions were no doubt helped along by the stereotypical image of ale-drinking yeomen tucking into sides of roast beef, to which mustard was thought to be an essential companion. By the early twentieth century, the idea of vigour and enthusiasm was so strong that ‘mustard’ was used on its own to describe something excellent or, to extend the metaphor, ‘hot stuff’.

14 April

QUANTUM LEAP

It would be easy to see how a ‘quantum leap’ might belong in the same category as a ‘meteoric rise’. Both after all describe a major advance in the course of a particular event or career. All is not as it seems, however, for meteors fall, not rise. And a quantum leap, strictly speaking, does not describe a large change at all, but a tiny one.

The word ‘quantum’ began with the Latin quantus, meaning ‘how big?’ or ‘how much?’, and originally had the very simple definition of ‘a quantity or amount’. The term was introduced into science by the physicist Max Planck in the early twentieth century, and describes the minimum amount of energy that can exist in any given situation – in other words, a very small amount. A ‘quantum jump’ is the abrupt change of an electron or atom from one energy state to another. Our modern interpretation came about because, although this is a tiny jump in terms of size, it is an instantaneous and dramatic one, and so it was harnessed to mean a sudden or explosive increase, or a major advance. Today happens to be World Quantum Day, chosen because 4.14 are the first digits of Planck’s constant, a fundamental constant in quantum physics that explains the behaviour of subatomic particles.

15 April

PEREPODVYPODVERT

What do you call the presentation of a simple idea that does more to obfuscate than explain? It may be the result of BAFFLEGAB (see 8 September): pretentious verbiage that is cheek-puffingly inflated and near incomprehensible. But sometimes, despite our best efforts, we make a meal out of something that is really quite straightforward. In such cases we should take a deep breath and try to utter the Russian word perepodvypodvert, a fanciful coinage that means doing something in an unnecessarily complicated way. It effectively describes itself, for this mouthful of a word largely consists of a pile of prefixes before it gets to the point. It is, as the inventor of the game League of the Lexicon, Joshua Blackburn, describes it, ‘overtranscompliconvoluted’.

16 April

MISOPHONIA

Today is World Voice Day, encouraging us all to nurture and appreciate the phenomenon of the human voice. The root of our word ‘voice’, the Latin vox, has produced a vast family of words in English. It has given us ‘vocal’, ‘vocabulary’, ‘vociferous’, ‘equivocate’, ‘evoke’, ‘vouch’, and ‘vowel’.

The appreciation of any voice or sound is of course utterly subjective, as anyone who has witnessed the abbreviation ‘ASMR’ do a lot of heavy lifting on social media in recent years will agree. Short for ‘autonomous sensory meridian response’, this is a feeling of well-being and sensory delight in response to certain stimuli, particularly auditory ones. They might include the sound of a soft whisper, of bubble wrap steadily popping, or even a crisp being crunched close to a microphone. All of these and more have proved highly popular on platforms such as TikTok but anathema to anyone with ‘misophonia’, a condition in which certain noises prove extremely distressing. Far better to stick with more mellifluous – (a word that literally means ‘flowing honey’) – vocals.

17 April

PHLOEM

‘Nanny Ogg knew how to start spelling “banana”, but didn’t know how you stopped.’ Terry Pratchett’s observation about one aspect of a banana isn’t the only thing that bothers people. Even diehard lovers of the fruit, who may raise a glass to it on National Banana Day, struggle with the strings that run down its interior, which go by the equally unattractive name of ‘phloem bundles’. Most of us give them a miss when it comes to the eating of a banana, but at least we now have a name for them.

If you’re looking for further fruity facts, in Malay pisan zapra is said to mean the time needed to eat a banana, measured at approximately two minutes.

18 April

SNOLLYGOSTER

The word ‘snollygoster’ may describe a shrewd but unprincipled politician, but its beginnings lie far from the political sphere. In the US state of Maryland, a ‘snallygaster’ was a mythical monster said to prey on animals and children. Its name would be invoked by exasperated parents in order to scare their children into good behaviour. It is this that seems to be the inspiration behind ‘snollygoster’, a measure perhaps of the odium often felt towards those in office. An edition of an Ohio newspaper from 1895 put it rather billowingly: ‘A Georgia editor kindly explains that “a snollygoster is a fellow who wants office, regardless of party, platform or principles, and who, whenever he wins, gets there by the sheer force of monumental talknophical assumnacy”.’

19 April

DAISY

The birth flower for April is the daisy. In Norse mythology, it is a symbol of love and ferility: a nod perhaps to the fact that it is a composite flower, made up of two flowers blended together.

In floriography, the language of flowers, the daisy is also associated with the keeping of secrets: giving someone a daisy in Victorian times was a symbol of the important information they were keeping safe. In medieval love poetry, meanwhile, the flower is the symbol of innocence, in particular that of young women. It features in ‘Marguerite’ poetry, so called after the French name for the daisy, which itself is based on the Latin for ‘pearl’. In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Ophelia distributes flowers to members of the court, each with a personalized hidden meaning. The daisy she gives to no one, for there is no innocence to be found at the Danish court.

The story of the daisy carries a beautiful metaphor that reflects this simple flower’s behaviour. In Old English, the flower was known as the dæges éage, or ‘day’s eye’: a nod to the flower’s closing its petals at dusk, concealing its central sunny disk, and opening them again in the morning.

20 April

DREIKANTER

Most of us overlook the pebbles that fill up our flower beds or drives, or that we kick along a path as we walk. The technical definition of their name relies on measurement: a fragment of rock with a particle size of between 4 and 64 mm (0.16–2.52 in) according to the Udden-Wentworth scale of sedimentology.

Many pebbles are smooth and rounded pieces of a fine-grained rock type known as quartzite, which happens to be one of the birthstones of April. While many may look bland and uninspiring, their journey has been immense, originating as sand in ancient seas nearly half a billion years ago. These sand layers were slowly transformed into buckled quartzite rock layers in mountain chains; as they eroded, the pebbles were often shunted by flooding over huge distances. Pink quartzite was transported over miles of terrain in the stomachs of dinosaurs, who swallowed rocks to grind up the food they ate. Such stones are known as ‘bezoars’.

These rich histories have inspired a lexicon of names not just for the types of rocks and pebbles we see today, but for their characteristics too. One such name is a ‘dreikanter’, a pebble that has been shaped and faceted by sand, often with three faces. The German Dreikanter means a ‘three-edged thing’. The winds of millennia have effectively rendered them ‘ventifacts’, stones that have been configured by windblown sand.

‘Pebbling’, meanwhile, is a term for the collecting and sharing of little things – from coins and flowers to memes and photos – with someone you care for as a means of forming a bond. Its name was rather wonderfully inspired by the behaviour of gentoo penguins in Antarctica, who declare their interest in mating by sharing pebbles or rocks to help build nests. In both the gentoo and human worlds, pebbling is a small but significant bridge to a deeper relationship.

21 April

PLUVIAL

April is, of course, notorious for its showers, and the vocabulary for rain rarely disappoints. One of its best offerings is surely the ‘thunderplump’: the kind of heavy rain shower that catches you completely unawares and soaks you to the skin in seconds.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, senior clerics as well as monarchs would wear long cloaks as ceremonial vestments, intended to protect them against the rain during processions. These cloaks were consequently known as ‘pluvials’, from the Latin term for rain.

To go with your pluvial, you might want to take a ‘bumbershoot’, the Victorian nickname for the umbrella regarded in America as an archetypal British expression but which actually originated on that side of the Atlantic. It is comprised of ‘bumber’, a riff on the first half of ‘umbrella’, and ‘shoot’, a nod to its resemblance to a parachute.

22 April

VEDRITI

Sometimes the real joy for true ‘pluviophiles’ – rain-lovers – lies as much in finding a spot to shelter from it as in standing beneath it. The Slovenian word vedriti means exactly this, to take refuge from a rainstorm, but it also carries the more metaphorical sense of seeking sanctuary from a tough moment in life and waiting for it to pass. There is reassurance in the fact that the same Slovenian verb can also be used to describe stormy weather that is clearing up.

Other languages are equally expressive when it comes to rain. Swedish speakers, for example, distinguish between hundväder (‘dog weather’, the equivalent of our raining cats and dogs) and vargaväder (‘wolf weather’, the kind that is so unpleasant only wolves can bear it). And in Dutch, there is onweer or, as we once said in English, unweder, which literally means ‘unweather’ and which describes a severe and violent tempest.

23 April

BATED BREATH

What exactly is the ‘beck’ in ‘beck and call’? Or the ‘fro’ in ‘to and fro’, and the ‘cob’ in ‘cobweb’? All of these familiar expressions contain at least one element that is not used anywhere else. They are linguistic fossils, surviving in one form only. Most examples tend to slip past us unnoticed: the ‘fell’ in ‘one fell swoop’ that once meant ‘savage’, for example, as when a bird of prey swoops from the sky. Today’s ‘bobs’ (shillings and, by extension, miscellaneous items collecting in one’s pocket) only come with ‘bits’, just as ‘spick and span’ only come as a pair thanks to their alliterative appeal. When do we ever use the word ‘riddance’ without ‘good’ in front, or (fittingly) ‘yore’ in anything other than ‘days of yore’?

The ‘beck’ in ‘beck and call’ is a much earlier form of ‘beckon’ and was used in the sixteenth century to mean the slightest desire or command, and therefore absolute control. As for ‘fro’, this was once a common abbreviation of ‘from’, so that ‘to and fro’ means alternating movement in opposite directions.

Verbs, as well as nouns, can sometimes be odd survivors. The ‘bate’ in ‘bated breath’, so often misspelled as ‘baited’, is a fossilized shortening of ‘abated’, with the sense of ‘suspended’ or ‘restrained’. The US actor and comedian W.C. Fields made full use of the opportunity for wordplay with ‘The clever cat eats cheese and breathes down rat holes with baited breath.’

24 April

APRICATE

The pleasure of ‘apricating’ in spring sunshine is a universal pleasure. Almost as rare as its close cousin ‘apricity’, the warmth of the sun on a winter’s day, the word manages just four records within the Oxford English Dictionary before, like a linguistic mayfly, it perplexingly disappeared. Thankfully, ‘apricating’ is not restricted to the colder months; rather it means to bask in sunshine and relish its warmth on your back. The restorative power of nature can bring us back to earth like nothing else.

Icelandic offers us another possibility on days like this: a sólarfrí is a ‘sun holiday’, when workers are granted unexpected time off to enjoy a particularly sunny day.

25 April

ARSEFOOT

Today is the day we celebrate the wonderful creature that takes its name from the Welsh pen gwyn, ‘white head’. Sailors and fishermen first gave that title to the now extinct great auk of the seas around Newfoundland in the sixteenth century: another flightless waterfowl with black and white plumage adapted to life in freezing waters, before bestowing it upon the penguin.

Surely the best title for the seabird, however, is ‘arsefoot’, a nickname given to it by eighteenth-century sailors. It perfectly describes a waddling bird whose diminutive legs are set far back on its body. Just don’t ask whether penguins have knees.

26 April

SOCKDOLAGER

The US of the 1830s was a political and economic powerhouse. Linguistically, the decade was equally expansive, characterized by a frivolity that ignored the shadow of an ideology that was to ensure the powerful would extend their nation – as well as capitalism and slavery – beyond their own continent. The time saw a fashion for wordplay, obscure abbreviations, fanciful coinages, and puns. Most fell by the wayside, drowned out perhaps by the Civil War and the decades of tension that preceded it. It is a shame that among such lost words was ‘explaterate’, a robust verb that essentially and onomatopoeically means ‘shoot off at the mouth’. Some inventions of the period did survive, albeit at the margins, including ‘absquatulate’, to leave somewhere in a hurry, and ‘hornswoggle’, a florid term meaning to hoax someone.

The highly useful ‘sockdolager’ was another, originally describing the knockout blow in a fight but soon broadening to anything that was exceptional, particularly a very large fish. Fishermen, after all, have long been noted for their hyperbole when it comes to the one that got away. But the term has also gone down in history as one of the last words that Abraham Lincoln heard before he was assassinated in April 1865. The president was at the theatre watching a performance of Tom Taylor’s Our American Cousin and, as the audience laughed loudly at the line ‘Well, I guess I know enough to turn you inside out, old gal – you sockdologizing old man-trap’, John Wilkes Booth fired the fatal shot.

27 April

STRUTHIOUS

The naming of animals in ancient times was often the result of guesswork. Those who had never witnessed an exotic species at first hand had to rely on the accounts and descriptions of travellers who had. Consequently, many names are more an approximation of which other living creature the animal or bird resembled. The giraffe, for example, was once a ‘camelopard’, a nod perhaps to the strange creature’s long neck. The first part of the word ‘ostrich’ is from the Latin avis, ‘bird’, but the second part harks from the Greek name for an unlikely example: strouthos, meaning ‘sparrow’. The fuller term in ancient Greek was megas strouthos, ‘large sparrow’, while yet another Greek name, strouthokamēlos, found its way into seventeenth-century English as ‘struthiocamel’, ‘sparrow camel’.

Legend once held that hunted ostriches would bury their heads in the sand in the belief this would hide them from view. Any humans who metaphorically do the same, muttering, ‘Problem? What problem?’, we can safely call ‘struthious’, a handy adjective meaning ‘ostrich-like’.

28 April

BRAIN ROT

First we had ‘doomscrolling’, then we had ‘brain rot’: a coupling that gives us a useful example of cause and effect. But while ‘doomscrolling’ was a new word, coined during the Covid pandemic for our mindless phone-shuffling from one bad news story to the next, ‘brain rot’ has form. Used to mean the deterioration of a person’s mental or intellectual state, it was introduced by the US writer and philosopher Henry Thoreau in 1845, when he lamented the inability of contemporary minds to grasp complex ideas and the tendency instead to ‘level downward to our dullest perception’. Today, the expression has landed on a major preoccupation for many of us: the overconsumption of low-quality, low-value content and its negative impact on our happiness.

Ironically, the main popularizers of ‘brain rot’ are the very communities who are most responsible for it, or at least for the digital content that causes it. The turning of our minds to mush has been a major theme on TikTok, one of the homes of vacant scrolling. But perhaps the revival of the term is a cheeky self-dig among younger generations who seem all too familiar with the harmful impact of the very media they’ve helped create.

29 April

DONALD DUCKING

One of the less predictable outcomes of the global pandemic were the endless rounds of office Celebrity Squares on computer screens for months on end, as online meetings became the only way we could communicate visually at a time when we were quite literally out of touch. Such meetings quickly extended to virtual social gatherings, in which families would assemble around their respective tech and drink wine or even eat dinner together-apart. Zoom etiquette quickly became an essential education, and involved a good degree of what seventeenth-century writers knew (though writing from an entirely screenless perspective) as ‘nod-craftiness’: that is, the art of nodding along to conversations as though you understand absolutely everything that is being said, when you actually tuned out some time ago.

Wardrobe became another dilemma: what to wear for your online business meeting when logging on from your office (if you’re lucky) or beneath your children’s bunk bed? Many resorted to smart shirts and jackets on top, the only visible portion, and shorts or pyjama bottoms down below. In Hungarian, Donaldkacsázás involves taking it a step further, by wearing a T-shirt and nothing else. They are ‘Donald Ducking’.

30 April

PORONKUSEMA

Beyond the quibbles over metric vs imperial, most of us measure out our lives in traditional distances. Many are rooted in the footsteps of the past: for the Romans, mille passus, a thousand paces marched by disciplined troops, became a fixed and useful measurement of distance, later shortened to a ‘mile’. The yard as a unit of length descends from Old English gerd, ‘twig, stick’, which was used as a measuring rod for three feet.

Such stories pale into insignificance when compared with some of the measurements calculated by other cultures, most notably the Finns. Poronkusema, for example, once denoted a distance of approximately 7.5 kilometres, the distance a reindeer can travel before needing to urinate. Peninkulma, on the other hand, refers to the distance at which a barking dog can be heard in still air. One of the most curious, surely, is sian pierema: the distance a pig can fart (roughly one to two feet, if you’re interested). And when it comes to the tiniest of measurements, muggeseggele is a word from the German Swabian dialect for a proverbially small distance or quantity. It literally means ‘a housefly’s scrotum’.





August

1 August

LAMMAS

For all its associations with warmth and idleness, the first day of August traditionally marks the beginning of the gathering-in for winter, and an acknowledgement of the waning of the year.

In Wales, 1 August is the feast of harvest, Gŵyl Awst, whose traditions include a ‘harvest mare’ fashioned from the last sheaf of corn, which is then cut down by the throwing of sickles. Ireland celebrates with Lughnasadh, a celebration of Lugh, the Celtic god of craftmanship who is associated with the constellation of Perseus, visible in the north-east sky throughout August. Both are demigods of light.

On this day the early Christian church would celebrate the harvesting of the first ripe corn by consecrating loaves that were made from it. They duly called the day hlāfmæsse, ‘loaf mass’, which evolved into the name ‘Lammas’, just as hlǣfdige, used for the mistress of a household or wife of a lord, and literally the ‘bread-kneader’, became ‘lady’. The linguistic origins of Lammas were eventually forgotten, and the custom of bringing a lamb into the cathedral church of York was established as a way of giving a different explanation for the name. In the sixteenth century, ‘until latter Lammas’ was used in the same way as ‘until Doomsday’, implying a day that will never come.

2 August

SUPERCILIAN

The lesser-known relative of the adjective ‘supercilious’, a ‘supercilian’ is the individual who exhibits haughtily contemptuous behaviour. The word came and went in the seventeenth century, but it offers a good example of the extent to which eyes pop out everywhere in English, especially where you least expect them. ‘Supercilious’ comes straight from the Latin for ‘eyebrow’, the implication being that the brows of a supercilian are frequently raised in arrogance.

The Greek word for ‘eye’, meanwhile, was ōps (hence the Cyclops, as well as the family of words that includes ‘optician’). The literal meaning of ‘autopsy’ is ‘a seeing with one’s own eyes’, because careful visual observation is vital in diagnosing the cause of death. A ‘synopsis’ is a general view or summary: literally a ‘seeing all at once’, and the toughest of all dinosaurs, the triceratops, was given a name meaning the ‘three-horned eye’.

3 August

COMMA

Punctuation is a serious matter, sometimes deadly serious. Take the comma, for example. ‘There are people who embrace the Oxford comma and people who don’t,’ wrote Lynne Truss in Eats, Shoots & Leaves, adding, ‘and I’ll just say this: never get between these people when drink has been taken.’ Otherwise known as the ‘serial comma’ (which strongly suggests it belongs in an offenders’ institution), the usage has been the preferred house style of Oxford Dictionaries for over a century, hence its name. Put simply, it is the comma that comes before ‘and’ or before ‘or’ in a series of three or more items in a list. So ‘we ate steak, green beans, and chips’ includes an Oxford comma, which in this case changes little and is purely a matter of taste. In other cases, though, the comma avoids costly ambiguity, most famously in the sentence: ‘I dedicate this book to my parents, George and Mother Teresa.’

On the other side of the fence are those who consider it to be the fusspot member of the punctuation family, whose clutter and busyness is unwelcome in any text. Not that they are without their own laughs at the Oxford comma’s expense. A joke among linguists runs, ‘Sam, a semicolon, and an Oxford comma walk into a bar. They both have a great time.’

In 2018, three lorry drivers in Portland, Maine, rested their entire case regarding lost overtime pay on the omission of an Oxford comma in state legislature. The state’s law sets out that overtime is not payable to workers involved in ‘The canning, processing, preserving, freezing, drying, marketing, storing, packing for shipment or distribution of goods.’ The drivers successfully argued that as there was no comma after ‘shipment’ the implication was that ‘distribution’ here still related to the packing, and therefore didn’t exclude them from overtime pay. They settled for compensation of $5 million.

A comma can also mean the difference between life and death. On this day in 1916 Sir Roger Casement was hanged for treason. A passionate Irish nationalist, his offence had been to try to persuade Irish First World War prisoners in Germany to join the Irish uprising. A critical issue in the case against him was whether the Treason Act of 1351 applied to actions outside the UK. This turned on whether a key provision was modified by a comma. Two of the judges visited the record office to inspect the original document but could not make out whether the mark in question was a comma, bracket, or even a fold in the paper. Unfortunately for Casement, they decided that it was a comma and found him guilty. He declared ‘I am being hanged on a comma’, which was literally (in the traditional sense) true.

4 August

SEABISCUIT

The run-up to any US presidential election is long and arduous. By the summer of the election year the byzantine process of primaries and caucuses has ended, and the campaign trail kicks off in earnest. The lexicon of the process is just as complex, steeped in the history and geography of the country and its peoples. ‘Caucus’ itself is an anglicization of an Algonquian term for ‘he who urges or encourages’.

In the slang of 1930s America, a ‘whistle-stop’ was a small or remote town which trains would pass straight through unless prompted to stop by a signal from a conductor’s whistle. Such places often featured on the campaign trail of presidential candidates, who would stop briefly before moving on to the next. This sense of a series of rapid visits nudged ‘whistle-stop’ into the more general meaning of something fleeting and superficial.

Elsewhere, there may be talk of ‘gerrymandering’, the changing of electoral boundaries that takes its name from the salamander shape of a Massachusetts voting district reconfigured by Governor Elbridge Gerry in the nineteenth century, or of a ‘seabiscuit’, a candidate who comes from behind to win, just like the horse of that name who took part in a race in 1938 that became so dramatic that Franklin D. Roosevelt stopped a cabinet meeting to listen in. Seabiscuit beat all the odds to become a symbol of hope in the Great Depression.

5 August

CELLAR DOOR

In a lecture in 1955, J.R.R. Tolkien offered a combination of words that he considered perfect in its entirety, irrespective of its meaning. As a Professor of Anglo-Saxon and a former lexicographer at the Oxford English Dictionary, he knew what he was talking about. His chosen pairing was ‘cellar door’. ‘More beautiful,’ he told his audience, ‘than, say, “sky”, and far more beautiful than “beautiful”.’

As it happens, Tolkien wasn’t the first to admire the mellifluousness of the two words: writers before him had considered their particular euphony. The subject of such thoughts is known as ‘phonoaesthetics’, the study of the pleasing quality of words. Tolkien’s use of ‘cellar door’ popularized the idea that certain word combinations can be beautiful simply due to their sound, regardless of their meaning or context.

6 August

BUCCANEER

The word ‘barbecue’ takes us to foreign climes and Haiti, where a wooden framework used for curing meat over an open fire was called, in the native language of Taino, the barbacoa. The term was borrowed into Spanish and passed into English as ‘barbecue’ in





































































































































Acknowledgements

The more books I write, the more I appreciate the efforts and dedication of those behind the scenes: the advisers, designers, proofreaders, publicists, sale teams, walking companions, and cake purveyors. This is particularly true of Words for Life, which has been carried through by all of the above with energy, good humour, and skill.

As always, my editor, Georgina Laycock, has breathed life into this book from its embryonic stage right up until the frantic stages of proofs and press releases. I have yet to discover anything George can’t do. To her I dedicate the Swedish word lagom: a Goldilocks term which means ‘not too much, and not too little, but just right’.

The team working alongside her at John Murray have been as excellent as ever. Never ‘depooperit’, and certainly never guilty of a Verschlimmbesserung. Thank you to Caroline Westmore, the source of endless wisdom (and leniency over deadlines), my clever publicist Anna-Marie Fitzgerald, and Sara Marafini for another great cover. Thanks also to Tim Waller, my eagle-eyed copy-editor. 

My agents Rosemary Scoular and Natalia Lucas are the stalwarts of my professional life and I’m thankful to them both for always going the extra poronkusema to support me.

I also pay tribute to all editors of the Oxford English Dictionary past and present. You are responsible for one of the greatest joys of my life, one that brings me resipiscence on the cloudiest of days. And, for more inspiration, I thank in particular Joshua Blackburn, David Crystal, and the editors at Merriam-Webster.

Finally, thanks are due in gowpens galore to my family and friends. To Chris, my favourite binfluencer, Reb and Charlotte, my world-correctors, and my two girls for always bringing me smiles and biscuits. To Rob, for understanding that he and I have become total Tamalous, and to my sisters Nicky and Naomi, my copemates always. If apricity can be bestowed by humans as well as the sun, they are the bringers of it. Next time my glass is full, I shall raise a fathom-health to you all.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  Words for Life



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Susie Dent



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			How to Use this ebook



			Dedication



			Contents



			Introduction



			January



			February



			March



			April



			May



			June



			July



			August



			September



			October



			November



			December



			Acknowledgements



			Welcome to the first truly human dictionary!



			BookDrop











  



OPF/cover.jpg
‘A DAILY FASCINATION’
Bob Mortimer






OPF/twitter.gif





