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The poet Cowper summed us up pretty well: ‘Philologists who chase / A panting syllable through time and space / Start it at home, and hunt it in the dark, / To Gaul, to Greece and into Noah’s Ark.’


A stimulating chase it can often be and, for my part, I prefer the hunters who give us a plausible etymology to those who play safe and tell us that the origin of a word is obscure, and leave it at that.


The late Eric Honeywood Partridge was a bold and brilliant scholar. He never got the recognition that far lesser men got, mainly, I suspect, because of a deep suspicion of his astounding learning harboured by some of his university counterparts. He seemed to understand this though he held no grudges. ‘The trouble,’ he once said, ‘is that some people shrink from marching to the horizon, for fear [an early medieval fear] of falling over the world’s edge.’


The slang word phoney was practically unknown outside North America before 1939, when journalists in the likes of Life and Time magazines began to tell us on this side of the world about ‘the phoney war’. The word gained currency and it is still widely used. Some suggested that the phrase ‘funny business’ was the origin of the word; others thought it came from (tele)phone; others still thought that a man called Forney, a jeweller who specialised in imitations, gave us the word.


Partridge solved the problem to my satisfaction at least. In Origins (1990 ed.) he suggested that the word came to us via American phoney man, a peddler of imitation jewellery, from its original, the English fawney man, itself an adaptation of the British fawney cove, one who practises the fawney rig, or ringdropping trick involving a gilt ring passed off as gold. This trick, Partridge says, was first described by George Parker in A View of Society, first published in 1781. The key word is the underworld fawney, a finger-ring, none other than our Irish word fáinne brought to England, no doubt, by Irish confidence tricksters. From there it travelled on the emigrant ships to America.




The science of etymology has been compared to hunting for origins through impenetrable thickets. You chase one word back in time and find that it related to other modern words with totally different meanings. Take menu. This word was borrowed into English in the 19th century from the French menu, adjective, small, also used as a noun with the sense of a detailed list. It was first seen in print in English in Heath’s Book of Beauty in 1837, in which the Countess of Blessington asked: ‘Did you not examine the menu?’


The French adjective is from the Latin minutes, small, which is also the source of the English adjective minute. What the French could do in the business of adaptation, so the Romans did in adapting the feminine minuta from minutes. It had the specialised sense of the 60th of a degree; later, in the Middle Ages, to become the 60th part of an hour. Hence minute of time. ‘Minutes of a meeting’ also came from minuta, probably from the phrase minuta scriptura, small writing, a draft, in other words.


A complicated business, all right, but the chase is fun.


Adrienne Hurley is a Cork secondary schoolgirl who asks me to explain some language terms used in this column; a reasonable request.


Anglo-French: the kind of French used in the Middle Ages in England. Anglo-Norman: that used by the Norman conquerors. Old French: that used in medieval times until about 1300. Old English: that used until about 1150. Middle English: that used from about 1150 to 1500. Middle Dutch: that spoken from about 1100 to 1500. Old Norse: the language of Scandinavia and Iceland spoken until about 1350. Middle High German: spoken in southern Germany, where the land is higher than in the north, from about 1100 to 1500. This developed into Modern German. Middle Low German: that spoken elsewhere in Germany in the same era. Latin: that spoken until about AD 200. Late Latin: spoken from about AD 200 to AD 600. Medieval Latin: the language of literature and the liturgy, from about 600 to 1500. Sanskrit: the ancient sacred language of India and Hinduism; it developed about 1200 BC.


Brian O’Brien from Turner’s Cross, Cork, reminds me that in 1821 Coleridge coined the word linguipotence. A useful word, but it didn’t survive. He wonders about the origin of Irish teanga, closer to the Modern English tongue, the Old English tunge and its near relatives Old Saxon and Old Norse tunga and Old High German zanga, than to the Latin lingua, which gave the slang lingo, usually used in a contemptuous way of another’s speech; linguist; lingua franca; language.


All these words are ultimately derived from the Indo-European dinghu, tongue. The change from Indo-European d to Latin l may be due to the influence of the Romans’ Sabine wives or to the link with the Latin lingere, to lick. Old English has langage but by 1300 the u had crept into the word through French langue. Well, as Mr Weller said about tongue, ‘That’s a very good word wen it ain’t a woman’s.’


Joan O’Hara from Letterkenny direction asks why the Donegal people say ‘starved with the cold’. It has been recorded in Lancashire by Simon Elmes of the BBC in his marvellous new Talking for Britain (Penguin). The term starve is from Old English steorfan and originally meant to die a lingering death, e.g. of cold. From the 14th century the term ‘to starve for cold’ is recorded, later evolving into ‘to starve of cold’.


A marvellously entertaining book was sent to me recently by the literary editor of The Irish Times. It’s called Words on Words; it’s by David and Hilary Crystal, and the publisher is Penguin.


It contains over 5,000 diverting quotations from wordsmiths across the centuries. It covers aspects of language from abuse to flattery; from body language to the language of diplomacy; from grammar to dictionaries. There are 64 chapter headings in all. May I give you a sampler?


‘If the choice had been left to me, I would rather have entrusted the refinement of our language, as far as it related to sound, to the judgment of the women, than of illiterate court-fops, half-witted poets, and university-boys.’ That was Dr Swift in 1712. ‘Women like silent men. They think they’re listening.’ That’s a 1956 quote from Marcel Achard.


Slang next. Anthony Burgess was fond of it: ‘The word slang is vague and its etymology obscure. It suggests the slinging of odd stones or dollops of mud at the windows of the stately homes of linguistic decorum.’


Chesterton vigorously defended slang: ‘All slang is metaphor, and all metaphor is poetry.’ On the other hand, Robert Burchfield, the author of The English Language (1985), called slang ‘dustbin language’.


As a lexicographer I was particularly interested in the section on dictionaries. James Sledd, in a famous 1962 essay, The Lexicographer’s Uneasy Chair, said ‘a dictionary without quotations is like a table of contents without a book’. What would he say to a dictionary without either quotations or etymologies, a chairde Gael? Richard Chenevix Trench said: ‘A dictionary is a historical monument, the history of a nation.’ Dr Johnson thought poetry was easier than lexicography: ‘Composing a dictionary requires books and a desk: you can make a poem walking in the fields or lying a-bed.’


‘Gramar, the grounde of al’ was Langland’s verdict in Piers Plowman in the late 14th century. But George Eliot, in Middlemarch, describes a pedantic teacher as a person who ‘in the general wreck of society would have tried to hold her Lindley Murray above the waves’. Lindley Murray was the grammar of the 1870s.


I know some very good rock journalists; I hope they will forgive this inclusion. Frank Zappa dixit: ‘Rock journalism is people who can’t write interviewing people who can’t talk for people who can’t read.’


Language is the house of being, Martin Heidegger claimed. Buy this unique anthology. You won’t regret it, I promise you.




FOLK ETYMOLOGY


I am rather fond of folk etymologies—false etymologies, if you will—and I agree with de Quincey that having once arisen and taken root in a language, it is far better to retain them in their colloquial form. De Quincey was talking about the word countrydance, which is a corruption of contra dance, one where the partners are arranged in two lines confronting one another.


Court cards is a modern corruption (owing no doubt to the names Kings and Queens) of coat-cards, so called from the long dresses with which the figures are depicted. Northbrooke’s Treatise Against Dicing, which first edified the reading public in 1577, says: ‘The Kings and Coate Cards that we use nowe were in olde times the images of gods and idols.’ John Florio, the lexicographer who charmed James I’s queen, has ‘Carta di Figura—a cote card’. His dictionary, published in 1611, also has ‘Carta di punto—a card that hath no cote on it’.


Another interesting word is bred, as in the expression ‘a well-bred person’. This is probably not the past participle of the verb to breed (Anglo-Saxon bredan), as if gentle birth, not manners maketh man, but is akin to Old Norse bragr, habit of life, manners; also look, expression, whence archaic English bred appearance, and the provincial braid of a person, to resemble him or her. So when Diana protests in All’s Well That Ends Well, ‘Since Frenchmen are all braid, / Marry that will, I live and die a maid’, she means ‘Sir the Frenchmen are so mannered.’ In the same way, a well-bred person is one, not necessarily well-born but well-mannered.


Breeding was once upon a time used for the education and upbringing of a child, and bred for educated. ‘My eldest son George was bred at Oxford,’ said the Vicar of Wakefield.


Harmless drudges like myself are always on the lookout for folk etymology, a process which alters a word so as to make it look or sound like a more familiar word. It should not be thought that this process is always the work of yokels; perplexed lexicographers of note have long been making asses of themselves in this business.


Let’s take a few examples of this process. Asparagus is from sparagus, a medieval Latin form of a Greek word found in Old Italian as sparacci and sparagi. By Shakespeare’s time it had become sparrow-grass and has survived as such in many parts of England. Walker’s Pronouncing Dictionary of 1791 explained that sparrow-grass was even then general because ‘asparagus has an air of stiffness and pedantry about it’.


Cockroach came into being because of Captain John Smith’s representation of the Spanish cacarucha as cacrootch in his description of Virginia, published in 1624. Cacrootch must be cockroach, it was thought: it sounds and looks like it, after all. The fact that it resembles neither a cock nor a roach didn’t matter.


The Dutch made kakerlak of it: worse still.


Another example of the process of transforming a word to show an assumed relation to a better understood word is female, a word known in the 14th century and also found earlier as femel and femelle. These were all derived through Middle French from Latin femella, diminutive of femina, a woman.


In England the similarity in appearance and pronunciation between female and male led to the notion that the former is derived from the latter, and also to the retention of the spelling female rather than femel or femelle.


I once found the word banyan in a glossary sent by W.H. Patterson in 1880 to Joseph Wright, editor of the monumental English Dialect Dictionary at Oxford. Patterson defined banyan as ‘a flannel jacket still worn by Carlingford oystermen and fishermen’.


I sent the word to the late Tomás de Bhaldraithe, thinking it was báinín. He thought so too until he found that banyan was a smoking jacket of light blue flannel, worn in the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich by cadets. Far from the cottages of the west it had its origin.


A banyan was a loose gown of flannel worn in India; it came from the Portuguese banian, a Hindu trader, especially one from the province of Guzerat. We both, de Bhaldraithe wrote to me ruefully, had come close to composing a folk etymology of our own.
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One of the most valuable books about words and their origin, The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots: Second Edition, has recently been published. Its author is the distinguished Victor S. Thomas professor of linguistics and the classics at Harvard, Calvert Watkins.


Indo-European is the name given for geographic reasons to the large and well-defined linguistic family that includes most of Europe’s languages, past and present, as well as those found in the vast area extending across Iran and Afghanistan to the northern half of India. In this book Watkins reconstructs the protolanguage, ‘a glorious artefact, one which is far more precious than anything an archaeologist can ever hope to unearth’, according to another distinguished scholar.


Typographical problems prevent me from showing some of Prof Watkins’s most intriguing detective work, but here are a few examples to whet your appetite. The ancient root and its meaning are given first; he gives the modern word next, working backwards towards the root.


ag-es- fault, guilt. ACHE from Old English acan, to ache (perhaps ‘to cause mental pain’).


badyo- yellow, brown. A western Indo-European word. BAY from Latin badius, chestnut brown (used only of horses).


Band- a drop. Possibly Irish BAINNE, milk.


bhrem- to growl. Latin FREMITUS, from Latin fremere, to growl, roar. (It has been suggested to me that the Irish BROIM, a fart, has its ancestors in the Indo-European root.)


wopsa- wasp. Metathetised form, unattested wopsa. 1. WASP from Old English wœsp, wœps, from Germanic wasp. 2. VESPIARY, from Latin vespa, a wasp.


pleus- to pluck: a feather, fleece. 1. FLEECE, from Old English fleos, from unattested Germanic fleuzas. 2. Suffixed form, the unattested plus-ma. PLUMATE, PLUME, PLUMOSE, PLUMULE, DEPLUME from Latin pluma, a feather.


medhu- honey, also mead. 1. MEAD, from Old English meodu, from unattested Germanic medu. 2. AMETHYST, METHYLENE, from Greek methu, wine.


bhrater- brother, male agnate. 1a. BROTHER, from Old English brothor, brother. b. BULL, from Middle Dutch broeder, brother. Both a and b from Germanic brothar. 2. FRA, FRATERNAL, FRATERNITY, FRATERNISE, FRIAR, CONFRERE, FRATRICIDE, from Latin frater, brother. (The Irish bráthair, brother, is also from frater.) 3. PHRATRY, from Greek phrater, fellow member of a clan. 4. PAL, from Sanskrit bhrata (stem bhratar-) brother.


swer- to cut, pierce. SWORD, from Old English sweord, sword, from Germanic swerdam.


Prof Watkins makes this Proto-Indo-European language as compelling as it must have been 6,000 years ago. His great dictionary is published by Houghton Mifflin Company of Boston and New York at $20 (€15.27) paperback.


Whenever I mention Indo-European roots I get enquiries about why those roots seem so different from the English words associated with them. Well, these roots have grown over a period of more than 4,000 years and have spread into more than a hundred languages. But by tracing vowel and consonantal changes, by separating suffixes and midfixes from the basic stems, scholars have been able to follow seemingly quite different words back to a single root. I have mentioned Calvert Watkins’s work, and Shipley’s anecdotal and wonderfully enthusiastic foray into this field in The Origin of English Words; it is, as one critic put it, a diverting expedition beyond linguistics, history, folklore, anthropology, philosophy and science. No specialist knowledge is required for you to enjoy it.


Take the Indo-European root abel. It originally meant fruit of a tree, and in time became Irish abhall and English apple. Not content with a definition, Shipley strolls on to tell us that an apple-pie bed may be a corruption of French nappe pliée, folded sheet. He strays further afield and tells us the history of the tomato, love apple in English once upon a time, and in the 18th century considered an aphrodisiac. Then out of the blue he quotes Leigh Hunt who, having just completed two years’ porridge for libelling the Prince Regent, wrote a little rhyme for children: ‘Stolen Sweets are always sweeter, / Stolen kisses much completer; / Stolen looks are nice in chapels, / Stolen, stolen, be your apples.’ Because of the meaning of the original root, Shipley says that there remains a question as to the exact nature of the fruit Eve ate, a bit of which stuck in the throat of her man, ‘still a sign of the first sin, the Adam’s Apple’. Another diversion then as a savoury. ‘The world had a pleasant beginning / Until Adam spoiled it by sinning; / We hope that the story / will end in God’s glory, / But so far the other side’s winning.’


Dealing with aiu, vital force, long life, eternity, which gave Greek eon, Latin aetas, aevum, English age, Irish aos, he gives us oul fellows a slice of La Rochefoucauld to consider: ‘Age loves to give good precepts, to console itself with being no longer able to give bad examples.’ And this, as a consolation: ‘King Solomon and King David led very merry lives, / With very many concubines, and very many wives; / Until Old Age came creeping, with very many qualms: / Then Solomon wrote the Proverbs and David wrote the Psalms.’
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Diarmaid O’Brien from Limerick wrote to ask if he and I are correct in spelling our first name as we do, and if those who spell it Diarmuid, as the Archbishop of Dublin does, are wrong. He also wants to know if the name is acceptable as a Christian name in baptism; he knows of a priest who questioned the matter recently, saying it is a pagan name.


A man is entitled to spell his name whatever way he pleases, but that said, Diarmaid is the historic, and therefore the correct way. Diarmait was how it was spelled more than a thousand years ago. It was one of the best-loved names in those far-off days. Scholars have been arguing for generations where the word came from. Many say it has its origin in di, without, plus formad, envy, jealousy, but not all agree.


The great story of the pursuit of Diarmaid and Gráinne, influenced to a degree by the story of Adonis in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, has, it is believed, been in the repertoire of storytellers since the 9th century, although the earliest recension we have of the full story dates from the 15th. No doubt this story kept the name Diarmaid, one of the great tragic lovers of literature, in the hearts of the people all those years; but there have been saints of that name as well.


Among the saints are Diarmaid Mac Mechair, patron saint of Magheraboy, Co. Fermanagh, whose feast day is 16 January; Diarmaid of Inis Clochrann, on Lough Ree, whose feast day is 16 January; and Diarmaid of the royal house of Ulster, founder of Castledermot, Diseart Diarmada in Irish, whose feast day is 21 June.


The national schools of the 19th century went to town anglicising Diarmaid. It appeared as Jeremiah, Miah and Jeremy. Dermot, quite acceptable methinks, was used as far back as Swift’s time.


‘The inferior sort o’ people, ye’ll observe are kent by sorts o’ bye-names, some o’ them, as Glaiket Christie, and the Dewke’s Gibbie’, wrote Scott in Guy Mannering in 1815. I am pleased to inform you that a bye-name is still used in parts of County Down for a nickname, or a name other than the one registered at baptism or marriage. The late Tomás de Bhaldraithe once told me of being asked by the courts to help solve a problem which had arisen over claims to land in west Cork.


Everybody seemed to be Greens and Whites in the place concerned, and yet the land was registered in the 19th century to nobody but O’Sullivans. The explanation was that to distinguish between the two local O’Sullivan clans, Ó Súilleabháin Glas and Ó Súilleabháin Bán, the former were known only by their bye-name Glas, which the National Schools translated as Greene, and the latter by the bye-name Bán, turned White by schoolmasters, and afterwards by solicitors.


At any rate, Helen Blake from Bangor asked if the word bye-name or by-name is found in Ulster only. I certainly heard the word often in south Leinster; and the English Dialect Dictionary tells me it is common in the north of England and in Cornwall. It is old. Holland’s Plutarch’s Morals (1603) has ‘He got himself a by-name, and everie man called him Epaminindas.’


‘Once upon a time, and a long time ago it was, I knew a chap from Co. Clare whose name, may God forgive his parents, was Hyacinth,’ wrote an anonymous correspondent whose letter had a Limerick postmark. ‘For a girl, fair enough,’ went on my correspondent, ‘but for a man! The poor devil vowed to change his name by deed poll as soon as he could raise the wind.’


I cannot remember what native Irish name was replaced by Hyacinth by the national schoolmasters and their clerical masters in the 19th century, to comply with Department of Education regulations. Diarmaid became Jeremiah in Cork, for example, and Finín and Fionán, boys’ names, became Florence in the same county.


I must point out to my correspondent that Hyacinth was originally a boy’s name. He was a Spartan, the son of a king, and he was so beautiful that the god Apollo fell in love with him. The trouble was that the god of the west wind, Zephyrus, also fell for this handsome Hyacinthus. Zephyrus was insanely jealous, and one day as the boy and Apollo were playing quoits, Zephyrus caused the heavy disc thrown by Apollo to veer from its course and clobber the young fellow on the head. He died on the spot.


In his memory, the grief-stricken Apollo caused a flower to grow from the earth where the boy had died, forever afterwards called hyacinth in his memory.


In a Co. Wicklow hotel recently, while her mother was making a phone call ten feet away, a young lady whispered to me that if I bought her a coke she’d give me a kiss. She informed me that she was 5, that her mother was meanie, and that her name was Tiffany. Such precocity couldn’t go unrewarded; with her mother’s reluctant permission I bought her the coke. I got no kiss, of course.


I wondered about the origin of her name. It seems to be from Old French tifinie (c.1200) or tiphanie: there are more than 40 variants. The words come from the Latin theophania, applied to the Epiphany. Its Greek origin, theophanie, means the manifestation of God to man.


Not until Holland, the classical scholar, mentioned it in 1601, did tiffany, the dress material, appear in literature. He wrote of ‘the invention of that fine silke, Tiffanie, Sarcenet and Cypres, which instead of apparel to cover and hide, shew women naked through them’.


Tiffany, the sexy material, was a word confined to England; it may have been short for Epiphany silk, but nobody knows for sure. Perhaps it had to do with the sense of manifestation; the Epiphany is the feast of the manifestation of Christ to the Magi, and in the Eastern Church, of the baptism of Christ; the word is from the Greek epiphaneia, an appearing.


How did the word become a woman’s name? I suppose it was given to girls born on 6 January, just as Noël, Noëlle and Nollaig are given to children born at Christmas. The first Tiffany or Theophana of note was a Byzantine lady who married a German king, Otto II, in 962. She made the name popular in Europe; its chief home was in Armorica whence, as a grumpy Englishman declared, ‘William de Coningsby / Came out of Brittany / With his wife Tiffany / and his maid Manifas / And his dog Hardigras.’


Some sources say that this lassie gave her name to the revealing silk, but there’s no proof of that. Another famous Tiffany, whose name is also given as Tiphanie, Theophanie and Epiphanie, was the wife of the Norman Bertrand de Guesclin. She used to predict lucky and unlucky days for her husband; the trouble was he never read her predictions until disaster happened. Then, of course, he blamed her.


The name is not as popular now as it used to be, young Tiffany’s mother, an Englishwoman, told me. A pity.
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	Wimps—Lunjous—Riff-raff—Cynics—Scurravogue










I met a man the other night who told me that I should publish, some day, a glossary of terms of contempt. I might do that; I am constantly coming on beauties from all over the country, courtesy of correspondents who are, like myself, amused by them.


The word firkle came my way recently from John Boyd from Bangor, Co. Down. The English Dialect Dictionary has it from Co. Antrim, where somebody called a neighbour ‘a dirty firkle’. It probably came into English from the Low German ferkle, which gave the identical word in Modern German, meaning a pig.


Gick, which came my way from P. Morrissey from Waterford, means a fool, a stupid, clumsy fellow. More often spelled geck, it is found as well in Carlow and Wexford; it was imported from England where it is common in Staffordshire, Leicestershire, Yorkshire and Cornwall. Shakespeare has it; we find ‘The most notorious geck and gull / That e’er invention played on’, in Twelfth Night.


I see that George Eliot has the word in Adam Bede: ‘If she’s tackled to a geck as everybody’s a-laughin’ at’.


The origin of the word is the Dutch geck, ‘a foole’, according to Henry Hexham’s English-Dutch dictionary of 1647.


Gick/geck should not be confused with gink, a term of reproach applied only to a girl considered frivolous by old-fashioned women in the southeastern counties. I can’t find it in the dialect dictionaries, though there’s a Scottish ginkie, a term of reproach applied to a light-hearted girl.


There is the American slang gink, a pejorative term used only in reference to men, which has reached Ireland. P.G. Wodehouse has it in A Damsel in Distress: ‘I’m certain this gink is giving her a raw deal.’ Of unknown origin, I’m afraid; the Scottish ginkie is much older than the slang word, but they may be related.


Grissy is a word I heard many moons ago in the schoolyards of Kilkenny. It is a cruel word, said to taunt somebody fat. It is an old word though, from the Old Norse griss, a young pig, a banbh.




A buddion is an offensive term used by boys of other boys in Fermanagh, the late Joan Trimble once told me. This is from Irish boidín, a diminutive penis. A peeodler is a northern word for a mischievous person. Loreto Todd has it in her Words Apart, a Dictionary of Northern English. It’s from the Irish péadóir, I think, a meddler, trickster, according to Dinneen.


Slang, it has been said, is born away from the light, and its birth is often mysterious. Rosemary Holt from Monkstown, Co. Dublin, asks about the origin of the word wimp, an ineffectual also-ran, and all I can say is that none of the numerous suggested origins I have come across is to my liking.


I offer this as a guess, no more than that: from the English slang wimp, a girl, woman, itself a word of unknown origin.


Some time ago I suggested that the word wimp, a spineless ‘wet’ person, is the same word as the London dialect word wimp, a girl. P.G. Beaumont from Leigh-on-Sea, in Essex, wrote to offer another theory. ‘A few years ago’, he says, ‘I attended a lecture given by a member of the Royal Army Medical Corps. The following was suggested. In the 19th century potential army recruits were given a medical and the results entered in a ledger. Those who failed were discharged, with the reason listed as WIMP, which meant “with insufficient military presence”.’


Interesting, but Oxford insists that the word was born in America in 1920; that it is of uncertain origin, but possibly related to whimper. It asks us to compare the dialect wimp (of a dog), to whine. I suppose the new Oxford considered this theory of mine as well, and dismissed it. Ah well, like Oxford, I’m entitled to my own guess.


Alf Mac Lochlainn, librarian and scholar, wrote from Galway about the word louser. He remembers coming across an anti-Cumann na nGaodhal election flyer which quoted, against him, of course, something Michael Tierney had said about the unemployed: ‘The lousers won’t work.’ Recently he came across a book of Scots verse, published in 1921 in London, Bonnie Joann and Other Poems. In it, its author Violet Jacob wrote: ‘The years are slippin’ past ye like water past the bows. / Roond half the warld ye’ve tossed yer dram but sune ye’ll have to lowse.’ My friend wonders was Tierney, the classical scholar, using the word very correctly, however offensively, to mean ‘idlers’, and not as his opponents thought, people infested with lice.


Yes, I have no doubt that louser and lowser are simply variant spellings, and that they have nothing to do with louse, the bug (Old English lús). The English Dialect Dictionary has a couple of pages on louse / lowse, a form of ‘loose’. It hasn’t got louser, an idler, but it gives a Yorkshire variant lowsing, a noun. To lowse / to loose, means, among other things, to leave off, to stop working, to idle, to lead a vagabond life.


Hence, a pit stopped for the day before the proper or usual time was said to be lowsed out. The general idea was to loosen, unfasten, unbind; to lowse cattle was to let them loose to graze; to lowse the table in Yorkshire meant to say grace, so that people could begin to eat. From Middle English los, loose, from the Old Norse lauss.


Mary Lavelle, Australian-born if not bred, wrote from Melbourne to ask if I’ve heard an expression used by her mother, who came from the county of Mayo—lyrakeen peebora. She knows that it is Irish, but has never found out what it meant. Her mother used to say: ‘That fellow is about as useful as a lyrakeen peebora.’ It was applied to useless footballers, politicians—and, on occasions, husbands. ‘I hope it’s not anything obscene’, she adds, with admirable concern for my innocence.


Mary’s expression is a transmutation of laidhricín píobaire, a piper’s little finger; I’m given to understand that the laidhricín/lyrakeen is not used in playing the uileann pipes. Twenty years ago, that man of words, Fr Leon Ó Moracháin, recorded the phrase in Louisburgh, near Clew Bay. I wonder if it is still in the west in either Irish or Irish English.


As I was trawling through some Ulster glossaries the other day I came upon the expressions Dingley-cooch and Dinglety-cootch. ‘He’s gone to Dingleycootch’ means he’s done something discreditable, according to Patterson (Antrim); and to ‘send a man to Dinglety-cootch’ means to send him to Coventry; a very common expression in the north, according to the English Dialect Dictionary. From the Kerry town Daingean Uí Chúis, anglicised Dingle, ‘from the remoteness and inaccessibility of that place’, the English Dialect Dictionary explains. No comment.


I was surprised to read recently that the slang word swank, noun, verb and adjective, and the adjective swanky were becoming obsolete.


The noun has the meaning ‘ostentation or pretentious behaviour or talk; swagger, pretence’, according to the Oxford Dictionary. This meaning, I would venture to say, is not common in Ireland. It came into general English slang from an old dialect word found in the English midlands and in the south- west. It was first noted in print in Baker’s Northamptonshire glossary of 1854: ‘Swank: an ostentatious air, an affectation of stateliness in the walk. What a swank he cuts.’


The noun came from the verb. The etymological meaning is uncertain, but perhaps the original notion is that of a swinging in the body; this would mean that the word is ultimately related to Old High German and Middle High German swanc, swinging motion; Middle High German swanken (Modern German schwanken), to sway or totter. The first mention of the verb in English is in a Bedfordshire dialect glossary of 1809, which gives ‘Swank, to strut’.


Swank and swanky, adjectives, can be traced to Middle Low German swank and Middle Dutch swanc, and originally meant supple, active, agile. Robert Burns described his Auld Mare as swank when he meant active, full of herself, and swanky was in use in Scotland as far back as Dunbar’s time; he uses the adjective in Flyting (1508).


Dunbar, Ramsay in 1715, and Elliot in 1756 show that swanky to them meant strapping, smart, active, and all three used it of young men. Ramsay says ‘The young swankies on the Green Took round a merry tirle.’ Mourning the Scottish dead (‘the English for ance, by guile wan the day’), Jane Elliot wrote in her great farewell to the young men ‘e’en in the gloaming, nae swankies are roaming, / ’Bout stacks with the lasses at bogle to play: /But ilk maid sits drearie, lamenting her dearie / The Flowers of the Forest are a’ wede away.’


Swanky, meaning posh, was first given to the world in a Wiltshire glossary of 1842. It seems to be alive and well in Ireland and I hope it doesn’t die out.


I recently heard a story about an incident which took place in a Co. Carlow restaurant involving a waitress who used a word bordering on the obsolete, I should think, to describe a customer.


The gentleman in question, prior to a dignified and unhurried departure, had told her that a local politician, who was at the time drowning his sorrows with some election workers out in the bar, had kindly insisted on paying for his substantial meal.


It became obvious some time later that this was not the case. She called the duplicitous one, hind; what your man, the unsuccessful county council candidate, called him, we may guess.


A hind in parts of the south-east is a boyo, a rascal. I’ve heard the word in my youth in west Wexford and in south Carlow by the banks of the lordly Barrow. The word is common still all over Scotland and England, but I note that the Irish shade of meaning has, according to the English Dialect Dictionary, been recorded only in Norfolk.




In both Scotland and the northern counties of England a hind was, in the old days, a farm labourer engaged by the year and provided with a house, firing, milk, meal and potatoes. Little or no money changed hands. Often a stipulation was made that the hind must furnish a female farm worker, usually a wife or daughter, at an agreed price per day, with an extra wage in harvest time. She was called a bondager. From hind came the adjective hindish, rustic, clumsy, clownish, and of course my waitress’s noun.


The word’s prevalence in the speech and in the literature of Scotland would suggest that it must also be found in Ulster, but I can find no mention of it in the dialect dictionaries.


Hind was formed from Old English hi(g)na, genitive plural of hiwa, higa, member of a family, a servant. The d is excrescent.


Some time ago, in answering a query about the word barge, to scold in an abusive way, I mentioned that Oxford, not sure of the word’s origin, offers the guess that it is a back-formation from bargee, people known for using colourful language. I’ve been thinking recently about Oxford’s uncertainty. I suggest that barge is the same word as Scots bairge, still heard in parts of Down and Antrim, to raise the voice in a threatening manner. The Scots word is, the American 19th-century etymologist Smythe-Parker claims, from Old French barguigner, to wrangle, argue. Barguigner is, he claims, from baragouin, confused speech, gibberish, a word the Celticist Stokes says is from the Celtic bara gouin, bread and wine. I’ve written to Oxford about Smythe-Parker’s theory. Watch this space.


Jonathon Green’s excellent Words Apart, The Language of Prejudice (1996) is, I believe, still in print, and I recommend it to everybody interested in words. I was particularly amused by his few paragraphs on the use of insects as terms of vilification. Speaking about his political rival Lord John Russell, Britain’s prime minister Benjamin Disraeli remarked: ‘If a traveller were informed that such a man was leader of the House of Commons, he might begin to comprehend how the Egyptians worshipped an insect.’ Disraeli could be a particularly insulting cove, but he regretted bandying racial slurs with Dan O’Connell, who in answer to a crack about his breeding, said that Dizzy was undoubtedly the descendant of a certain unrepentant thief.


Anyway, that disgusting insect, the cockroach, is, and has been for centuries, used as a term of abuse. The ancient Romans called it latta Germanica, the German insect. The Germans, in their turn, called the creature Russe, literally Russian; its well-known indestructibility gave rise, it is thought, to the phrase er ist ein Russe, he is a glutton for punishment, he’ll stand for anything. The Russians got their own back by calling the Germans Prussak, which means both Prussian and cockroach, while the Hungarian russzzni means both Russian and a cockroach. The Yiddish preissn, Prussians, is also a cockroach or any creepy-crawly insect.


The French have had their fair share of entomological slurs. In Poland the cockroach is a francuz or Frenchman; the Germans have the term Franzose. The Iraqis have been known to call the Iranians Perzus, which also means a roach. And the people of the German state of Swabia, now overtaken by Bavaria, were called Schwaben by the Austrians—you’ll have guessed it—cockroaches. Great minds thinking alike may have given the Hungarians the nod to call the Swabians svab or svab-bogar, a Swabian beetle.


The terms louse and louser are still common in Ireland, but are used only of individual people. The Dictionary of the Canting Crew, published in London in the early 18th century, defined Louseland as Scotland, and a Scotch louse-trap as a comb. Captain Francis Grose in his late 18th-century dictionary of underworld lingo underlined the slur by calling Scotland Itchland and Scratchland, and the Scots Itchlanders.


The above are trivia from a deep and fascinating study of the aggression, bigotry and xenophobia of common speech. It may offend the squeamish and the politically correct, which is not a bad thing, come to think of it.


The word braggadocio was coined by Edmund Spenser. In his day young English gentlemen used to take off for the continent in springtime and as part of this holiday a long stay in Italy became a fixed tradition. There they developed a taste for Italian clothes, fine wines and exotic regional food. When they came back to England their exaggerated manners, their tales of personal conquest and their swaggering behaviour made them the target of satirists who called them macaronis after the Italian dish favoured by the lower orders. Spenser’s word for a swaggering fop, the name of his allegorical figure of a coward in The Faerie Queene, he coined from brag plus an Italianate ending.


It is a curious construction. Bragadoccio or Bragadocchio would have been more persuasive Italianate forms. This creation of Spenser’s brags and boasts of his great courage, of his impregnable shield, and of the fair lady he has rescued through his valour and who is hopelessly in love with him.


Enter various outraged champions who show him up for the liar he is; they take from him the things he has stolen. They take his lady from him as well, and drive him away humiliated. John Kelly from the Coombe, with whom I shot the breeze at a christening lately, asked about the word.




Not far from the town of Dungarvan I recently heard a strange word which I jotted down as lunjous. An old man of my acquaintance used it to describe a bad-tempered, quarrelsome, vindictive person. I had never previously heard the word in Ireland, but Wright’s great English Dialect Dictionary had lungeous, lungus, lunjus and lunjies from various places north of Warwickshire, and from a few places in the southern shires. It adds ‘awkward, clumsy, unmannerly, rough, violent in play’ to the meanings given above. It is also used as an intensive in places: ‘It’s lungeous cold this mornin’ wi’ this here black east wind’ was recorded in Lincolnshire.


Wright doesn’t attempt a guess at an etymology, but if I’m correct the word has an extraordinary origin. I think it’s a variant of a word found in the literature of the Tudors, lungis, sometimes lungeis. Lyly in Euphues (1579) has ‘If tall they term him a luigeis, if short, a dwarf.’ Lungis to both Lyly and to Beaumont and Fletcher was a long, clumsy galoot. The Citizen’s Wife in The Knight of the Burning Pestle laments over Ralph the Apprentice after one of his attempts at how’s your father: ‘O, husband, here’s Ralph again!—Stay, Ralph, again, let me speak with thee. How dost thou, Ralph? Art thou not shrewdly hurt? The foul great lungies laid unmercifully on thee: there’s some sugar-candy for thee. Proceed; thou shalt have another bout with him.’


Lungus, if Oxford is correct, is by way of Old French longis from Longinus, the apocryphal name of the Roman centurion who thrust his spear into Our Lord’s side; by popular etymology associated with the Latin longus, long. The Waterford man’s lunjous is surely the Tudor lungis, and if so it has the blessing of our greatest dictionary. A most interesting survival it is.


Another good word for a lout, usually one of no fixed abode and no visible means of support, is the Ulster gangrel, sent to me by Anne Gallagher from Letterkenny. An old word this. Hampole speaks of ‘gangrels and langelers’ in his Perfect Living (1340); Burns, in Jolly Beggars, has ‘a merry core o’ randie, gangrel bodies’. It’s thought to be from gang on some obscure analogy, according to the Oxford Dictionary; the ending occurs, though perhaps from diverse sources, in several depreciative terms, as haverel, mongrel, wastrel. Gang, a set of things or persons, is Teutonic in origin. For example, the German gang applied to a set of things—of cartwheels, horseshoes etc.


In Scotland and in northern England the Irish, Scots Gaelic and Manx word cearr, wrong, awkward, left-handed, has taken root in a variety of forms. The most usual is car, a word sent to me by Joan Hunt from Blackrock, formerly of Carlyle. A 1450 sage informs us: ‘The wisdome of the wys man is on his rycht hand, and the fule is in his kere hand.’ Car-handed, left-handed, is still used in north Yorkshire, and Henderson’s folklore of the North Country assures us car-handed people are not safe to meet on a Tuesday morning. Farm labourers are apt to turn back from their work and go to bed on meeting a car-handed neighbour, he says. Proper order.


Mr Joe Hayes of Limerick wrote to ask what the origin of the word gawky is. A gawky hurler, he says, is one whose right hand is placed before his left on the hurley; an amalach sort of player, says my correspondent. Amalach means awkward, and gawke is defined in Grose’s great dictionary of 1790 as ‘an awkward type’. It is cognate with the French gauche. It is a well-travelled word. Burns has ‘Gawkies, Taupies, Gowks and Fools / Frae colleges an’ boarding schools’; and Taylor, a lesser man, advised a friend in 1787: ‘Go hame and woo some country gawkie.’


‘Don’t let that kitter-handed ass tune yur car,’ said a man to an Armagh correspondent, Ruth Warke, recently. She wants to know the origin of kitter-handed.


I first heard this expression from Willie O’Kane of Dungannon. The English Dialect Dictionary has katty-handed from Ayrshire. ‘It was very incommodious for me to be on the left side, as I have been all my days katty-handed’, was recorded in 1820.


Well, you have the Irish ciotach and the Classical Irish cittach, meaning both left-handed and awkward. Of course, there’s the cognate ciotóg, Irish English kithogue used by Carleton and a host of other 19th-century Irish novelists, and by Joyce in Ulysses. It means a left-handed person. Ciotógaí (Irish English kithogey), a term of disparagement for an untidy workman, was recorded in the English of north Kerry.


Should we look no further than Irish then? Well, you see, there is a Norse connection further back. There is the North Frisian käitig, left-handed, and kei, awkward; the Swedish dialect kitja, the left hand; kaj-händ, sinister.


As I was sitting in front of a hotel television set in Wexford recently, watching a game of what nowadays passes for hurling, the man at my side commented that a certain player was ‘as ill as a pig’. I could discern no indisposition except perhaps a mental one which caused him to pull rather wildly at everything that moved; an inquiry led to the explanation that ill meant not sick but stubborn.


I thought since of Shakespeare’s ills. Bad: ‘I told thee they were ill for a green wound’ in Henry V, 2. Inauspicious: ‘There’s some ill planet reigns’ in A Winter’s Tale; Adverse: ‘Against ill chances men are ever merry’ in Henry IV, 2. Sick: ‘He that made me knows I see thee ill’ in Richard II; Incompetent: ‘I am ill at these numbers’ in Hamlet. The Wexford shade of meaning is in English since the 11th century. Its origin, and the origin of all the other ills, is the Old Icelandic illr, bad.


I wonder would an Antrim farmer I met recently know the word langel, sent to me for comment by Annie Maguire from Clones, Co. Monaghan. She defines the word as ‘a long, thin, strake of a man’. That’s a figurative meaning of the word, which as a noun means a tether connecting a horse’s or a cow’s two forelegs, used to hobble the animal; there is also a side-langel connecting a foreleg and a hindleg. Langel used as a verb means to hobble and, figuratively, to tie down: ‘She has him well langled.’


The late Peadar O’Casaide from Monaghan once told me that ‘to get out of the langle’ was an Ulster way of saying to go out on the spree. Langel is also found in Scotland and in northern England. Its ultimate origin is disputed. It may be from an unattested Old French langle, itself from Latin lingula, a thong, or it may be of Scandinavian origin. Macafee’s Concise Ulster Dictionary suggests that we compare the Norwegian dialectal langhelda, literally ‘long hold’.


The same correspondent also asks what the origin of rullion is. Which rullion, Annie? One is a wheel for winding yarn, which comes from the Irish roithleán; the other is a big, ignorant lout, or a big animal. This is a very interesting word. It has a Scots origin, a rough shoe made from untanned leather; from the Old Norse hriflingr, a ‘rawhide shoe’.


An old anonymous friend of this column, who calls himself Mary Willie in honour of a famous Tipperary hurling pub, has taken up his pen again to complain about the riff-raff who caused damage to a train during their journey home after that Munster hurling championship match against Waterford. He wants information about the term riff-raff, for which he also sent some Tipp equivalents, unprintable in a family newspaper.


Riff-raff comes from the Middle English ryffe raffe, from rif and raf, ‘every single bit; one and all’. There was a corresponding phrase rif no raf (neither rif nor raf) which meant ‘nobody or nothing at all’. These two phrases came from Middle French rif ne raf which meant ‘completely’.


Related to French rifler, to plunder, and rafle, a sweeping up, Collins’s Dictionary says (and, incidentally, therefore related to both rifle and raffle).


Oxford and Webster agree; but Oxford throws in a caveat. What about the Swedish rafs, rubbish, and rafsa, to sweep together, to huddle up? it asks tentatively, pointing us north away from the Romance languages.




Anyway, by about 1470 we find riff-raff in the modern sense of hooligans, the dregs of society. A chronicle from around that time has ‘Many a man was mortheryde and kylde in that conflycte, I wot not what [to] name hyt for the multitude of ryffe raffe.’


Busybody preserves Shakespeare’s meaning of busy, meddling, mischief-making. Hamlet, having stabbed the eavesdropping Polonius, says, ‘Thou find’st to be too busy in some danger.’


Oberon speaks of the meddling monkey and the busy ape. The busy bee has now become our exemplar in honest living, but Henry Vaughan and John Donne used busy as did Shakespeare.


Vaughan sang to ‘Dear Night, this world’s defect, / The stop to busie fools, Care’s check and curb.’


John Donne, on whose amours the morning’s light intruded, protested to that ‘Busy old fool, unruly Sun’; and in his 20th Elegy, he bids his lover ‘Unpin that spangled breast-plate which you wear / That th’eyes of busy fools may be stopped there.’ Which is very nice talk indeed for a future Dean of St Paul’s.


An acquaintance of mine, a Donegal woman, was talking about a certain politician. He was, she said, a wulla sort of man. Michael Trainor, in the dictionary of Donegal English, published in the 1950s, spelled the word wullach and defined a wullach man as ‘excitable, inclined to extremes of moods’.


As to where the word came from: in Scotland they have wallach, a noisy, blustering, demonstrative person. They also use the word as a verb, to wail, to scream, to cry as a child out of humour does. It may have come to Donegal from Scots, but it is Gaelic in origin. Consider uallach, vain, proud.


Dinneen, always keen to use what he perceived as the weakness of the female sex to explain his adjectives, has ‘ruidín uallach—a flighty little creature’. This Irish and Scots-Gaelic word is from uaill, pomp, vanity, vainglory, from Old Irish uall.


Helen McGinley, who wrote to me from Rathmines, doesn’t say where she hails from, but I can guess. She asked first about traikle, a lazy person. Well, traikle is from traik, which has many shades of meaning. To traik means to walk about, to loaf, to stroll, to wander, to stray, to get lost. ‘He’s none of your birds that traik’ is a Donegal expression meaning that he won’t be seen to do anything unconventional.




To traik also means to walk slowly, with difficulty; as a noun it means a long, tiresome walk. From this they got traikin, to be unwell, and in the bad old days to be traiked meant to have contracted tuberculosis. As to origin, more than one word may be involved here, as the Ulster Dialect Dictionary observes. Consider the Norwegian dialectal traka, to labour at some difficult task, and the Dutch trekken, to travel, origin of trek, too, of course.


I’ve heard silly used as Helen has it. It means pliable, limp, poor in health, helpless. A fishing-rod could be said to be silly, or sallies used in weaving baskets. Not long ago I heard a Donegal chef shout from his kitchen that the lettuce had gone silly. A tablecloth could be silly from the want of starch. Sir Walter Scott has ‘Your health seems but silly’ in The Heart of Midlothian. Oxford says that from c.1550 to c.1675 silly was used extensively in the above senses. It’s a later form of Middle English syly, defenceless, weak, pitiable, and long may it survive between Gweebarra and Churchill.


Crabbed is an adjective I have heard in many Irish dialects from the Glens of Antrim to Limerick. It means, in describing a person, cantankerous, perverse. Crabbit is a common variant. It is a word of two syllables invariably.


Crab is also a verb. It means to find fault with, to make little of somebody or something. I have come across this in Antrim and in the language of Leinster Travellers. In that great glossary of Antrim and Down words compiled by W.H. Patterson in 1880 we find: ‘A couldn’t thole bein’ crabbed at, when A didn’t do nothin’ ondaicent.’


A member of the Connors clan told me the other day about his efforts to sell a mare to a member of another clan: ‘He went too far crabbin’ the mare, so I tould him that I wouldn’t sell her to him for any money.’


The primary reference was to the crooked or wayward gait of the crustacean, and the contradictory, perverse and fractious disposition which this expressed, according to Oxford.


The Germans have krabbe, whence, according to the grammarian Grimm, ‘because these animals are malicious and do not easily let go when they are seized. Low German has ene lütje krabbe, a small crab; a small, cantankerous, ill-conditioned man.’ East Frisian also has krabbe, a crab; by transference, a cantankerous man.


I am reminded of the story told by the late R.B. Walsh, the UCD linguist, about the comment of a large cattle dealer who got on the train with him at Mullinavat, Co. Kilkenny, the day Germany set Europe alight by invading Poland. He said aloud as he glanced at the front page of his paper: ‘Well, isn’t Hitler the crabbed little bastard, for the size of him?’




The earliest use of crabbed in literature is in an anti-Semitic reference in the 1340 Cursor Mundi. The York Mysteries of c.1440 has ‘For women are crabbed, that comes with their kind.’


I have heard crab, meaning to scratch, in the north. It is related to the above crab; and it’s the same word as the Low German krabben, to scrape, scratch. In English this was originally a hawking term. The Sportsman’s Diary of 1785 tells us that hawks are prone to crab when they stand too close to one another. Turberville’s Faulconrie of 1575 also had the word: ‘Some falcons will crabbe with every hawke and flee of purpose to crabbe with them.’ It comes with their kind, no doubt.


‘A cynical foul!’ shouted the sports commentator, as a player was tripped up while descending on his opponents’ goal in some soccer match I was watching on television. I looked at Oxford’s definition of the adjective before I retired for the night. Was the commentator’s use of it entirely justified, I mused, as I considered the dictionary’s definition: ‘Resembling the cynic philosophers in contempt of pleasure; churlishness, or disposition to find fault; surly, churlish, misanthropic, captious; now esp. disposed to disbelief in human sincerity or goodness; sneering. With etymological allusion: relating to a dog.’


More than once in literature, this etymological relationship to a dog has been introduced when a cynic is paraded in front of us. In a passage in Aldous Huxley’s story The Giaconda Smile, a young lady says: ‘“Oh, you’re cynical.” Mr Hutton always had a desire to say “Bow-bow-wow” when that last word was spoken. It irritated him more than any word in the language.’ Well, my football commentator had a firm basis in etymology if he used the adjective cynical to mean ‘to behave like a cur’: the word is derived from the Greek kyon, a dog.


Antisthenes, who lived in Athens at the same time as Plato, preached an ascetic philosophy that found wealth and pleasure contemptible. His followers were called kynikos, ‘doglike’, a word probably influenced by Kynosarges, a gymnasium where Antisthenes taught his rather severe philosophy.


The word cynic entered English in the 16th century either from the French cynique or from the Latin cynicus, which meant simply a philosopher of Antisthenes’ school. By the 17th century cynic was being applied to any fault-finding critic. The early English works often associate cynics with tubs. These references derive from the belief that that miserable git Diogenes refused to allow himself the pleasure of a house, but instead slept in a tub.




Mary Kenny from Malahide is troubled by a word she found in Peter Carey’s novel, True History of the Kelly Gang, for which he won the Booker Prize. The adjective in question is adjectival. Whenever Ned wants to use the f word he substitutes ‘adjectival’, so that we get ‘the adjectival police’, ‘the adjectival rain’ etc. Mary wonders if this word would really have been in Kelly’s vocabulary.


Indeed it would be; and the euphemism is still common in England, where it has reached literature by way of the dialects of the south-east. H.G. Wells in New Machiavelli, published in 1911, has ‘My mother would never learn not to attempt to break him of swearing . . . refusing to assist him to the adjectival towel he sought.’ In George Mitchell’s The Man Who Grew Tomatoes (1959) you’ll find: ‘Beresford told him to take his adjectival charity elsewhere.’


I’m informed by an Australian friend that the euphemism was quite common in police and court reports of the 19th century; Kelly may have learned it from the newspapers.


Seán O’Shea from Cork wrote to ask where the adjective blithering as in ‘blithering idiot’ came from. He remembers with a certain degree of affection an ancient Christian Brother using the adjective frequently to describe school inspectors, county councillors, Dáil deputies, dull pupils, and everybody else he didn’t like, most of the population of Cork included.


Blither, blather and blether, nouns meaning nonsensical talk; the adjectives blithering and blathering; and the Ulster nouns, bletherskite, blatherskite, blethermaskite and blatherumskite, talkers of ráiméis, can all be traced to Old Norse blathra, to speak indistinctly. Blither is the form used in midland English. Shakespeare would have spoken of blithering fools, while across the border Rab Burns wrote of ‘stringing blethers up in rhyme for fools to sing’.


Blatherskite, loudmouth, has turned up all over the place, and my thanks to Pádraig Ó Snodaigh, a Carlow man, to Tom Casey from Limerick, to Dan Meskill from Cork and to Mary Blake from Kildare for pointing out that the word is not confined to the northern half of the country.


Mary O’Sullivan from Limerick city wrote to remind me that, although I gave the origin of blather, I said ne’er a word about the second element, skite; so here goes.


The great dictionaries agree that the word has a Norse origin. The dialect skite has a variety of meanings. It is an abusive word for an unreliable person, a sleeveen; a conceited person; an empty-headed clown; a whiskey; a sudden shower that passes as quickly as it arrives; a short visit; a hurried journey; a binge. As a verb it means to empty the bowels; to smack; to lose one’s footing by slipping suddenly; to skim a stone; to squirt liquid.


Now, as to origin, there is the Old Norse skita, which corresponds with the Old English scitan, which gives shite; there is also the Old Norse ek skyt, I shoot.


R.S. Boyd, writing from Bangor, Co. Down, wonders about a word of his father’s, an Antrim man. Whenever young R.S. got up to mischief, his father would use the mildly reproachful word scurravogue, something akin to rogue or rascal.


From the sound of it I thought it might be Irish or Scots Gaelic, but no. It is undoubtedly from the Scots scurryvaig, glossed in Mairi Robinson’s Concise Scots Dictionary as a vagabond; an idle, unkempt or slatternly person; a lout; a scullion. Nobody has traced it further back than Scots, although the Latin scurra vagus, a wandering clown, has been suggested. That, I would think, is a long shot.


The late Seán Beecher once sent me an extraordinary expression that may by now have become obsolete in Cork city. A person attending soccer matches in Cork in the 1940s was likely to hear the shout HLI! at a player who was deemed to show signs of what the crowd saw as cowardice: drawing back from a tackle, for example. He also heard the expression He have a touch of the higos! and He have the higo shites! directed from the sidelines at players. In his Dictionary of Cork Slang, he explains that HLI were the initial letters of the Highland Light Infantry, ‘a British regiment despised by Cork people and not known for their bravery’.


But why were they despised? Were they here during the War of Independence, or did the contemptuous terms they gave Cork slang stem from some rivalry with the Munster Fusiliers serving abroad? Seán didn’t tell us. Perhaps one of my readers can throw light on the matter.


A very common expression of contempt is git. Roddy Doyle used it in one of his novels. I wouldn’t think his namesake Ruth Doyle from Artane would use it, but at least she is interested enough to ask where it comes from.


It means, of course, offspring, progeny, especially a person born out of wedlock; an unruly brat; an eejit. It is a variant of get which is from the Old Norse geta, to beget.




The old Scottish poets were fond of the word as a term of opprobrium. They used to pull no punches in having a go in print at other practitioners, and Cranstoun’s edition of the Satirical Poems (1567) contains the marvellous opener, ‘Blasphemus baird and beggeris gitt’.


A Carlow reader, Mary Gladney, wrote to ask about the word gudget, a glutton. I have heard this word all over the south-east. Recently a Waterford farmer complained to me that a gudget he had working for him would eat a horse for his breakfast. Moylan has the word in his Kilkenny dictionary; he quotes an informant who explained the word as ‘a little selfish lump of a person, especially in respect of food’.


Gudget is found in Scotland and in Northampton. It is related to the verb gudge, to stuff, to eat ravenously, but the original meaning seems to be a camp follower, hence a menial or low type.


The word’s origin is the French gouget. Andrew Duncan’s Appendix Etymologiae of 1595 defines the word as a burden-bearer.


I read Myles’s The Hair of the Dogma again recently, and great fun it is. Now dogma is an interesting word, not connected at all with doctrine which comes from the Latin docere, to teach. The Greeks gave us dogma, which comes from dokein, to seem good. Its nearest relative is the Latin decet, it is seemly, from which we got the English decent. Dogma once upon a time meant ‘that which seems good to me’, an opinion held. But when the great Councils of the Church met to discuss matters of great importance, they sought a consensus of opinions. The opinions held in common by the orthodox bishops were called dogmas, but soon the word took the meaning of a belief taught or held as the authoritative truth.


Lexicographers sometimes lose the run of themselves, and when they issue dogmas in relation to etymologies that prove to be false, strange things happen to words. Take the word abominable. Medieval scholars thought the word came from the Latin ab homine, from a man, spelled it abhominable, and glossed it as ‘repulsive to mankind’.


That’s how the word got its modern meaning. The trouble is the word really came from the Latin omen coupled with the ab, away from, which gave the Latin adjective abominabilis, ill-omened. The Old French borrowed the word as abominable, but not long after it came into English the grammarians came to the wrong conclusion as to its origin and inserted the intrusive h.




While she was in New York recently, a friend of this column who wants to be anonymous bought a very amusing book for me, Quotations With An Attitude, by Roy L. Stewart (Sterling Publishing Co., New York). The quotes come from people ancient and modern, from Plato to Frank Zimmer. Here are a few examples of the words they used to express their opinions about this world of ours. Who would not nowadays agree with this, written about the younger generation? ‘Children today are tyrants. They contradict their parents, gobble their food and tyrannise their teachers.’ True for you, Socrates. And how would you, dear reader, define youth? Could you do better than that curmudgeonly old cynic, Evelyn Waugh: ‘What is youth except a man or a woman before it is ready or fit to be seen?’


Some of the put-downs recorded here are classics. Consider Tchaikovsky’s considered assessment of Brahms: ‘I have played over the music of that scoundrel, Brahms. What a gift-less bastard!’ And what about Shaw’s assessment of Alfred Nobel: ‘I can forgive him for having invented dynamite, but only a fiend in human form could have invented the Nobel Prize.’ The whole human race gets the works from W.H. Auden: ‘We are here on earth to do good to others. What the others are here for I don’t know.’


Politicians are so mannerly these days. Oh for a Lloyd George who could come out with an insult as wicked as this: ‘When they circumcised Herbert Samuel, they threw away the wrong part.’ Norman Mailer wrote that ‘the function of socialism is to raise suffering to a higher level’.


Economists get the works here from a lot of people, some of whom have used the science of etymology creatively. Ed Solomon, for example, wrote: ‘For those who don’t know, “economics” is from the Greek “economae” meaning worthless heap of donkey poop.’


The art or craft of writing is here given an amusing airing. H.L. Mencken threw this uppercut at publishers: ‘Why authors write I do not know. As well as why a hen lays an egg or a cow stands patiently while a farmer burglarises her.’


I like the answer Aldous Huxley gave when he was asked about the authorship of Homer: ‘The author of the Iliad is either Homer or, if not Homer, somebody else of the same name.’


Stewart’s wickedly funny book is still in print at only $7, which is, thanks to George Dubya, half nothing.
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	Pigeon—Piggesnye—Bimbo—Strap—Rawsie










‘The other day’, writes a lady from Athlone who doesn’t want her name mentioned because of the slagging she might get from the natives as well as incurring family wrath, ‘in a hotel close to town, I was asked what age my pigeon was. The pigeon happened to be my 18-yearold daughter, who, if I may say so, is quite lovely. Is this rather offensive term common? Is it confined to the Irish midlands?’


It is very common all over this island, the next island to us, and the United States. Joyce uses it as a term of endearment in the Portrait: ‘Is that you, pigeon?’ But the word was used of a young woman in Elizabethan times. Greene, in 1592, writing about the thankless people often encountered in this imperfect world, has ‘When they had spent upon her what they had, then forsooth she and her young pigeon [her daughter] turne them out of doores like prodigal children.’


There are only a few references in literature prior to that, but we can be sure that the usage was common since the Middle Ages, when English had borrowed pyjon, pejon from Old French pijon, pyjoun, a dove, a young bird. The fact that Spanish has pichon and Italian piccione points to the word’s origin: Late Latin pipio, a young bird, from Latin pipere, to cheep, chirp. An imitative word this pipere, like the Greek pipos, a young bird, and, long, long ago, the Sanskrit pippaka, a species of bird whose name was an imitation of its call.


Mrs J. H. from south Tipperary sent me a nice letter in the course of which she complains that this wretched PC nonsense has the world of the heart, as she calls it, ruined. ‘In my young days, a long time ago now, many’s the young fellow told me that I was (a) a smashin’ pustogue (b) a lovely little pony (c) a cuddly pishkin. Tell me, and tell me no more, where do pishkin and pustogue come from? I know what a pony is.’




Pishkin is Irish piscín, a kitten. Pustogue is Irish pustóg, a woman with a sexy pout. The word is not in the dictionaries, but it has been recorded in Kilkenny and Carlow. I once heard it applied to La Bardot in Graiguenamanagh. Pus means mouth.


To be called a pony has been, for centuries past, considered a compliment by Munster women. The Augustinian Jacobite poet, Liam Inglis, used the word nearly 250 years ago to describe the beautiful young woman, Ireland: Póiní an Leasa: the pony of the fairy fort.


Robert Sharpe tells me that in the Glens of Antrim a pretty girl is called a shelty (from Shetland). Another pony; another compliment.


Old Chaucer had a wonderful word for a sweetheart, a word chiefly applied to a girl or woman. The word, obsolete now, is piggesnye, and I’m not at all sure if today’s females would be happy at getting, say, a Valentine card addressed to ‘my dear pig’s eye’, for that’s what Chaucer’s word means. In The Miller’s Tale he has ‘She was a piggesnye ffor any lord to leggen in his bedde.’ John Skelton in Womanhod (1529) has ‘What prate ye, pretty pyggysny?’ And in 1667 John Dryden inquired ‘How does my Pigs-nye?’


By Dryden’s time the term had also come to mean simply an eye, ‘a dear little eye’, but Oxford has this to say about this matter: ‘The eye of the pig (as that of a bird in bird’s-nie) is taken as a familiar type of a small eye; the expression is thus equivalent to pinkie nye, pinkeny, tiny eye, which was used in the same way as a term of endearment; but early examples showing piggesnye applied to the eye itself have not yet been found.’ It is thought that the tradition of sending love notes to the piggesnye on St Valentine’s Day were influenced by the belief that birds chose their own mates on this day.


Joan Harrington writes from Cork asking where the word plum, in the expression a plum job, came from. Plum was slang for £100,000 in the 17th and 18th centuries. Steele has it in 1687: ‘An honest gentleman who was worth half a plum stared at him.’ Hence it came to mean any sizeable fortune, and a man who possessed such a fortune. Addison, in 1709, wrote of a downturn in the economy: ‘Several who were Plums became men of moderate fortunes.’


Perhaps this old slang and Mrs Harrington’s adjective are variants or derivatives of plump. A namesake of Mrs Harrington’s, the translator of Orlando Furioso, wrote in 1591: ‘Her necke was round, most plum and large her brest.’ The poet Nashe has plum in this sense as well. He wrote of ‘a prettie, round faced wench, as fat and plum every part of her as a plover’. Plump, and I think plum in this sense of well-rounded, were borrowed from the Middle Dutch plomp, blunt, in the sense of not pointed, not sharp.




On the other hand the shape and feel of a ripe plum may have given us my correspondent’s adjective. This plum is from the Old English plume, earlier plumœ, both fruit and tree, corresponding to Old Low German pluma, Old Norse ploma. The word is in English since 725 when it makes its appearance in a glossary as plumœ.


Well, whether the slang plum is from the fruit or from the Dutch word is a moot point. This old word moot, arguable, debatable, not decided, doubtful, is the subject of a letter from Henry George from Sandycove, Dublin. Moot in this sense was first seen in print in Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577–1587): ‘The like question (whether fish or flesh) may be moved of the sell (seal), and if it were well canvassed, it would be found at the leastwise a moot case.’ Old fishermen in Kilmore Quay still refer to the seal as sell; from Old Norse. Moot is found in Old Norse as mót, encounter, meeting, public assembly, places where moot points were later discussed.


Mary Kelleher from Macroom wants to know where the word puntham comes from. She has heard the word used by mountainy men, she says, to describe a woman. She doesn’t know whether the word is derogatory or not. There is an Irish word puntam, and Father Dinneen got it in Ballyvourney. It means, he says, a lively person, especially a woman of low stature. He speculated that it is a borrowing from English. I’m not sure whether a woman would be pleased to be called a bantam in any language.


But what about being called ducky? A lady from Dalkey tells me that she was offended twice recently in my own dear native Wexford by old fellows in a pub who said things like ‘Hello, ducky’ to her. I’m no chicken, she says, but I don’t like being compared to a duck. That term of endearment, ducky, has nothing to do with ducks, Margaret. It is from the Norse dokka, a word that has a counterpart in the Modern Danish duke. It means a doll. Happier?


A Kildare woman, Anne Dempsey, wrote to enquire about the origin of the word frump, a word common among older women, she says. I don’t know which frump the lady means, so let’s have a look at the ones I have heard in my time.


On the first goin’ down, as they say in parts of Waterford (firstly, Irish, ‘ar an gcéad dul síos’), there is the frump which means a bad-tempered old woman. This word is found in Wexford and Waterford; it is also found in the dialects of Scotland, northern and midland England, as well as in Somerset and Hampshire.




Dickens has it in Our Mutual Friend: ‘Don’t fancy me a frumpy old married woman.’ I’ve read that what Dickens meant here by frumpy was the common Irish meaning of slovenly in dress and habits. I don’t think so.


At any rate, the origin of both these frumps is probably the verb frumple, to wrinkle, itself from the Dutch verrompelen, of the same meaning. Frumple’s first appearance in literature is in the 1398 translation by John de Trevisa of a Latin medical tract. John tells us that ‘the flesshe in the buttocks is fromplyd and knotty’. So now you know.


The only other frump that has come to my notice is the one found in southeast Wexford. It is a verb which means to jeer, make fun of. It is common in Scotland, northern and midland English, and the southern dialects of Devon, Dorset, Pembrokeshire and Cornwall; possibly connected with frumple, some say.


Beaumont and Fletcher have it as a noun in The Scornful Lady, first performed in the year of Shakespeare’s death, 1616: ‘Sweet widow leave your frumps and be edified.’


I like the verb croodle, sent to me by Anne Gallagher from the braes of Cresslough, she says, and now living in Dublin. ‘Croodle in there together and I’ll tell you a story,’ Anne’s mother used to say when she was a child. Croodle is also found in Antrim; W.H. Patterson has it in his invaluable glossary of 1880. The word is also found in the south.


In deepest Carlow, in a hostelry not far from the lordly Barrow’s banks, I heard an ould lad frumping a teenage boy: ‘I suppose you’re goin’ up now to croodle with the young wan,’ he said. Origin? Teutonic. Compare the Middle English crodle, pronounced with a long ‘o’; the Old English verb crúden and the Middle Dutch crúdan, to press, crowd.


Jane Shaw from Sutton, Co. Dublin, asks about the slang word bimbo. It’s from the Italian bimbo, baby, which gave bambino, little baby. An interesting thing about bimbo is that it started life in English, in America, as a contemptuous term for a man. It first appeared in print in 1919. P.G. Wodehouse used it in 1924, in Bill the Conqueror: ‘The bimbo Pyke arrived.’ In 1947, in Full Moon, he wrote of ‘Bimbos who went about the place making passes at innocent girls after discarding their wives.’ A female bimbo first appeared in print in 1929 in American Speech IV. It soon became popular in crime fiction, its first outing being in Detective Fiction Weekly in 1937: ‘We found Durken and Frenchy La Seur seated at a table with a pair of blonde bimbos.’ Hot stuff!




Beryl Bainbridge’s new novel about Dr Johnson, Mrs Thrale and their circle prompted Mrs Georgina Williams of Howth to enquire about the history of the term bluestocking, which means—I don’t have to tell you—a woman of intellectual tastes or, as the irascible doctor might have added, one pretending to them.


The term dates from the middle of the 18th century when some English women, tired of cards and embroidery parties, followed the lead of the literary salons of Paris and held evening ‘conversations’, as they called them, to which they invited illustrious guest speakers such as David Garrick, Horace Walpole, Dr Johnson, Lord Lyttleton and Benjamin Stillingfleet, a distinguished botanist.


Stillingfleet, who was as poor as he was distinguished, turned down the invitation to speak to the assembled ladies of London, telling them with candour that he could not afford the fancy evening clothes that were de rigueur, black silk stockings included. Fanny Burnley later wrote in her diary that he was told not to worry, to come as he normally dressed. He arrived attired in well-worn clothes, which included a pair of blue worsted stockings. He was a popular speaker and the girls loved him; ‘Blue Stockings’ they called him behind his back.


Soon the women began to call their ‘conversations’ Bluestocking or its French equivalent, Bas Bleu. The term soon became one of disparagement. In his Table Talk the critic William Hazlitt put his opinion of the bluestockings rather bluntly: ‘I have an utter aversion to blue stockings. I do not care a fig for any woman that knows even what an author means.’ Ah well. There is no hint of derision in the word’s usage nowadays.
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