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    INTRODUCTION


    An Irish Times reader suggested to me that I should write a book about words which are either on the brink of extinction or have already been deemed obsolete by the great dictionaries. Here it is. It could have been ten times this length: what I have salvaged are words which for one reason or another I happen to like and whose fate I regret.


    The older readers of this book may raise an eyebrow at some of my choices. But, they may well exclaim, this or that word is still in use in Ballinafad or Tuam or Clonakilty or wherever, and in this they may be right. What I had in mind in choosing these words is that they have been deemed either obsolete or under sentence of death by reputable dictionaries. For example I raised an eyebrow or two myself when I read that swank was on the way out everywhere; when I asked two fourteen-year-old boys in a Munster town what swank meant, I was answered with shy smiles and told that it was a crude word. It took this innocent a minute or two to realise that they had confused the word with another, which is crude.


    The words I have chosen are, in a sense, a momento mori for old-timers such as myself; they will probably have gone from common speech forever after our days have ended.


    I have included, needless to say, many words which were lost to the language centuries ago. They are here simply because I like them.


    My thanks to the editors of The Irish Times and The Oldie who published my treatment of some of the words discussed here.


    There’s no more to be said except to ask you to do what St Augustine once said about a better book: tolle lege, take up and read, or as another Augustine, my favourite Viennese waiter, Augustin ‘Herr Gustl’ Klampfer, exhorts when he puts a delicious meal in front of English-speakers, ‘Do please you now to enjoying this, bitte.’


    DÓM

  


  
    THE WORDS
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    This ancient word’s disappearance from literary English is a mystery. It hasn’t been recorded since it appeared in the Ancren Riwle about 1230, but Joseph Wright’s correspondents told him that it was widely diffused throughout the dialects of England when he was working on his great English Dialect Dictionary (EDD) towards the end of the nineteenth century. It means to endure, tolerate, and is usually found with the word can and a negative. Recent researchers suggest that the word, which has adorned English since it appeared as áberan, to endure, suffer, in Old English, is almost on the verge of extinction everywhere now. Tennyson, for example, has ‘I couldn’t abear to see it,’ in his 1860 Lincolnshire dialect poem about the Old Farmer, but I’m told that one could search far and wide in that county today and not hear the word. Joseph Wright has ‘I hate smoke-reeked tea, I cannot abear it,’ and ‘They cannot abear her; they rantanned her out at last,’ from the same county. Dickens in his Sketches (1836/7) has ‘The young lady denied having formed any such engagements at all—she couldn’t abear the men, they were such deceivers.’ I see that the word has disappeared from the dialects of East Anglia, Cornwall, Berkshire and Gloucestershire; a recent survey found that in Devonshire Madox Brown’s sentence in his 1870 Dwale Bluth, ‘I can’t abear the daps o’ thee,’ was not understood by any of the hundred people asked what it meant. The word has been recorded in Donegal, and in Fermanagh by the classical music composer Joan Trimble. She suggested to me that it was probably imported by Ulster workers who did seasonal work in the north of England, since the word is not found in Scotland. I note that The Concise Ulster Dictionary (CUD) has not recorded this word of honourable antiquity, first used in literature by King Ælfred about 885 A.D.
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    What has happened to this old word, which means in bed, confined to bed by sickness, old age, etc.? Not a trace of it will you find now in my own county of Wexford, but I remember my grandmother using the word; and Bill Blake, an old sea-dog from Kilmore Quay, referred to a young neighbour as being a lazy bastard who spent the mornings abed. I heard the word in Glenmore, Co. Kilkenny, as well as in St Mullins in Co. Carlow, that beautiful historic spot on the banks of the river Barrow. The word was once widely diffused throughout the midland and southern counties of England, but regrettably, education, if that’s what it is, and other influences such as television and the print media, have driven the old word almost to extinction in Warwickshire, where Shakespeare grew up. ‘You have not been a bed then?’ (from abed) wrote the great man in the third act of Othello. In the third act of Romeo and Juliet he has ‘I would have been a bed an hour ago.’


    The Oxford English Dictionary gives a translation of St Luke’s Gospel of c.1000 as being the source of the word’s earliest appearance in English literature. It was written there as on bedde. ‘Some wolde mouche hir mete alone Ligging a-bedde,’ sang Chaucer in Troilus and Criseyde around 1374. The word also occurs in Piers Plowman. It wasn’t written as one word in the medieval period; perhaps Pepys was the first to write it as one word, in a diary entry of 1660: ‘Our wench very lame; abed these two days.’ Abed is made up of the Old English on plus bed. Oxford says that it is considered ‘somewhat archaic’. They will soon be describing it as ‘obsolete’.
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    I met old Phil Wall in Carne, in the Barony of Forth, Co. Wexford, in the summer of 1970. He had an amazing dialect of English, and was well aware of it. He was ninety years old at the time, and appeared to be highly pleased that I made a note of his words. He took me to task, I remember, for hesitating to write down the word abricock in my notebook. ‘You think that’s just an old man getting the word apricot arse backwards, don’t you?’ he said. ‘Well, let me tell you that it was my mother’s word, and that the people of Somerset have it as well. I knew many of them long ago when I was a young chap working summers in their orchards.’


    Somerset people do, indeed, have it, as I was to find out; perhaps I should write ‘they did’, because recently a reader from that county wrote to tell me that the variant is now almost obsolete there, remembered only by the very oldest of farmers and market gardeners. The word was also recorded in Cheshire in the nineteenth century, but appears to have died out there since.


    Any good dictionary will give you the etymology of apricot; but consider this from W. Turner’s Names of Herbes, published in 1548. ‘Malus armeniaca is called in Greeke Melea armeniace, in highe duche Land ein amarel baume, in the dioses of Colon kardumelker baume . . . and some englishe men cal the fruite an Abricok.’


    Oxford gives a full etymology. Originally from Portuguese albricoque or Spanish albaricoque, but subsequently assimilated to the cognate French abricot (t mute). Cf. also Italian albercocca, albicocca, Old Spanish albarcoque, from Spanish Arabic al-borcoque, probably from Latin prœcoquum, variant of prœcox, plural prœcocia, ‘early-ripe, ripe in summer’, an epithet and, in later writers, appellation of this fruit, originally called prunum or malum Armeniacum. Thus Palladius (c.350): ‘armenia vel prœcoqua.’ The change in English from abr- to apr- was perhaps due to false etymology; Minsheu (1617) explained the name, quasi, ‘in aprico coctus’, ripened in a sunny place: cf. the spelling abricoct. Indeed, or in Phil Wall’s case, abricock.
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    This word has gone through many shades of meaning from the naughty one in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night—‘Accost is, front her, boorde her, woo her, assayle her’—to the innocuous ‘to make up and speak to’, no longer, as far as I am aware used in ordinary speech; to the one meaning to assault with intent to cause bodily harm, to the one now used only in police courts meaning ‘to solicit for an improper purpose’, as the police-speak goes.


    Accost is what the raikers and fly-boys did in the old broadside ballads. ‘I thereby accosted this maiden.’ He meant simply that he met her, either by accident or design. And having accosted her, his next ploy was to get her into a tavern. A striking line in a nineteenth-century broadside ballad, published in Cork by Haly, reads, ‘And we fell to drinking Beamish’s porter, To coax her motions in high display.’ Those nineteenth-century Irish raikers know a long time before the thought struck Mr Nash that candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker.


    Accost, meaning to approach with the intention of harming a person, has been deemed obsolete by lexicographers in Britain; I haven’t heard it in common speech in Ireland for many years.


    These accosts, obsolete and still standing, started life in the English navy as acoast or accoast. This was a borrowing from the French accoster, from Old French acoster, from Late Latin accostare, to be side by side, from ac = ad, ‘to’, with costa, which means ‘rib’, and in Late Latin, ‘side’. In 1611 Cotgrave’s French–English dictionary has ‘Accoster: To accoast, or joyne side to side; to approach, or draw neere unto.’ While still connected with coast it remained accoast, but since the idea of ‘to address’ came to the fore, it has been pronounced and written accost.


    We don’t ‘accost’ people on the street any more when we mean to meet them or give them greeting. Women do, of course, sometimes accost men with a certain intent, and the only time I heard this meaning of accost was in a courthouse in Cork, when a Garda in evidence said that a young lady was previously found guilty of accosting a man. The judge wasn’t too sure of what he meant. ‘Did she assault the man?’ he asked. ‘Is that what you mean by accost?’ ‘No,’ said the Garda, ‘she approached a man with the intention of soliciting for immoral purposes.’


    So, accost lives, but as it is now confined to a specific misdemeanour in law, it may be considered to be on a life support machine.
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    According to Mr Ogden Nash the very first words uttered by a human being were ‘Madam, I’m Adam.’


    Adam, in Hebrew adám, man, has given us many English words. The phrase the old Adam is used when people speak of man’s corrupt nature. Adam is a metonym for water. Around 1700 Thomas Brown has ‘Your claret’s too hot. Sirrah, drawer, go bring a cup of cold Adam from the next purling stream.’ Adam’s Ale was mentioned in Matthew Prior’s Wandering Pilgrim before 1721: ‘A Rechabite poor Will must live / And drink of Adam’s Ale.’ Adam’s Apple, the projection formed in the neck by the anterior extremity of the thyroid cartilage of the larynx, was referred to as Adami Pomum in a 1720 book on surgery. Adamist is an imitator of Adam as a gardener. John Taylor in a tract of 1630 wrote of ‘fruit trees so pleasing and ravishing to the sense that he calls it Paradise, in which he plays the part of a true Adamist, continually roiling and tilling’. And Adam has also given us Adamite, which in modern times would be called a nudist.


    The word was brought to my attention by a report I saw on German television about a court case in southern California. About fifty men and women were charged with public indecency by cavorting in the nude on a beach, and their leader offered the defence that they belonged to a religious sect called Adamites which today, as was the case 400 years ago, was persecuted for appearing in public in the nude. Addison referred to these Adamites in 1713 in the Guardian, and in the two centuries previous to his the phrase ‘as naked as an Adamite’ was common. One orthodox Christian railed in 1565 against the number of sects that had mushroomed in London: ‘So many Adamites, so many Zwenckfeldians, so many hundreds of Anabaptists and libertines.’


    Adamites seem to have disappeared until resurrected by the Californians the other day. The judge was lenient. He dismissed the charge with a caution as to future behaviour, having congratulated their leader on his ingenious, if implausible, defence.
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    Two words these that have not survived in the living language in the senses ‘gone, since’. The people of the Barony of Forth in Co. Wexford had ee-go; Poole’s glossary of the Dialect of Forth and Bargy, collected by the farmer Jacob Poole towards the end of the eighteenth century, published by the Dorsetshire poet William Barnes in the nineteenth, and re-edited by this author and T.P. Dolan in the twentieth, has ‘Hea’s ee-go’ for ‘He’s gone.’


    Ago was recorded in this sense in Devonshire by the EDD’s field workers: ‘Awl the tatties be ago, missis: there idden wan a-layved.’ Ago was recorded in Middle English. ‘For now is clene a-go / My name of trouthe in love for ever-mo!’ wrote Chaucer in Troilus and Criseyde around 1374. He repeated the word in The Legend of Good Women: ‘And thus ar Tisbe and Piramus ago’ (i.e. dead); and in The Book of the Duchesse, or The Dethe of Blaunche, he has ‘My lady bright / Which I have loved with al my might / Is fro me deed, and is a-goon.’


    Agone, meaning ‘ago, since’, was common in Ireland in Samuel Lover’s day. He has ‘We started three days agon,’ in his Legends and Stories of Ireland, written between 1831 and 1834. Poole, mentioned above, also has the word. In southern and south-western England, the sense survived until recently. Wright has ‘He went to Africa some time agone,’ from Cornwall; and ‘Twas ever so long agone,’ from Somerset. ‘Such phrases are quite familiar to all West-country folk,’ a correspondent told him. But that was long agone, and it wouldn’t be true today, I’m told.


    Shakespeare used agone. In Twelfth Night, Act V, he has ‘Oh, he’s drunk, Sir Toby, an hour agone.’ In Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act III, we find ‘For long agone I have forgot to court.’ John Gower wrote ‘A while agon’ in Confessio Amantis (Tale of the Coffers) in 1390; and Chaucer has ‘Nat longe agon is’ in The Canterbury Tales.


    Both ago and agone in the senses mentioned are from Old English ágán, past participle of ágán, to pass away, according to Wright.
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    This is a word my friend Risteard B. Breatnach, the distinguished linguist, often heard in the 1940s in west Waterford, but I’m sorry to say that it seems to have died since then. I have mentioned the word many times to members of the younger generation since I came to live among them in Waterford about nine years ago, but none of the school children and very few of their parents and grandparents knew the word. The word was also common in my father’s part of west Cork, that part comprising the baronies of Muscraí and Uíbh Laoghaire, say from Cúil Aodh to Gúagán Barra, when I was young; but when I enquired recently in a school in that part of the world, not one ‘scholar’, as they term school children there, had ever heard the word.


    Spelled alfraits in Irish, it means a scoundrel, a rascal, according to Ó Dónaill’s dictionary. Dinneen goes a little further, adding ‘a scold, a barge, a man with rude manners at table, a peevish child’ to the definition of the word. Dinneen noticed that the word’s termination, aits, was like the English atch, and came to the conclusion that alfraits was simply the English old fratch. He knew, of course, that fratch was an English dialect word for a rude, quarrelsome person, and that it was common in Yorkshire and in other northern counties south to Derbyshire. Nobody ever contradicted Dinneen, nor should they.


    Now that I come to think of it, the only time I ever heard the word fratch was in a stable in south Co. Wexford in the 1970s. A Yorkshireman had come to look at a young horse fancied to make a good showjumper. He started the negotiations after jumping some poles with his intended purchase, by insulting him in the time-honoured ritual of such dealing, telling his owner that his animal was nothing but a miserable, useless fratch. Half an hour later he forked out 30,000 jimmy o’goblins for him.
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    I have heard this word in places as far apart as Donegal and east Cork, and sometimes as amplish. The Irish is aimpléis, defined by Dinneen as trouble, difficulty, intricacy; he also gave the adjective aimpléiseach, troublesome, difficult, intricate, and aimpléiseacht, noun, state of being difficult or troublesome, etc.


    I first heard the word in Donegal from a sheepman called Paddy Joe Gill who came from Glenties direction. He was explaining to a friend of his that he bumped into a man who owed him money at a fair, but that he didn’t want to embarrass the fellow, as he was involved in making a deal with some Six County buyers: ‘I didn’t expect to see him, so I was at a bit of an amplish,’ he said.


    The word is in literature. William Carleton from Tyrone has it in The Battle of the Factions: ‘He was driven at last to such an amplush that he had no other shift for employment.’ Samuel Lover in Legends and Stories of Ireland has ‘There was no such thing as getting him at an amplush.’ In the same book, set in Connacht, he has ‘He’d have amplushed me long ago.’ John Boyce in Shandy Maguire, set in the north, has ‘. . . prayin’ to us this minit . . . to help ye in the amplish that yer in’.


    About thirty years ago I was sent the word by people in mid-Tipperary, east Cork, Clare and Limerick when I was preparing a book on Irish words and phrases that have found their way into the English of Ireland. To have given the head-word as a word of Irish origin was, I now feel, not correct, because in fact it represents non-plus.
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    This word is found under various disguises in Ireland, Scotland and the northern counties of England to Lancashire and Lincolnshire. In Ulster they had airles and earles; in Connacht and Leinster earls; in Cumberland yearls; in the North Country and in Lancashire yearles; in west Yorkshire arless. We have the word in Irish too as éarlais. It means money paid on striking a bargain in pledge of future fulfilment, especially that given to a servant when hired; earnest money.


    Jamieson’s Scots dictionary of the early nineteenth century explains the matter further: ‘A piece of money put into the hands of a seller . . . as a pledge that he shall not strike a bargain with another, while he retains the arles in his hand.’ Robert Burns in 1786 wrote, ‘An’ name the arles an’ the fee / In legal mode an’ form.’ Scott in Redgauntlet (1819) has ‘He had refused the devil’s arles (for such was the offer of meat and drink).’


    The Ballymena Observer of 1892 says that ‘In hiring a servant, for buying a cow, load of hay &c., you give a shilling or half-a-crown as “earls” to make the bargain sure.’ Willie O’Kane of Dungannon, in his engaging book You Don’t Say, has ‘He paid five pounds of earls at the auction.’ I myself heard two men discussing the trustworthiness of a west Corkman who was looking for a job as a farm labourer. One man counselled, ‘I wouldn’t trusht him an inch. Don’t give him any éarlais anyway. You might never see the hoor again.’


    There was a verb to arle: to bind by payment of money, to give earnest-money as a ‘clincher’ to a bargain, to engage for service, to secure. From Perthshire a correspondent of the EDD heard this at a hiring fair: ‘Are ye feed lassie?’—‘Yes, I was erled an hour ago.’


    Then there were the compounds arles-penny and arles-shilling. ‘Your proffer o’ luve’s an airle-penny, / My Tocher’s the bargain ye wad buy,’ sang Burns in My Tocher’s the Jewel in 1794. (Tocher is a marriage portion, a bride’s dowry, from Scottish Gaelic tochar.)


    Blount’s Law Dictionary of 1691 defined arles as ‘Argentum Dei . . . Money given in earnest of a bargain.’ In Hali Meidenhad, an alliterative homily of c. 1230, there is this: ‘þis ure lauerd giueð ham as on erles of þe eche mede þat schal cume þereafter.’


    Oxford says that arles is ‘apparently from Old French *erle, *arle: from Latin *arrhula diminutive of arrha. Cf. also Old French erres, arres, modern arrhes: from Latin arrha. Historically a plural, but sometimes used as singular; the formal singular arle is hardly in use.’ [* denotes an unattested form.]


    Indeed the word in the plural is hardly in use any more. How times change!
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    Pádraig Mac Gréine, or Paddy Greene, or Master Greene of Ballinalee, Co. Longford, never got back to me about the above word which I heard from an English Gypsy while on holiday in Yorkshire. I had wondered whether the word had reached the cant of the Irish Travellers, many of whom wander across the Irish Sea from time to time and frequent the camps of the Gypsies. Master Greene was the ideal man to ask, as he knew more about the language of the itinerant people than any living person; but he died before he could tell me what he knew of arse-verse in Ireland. He had a good innings; he was 106 when he went to what some Munster Travellers call their Honey Spike, their lucky burial ground. Both Miley Connors and Annie Wall, two Travellers of Wexford background, could tell me that they had heard of the arse-verse, a verse said before the owners occupied a new caravan, to protect it from fire, but that the custom had died out before their time. Miley, quite rightly, said that the custom was English in origin.


    In England the very use of a verse on a farmhouse wall points to its originally being the property of the settled community. Gypsies don’t write verse. The word may be found in some of the dialect dictionaries of both southern Scotland and northern England, but the Scots say that the custom originated in England. Notes and Queries II of 1888 mentions it, and says that in Yorkshire it is thought of as ‘a spell on a house to avert fire of witchcraft’. It was a word used by settled country people; the gypsies, as superstitious as they come, thought the saying of an arse-verse a good idea; it could do no harm at any rate.


    How old the custom is I have failed to find out. Nathan Bailey’s An Universal Etymological English Dictionary of 1721 has it, defining it as ‘a spell written on a house to prevent it from burning’. The arse part of the word has nothing to do with the old word for the fundament. It’s from Latin ars-, past participle stem of ardere, to burn. Compare, if you will, French arson, arson, wilful burning.


    The latest surveys have found no trace of the word in living speech anywhere.
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    The custom of giving a bite to eat to mourners after a funeral is widespread all over the world, though not all countries have a special name for the repast as the people of southern Scotland, southern Yorkshire, Lancashire, Cumberland and Westmoreland have, or had. The word had disappeared from the lexicon of most of Yorkshire and all of southern Scotland by about 1900.


    Captain Grose had the word from the North Country in 1790; around the end of the nineteenth century a correspondent wrote from north Yorkshire to the English Dialect Society: ‘. . . usually for an hour preceding midday the hospitalities of the day proceed, and after all have partaken of a solid meal, and before the coffin is lifted for removal to the churchyard, cake or biscuits, and wine are handed out by two females whose office is specially designated by the term “arval servers”.’ By this time the custom had died out in many parts of Yorkshire. In Harland and Wilkinson’s Folk-Lore (1867), there is this from Lancashire which shows that the bite and sup came after the burial: ‘After the rites at the grave, the company adjourned to a public house, where they were presented with a cake and ale, called an arval.’


    Arval led to compounds such as arval bread, and arval cake. ‘Every person invited to a funeral receives a small loaf at the door of the deceased; they were expected to eat them at home in religious remembrance of their deceased neighbour,’ says an account from Westmoreland. A north Yorkshire account spoke of ‘averill bread: funeral loaves, spiced with cinnamon, nutmeg, sugar, and raisins’.


    The custom came with the Vikings. The Old Norse word erfi-öl meant a wake, funeral feast, a word composed of erfi, a funeral feast, and öl, an ‘ale’, banquet, feast. The Danish is arve-öl.


    Both the ancient custom, and the ancient word for it, are, alas, now gone forever.


    Schade, sehr schade! as they say where I have now pitched my tent.
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    This is another good word threatened with oblivion for reasons nobody can understand. The Dictionary of the Scots Language (hereafter DSL) defines it as ‘an oval flat plate or dish, generally large, in which a joint or other food is served’.


    The Gallovian Encyclopedia, published in 1824, describes the ashet as ‘the king of the trencher tribe. Some time ago they were made of pewter . . . and stood on the loftiest shelf [of the dresser] like so many shields.’


    The DSL states that the word is not in Standard English or in English dialect. Well, it is in the speech of the descendants of the Scots planters of Ulster. C.I. Macafee’s Concise Ulster Dictionary has it. The late Dr Michael Adams, academic publisher, once gave me the word; he remembered it from his young days in Fermanagh. The late composer and musicologist Joan Trimble sent me a card once from Enniskillen, reminding me of ‘the Ulster Scots word ashet’.


    Oxford points out that ashet appears in a catalogue of furniture printed in 1552. As to its present status, it appears that it may still be heard in the kitchens of some of the great houses of Scotland, but not elsewhere. Perhaps the reason it is is danger is that the ashet is too big for the ordinary kitchen or diningroom nowadays.


    Considering the historical links between Scotland and France, it may come as no surprise to learn that the Scots borrowed ashet from French assiette, a plate, a word which has its origin in the Latin assidere, to sit beside.
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    When I was a child my mother taught school opposite the farmhouse of an old lady named Margaret Whitty. Just before Christmas my father got a lift out from town in a friendly policeman’s car to collect a turkey from Margaret, his own car being under a tarpaulin in a garage, due to Mr de Valera’s decision that teaching school did not warrant a car to get to work; my mother had to cycle the nine miles to her school in all kinds of weather. We were allowed to play around the Whitty farm, but were warned to keep away from the well, not, mind you, because of the fear of falling in and being drowned, but because old Maggie frightened the life out of us by telling us of the monstrous ask who lived in the well, and who climbed up to spit poison at any person who approached its lair in the depths, to immobilise them so as to suck them down, never to be seen again. We gave Miss Whitty’s well a wide berth, I assure you.


    Years later I heard the word in Co. Carlow, upriver from where we lived; I was also able to trace the word to Co. Kildare and to north Co. Dublin. The ask is a newt or lizard and the word was once to be found in Scotland and in many dialects of England. Recently I conducted a very unscientific survey about this creature, which fascinated Mr Wodehouse’s creation, Gussie Fink-Nottle, and another quare hawk, Mr Ken Livingstone, the London politician. I wrote to a number of rural schools in Counties Kildare, Carlow, Wexford, Wicklow, north Dublin and Waterford; none of the pupils knew the word ask or its variant esk, although they were all familiar with the ‘poisonous’ water lizard who infested wells. Joseph Wright’s great English Dialect Dictionary, quoting a Scottish source, says that ‘It seems to be a general idea among the vulgar, that what we call the ask is the asp of Scripture. This has probably contributed to the received opinion of the newt being venomous.’


    Randle Cotgrave’s French–English dictionary of 1611 has ‘Tassot, a newt or ask.’ John Florio’s Italian–English lexicon of 1611 has ‘Magrasio, an eft, an nute, an aske.’


    Middle English has arske and aske. A Metrical Homily of 1323 has ‘Snakes and nederes thar he fand, And gret blac tades . . . And arskes and other wormes felle.’ The great Scot Henryson, whose The Testament of Cresseid and Seven Fables were so ably translated by Heaney recently, has, in a poem from around 1450, ‘Cum with me in hy, Edderis, askis, and wormis meit for to be.’ Old English has áðexe, lizard. You may compare the German Eidechse or Echse, lizard.
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    I was taken aback when an old Dublinman who lived near my son in Kimmage referred to a youngish female politician who snubbed him, he felt, when he requested that she do him a favour connected with fixing the roof of his house, as a bloody, useless aunt.


    This aunt, he subsequently told me, meant a whore; he seemed surprised that I had never heard of the word. I was familiar with Shakespeare’s aunt, an old woman, a gossip; this evidently was not what my friend had in mind. Neither was he thinking of elderly, practical women who show benevolence to acquaintances, be they young or old.


    Aunt is used by Shakespeare in my friend’s sense in A Winter’s Tale, Act IV. The word was very much in evidence in seventeenth-century literature. Middleton has it in his Michaelmas Terme of 1607: ‘She demanded of me whether I was your worships aunt or no. Out, out, out!’ In a 1663 tract called Parson’s World, there is this: ‘Yes, and follow her, like one of my aunts of the suburbs.’ In 1678 Dryden in The Kind Keeper, or Mr Liberham, a comedy, has ‘The easiest Fool I ever knew, next my Naunt of Fairies in the Alchymist.’


    And then, after Dryden, silence.


    I searched the dialect dictionaries, and found only one bawdy aunt, in Lincolnshire. How did it reach Dublin’s fair city? I wish I had the answer to that one.
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    Once upon a time you would hear this word used in parts of Ulster in place of ‘at all’. The last person I heard using it was the late Ginette Waddell, the actress, relative of the great classical scholar Helen Waddell, and Rutherford Mayne, the dramatist. Not long before he died last year, David Hammond, balladeer and film-maker, told me that the word was all but extinct in Co. Antrim, that great stronghold of Ulster Scots.


    Because of its Scots origin I had thought that it never existed in the South, but my friend Mrs Rae McIntyre, an inspired teacher who achieved fame by getting her pupils in Ballyrashane Primary School near Coleraine to compile a book called Some Handlin’ before the Department of Education decided that Ballyrashane no longer needed a school, tells me that although ava is not heard any more around Ballyrashane, she remembers her mother using the word over the border in Co. Leitrim. I enquired about the word’s health from some Leitrim friends of mine, and was told that alas the word has by now disappeared from the speech of young and old.


    ‘A dinna ken, ava. A’ll hae nane o’ that ava,’ was recorded in Antrim by W.H. Patterson in his glossary of Antrim and Down words, which he sent to the English Dialect Society, and which found their way into Wright’s EDD. ‘I’ve aften wonder’d . . . what way poor bodies liv’d ava,’ Burns mused in Twa Dogs, written in 1786. The Gallowayman S.R. Crockett nailed his colours to the mast in his engaging The Raiders (1894) by stating that ‘There’s no a Dutchman i’ the pack That’s ony guid ava man.’ The word was exported to the northern counties of England as well as to Ulster. ‘I could see naething ava,’ wrote Richardson in his Borderer’s Table-book, written in Northumberland in 1846.


    If the useful little adverb is used no more by the descendants of the Ulster planters as well as by the drinking men in the pubs of Ayrshire and Northumberland, I for one, mourn its passing into oblivion.
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    I came across this word written as Bang-Marie in Passing English of the Victorian Era, a book by J. Reddy Ware, no date given, but certainly late nineteenth century.


    Mr Ware glosses his word, which he acknowledges to be a product of folk etymology, as ‘The Kitchen’. He rightly corrects Bang-Marie to Bain-Marie, ‘the small saucepan within another saucepan of boiling water’, but then says that ‘the word got its name from an operation devised by a French cook named Marie.’ Oh yeah?


    Oxford gives only two citations. The first is from Kitchiner’s Cook’s Oracle of 1822: ‘Bain-Marie is a flat vessel containing boiling water; you put all your stewpans into the water, and keep that water always very hot, but it must not boil.’ The second is from Andrew Ure’s A Dictionary of Arts, Manufactures and Mines, 1875: ‘Bain-marie, a vessel of water in which saucepans, etc. are placed to warm food, or to prepare it, and used in some pharmaceutical preparations.’


    I recently asked ten ladies about this word. Only one, a cook who had been trained in Ballymaloe, Co. Cork, knew what it meant. Small blame to her, she had no idea where the word originated. Far from being called from a French cook named Marie, as the Victorian Mr Ware said, it is from French all right, but adapted from Latin balneum Mariœ (fourteenth century), literally ‘the bath of Mary’, so called, the French lexicographer Littré thinks, from the gentleness of this method of heating.
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    Hubert Butler, God look to him, used to write to me occasionally from his home in Bennetsbridge, Co. Kilkenny, about words. I recently came across a note I got from him about baked meat, what most people everywhere call roast meat. He knew I was interested in the English of Forth and Bargy, the old Anglo-Norman enclave of south-east Wexford, and wanted to know if I had heard the term there, or in south Co. Kilkenny, where I taught school at the time. He pointed out that the compound was recorded only in Lincolnshire by the monumental EDD. I replied that I heard it in both places but that it was being replaced by the younger generation by roast meat.


    Forty years on, baked meat has been deleted from the Irish culinary lexicon, as far as I can tell. A pity, this, if only because it was Shakespeare’s term. He has ‘Look to the baked meats, good Angelica; Spare not for cost,’ in Romeo and Juliet, Act IV; and ‘The funeral baked meats / Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables,’ in Hamlet, Act I.
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    Indulge me for a moment while I tell you a story I heard when I was a very small boy. It concerned a bird that then as now fascinates me, Minerva’s bird, the owl. This is how I remember the story:


    Our Saviour passed by a bakery one day. [I thought at the time that this must have been my friend Jack Dunphy’s daddy’s bakery on Charleton Hill, but I was told gently that it wasn’t.] Anyway, He smelled the lovely aroma of freshly baked bread and entering the bakery said that he was very hungry and would appreciate a little loaf if they could afford it. He explained that he had no money and could wait until they baked him just a little cake, seeing that the oven was hot, and obviously ready for the next batch to be baked. The baker’s wife took pity on him and put a piece of dough she had got ready into the oven; but when the woman’s daughter, a really nasty girl, and as mean as they come, saw this, she snatched the little cake from the oven and cut a tiny piece from it. This she put back in the oven, laughing at Our Saviour and telling him to come back when he could afford to buy a loaf. But to her consternation the little piece of dough began to swell and swell, and soon was so big that the oven couldn’t contain it. The baker’s daughter began to cry out something like ‘Heough, heough!’ which is like the cry of an owl when he senses danger. She began to curse and swear at Our Lord, and it was then that he transformed her into an owl. She flew around the bakery screaming ‘Heough heough!’ until her mother, a good woman, begged Him to turn her back into a girl again. He did so. The mother then gave him the huge cake, but he told her that he only wanted a little bit of it, and that she should give the rest to the poor.


    And now you know, if you hadn’t already known, where that mysterious line in Hamlet, Act IV, Scene V, came from: ‘They say the owl is a baker’s daughter.’ I like to think that a small boy in Stratford-upon-Avon long ago must have heard the story as well.
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    This, according to Oxford, is an Oriental term for a gratuity, a present of money, a ‘tip’. It is also slang for a bribe, which Oxford, strangely, failed to mention. The engaging book Passing English of the Victorian Age, by J. Reddy Ware and published in London sometime around 1870 (no publication date is given), is not so coy. Ware claims that the word is Arabic in origin and that, as the title of the book suggests, it is either passing from use or has already passed into oblivion. Not quite true. It may have had its day elsewhere, but it is common currency among the Del Boy Trotters of London to this day.


    It first appeared in literature in 1625, in Samuel Purchas’s Pilgrimes. Writing of an Arab lady, our author describes her as a woman ‘Who would prostitute her selfe to any man Bacsheese (as they say in the Arabicke tonque) that is gratis freely’. In 1775 Richard Chandler, in his Travels in Asia Minor, refers to ‘A demand of bac-shish, a reward or present; which term, from its frequent use, was already become very familiar to us’. By this time the word had entered London’s slang or cant.


    We find the word turning up in ‘respectable’ literature until the end of the ninetenth century; the last citation in Oxford is from the very decorous The Times, of 1876: ‘Fresh baksheesh to the unworthy minions of the harem.’


    The word may have entered English from Arabic, but it has its origin in Persian bakhshísh, a present, from bakhshí-dan, to give; it is however now used in Arabic, Turkish, and Urdu. And, as I said, in the rich argot of Peckham.
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    This Irish English word which has different shades of meaning is from the Irish baileabhair, sometimes ball or bail odhar, given in a phrase by Dinneen’s dictionary, ‘rinne sé baileabhair mhór de féin’, he got into a great fix. He says it is a Connacht term, and indeed I heard the phrase ‘he made a balour of himself’ and glossed ‘he made a ballocks of himself’ by a Galway friend, earthier than Fr Dinneen.


    I have ‘You are an awful balour, glossed as an unmethodical bungler,’ from Dr Patrick Henchy from Corofin, Co. Clare, writing in the North Munster Antiquarian Journal xvii in 1975. William Carleton in The Midnight Mass has ‘the girsha is makin’ a bauliore of herself.’


    Fr Leo Morahan or Leon Ó Morachán of Louisburgh, Co. Mayo, also gave me the word. In his parish journal An Choineall, he glossed it as ‘a sorry plight, a state of frustration or helplessness’. Using the Irish head word he asks us to ‘note the proper usage: you are in a bail odhar or this bail odhar is on you’.


    Jack Devereux, a Kilmore Quay, Co. Wexford fisherman, who gave me in his time enough old words to fill a small glossary, told me in 1970 that a balyore meant uproar, confusion. Kilkenny’s Michael Banim in his novel The Croppy had ‘there’s no use balourin’ this way’, and he kindly glossed the word for his readers as ‘making a noise’. I found this beauty in a manuscript in the Department of Irish Folklore in University College Dublin, sent in by a teacher from Kilkenny in the 1930s: ‘You’d hear him balourin in the Domhan Toir’ [The Eastern World, a mythical place far, far away].


    My spies tell me that this useful word is almost gone from the world now, and if they are right, this is to be regretted.
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    I have often wondered how this word came to south Wexford. It is known in Scotland, Northumberland, Essex, Somerset and Devon; but as far as I’m aware has never been recorded in this country outside Wexford. It means a watchdog, and I heard it used by Phil Wall from Lady’s Island, near Carnsore, in 1970.


    It is an old word. Molosus was glossed as ‘a band-dogge’ in a tract of 1425. Mastin was glossed in Cotgrave’s French–English dictionary of 1611 as ‘a mastive or bandog’. Skinner in 1671 had ‘Bandog, ban & dog, q.d. canis vinctus’. Later glossaries gave the word as well. Robertson in 1693 had ‘a band-dog, canis catenatus’. And Ash in 1795 had ‘Bandog, a large dog’.


    The old literary men knew the word. Thomas Tusser in Husbandrie (1580) had ‘Make bandog thy scoutwatch, to bark at a theefe.’ In the same book he has ‘Thy bandog, that serveth for divers mishaps, Forget not to give him thy bones and thy scraps.’ Thomas Dekker in The Gentle Craft (1600) used an interesting phrase: ‘O master, is it you that speak bandog and Bedlam this morning?’ By that he meant that his master was speaking ferociously and madly. Spenser had ‘We han great bandogs will tear their skin,’ in The Shepheardes Calender in 1579; and Shakespeare, in Henry VI, Part 2, Act I, Scene IV, had ‘The time when screech-owls cry and ban-dogs howl.’


    The bandogs kept howling in Scots and English literature until the twentieth century, and then fell strangely silent. Walter Scott in Waverley had ‘The keeper entered, leading his bandog.’ In Westward Ho! (1865) Charles Kingsley, a Devonman, wrote of ‘trying to effect an entrance without being eaten by a bandog’.


    I am informed by some English and Scottish academics that bandog is now obsolete except in a part of Northumberland. I need hardly tell you that it went to the grave with old Phil Wall from Lady’s Island when he died a few years over ninety in the early 1970s. According to Oxford the word is from band, a fastening, plus dog. This type of dog, it says, was kept tied or chained up, either to guard a house, or on account of its ferocity.
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    Old Maurice Fraher was talking about rats in his little house in Abbeyside, Dungarvan. He had a plague of them in his garden, he told me, and had just bought a very effective remedy: he was going to bane the hoors, he said, in other words he was going to poison them.


    Bane, noun, that which causes ruin, or is pernicious to well-being; the agent or instrument of ruin or woe, is common enough, but as a noun meaning poison, it is very rarely used nowadays, though it has been in literature since 1386, when Trevisa had it in his translation of Bartholomeus de Glanvilla’s De Proprietatibus Rerum: ‘Henbane is mannis bane.’ As for Maurice’s verb, I haven’t seen it in print since Shakespeare used it in The Merchant of Venice: ‘What if any house is troubled with a rat, / And I be pleased to give ten thousand ducats / To have it baned.’


    Baned once meant ruined, destroyed, injured, hurt, a meaning now obsolete. Oxford’s first citation is from 1568 and its last one is from 1639, in Thomas Fuller’s The Histoire of the Holy Warre: ‘The voyage of these two kings . . . baned with mutual discord and emulation.’


    Bane is Common Teutonic. The Old English is bana = the Old Frisian bona, Old Saxon, Old High German bano, Middle High German bane, ban, Old Norse bani, Swedish, Danish bane, ‘death, murder’.
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    A well-known Irish jurist once told me about this phrase, which he heard from a north Wexfordman living in Co. Wicklow. This man, whose name was Paddy Cullen, was a thorough gentleman, a great host and ranconteur, and was an expert at tying flies. This expertise is what our jurist friend came to tap. He intended to spend the weekend fishing the Nore near Inisteague, and he said that after trying the stretch allotted to him week after week, year after year, he always came home without as much as a nibble at his flies, while salmon seemed to leap out of the river into the kishes of other anglers. After a great night in Paddy’s company in the latter’s house near Kilquade, he pocketed some flies, and decided it was time to hit the road. He was offered a deoch an dorais, a drink for the road, or the bang of the latch, which he accepted because he was walking to stay with another jurist who lived nearby, Cearbhall Ó Dálaigh, shortly afterwards to be appointed President of Ireland.


    I told him when we met the following day that I had heard the little metaphor in south Wexford, where it meant both ‘one for the road’ and the last animal born in a litter.


    The latch which one finds on old-fashioned doors is defined by Oxford as ‘a fastening for a door or gate, so contrived as to admit of its being opened from the outside. It now usually consists of a small bar which falls or slides into a catch, and is lifted or drawn by means of a thumb-lever, string, etc. passed through the door.’ I mention it only in case you’ve been living on the other side of the moon, or you’re a foreign guest learning our kind of English. The word is around since Wyclif translated the Song of Solomon in 1485: ‘The lach of my dore I openede to my lemman.’ And many other lemmans, you may be sure: ‘King Solomon and King David lived merry merry lives / With many many concubines and many many wives. / And when old age came on them with its many many qualms, / King Solomon wrote the Proverbs, and King David wrote the Psalms.’


    Probably from the old verb latch, to grasp, catch, lay hold of, from Old English lœcc(e)an (Northumbrian lœcca) weak verb; not found in the other Teutonic languages.


    I think Wyclif would have liked Paddy Cullen’s phrase. Just as I do.


    [image: images] BANT


    Glancing through a journal in a doctor’s waiting room lately I came on an interesting verb, new to me, and coined after a man who was surely born before his time. The verb was to bant, and it means to diet.


    It was named for William Banting of London, who became the laughing stock of that great city in 1864. William had written a booklet which would probably have made him a fortune in our day. He was so fat that he found himself unable to bend and tie his boot laces and he had to resort to walking backwards down the stairs to ease the pain in his legs. And so he thought and thought and thought about eating different kinds of food as a means of losing a lot of his 28 stone, a novel thought at the time, believe it or not.


    Mr Banting was an undertaker, and he claimed that this gave him a certain authority in the field. He lost about four stone and cut about a foot and a half off the circumference of his belly by eating meat and cutting out almost everything else. The medical men of his day protested and made fun of him, telling him that he was a menace to society. He was ostracised by the populace, who gave the language two new expressions, to bant, meaning to diet, and banting, dieting.


    William ignored them. He went on banting himself and slimmed down to a trim 15 stone. He died in 1878 at the age of 81.
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    Mr Joe Drislane wrote to me about the word hustle, which he heard in Donegal instead of the Irish meitheal, a band of reapers, gathered to help the neighbours with the harvest, etc. Hustle is the Northamptonshire word for a crowd; apart from that it is not mentioned in the EDD. The Donegal hustle is defined by Michael Traynor in The English Dialect of Donegal (1953) as ‘a gathering of many to a job’. He quotes the glossary assembled by H.C. Hart, pioneer lexicographer of the Donegal dialect, who published his valuable word collection in 1880. Hart had glossed the word hustle as ‘a gathering of workers’, and had added in explanation, ‘We had a hustle and rid the avenue of weeds.’


    Mr D. is married to a Donegal woman, and she also gave him the word banvil for a gathering of men engaged in similar work. Traynor also has this word but spelled it banville: ‘a band of reapers or turfcutters’. He says that the word is found only in Donegal but mentions the word banyel, a bundle, a crowd of people, found in Aberdeen. He might have added that it is found in variant spellings in many other places in Scotland.


    There can be little doubt that in banyel we have the same word as banvil/banville if in a slightly different form. The DSL has the word, glossed as ‘a bundle; a crowd of reapers’. The association of ‘bundle’ with ‘crowd’ is shown in a reference to a ‘banyel o’ bairns’. Banyel is also spelled bangyal, a verb defined as ‘to crowd, to move in a confused crowd’. The DSL also gives the verbal noun bangyalan, ‘the act of crowding’.


    As to origin the DSL says that it is probably from the French ballon, a small pack, a fardel, a word found in Randle Cotgrave’s dictionary of 1611, but there seems to be contact, it says, with the Scots noun bang, a crowd.


    Modern methods of farming have all but done away with Mr Drislane’s old words. Perhaps they are still in use among good neighbours who help each other saving the turf; how long more they will survive is anybody’s guess.
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    There has long been a happy relationship between Dublin city and Liverpool. Many years ago an old lady who lived in Ringsend used to send me words that were common to both her village and the great city beyond the water; one of these was barm, described by Wright’s dictionary as a Lancashire word, and found nowhere else. Well, Margaret Hennessy knew the word, and furthermore, she knew where it came from. ‘Some of us Ringsend people knew Liverpool as well as we knew the middle of Dublin,’ she told me.


    Barm meant a woman’s lap in Ringsend. (Wright’s EDD has ‘the bosom or lap’.) Mrs Hennessy also knew the word barm-cloth for an apron. That venerable scholarly journal Notes and Queries, still going strong, has this in its 1861 edition: ‘Barm-cloth is the covering for the barm (bosom or lap), as neck-cloth is the covering for the neck.’ Barmskin was the leather apron worn by Lancashire blacksmiths and farriers, but my correspondent wasn’t aware of this word.


    Both barm and barm-cloth are very old. Chaucer has ‘And kist þaim oft apon his barm.’ ‘A barme, gremium’, the Catholicon Anglicum, an English-Latin word book, explained in 1483. Almost a century before that we find the word in the York Plays: ‘Hyde thy hande in thy barme.’


    Barm-cloth, too, is as old as Chaucer. In the Canterbury Tales we come across ‘A barmecloothe eek as whyt as morne milk’. The word is defined in the Catholicon Anglicum as corium gremiale, and in 1677 by Coles, who wrote his definitions for the common man, as ‘apron’. We can go back beyond the Middle English period for the word’s origin, to the Anglo-Saxons. We find bearm in a Gospel of John, and they also had bearmclað.


    I am reluctant to say definitely that these ancient imported words did not survive Mrs Hennessy, who died in 1968, but Ringsend has changed a lot since then; I doubt somehow that the young women of the old village have retained them. I hope I’m wrong.
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    This adjective was used of the weather in the Ards Peninsula, Co. Down, and in Scotland and Cumbria. It probably came to Co. Down from Scotland, where it is used to describe a very dry day. The Scots lexicographer Jamieson described a bask day as ‘a day distinguished by drought, accompanied with a withering wind, destructive to vegetation’. The Galloway writer S.R. Crockett in his 1893 story The Stickit Minister referred to ‘a bask blowy day in the end of March’.


    The adjective is also used of fruit: sharp, bitter, rough to the taste. Jamieson has it from Roxburghshire in Scotland; and from Bangor, Co. Down, I was sent the phrase ‘She’s as bitter as a bask apple.’ ‘Pride and covetise and ipocrise . . . ben bask or bittir synnes,’ warned Wyclif around 1380.


    The word certainly travelled far from its Germanic roots. Norwegian linguist Ivar Aasen gave us the dialect adjective bask, proud. Widegren gave us bask and barsk, from Swedish. Bask and barsk, bitter, severe, were also reported to the EDD from the dialect of Bremen in northern Germany, while Holstein gave up basch, sharp, bitter. The German linguist Heinrich Berghaus suggested that the ultimate origin of proliferation was the Low German basch, bask, barsk, rough, hard to the taste. The Low German also gave German barsch, and the East Frisian barsk, rough, severe, according to that distinguished wordsman J. ten Doornkaat Koolman.


    I have been asked if this word is related to hask, a word in general dialectal use in Ireland, Scotland and England, and which means 1. Of the weather, dry, parching; piercingly cold. 2. Rough to the touch, stiff, unyielding; hard, brittle, difficult to work. 3. Bitter, sour, tart. Hence hasky, bitter; figuratively, ill-natured, severe. 4. verb. To emit a short, dry cough; to clear the throat.


    No. This is a northern by-form of Middle English harsk, which gave harsh. Harsk is a northern word, found from c. 1300, and it agrees in form (but hardly in sense) with Old Swedish harsk, Swedish härsk, Danish harsk, rank, rancid, rusty (as bacon), not recorded in Old Norse; also in form and sense with Middle Low German and modern German harsch, harsh, rough. As a general English word, harsh (harrish) is not found before the sixteenth century.
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    Last year I stopped my car on the road to Dungarvan, Co. Waterford, to help a woman whose own car had broken down. As I’m one of those who wouldn’t know a carburettor from a sump, I offered to bring her to a garage in town. That evening there was a ring on my doorbell, and I answered it to find my passenger just about to take off in her mended car. She had left a bag of potatoes on my doorstep, and as I protested she waved me away, saying, ‘I’m beholden to you.’


    What a lovely old saying this is. Nowadays all we hear is some vulgar Americanism such as ‘I owe ye wan,’ or the like. Beholden is defined by Collins’ dictionary as an adjective meaning indebted; obliged; under a moral obligation. It is from Old English behealden, past participle of behealdan, to behold; and thus related to Old High German bihaltan and Dutch behauden.


    None of the great dictionaries consider the word in any danger, but it appears from some surveys conducted recently that the young especially have started to abandon it. The EDD has it from south Wexford. Hall’s Landlord Abroad has ‘I had no mind to let my daughter be behaulden to you.’ A contemporary, and far better writer than Mrs Hall, Thomas Hardy from Dorset has ‘I don’t like my children going and making themselves beholden to strange kin,’ in Tess of the d’Urbervilles. The first dictionary to cite the word was Jehan Palsgrave’s Lesclarcissement de la langue françoise of 1530, which has ‘I am beholden to you all the dayes of my lyfe, je suis tenu a vous tous les jours de ma vie.’


    And what about the beholding? Not a printer’s error, I assure you, and not a gentrification of beholden either. Once upon a time it may have started life as a corruption of beholden, but some great writers have given it respectability. This is George Eliot in Adam Bede (1859): ‘As thoughtless as if you was beholding to nobody.’ And in Pericles, Shakespeare has Simonides saying to Pericles, ‘I am beholding to you for your sweet music last night.’


    George Eliot was a Staffordshire lady, and Adam Bede was set there. I suppose she also knew the lovely word beholdingness, also recorded in west Somerset. Sweet music in a word.
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    This is a noun once widely heard in Scotland, Ireland, Yorkshire, Lancashire, East Anglia and Sussex, and, according to recent surveys, as rare nowadays in most places as is the corncrake. It means, first of all, livelihood, existence, condition, maintenance. ‘He has a good being.’ ‘He has nae bein’ ava’ [no visible means of support at all] was recorded in Fife. Tom McCuaig from Rathlin Island, with whom I worked once in the 1970s in the RTÉ newsroom, gave me this, not from the island but from old-timers on the north Antrim coast: ‘There never was much of a being in the fishin’.’ The EDD quotes J.C. Egerton’s Sussex Folk and Sussex Ways: ‘Why there, sir, it wasn’t a livin’, it was only a bein’.’


    There is a second meaning, also in danger of being lost forever: a house, home, dwelling place. Dickens has it in David Copperfield: ‘With the roses a covering our Bein’.’ Cozens-Hardy also has the word in his Broad Norfolk (1893). I have not come across this meaning anywhere in Ireland.


    Being, meaning any wretched or unfortunate person, is still to be heard in the speech of country people in many places. I’ve heard the likes of ‘She’s an unfortunate being’ in many places in the south-east and in Antrim and Donegal. Dr Johnson was thinking about pitiful creatures when he referred to Oxford University wits in the Rambler (No. 114, 1751): ‘A species of beings only heard of at the university.’


    Then there is the conjunction being, once in general dialect use. Its meaning is since, seeing that, if; also used with conjunctions as or that. I’ve heard this being in many places in Ireland; I grew up with it in Wexford. I heard this recently there: ‘Being as he have nothing to do but sit on his arse all day, you’d think he’d put a lick of paint on the house.’ Seamus Ford the actor once reminded of me of its existence, as did that great Dublin woman the late Maureen Carter, chief make-up artist in RTÉ television, who became a very good friend of mine. She had a fund of Dublin speech and was immensely proud of her dialect. One night I barged into her make-up studio to get made up for my news-reading chore. Maureen thought she had locked the door, but hadn’t, and Ursula Andress, in her pulchritudinous pelt, had to scurry to find a towel to cover her beautiful body. Maureen consoled her. ‘Ah, Jaysus, child, never mind him. He’s harmless, being as he’s a Wexfordman.’


    From Norfolk the EDD recorded, ‘I couldn’t meet you yesterday, being I was ill in bed.’ Sweetman’s Wincanton Glossary from Somerset (1885) has it. Capt. Grose recorded ‘Being it is so’ in Devon back in 1790; and Charles Kingsley has ‘But being that he is your cousin’ in Westward Ho! (1885).


    So, this usage has a distinguished pedigree, and we must give pride of place to Master Shakespeare. In Henry IV, Part 2, Act II, Scene I, he wrote, ‘You loiter here too long, being you are to take soldiers up in counties as you go.’
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    This lovely old word survived in English from the Middle Ages until the middle of the nineteenth century. It had many senses during this long period, the earliest being a blessing asked at table, first seen in Ancren Riwle, a treatise on the rules and duties of monastic life, in about 1225. The last use of the word in literature was in the Victorian novelist Mrs Catherine Gore’s story Fascination, published in 1842. ‘We may repent,’ she wrote, ‘having laughed at the benedicite last night at supper.’


    Benedicite was also used as a pious interjection meaning ‘God bless you.’ As such Langland has it in Piers Plowman in 1377: ‘He bygan Benedicite with a bolke [a belch].’ Shakespeare has the word as well in Measure For Measure, Act II, Scene III: ‘Grace go with you, Benedicite.’


    Geoffrey Chaucer used the word as an interjection expressing astonishment, as we might say ‘God bless us!’ or ‘Good gracious!’ In Troylus he has ‘What, liveth not thy lady? benedicite.’


    As an invocation of a blessing on oneself or others it continued to be used until the nineteenth century, especially in Scotland, where Scott, in Marmion, has ‘One eyed the swelling sail with many a benedicite.’


    A special sense, as old as 1300, was a prayer to be delivered from evil, although the author of Guy of Warwick (1314) turned this on its head when he wrote, ‘Gav hym swiche benedicite, that he brak his neck ato.’


    The lovely word is from Latin benedicere, ‘to praise, commend’, later ‘to bless, wish well to’, from bene, well + dicere, to say, to speak. In early use it was often shortened to bendicite and benst. In one of the Townley Mysteries (c. 1450) we find ‘Benste, benste, be us emang.’ Amen to that.
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    Written baiverage in Ulster, and now considered obsolete everywhere, this means a fine, either in money, drink or kisses, demanded of anybody on being seen out and about in new clothes. To comply with this ordinance was to pay beverage.


    Oxford does not have this meaning of the word, but I wonder could it possibly be related to the common word for an alcoholic or other drink, which is from Middle English from Old French bevrage, buverage (modern French breuvage), a common Romanic formation, in the special medieval sense of a ‘draught’ which has been brewed, and must be drunk; the bitter or sorrowful sequel of any conduct, as found in the romance Coer de Lion c. 1325: ‘A sorye beverage ther was browen.’


    Nathan Bailey has the meaning in his An Universal Etymological Dictionary of 1721: ‘To pay beverage, to give a treat upon the first wearing of a new suit of cloaths etc.’ Dr Johnson had this in his great dictionary of 1755: ‘A treat on first coming into a prison.’


    John Jamieson, in his Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language (1808) has ‘She gat the beverage o’ his braw new coat.’ MacTaggart’s Gallovian Encyclopedia of 1824 has ‘When a young girl gets any piece of new dress, she slyly shows it to her Joe, who gives her a kiss, which is taking the beverage of the article in question.’ W.H. Patterson’s glossary of Antrim and Down words, compiled around 1880, has ‘When a young woman appears wearing something new for the first time, she gives her acquaintances the “baiverage of it,” this is a kiss.’


    It was alive and well in Scotland down to the twentieth century; the last citation in the DSL is from Galloway in 1901, in R. De Bruce Trotter’s Galloway Gossip, or the Southern Albanich of 80 Years ago: ‘C’wa in oot o’ sicht till A kiss ye! A maun hae the beverige o’ thae new claes!’
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    I wonder how many meanings of this word, also found variously as beyant, beyon and byun, survive.


    Take the adverb meaning yonder, outside. The anonymous Paddiana (1848) has ‘Where’s the mistress?—Beyant with Mrs Ryan.’ Jane Barlow in Irish Idylls (1892) has ‘Sure there’s a letter for her they gave me down beyant.’ In Lisconnel (1895) she has ‘There was a fair down beyant.’ This wasn’t confined to Ireland. F.K. Robinson, one of the pioneers of dialect lexicography in the nineteenth century, in The Song of Solomon in the North Yorkshire Dialect (1860) gave us ‘When hah sud find thee boyont, hah wad kiss thee.’


    Then there is the preposition beyond, which I used to hear in my home place in Co. Wexford, used like this: ‘That’s beyond fair’, used when a schoolboy was asked to mediate in a deal being made about the price of marbles.


    There was also the phrase to get or go beyond, to get the better of, obtain mastery over; to overreach in a bargain. In Wicklow once I heard a man say of a local football team which was renewing rivalry with another club that had beaten them easily previously, ‘They got beyond us before but it won’t happen this time.’ I found this in Porson’s Quaint Words, published in 1875: ‘My woman is very bad, sir; and the doctor can’t get beyond it no how.’


    Another phrase comes to mind, to put beyond oneself, to render conceited. This has been found in Ireland. Samuel Lover in Legends and Stories of Ireland has ‘A little thravellin’ puts us beyond ourselves sometimes.’ This phrase, whenever I’ve heard it, was always used in a sarcastic manner. In Co. Donegal one day, a young woman was described by a not-so-friendly neighbour as someone ‘who was put beyond herself when she married an aeroplane dhriver’.


    In Lincolnshire and east Yorkshire, beyond means behind. The EDD has this from east Yorkshire: ‘Wiv his gun riddy raised, he stayed boyont the car,’ meaning behind the car.


    Well, at least the phrase beyond the beyonds is still in use in Ireland to signify that something is outrageous, incredible; and also to describe an out-of-the-way place. The Ballymena Observer of 1882 had this: ‘Beyont the beyons, wheer the aul meer foaled the fiddler: an answer to an inquisitive question.’
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    A Dublin lady named Jane Hartley, who asks me not to divulge her address, sent me an interesting word which she is sure is pejorative. She was having a post-theatre drink with a friend in a Dublin hotel and quite enjoying tearing the guts out of what she thought a dreadful play, when two gentlemen who were sitting at a nearby table started getting over-friendly. They were slightly the worse for wear, and she and her friend ignored them. That really annoyed them. She then, she says, made the mistake of asking them to mind their own business, so one of them got up and approached their table, offering to buy them a drink and inviting them to come sit at their table. When she declined, your man returned to the other lout, saying that they were nothing but two stuck-up bints.


    ‘I’m rather shy about asking you what a bint means, and what its origin is, fearing that it may be an obscenity. The tone of voice in which the two gurriers used the word leads me to believe that it certainly was not meant to be a compliment.’


    I have never heard the word in my life, but a friend of mine, a Dubliner, tells me that it is common around Kimmage, where he comes from. He could offer no clue as to the word’s origin.


    Oxford has it, and I found it in Richard Wall’s An Irish Literary Dictionary and Glossary. He told me that Roddy Doyle has the word in The Van: ‘They were a right pair of bints, your women at the jack’s door.’


    It is one of those words which were imported by Dublin soldiers who fought in British regiments in the Middle East. There is nothing pejorative about the word in its language of origin. Bint in Arabic simply means a girl.
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    When I was young in Co. Wexford blade was used as a deprecatory term for a woman. It has long gone from schoolboys’ speech, local teachers tell me. A blade would tell your parents, or worse still the Guards, if they suspected you of robbing orchards, for example. The word was once used extensively across the water in Cheshire and in Pembrokeshire, but there, as in some of the northern counties of Ireland, Antrim and Tyrone, for example, the word carried extra weight. Carleton had a character called ‘Mary the Blade’, a term applied to forward young woman. The Ballymena Observer, edited by W.J. Knowles in 1892, and a wonderful treasury of Co. Antrim speech, used the word to describe what was known in Counties Wexford and Kilkenny as a bawshuk, from Irish báirseach, a brawler, a shrew, according to Fr Dinneen.


    I suppose the word originated in blade, the thin cutting part of an edged tool or weapon, a word common in Middle English and first seen in literature in Brunne’s Chronicles of England in 1330. But a figurative use of this does not appear in literature in relation to women. A blade was always a man, a gallant, a free-and-easy fellow, generally familiarly laudatory, sometimes good-naturedly contemptuous. The original sense is difficult to seize: Bailey, in 1730, says, ‘a bravo, an Hector; also a spruce fellow, a beau’; Johnson says ‘a brisk man, either fierce or gay, called so in contempt’. No, I think our blade originally had something to do with the sharpness of a báirseach’s tongue or with a forward woman’s pushy, contemptuous demeanour.


    The word is Common Teutonic: the Old English is blœd, neut., (pl. blado, bladu), Old Frisian bled, Old Saxon blad, Old Norse blað, Middle Dutch blat, Dutch blad, Low German blad, Old High German and Middle High German blat, modern German blatt. These words originally mean the blades of leaves or vegetables.
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    The only time I’ve ever heard this old word was back in the time the miniskirts hit the discos and the streets. Near Campile, Co. Wexford, an old woman looked at her granddaughter who was readying herself to go to a dance on a summer’s night. As the youngster was heading for the door, having heard the noise of an approaching car, the old woman said, ‘Put your overcoat on, for the love of God. That skirt is so short you’ll get a could in the bleaze in no time, and your mother will blame me for not looking after you.’ Her solicitude brought a laugh from the young woman, who skipped away, leaving me to enquire what a bleaze was.


    It means the bladder. I have reason to believe that it is no longer used in south Wexford. So teacher friends of mine tell me, at any rate. Another old word gone. Where it came from I don’t know, but I managed to run it down in Pembrokeshire, and anybody who knows the history of south Wexford will tell you that there is a connection between the two places which goes back a long time—over 800 years in fact.


    A friend in the University of Exeter, an institution which is known for its work in the field of dialect studies, tells me that bleaze, sometimes spelled bleeze, is not to be found any more in Pembrokeshire. It turned up in Edward Laws’s valuable study, The History of Little England beyond Wales in 1888, but only one correspondent from Pembrokeshire recorded it for the English Dialect Society. Not a trace of it since then, I’m afraid. There it meant a bladder of any kind; children kicked around a bleaze when they couldn’t afford a football. How remiss of me not to have enquired if the same was true of south Wexford children in the old days. Too late now.


    As to its ultimate origin, it represents the Old English blǽse, a bladder. Compare the Middle High German bläse, and Old High German bláse.
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    This is a good word long gone out of fashion in most places in Scotland, Ireland and the northern half of England from the Border south to Lincolnshire. It means a blister; and also a bubble, and a drop of liquid. I’ve heard a Donegal woman describing blisters caused by nettles as blebs; and an old Wicklowman, John Vines from Kilpedder, now gone from us, once asked me to pour another bleb of water into his whiskey.


    Stephanus Skinner in his 1671 dictionary glossed bleb as vesica. John Ash in his 1795 dictionary glossed the word as ‘a blister’ and remarked that the word was not much used. Nathan Bailey in his 1721 Etymological Dictionary gave ‘Bleb: a blister, a blain; also a bubble or bladder in the water’. Captain Grose recorded the word in Co. Antrim in 1790. Marshall, the great agriculturalist, recorded the word in Yorkshire in his Rural Economy in 1788, and from the same county John Nicholson in The Folk Speech of East Yorkshire (1889) recorded, ‘Mah stickin had all ruckt up i mi beeat [boot] an raised a bleb o’ mi heel.’ And poor John Clare, the Northamptonshire poet, had ‘The spider’s lace is wet with pinhead blebs of dew.’


    Hence blebby, covered with blisters, a Yorkshire word; and the verb bleb, to bubble, to cover with drops of liquid; to rise in blisters. John Clare had the verb in a poem in The Village Minstrel in 1821: ‘And bleb the withering hay with pearly gem,’ and in another poem he had ‘Black-eyed bean-flower blebbed with dew.’


    According to Oxford bleb is apparently like blob and blubber, from the action of making a bubble with the lips. In relation to blob, bleb expresses a smaller swelling; cf. top, tip, etc.


    With this modern craze for conformity, sponsored by various departments of education in both Britain and Ireland, and by the newspapers, television and radio, and by the advertising copywriters, lovely words like bleb are falling into disuse.


    It is left to the likes of me to record these old dying or dead words. As Chaucer put it, ‘. . . wel I woot that folk han here-beforn / . . . ropen, and lad away the corn; And I am come after, glenynge here and here, / An am ful glad if I may fynde an ere / Of any goodly word that they han left.’
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    All the old-timers I heard in north Wexford singing that lovely old song The Streams of Bunclody said, ‘I am boun for America my fortune to try.’ They probably meant bound, I thought, until the English medievalist Alan Bliss pointed out to me in UCD one day over a cup of coffee that yes, they meant bound, from which it is derived, but that boun had a separate life of its own. We find ‘Shippes . . . on the shyre water, all boune on the brode see’ in The Destruction of Troy (c. 1400). ‘Quhidder are they boun?’ asks Gavin Douglas in his great Scots poem, Eneados, written around 1513. The form has survived in Scotland and in England’s northern shires. From west Yorkshire a contributor to the EDD pointed to the subtle linguistic snobbery in the speech of his district: ‘“Whear’s tuh barn tul?” “Am bown hoam.” Bown is the least refined form, and is generally employed by the factory girls.’


    Boun also means ready, prepared. I’ve heard ‘I’m boun now, if you are,’ in Glasgow. In Jamieson’s Popular Ballads (1806) there is the line ‘When bells were rung and mass was sung, And a’ men boun to meat’; and long before those ballads were composed, Langland’s Piers Plowman had ‘And bed hem alle ben bowne . . . To wenden with hem to Weste mynstre.’


    I once heard an old Donegal man say of his daughter who had gone to her bedroom to prepare herself for a dance that she might be all night bounin herself. Scott has this in Waverley: ‘We will all bowne ourselves for the banquet.’ This verb, to prepare, make ready; to get ready, to dress, is also old. Peter Levins’ Manipulus Vocabulorum of 1570 has ‘to boune, parare, accingere’. The Destruction of Troy, written 170 years earlier, has ‘I wold boune me to batell.’ The verb is a derivative of boun, past participial adjective, above, which has its origin in Old Norse búinn, prepared, past participle of búa, to get ready.


    It’s good to know from recent surveys that there’s a spark of life in the old word still.
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    We sat in a hotel in Penrith, Cornwall, looking out on a golden beach. My companion was a son of mine, mentioned in the Dedication of this book, who worked there as a psychiatrist, and he turned to me and said, ‘I suppose you know the word bowssening.’ I professed ignorance. ‘Oh, the older people know the word here, and I wasn’t long in the job here when I was told that it was an old treatment for madness, and that an Irishman was responsible for it.’ ‘Pre-Freudian hocus pocus?’ I asked, knowing that there have been all sorts of charms against madness recorded in Cornwall, and he replied that the method called bowssening has been attributed to an Irish eighth-century hermit called Fillian who lived in a cave not far from where we sat. He was a bit of a night owl and he sat in his cave at night, reading by the light of a glow which his left hand gave off. As a result of his study, he came to the conclusion that bowssening madmen was the best way to cure them. Bowssening is from the Cornish beuzi, to immerse, drown, according to Oxford, a later form of bedhy, bidhy, or budhy, Breton beuzi, Welsh boddi, to drown. So, our proto-psychiatrist just had his patients trussed up and half-drowned in a well time and time again, and then placed in a corner of his cell until morning, where many of them were found to be cured of their ailment. I wonder were Mr Cheney and his CIA friends following his example at Guantánamo?


    Well, this barbaric treatment has long been abandoned in Cornwall, but it was still practised in the middle of the nineteenth century. In James Pettigrew’s Superstitions Connected With Medicine and Surgery, published in 1844, and recommended to me by my late friend the bibliophile Séamas Ó Saothraí of Greystones, we are told this: ‘Casting mad people into the sea, or immersing them in water until they are well-nigh drowned, have been recommended by high medical authorities as a means of cure.’


    The word lives in the folk memory and in the phrase you’ll hear in some Cornish public houses. An old fisherman I struck up a conversation with kindly bought me a whiskey and, handing me a jug of water, said, ‘Here, man, pour yer own water; I might bowsen it on ye.’
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    I’ve heard this verbal phrase only once in my life, from a taxi driver in Dublin at the time of a threatened strike. He expected that the strike would last quite a bit, and when I asked him what he was going to do if an all-out walk-out was called he replied, ‘I’ll have to box harry, I suppose. What can I do?’ By that he meant that he’d have to rough it, and do the best he could.


    The phrase undoubtedly came from England. The EDD has it from Yorkshire, Lancashire, Cheshire, Derby, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Warwickshire, East Anglia, Shropshire and Hampshire—quite a spread. It defines it as ‘to go without food; to make a poor or coarse meal; to rough it, to take things as they are’. From Lancashire a correspondent told the EDD’s editor, Joseph Wright, himself the son of a poor man who had boxed harry all the days of his life, ‘I had no money, I could get nothing to eat, so I had to box harry till I reached Liverpool.’ That invaluable scholarly journal Notes and Queries, 8th Series iii, 1883, defined the term as slang used by commercial travellers, implying dinner and tea at one meal.


    Hence boxharry-week, the blank week between pay-weeks when the workmen lived on credit or starved. This compound is from east Lancashire.


    The big question is, what’s the origin of this striking verbal phrase? Albert Barrère and G.C. Leyland, in their Dictionary of Slang, Jargon and Cant, first published in 1888–90 and reprinted in 1897, suggest that ‘to box harry probably means to box or fight the devil’. Harry, Old Harry, and Lord Harry are indeed common names for the devil in Scotland, Lancashire, Yorkshire and Norfolk. I’ll accept Joseph Wright’s assurance that it would be well to compare the French phrase Il tire le diable par la queue, which he found in the Dictionnaire de l’Academie 1786 edition, s.v. queue, he says; and tells us that the French phrase was once in common use in reference to one who was hard up.


    In these hard times, I wonder would there be a place once more in our lexicon for boxing harry? I think so, alas.
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    I don’t think those dishes much lauded in nineteenth-century books—the likes of sowans and brose and boxty—would appeal much to me. Boxty, a dish made from grated potatoes and cooked in a perforated tin box—hence its name—I have tried and found indigestible. Brose is simply Scottish and northern England porridge: oatmeal mixed with boiling water or milk; it is simply a modern Scots form of Middle English browes, a word found in Promptorium Parvulorum Sive Clericorum, an English–Latin glossary of c. 1440, and it comes from Old French broez, broth. The dish reminds me of the thin gruel served for breakfast in boarding schools in my time, and before my time in the nineteenth century, in workhouses. Sowans are the inner husks of oats, winnowed and threshed, which were fermented in salt water, then drained, and the mess served up as a porridge. Paddy the Cope wrote of eating the stuff in the bothies of Scotland when he was a child. Dreadful stuff, he told me.


    The word takes its name from Samhain, the great pagan feast which was superseded by All Souls. This was a popular dish about that time of year. Did they regard it as penitential, I wonder?


    Brachan, Irish brachán, is a different kettle of stirabout. Many years ago I sat alongside that wonderful cook Theodora Fitzgibbon on a trip to New York, and she gave me a recipe for the dish, which she had from a woman who lived near Churchill, Co. Donegal. When I got home, I tried it out. It is very good indeed, a great warmer in cold weather. To my surprise, my children loved the dish too. It is Scottish in origin, and here’s how you make it:


    Cut six large leeks into chunks an inch long. Leave the green part on. Heat 4 cups of milk, or 2 pints, with a heaped tablespoon of butter, and when boiling add 2 tablespoons of flake oatmeal. Add the chopped leeks, and season with salt and pepper. Put the lid on and simmer for 45 minutes. Add a tablespoon of chopped parsley, and boil again for a few minutes.


    According to Theodora we have St Patrick to thank for brachán. ‘St Patrick attended a dying woman, who said she had seen a herb in the air, and would die unless she ate it. St Patrick said to her, “What is the herb like?” “Like rushes,” she said. Patrick blessed the rushes so that they became leeks. The woman ate it, and was well at once.’


    I thought of Theodora as I last shopped in a Donegal Gaeltacht supermarket, a few years ago. A woman I knew was loading packets of soup mixture into her basket, and I asked her if she ever made brachán. ‘Pauper’s food,’ she snapped derisively. ‘They don’t even know here any more what brachán is.’ A pity, if that’s the case.
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    As I was going through Dublin city at the hour of twelve in the night, sitting in the back of a taxi, who should my Nigerian driver point to but a couple of enticingly clad ladies boulevarding down by the canal. ‘A lot of brassers out tonight,’ said my man, displaying a knowledge of Dublin slang far greater than mine. I had to ask him were the ladies he referred to ladies of the night, and he said that I must either be a native of Dublin 4 or else a culchie not to know what a brasser was. Here was a man who had definitely integrated into the community of rale Dubliners, out Crumlin way. He also gave me the word brass nails. I have no idea what the origin of these words is, except that they are in English slang and that the modern collections I found them in offered no etymology.


    Many years later I thought of asking my friend Richard Wall, a Dubliner who was professor of English at the University of Calgary in Canada. He has passed away since, when in the prime of his life. He told me that he was finishing a dictionary of words found in Irish literature, and he kindly gave me the following information.


    Lee Dunne, he said, had the word in Goodbye to the Hill, published in 1986: ‘The way fellas talk, you’d think it was impossible to get a bit unless you went with a brasser.’ He told me that Hugh Leonard had the word in Home before Night (1986): ‘Do you remember at the end of Stagecoach, where the Marshall turns a blind eye and lets the Ringo Kid and the town brasser go free?’ I expected that Brendan Behan would have used brasser, and sure enough he did. In his play The Hostage (1958) Meg conflates brasser and prostitute when she calls one of the other girls a brasstitute. And in Richard’s Cork Leg ‘two Dublin brassers in working gear’ appear. The Brassers is a name proposed for a band at the end of The Commitments, the novel by Roddy Doyle, later made into a very good film.


    Riggers were, according to my taxi man and Richard Wall, old prostitutes that had seen better days. Richard Wall gave me this from Kevin C. Kearns’ Dublin Pub Life and Lore, published in Colorado in 1997: ‘If they were a bit advanced [in age] they were called riggers; they were cheap prostitutes.’


    Rossie, sometimes spelled rossy and rawsie, were not prostitutes, as my taxi driver said they were, but brazen young women. James Joyce in Ulysses had ‘If they could run like rossies she could sit, so she said . . .’ Joyce also used the term in Finnegans Wake as rosy. John Banville has the term in The Book of Evidence (1989): ‘I was surrounded suddenly by a gang of tinker girls, what my mother would have called big rawsies.’


    The word, I think, was from the Irish rásach, defined by Fr Dinneen as ‘a rambling woman, a gypsy, a jilt, al. rásaí. cf. Dublin rossie’. An Irish influence in working-class Dublin? you might ask. Indeed yes. There was a thriving Irish-speaking community in Dublin’s Liberties in the 1800s, and many Irish words and phrases have survived there to this day.
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    A friend of mine who worked as a medical practitioner in Lancashire used to send me some interesting words, not heard in Ireland, but which had Irish ancestry. One of these was brawse. Oxford doesn’t have it, which shows that it is now either obsolete or unworthy of consideration, but the English Dialect Dictionary says that it is confined to Lancashire. It quotes two sources, John Davies’ The Races of Lancashire, as indicated by the local names and the dialect of the county (London 1856), and Samuel Bamford’s The Dialect of South Lancashire, or Tim Bobbin’s Tummus and Meary: with his rhymes and an enlarged glossary of words and phrases, chiefly used by the rural population of the manufacturing districts of south Lancashire (London, 1850). The word is defined as ‘brambles, furze’, and a compound is also given, braws-land, defined as ‘light moss land which will produce straw without grain’, also attributed to Bamford.


    I first came across brawse in an account of the plight of the Lancashire mill-children in the days when the great William Cobbett, newly elected Member for Oldham, was doing his utmost for them in a largely unheeding House of Commons. The account stated that the poor and their children had more to contend with than hunger and inhuman working hours and conditions; cold was sending many of them to an early grave. Whatever spare time they had they collected brawse for their fires, furze, brambles and assorted bushes from the hedgerows.


    Brawse, according to the Scots lexicographer Macbain, is perhaps from Scottish Gaelic or Irish preas, a bush, briar. My own guess would be that it is from the Irish breas, glossed by Dinneen as ‘a thicket, a bush’. The same word, really.
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    My old tutor at Dublin University, the Celticist Gordon Quin, brought me to his rooms to raise a brendice to celebrate my passing some exam or other. It is a pity that this old word has passed from general use. Oxford, which describes it as either obsolete or rare, defines it as a cup in which a person’s health is drunk, a bumper, and it quotes John Dryden’s Amboyna (1673): ‘I go fill a Brendice to my Noble Captain’s Health.’


    The word’s origin is the Italian brindisi, brindesi, ‘a drinking of health to one’, according to John Florio’s charming Italian–English dictionary, A Worlde of Wordes, published in 1598, which he re-wrote in 1611 under the title Queen Anna’s New World of Wordes, for the edification of James I’s Danish queen, his patron, pupil and, some gossips said, his special friend, as a euphemism of the period went.


    The Italian word was, according to Diez, perverted (by popular etymology) from German bring dir’s, i.e. ich bringe dir’s zu; whence also French brinde. So says Oxford.
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