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About the Book


A surprising and hilarious history of the language of food. Perfect for readers of Susie Dent and Mark Forsyth, and fans of QI.


All food has a story, reaching as far back into history as language itself. As languages followed and reflected the tides of civilizations, food language came to represent some of the highs and lows of how humans communicate: from the highbrow ‘Chateauneuf du Pape: (the Pope’s new castle)’ to the ‘nun’s farts’ of Jamaica (also known as ‘beignets’).


Chock full of food puns, linguistic did-you-knows and delectable trivia, Romaine Wasn’t Built in A Day is your go-to gift for your trivia nerds, your history buffs, your crossword fiends, and your Scrabble diehards. This is the surprising and hilarious history of food, told through the lens of the fascinating evolution of language.









For Mom









Ways of Reading This Book


Open the book at random, read a snippet or two, nod sagely, and go back to work.


Flip back and forth, find a few juicy bits — avocado! Vanilla! Pumpernickel! (pp. 55, 65, 92) — memorize the info, and amaze your friends at parties.


Pace around the room, book in one hand, gesturing wildly with the other, as you shriek with intellectual triumph: “So that’s where the word buccaneer comes from! And I knew there was something odd about partridge” (pp. 162, 165).


Or read the old-fashioned way, straight through from beginning to end, “Breakfast” to “Nightcaps,” at which point, though full, you will think fondly of tomorrow’s meals and be grateful for the endless return of appetite.









Introduction


Eating and talking are two of our biggest pleasures. We talk all day, and some of us even talk in our sleep. We talk more than we eat, though we probably think about food more often than language. When we talk — whether using spoken words, or Protactile (a language of touch used by the DeafBlind community), or by signing, thumbing a message, or in some other way — we seldom think about the history of words or the ways that English has changed over the centuries or why English has such a wealth of synonyms.


But word lovers enjoy learning facts about language, just as foodies like to learn about eatables, comestibles, grub, chow, and vittles (to indulge in some of the many synonyms for food). One amusing way to learn about food is through the words we use for our daily meals. What a joy when the two loves overlap! It’s a two-for-one deal, because learning the history of the food words — their etymologies — means learning at least some aspects of the foods’ histories, like where they originated. (Note that boldface italics indicate the first occurrence of a food term whose origin is discussed in the book. Consult the index for page numbers of any subsequent occurrences with additional information.)
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A croissant moon


From that early-morning cuppa joe and croissant to a lunchtime taco, a dinner barbecue, and a late-night toddy and piece of pie, the details about a food’s or a word’s history often come with surprises.


Joe most likely comes from U.S. military slang for a soldier. The word croissant has a long history with many meanings, including the “waxing or waning moon” and, going back to the Latin word crēscere, “to grow.”


Taco comes from Mexican Spanish and means “plug” or “wad”; it referred to part of an explosive used in silver mining. Barbecue comes from the Caribbean Arawakan word barbacoa, meaning “wooden frame for sleeping on and for drying food.”
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Toddy comes from the Hindi tari, “palm wine,” and pie probably comes from a French word meaning “magpie,” a bird that loves to collect objects. How did the junk heap of a magpie become the name of a delicious dessert?


Getting the scoop on pie or tracking down the history of any word can lead to eye-openers, if not always answers. Etymology can be both entertaining and enlightening, because a word’s history is loaded with information — often about culture.


Take sycophant, for example. It meant “fig-showing” in Greek. We might say that a sycophant kisses up to someone (or we might use more colorful language), but in ancient Greece, a sycophant apparently “showed the fig” (a bit like giving the finger) to someone suspected of being an informer. Ancient nonverbal insults were not so different from our own.


Or consider the mundane word romaine. It comes from medieval French laitue romaine, “Roman lettuce.” But a word or food sleuth doesn’t want to stop with this answer, because one wonders, What’s Roman about this lettuce?


The leafy green has been grown in the Mediterranean area since ancient times and in Rome since at least classical times. The French presumably learned about it or bought it from the Romans. We could leave it at that — English speakers borrowed the word romaine from the French.


But when, why, how? There’s always a clue to scratch and sniff . . .


For example, a French book written around 1394 concerning wifely virtues and household management (see The Good Wife’s Guide in Sources) provides information on cooking harbor porpoise and hedgehog as well as lettuce. Modern editors of the book suggest that laitue d’Avignon, “lettuce of Avignon,” could be what we know today as romaine and that it was brought to France by popes from Rome.


What were the popes doing in Avignon? From the year 1309 to 1376, seven popes lived there rather than in Rome because of political hostilities. The nearly seventy years of this Avignon papacy were followed by some forty years of the Western Schism, a period during which there was a pope in Rome and an antipope in Avignon.


One product of this contentious period was a delicious wine. Châteauneuf-du-Pape (“the pope’s new castle”) originated in the papal vineyards of Avignon in the fourteenth century. The pope’s castle would have had kitchen gardens, and it’s reasonable to suppose that the lettuce grown there was the same lettuce that was grown in Rome. Perhaps the Avignon papacy helped spread greens as well as good wine. Why not conclude that the French term laitue romaine comes from this period of popes leaving Rome and taking up residence in Avignon, and that the term then evolved over time to the shortened romaine that we use today?
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We can’t, because the clues don’t rise to the level of evidence. And there are no dots connecting the Avignon popes to the term romaine lettuce that shows up for the first time in English in 1577 or with the later shortened form. Searching for romaine is a reminder that false or not-yet-proven etymologies can take on lives of their own, often because they’re appealing and make a good story.


Nevertheless, when we dive into the history of romaine, we discover that even if clues don’t yield an answer about the word’s origin, the hunt can be satisfying — for example, leading us to delve deeper into the schism (from Greek skhizein, “to split”) in the Catholic Church brought on by rival popes and antipopes. Or pointing us to a fascinating medieval book written, supposedly, by an old Parisian husband for his young bride, a book that is chock-full of advice for her, like when and precisely how to plant lettuce seeds. This fifteen-year-old wife had a huge workload. Maybe she didn’t mind that her husband never finished the book.


The pleasures of pursuing this word’s history also include the discovery that four thousand years ago in Egypt, romaine was a phallic symbol. Because it grows straight and tall and oozes a semen-like liquid, it was associated with the god of fertility, Min, and it was also considered an aphrodisiac.


Still more about mundane romaine: It is a modern rescue food for manatees (from Carib manáti), whose seagrasses are disappearing because of pollution.
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Here’s a smorgasbord of information to provide historical context for the etymologies in this book. Lick your chops and dig in.


A Quick History of the English Lexicon


The English lexicon (“vocabulary,” from the Greek lexis, “word”) is huge, partially because English speakers have borrowed from so many different languages. Borrowed words and loanwords are traditional terms for words that are introduced into one language from a different one. (The terms borrow and loan are not quite logical here, since a word can’t simply be returned, like a library book.)


English has borrowed from an array of languages, including Latin, Greek, Sanskrit, Arabic, Turkish, Igbo, Bantu, Urdu, Mandarin, Khmer, Algonquian, Nahuatl, and many more, perhaps some three hundred and fifty. (Check the appendix, which lists more than four dozen languages from which English has borrowed food words.) English has been enriched by contact with languages from all around the globe, and food words alone show this.


The story of English traditionally begins with the migration of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes from the Continent to Britain shortly before 500 CE (CE meaning “of the Common Era”; the era is sometimes designated AD, for anno Domini, “in the year of the Lord”). These newcomers spoke versions of a West Germanic language that became what we now call Old English (go, Beowulf!). The Angles, Saxons, and Jutes conquered and assimilated the Celtic people already inhabiting Britain, with the partial and qualified exception of those in Cornwall, Wales, and Scotland.


In this Old English period (approximately 500 to 1100), barely two dozen Celtic words (crag is one of them) were absorbed into English, along with Celtic-based place-names like London, Thames, and Avon. A number of Latin words were also absorbed into English, especially words pertaining to religion, such as bishop and martyr (both ultimately Greek words but borrowed via Latin). Food words, including fig (Old English fīc, meaning “hemorrhoid” as well as “fig”), lobster, oyster, and ginger, were also borrowed from Latin in this period (though fig was borrowed again later from Old French fige. For the source of ginger, see p. 183). With the arrival of the Vikings beginning in the eighth century, many Norse words entered English, including common words like sky, skirt, fellow, both, same, take, get, and dirt, and food words like cake and egg. The Old English word for egg — ei — remained in use along with the Norse word until early modern times, some people saying ei, some saying egg, and many lamenting the fact that everyone didn’t use the same word. (For an egg versus ei story, see p. 68.)
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During the Middle English period (1100 to 1450), thousands of French and Latin words became English, largely as a result of the Norman Conquest in 1066. Normans were “Northmen,” Vikings who had settled in Normandy a few centuries earlier and given up Norse for a dialect of French. William the Conqueror and his barons spoke Norman French, and for centuries after the invaders took control of England, a language split was the norm, with kings, aristocrats, and social climbers speaking French and almost everyone else speaking English (again, there were some exceptions — Cornish was spoken in Cornwall, Welsh in Wales, and Scottish Gaelic in Scotland, although Scotland hadn’t yet united with England).


During these centuries of French versus English, however, the nobility lost land and connections in France, and English nationalism grew; eventually, English was spoken by all classes, including the monarchy. In 1362, English was used at the opening of Parliament. During the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, Richard II addressed the rebels in English. (Rebel leader Wat Tyler talked back and was killed.) By 1400, the English language had won.


English not only prevailed but grew immensely, adding thousands of French words to its lexicon. Many of these pertained to law, courtly behavior, and religion, including government, parliament, tax, crime, jury, verdict, fashion, gown, dance, leisure, palace, mansion, sermon, clergy, friar. Others pertained to food: beef, cinnamon, cloves, dinner, fruit, gravy, lemon, nutmeg, mustard, orange, pie, poultry, pork, rice, sausage, spinach, sugar, veal, table, saucer, goblet, feast, supper, and many more. Some of these words (notably those for spices and citrus fruit), though they were adopted from French, derive ultimately from Arabic or Persian, entering English after a long and circuitous route through many languages, reflecting complex trade networks (for example, see orange, p. 61).


The Renaissance and early modern English period (1450 to 1800) brought another flood of words into English as a result of colonialism, exploration, and extensive trade: arsenal, assassin, hashish, monsoon, sofa, and the food words apricot, coffee, and sherbet came from Arabic; barbecue, chocolate, cocoa, hominy, pecan, pone, potato, quinoa, squash, tomato, came from indigenous languages of the Americas; poi came from Hawaiian; banana and yam came from western African languages; curry came from Tamil; ketchup and tea came from Chinese, probably via Malay; asparagus came from Greek via Latin; broccoli and macaroni came from Italian; whiskey came from Scottish Gaelic or Irish Gaelic; naan came from Urdu; and yogurt came from Turkish.
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During this early modern English period, a renewed interest in Western classical texts led to a fashion among some writers to invent fancy-sounding words formed from Greek and Latin roots. One such word, fatigate (“to tire someone”), didn’t last. A great many others did, including lexicon, education, system, chaos, chronology, and dogma.


In modern English times (from 1800 to the present), science, medicine, technology, philosophy, the arts, pop culture, and other domains have contributed thousands of words to the English lexicon. A mere sampling of those words, most from the past hundred years: taxonomy, electron, symbiosis, chlorophyll, robotics, cyberspace, bandwidth, bitcoin, cryptocurrency, internet, e-mail, sexting, byte (see chapter 2 for food words in the digital world), cubism, existentialism, jazz, bebop, pop, hip-hop, grunge, K-pop, meme, meta, selfie, baby boomer, glamping, poggers, amirite, GOAT.


Here’s a selection of food words borrowed in the nineteenth century: bagel, bok choy, chow mein, gumbo, hot dog, hamburger, jerky, luau, pasta, pizza, sushi, spaghetti. In the twentieth century, these food words entered the language: bibimbap, boba, burrito, chimichanga, harissa, hummus, jollof, pho, taco, tzimmes, umami, wonton.


Not all food terms in English were borrowed. Some, like bread and beer, are native — that is, Old English or pre-English Germanic words. And many words have entered the lexicon through compounding within English (for example, bar plus tender led to bartender); through back-formation (pea, from pease, which was a singular word that sounded plural, so eventually the s was dropped); slang (slider came from small hamburger); blending (breakfast plus lunch became brunch), and coining (Sex on the Beach and other cocktail names). Coining doesn’t account for very many words, and it’s different from other ways in which a vocabulary grows. It’s done consciously, sometimes by committee, and it’s often a matter of advertising and marketing.


Brand names are an example of coining, and occasionally these names lose their proprietary sense and become common words. For some people, Kleenex means any tissue. For millennials and others, the luxury brand Gucci has become an adjective — “It’s all Gucci,” meaning “It’s all good.”


Google has gone from a proprietary name to a verb: “I googled it and found all sorts of dirt.” (New verbs in English must form the past tense and past participle with -ed. Some verbs already in the language are irregular, like sing, sang, sung, but one can’t say, for instance, “I gaggle it yesterday” or “I have often guggle his name.”) The word googol, meaning the number one followed by a hundred zeros, was a kid’s creation. Milton Sirotta, nine-year-old nephew of the mathematician Edward Kasner, coined it around 1920; Kasner and James Newman popularized the word in their 1940 Mathematics and the Imagination. In 1998, an internet company took the name Google, apparently by adopting and respelling googol, and since then, google has gone global.


The brand name Jell-O is often written jello, as in jello shots (alcohol-laced gelatin), and for many people it’s a generic term for gelatin. Likewise, granola is a common word for cereal with mixed grains and fruits, but it was originally a proprietary name coined by W. K. Kellogg (see p. 65). And the little cake called Twinkie gave rise to the term Twinkie defense, which in 1979 meant “an excuse of criminal behavior because of excessive sugar consumption” and now means any “unconvincing, silly excuse.”


The English lexicon has fattened from centuries of sucking up words from other languages. How many words does it have? A big desk dictionary might have 250,000 words, an online dictionary 500,000 with more added every day, and it’s not unreasonable to suppose that English has more than a million words.


What counts as an English word? (Linguists talk about lexemes rather than words; google it if you’re interested.) In this book, a word is part of the English lexicon if it appears in a big dictionary (see Sources), English-language newspapers, magazines, cookbooks, blogs, or other published writing, and if it usually appears without italics.


Dictionaries always lag behind spoken language, and linguists work hard compiling and analyzing immense databases of written and recorded speech, taking note of class, age, and other factors and trying to keep up with developments in all the varieties of English used around the world — in Great Britain, India, Hong Kong, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States, South Africa, and elsewhere.


English is global, and so is the diet of many English speakers. And yet obviously people who speak English don’t all talk the same way, use the same vocabulary, or share the same tastes. Ways of talking and diets are shaped by family tradition, friends, where people live, what resources they have, and many other particulars of their lives.


The various chapters in Romaine Wasn’t Built in a Day explore some common and a few uncommon breakfast foods; computer terms taken from food; lunch words based on place-names, people’s names, and body parts; happy-hour drinks with noteworthy names; dinner food both raw and cooked; and nightcaps that are sleep-inducing or aphrodisiacs. The final chapter broadens the focus from individual words to expressions using food metaphors, providing an opportunity to ruminate on how food language can define us.


With so many words in the English language, it is impossible to address every interesting etymology there is (and one could argue that every etymology is interesting). If your favorite food is not included in these pages, look it up while you cook it up and scribble the food word’s origin in the margins.


Here are ten different ways people around the world say “Enjoy your meal.” Match the expression to its language.








	1.Smakelijk eten


	(a)Yiddish







	2.[image: image] Sihk faahn


	(b)Navajo







	3.Meshiagare


	(c)Bosnian







	4.Prijatno


	(d)Cantonese







	5.Es gezunterheyt


	(e)Dutch







	6.Nizhonigo adiiyjit


	(f)Japanese







	7.‘Anhcheunh pisaa oyy ban chhngeanh


	(g)Igbo







	8.Kainan na


	(h)Hindi







	9.Kripya bhojan ka anand lijiyai


	(i)Tagalog







	10.Rie nke oma


	(j)Khmer










Answers: 1 (e), 2 (d), 3 (f), 4 (c), 5 (a), 6 (b), 7 (j), 8 (i), 9 (h), 10 (g)


Two correct answers: genius


More than two: stupendous polyglot
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Breakfast


Word Origins of Our Morning Fare





Some believe fasting is essential for good health and should be a nightly occurrence — no nibbling between dinner and breakfast. But whether you snack at night or not, the word used for the first meal of the day echoes the idea of having fasted.


Breakfast derives from Old English brecan, “to break” (going back to the Indo-European root bhreg-, “to break”; for more on Indo-European, see p. 41), and from Old Norse fasta, “a fast” or “period of abstaining from food.” But even though the parts of this compound word go back to the early days of English, the word breakfast didn’t come into use until the early modern period.


What did people call the first meal of the day if not breakfast?


In Old English times, people said morgenmete, “morning meal,” and morȝe-mete, “morrow meal.” (Mete meant “food” very broadly. The word narrowed over time to mean only “meat.”) These and similar terms, like morne-drynke, continued to be used for centuries to refer to morning fare.
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