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INTRODUCTION


Haggard is a strange word. Five centuries old, having been adopted into English from French in the mid-1500s, on its first appearance in the language it was a falconer’s term used to refer to a wild hawk captured as an adult and then trained to hunt and retrieve prey. As these haggard hawks tended to remain quite wild and unpredictable even after their training, especially compared to captive-bred birds, over time the meaning of the word developed to come to describe anything similarly unruly, erratic, world-worn and – well, haggard. As unusual as this history is, however, haggard is not alone. It is just one of a number of English words, including allure, turn-tail, rouse, poltroon and even codger, that all share some kind of connection to falconry. And this is precisely what this book is all about.


Assembled here are fifty lists of ten words, each group of ten having some linguistic quality or etymological quirk in common. From words derived from places in Ancient Greece to words derived from colours, from unusual animal names to words with fictitious histories, and from abbot, abdest and abelmosk to zed, zigzag and zombie, the 500 entries listed in Haggard Hawks and Paltry Poltroons comprise some of the most remarkable words and word origins in the entire English language. Here you will find the connection between a family tree and a stork’s foot, what connects a sitcom to a hybrid zebra, which item of gym equipment was originally a jailhouse punishment, what the first blockbuster was, how long an ohnosecond is, which weapon is named after a musical instrument, how to stop plagiarism with a spelling mistake, what you should really call a unknowledgeable critic, how to cure a fever with a magic word and where to find a vampire in a theatre. The entries here mix the familiar with the unfamiliar, the exceptional with the everyday, and the old with the new – you might not know what an aphengescope is, or how to lucubrate, but they are related to the chocolate éclair and the name of the shortest bone in your arm.


So, where better to begin than where the English language calls home . . .





I



TEN WORDS DERIVED FROM PLACES IN BRITAIN


Besides the ten words listed in this chapter, the English language also contains a vast number of phrases and expressions that make reference to some British location, like shipshape and Bristol fashion and carrying coals to Newcastle. Expressions like these are often rooted in an area’s association with a particular industry or historical event – Bristol fashion is derived from the city’s world-renowned seafaring proficiency, while the naturally coal-rich north-east of England (as in WALLSEND) implies that carrying coals to Newcastle would be a thankless or pointless task. Likewise, to be stabbed with a Bridport dagger was a seventeenth-century phrase meaning to be ‘hanged’, referring to the rope-making industry of Bridport in Dorset; to get yourself to Bath was a nineteenth-century way of being told that you are talking nonsense, as the city’s spring waters were once widely known to be used to treat patients with mental illnesses; and to walk Newgate fashion was a Shakespearean expression meaning to walk two-by-two, like prisoners shackled together in Newgate jail.


One of the most familiar of all of these British expressions, however, is also one of the most mysterious, as the origin of to send to Coventry, a seventeenth-century phrase meaning to ‘ostracize’ or ‘ignore’, is entirely unknown. Amongst the numerous suggestions attempting to explain its history are that it makes reference to a prison established in the city during the Civil War; that the locals’ supposed historical dislike of members of the British Army meant that anyone seen talking to a soldier would be shunned; or else that Coventry was once the site of an austere monastery, to which monks failing or disobeying their orders would have been sent to observe a strict vow of silence.


1. BADMINTON


The first recorded reference to the sport of badminton in English dates from 1863, when it was described as a game ‘played with sides, across a string suspended some five feet off the ground’. Seemingly named after Badminton House, the Gloucestershire home of the Dukes of Beaufort, it is often claimed that the game originated amongst British Army officers on leave from India at Badminton in the nineteenth century. The game itself, meanwhile, is a development of the much earlier sixteenth-century game ‘battledore and shuttlecock’ (first recorded, rather unfortunately, as shittle-cock in the 1601 Ben Jonson play, Cynthia’s Revels) in which two players, with no net between them, would attempt to bat a shuttlecock back and forth as many times as possible without letting it touch the ground.


2. BEDLAM


The word bedlam, describing a scene of utter madness or confusion, was first recorded in English in the mid-1600s. Derived from a corruption of Bethlehem, the word is ultimately taken from the name of the Hospital of St Mary of Bethlehem in London, a former thirteenth-century priory that was later converted into a hospital and, after the dissolution of the monasteries, into an insane asylum, hence its modern connotations. Indeed, the word is found as the name of an asylum in Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 2 (V. i), in which Lord Clifford dismisses Richard Plantagenet, the Duke of York’s claim to the throne with the words, ‘To Bedlam with him! Is the man grown mad?’


3. BORSTAL


As the name of a reformatory or detention centre for delinquent teenagers, the word borstal derives from the name of the village of Borstal near Rochester in north Kent, where just such an institution was established in 1902 on the site of an old Victorian prison. Used as a general term for any institution of this type since 1907, the word’s very specific British origins have ultimately led to it being only seldom encountered outside of British English.


4. BRUMMAGEM


Brummagem is an old local name for the city of Birmingham and as such is the root of other familiar local words like Brummie and Brum. As an adjective, however, brummagem has been used since the mid-seventeenth century in English to describe anything inauthentic or counterfeit, as Birmingham once had a reputation across the country for the manufacture of counterfeit coinage. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the term came to be used more generally of anything showy yet cheaply made, and in particular referred to so-called brummagem ware, namely poor-quality metalwork or other merchandise of little real value.


5. CANTER


A horse’s canter – that is, a slow to moderate galloping pace – derives its name from a shortening of Canterbury, the English ecclesiastical city in which the principal Archbishop of England and a famous shrine to St Thomas à Beckett are both located. Dating from the early 1600s, the term canter supposedly makes reference to the so-called ‘Canterbury pace’ or ‘Canterbury trot’, a colloquial name for the dawdling speed supposedly favoured by Christian pilgrims as they made their way to the city.


6. LYDDITE


Lyddite is an explosive, developed and widely employed by the British military in the late nineteenth century. First tested in 1888 – and named after the town of Lydd in Kent where the initial tests took place – lyddite was one of the first high explosives used in British mortar shells, produced by melting and then solidifying a volatile chemical known as trinitrophenol or picric acid. Lyddite was employed in both the Boer War and First World War until it began to be replaced by the relatively more reliable and controllable trinitrotoluene, better known as TNT, in the early twentieth century.


7. STRONTIUM


Chemical element number 38, strontium (Sr) is the only element of the periodic table named after a location in the British Isles. It derives its name from that of the Highland village of Strontian where its principal source mineral, strontianite, was first discovered in lead mines in the eighteenth century. A silvery-grey alkaline metal that is highly reactive to both water and oxygen, strontium was also one of the first elements to be isolated using electrolysis by the British chemist and inventor Sir Humphrey Davy in 1808.


8. SURREY


A surrey is a four-wheeled, two-seater American horse-drawn carriage so called as its design is believed to have developed from an earlier style of carriage first manufactured in Surrey in the nineteenth century. Introduced to the United States in the 1870s, the first record of a surrey comes from the 1896 novella An Open-Eyed Conspiracy by the US writer William Dean Howells, but today the word is arguably much more familiar to English speakers thanks to the song ‘The Surrey with the Fringe on Top’, from the 1943 Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Oklahoma!


9. WALLSEND


Originally a town in Northumberland but now a suburb of the city of Newcastle upon Tyne, the place name Wallsend literally describes the town’s location towards the eastern end of Hadrian’s Wall. For over 150 years, from the end of the eighteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth century, the town was a major base for coal- mining in the north-east of England and was widely celebrated nationwide for the high quality of its produce – so much so, in fact, that the specific type of coal that the town produced came to be known as Wallsend in the early 1800s, as mentioned by Charles Dickens in Our Mutual Friend: ‘I would rather have approached my respected father by candlelight . . . but we will take him by twilight, enlivened with a glow of Wallsend’.


10. WORSTED


Worsted is the name of both a type of yarn and a type of thick woollen fabric, both of which are thought to have been developed in the Norfolk village of Worstead by weavers and cloth-makers who emigrated to England from Flanders after the Norman Conquest. As the name of a fabric, the word was first recorded in English in the late thirteenth century, with the first reference to worsted yarn dating from the mid-fifteenth century.





II



TEN WORDS DERIVED FROM PLACES IN FRANCE


Unsurprisingly, a full list of English words originating in the names of French towns and cities would be dominated by culinary terms and the names of a great many foods and wines identified by their place of origin. Besides familiar examples like champagne, Bordeaux and Dijon mustard, however, are a number of much less familiar dishes: a pithivier is a rich puff-pastry tart of almond paste and cream, named after the town of Pithiviers outside Paris; a plombière is a dessert of glacé fruit and cream originally made in Plombières-les-Bains near Strasbourg; a pavie is a type of peach first grown in the town of the same name close to the Spanish border; and a perigord is a type of rich meat pie flavoured with truffles, originating in the Périgord region of the French south-west.


Outside of the kitchen, French place names are somewhat rarer in English, but are nevertheless encountered in the names of several different fabrics and textiles including DENIM, and, hinting at the country’s mineral-rich geology, the names of a number of rocks and minerals, including BAUXITE, one of the most important minerals in the modern world.


1. ARTESIAN


The adjective artesian literally refers to the historical French province of Artois, now subsumed by the Pas-de-Calais department on France’s north coast. In English, the term is most often encountered in reference to an artesian well, a method of accessing fresh water by drilling straight down into a water-rich layer of sloping rock beneath the ground, the raised angle of which maintains a constant pressure that pushes the water upwards through the well with little extra mechanical force required. The first recorded reference to an artesian well in English dates from the early nineteenth century, but this method of raising water is known to have been used throughout Artois since at least the Middle Ages.


2. BAUXITE


Bauxite is the chief commercial ore from which aluminium is obtained, making it arguably one of the most widely used ores in the world today. A dense, clayey rock typically containing a mixture of aluminium hydroxides, iron oxide and silica, bauxite takes its name from the town of Baux, or Les Baux-de-Provence, near Arles in the south of France, where rocks containing the mineral were first discovered by the French geologist Pierre Berthier in 1821.


3. BAYONET


Dating from the early 1600s in English, in its earliest sense the word bayonet described a short, flat pocket-dagger, but today it is generally only associated with the steel blade attached to the muzzle of a rifle or another similarly long-barrelled firearm, effectively turning it into a spear or pike. The origin of the word is uncertain, but it is likely that it is derived from the name of the French city of Bayonne, where blades like these were once presumably manufactured.


4. DENIM


Originally used for the name of a type of tough woollen fabric or serge, but now almost exclusively used to describe the thick cotton used to make jeans and other items, denim takes its name from the two-word French phrase de Nîmes, making mention of the city in the south of France where it was first made. Denim is just one of a number of textiles named from their French origins: bewpers, a cloth once used to make flags, comes from Beaupréau near Nantes; lawn, a type of linen, probably derives from the town of Laon in Picardy; olderon, a coarse fabric used to make sails, is thought to derive from Oléron, an island in the Bay of Biscay; and shalloon, a woollen fabric used as a lining cloth, derives from Châlons-en-Champagne in Marne, as does chalon, the name of a type of blanket or bed covering.


5. JURASSIC


The adjective Jurassic pertains to the period of geological history roughly 200 to 145 million years ago during which the dinosaurs flourished and early bird-like creatures began to evolve. Widely familiar in everyday English thanks to the popularity of the Jurassic Park film franchise, the term is derived from the name of the Jura Mountains, which straddle the border between France, Switzerland and Germany, and which are largely comprised of a form of limestone that characterizes the geological formations dating from this period. In English, the word Jurassic was first used in 1831, but in fact the term is known to have been coined somewhat earlier by the eighteenth- to nineteenth-century Prussian naturalist and explorer, Alexander von Humboldt.


6. LIMOUSINE


In English, the first use of the word limousine in reference to cars was recorded in 1902, when it applied specifically to a motor car comprising an open driver’s seat and a separate, enclosed compartment for passengers. Before this, the term was purely used as an adjective referring to the Limousin region of central France. It is thought that when the first limousine cars were produced, the outer covering of the passenger compartment so resembled the hoods of Limousin shepherds that the word stuck and eventually evolved the meaning by which it is most familiar today.


7. MARTINGALE


In English, the word martingale dates from the early sixteenth century when it was first used as the name of a type of horse’s harness, comprising a set of straps attached at one end around the girth and to the bit or noseband at the other, which was used to stop the horse from rearing up. In the nineteenth century, however, the term came to be used as the name of a type of betting system in which a losing player must double their stake in the hope that any future win would be great enough to offset all previous losses. In both contexts, martingale likely derives from martengal, an old French term for an inhabitant of Martigues, near Marseilles, which was originally used in French for the name of a type of breeches fastened around the waist and tied at the back, from where the horse’s harness took its name. The connection between martengal and the martingale betting system, however, is unclear.


8. PICARDIE


In music, a picardie – or, more fully, a tierce de Picardie, or Picardy third – is the use of a major chord at the end of a piece of music that is otherwise written in a minor key, specifically a change made by raising a minor third (such as C and E-flat) by a semitone to a major third (C and E natural). Particularly associated with baroque music, this technique is also widely encountered in hymns and other religious music, as well as even in some pop and rock songs and traditional folk songs – the ‘Coventry Carol’ (‘Lullay, lullay, Thou little tiny child’), for instance, has a familiar picardie ending. First described in English in the late seventeenth century, the origin of the term and quite why it should be named after the French region of Picardy are unknown, although it is popularly claimed that because this minor-to-major resolution is so prevalent in religious music, it may have simply originated amongst the innumerable churches and cathedrals of north-east France.


9. ROKELAY


A rokelay or rocklay is a type of women’s cloak, typically short in length, which was popular in Europe during the eighteenth century. Although its derivation is unclear, it is likely that the word is related to the somewhat earlier term roquelaure, the name of a type of gentleman’s cloak of considerably longer length and worn with a long, hanging collar. In turn, the roquelaure takes its name from that of a small village and duchy in the south-west of France whose local duke, Antoine-Gaston Jean Baptiste, an eighteenth-century Marshal of France, was supposedly a famous wearer of just such a garment.


10. TROY


The troy weight system, which is still used today as the standard system for weighing and measuring precious metals and gemstones, dates back as far as the late fourteenth century. Similar but not identical to the much more familiar imperial system (a troy pound, for instance, contains twelve ounces rather than sixteen), the troy system itself is of uncertain origin, but its name is believed to derive from the French market town of Troyes, south-east of Paris, where the system was presumably first used.
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TEN WORDS DERIVED FROM PLACES IN ANCIENT GREECE


In linguistic terms, the impact of Ancient Greek on English is vast, despite the two languages historically having no direct contact. English is now home to many thousands of words derived at length from Ancient Greek roots, many of which have been adopted into English via French or Latin, or else have been deliberately coined from Greek sources by scientists and inventors. A full list of such coinages would include all -phobias (a term taken from the Greek word for ‘fear’, phobos) and all -ologies (from logos, meaning ‘word’) and -isms (from ismos, a Greek suffix used to form abstract nouns), plus a whole host of everyday words like card (chartes, ‘paper, papyrus’), history (historia, ‘study, learning through inquiry’), bicycle (kuklos, ‘wheel, circle’), diet (diaita), air (aer) and alphabet (coined, appropriately enough, from the first two Greek letters, alpha and beta).


The ten words in this chapter have all been coined not from some distant Greek root word but instead from an Ancient Greek place name. Examples like these are rare in English and, as can be seen even from this short collection, many of those that do exist are fairly obscure (BOEOTIAN, LACONIC, SYBARITE), typically making reference to some characteristic once associated with a specific region of Greece. Nonetheless, alongside rarities like these, this list also includes an intriguing handful of much more recognizable English words whose familiarity today belies their more exotic origins.


1. ATTIC


Use of the word attic as a noun denoting the topmost storey of a house is a surprisingly recent addition to the English language, dating from the early 1800s. Before then the term was a purely architectural one – an adjective used to describe a small decorative entablature or addition to the upper part of a column, or else a similarly decorative display or facade found above the main storey of a building, from where the modern sense of the word has since developed. Architectural features like these were once particularly associated with the Greek region of Attica, from where the term is originally derived.


2. BOEOTIAN


An unusual sixteenth-century word for a dullard or an ignorant, dim-witted person, the word Boeotian (pronounced ‘bee-ocean’) derives from the name of Boeotia, a central district of Greece just north of Athens, which was historically renowned for its supposedly stupid populace. This fairly derogatory association is believed to stem from the region’s proximity to the much more cosmopolitan city of Athens, whose relatively cultured inhabitants presumably enjoyed looking down on their more rustic and unsophisticated neighbours to the north.


3. CHESTNUT


First recorded in English in the sixteenth century, the word chestnut (as well as the much earlier chesteine, an old-fashioned name for the chestnut tree itself) is believed to be derived from Castana, the name of a town in Thessaly where chestnuts were presumably once widely cultivated. Like the brazil nut, however, it now seems likely that the town took its name from the nuts that grew there rather than the other way around, but either way the Latin term castanea, which is today used as the name of the genus to which chestnut trees belong, is generally taken to mean ‘Castanian nut’.


4. CURRANT


The word currant dates from the fourteenth century, when the raisins of Corauntz, literally the ‘raisins of Corinth’, began to be sold in England for the very first time. As the name suggests, the fruits were once famously imported from Corinth in central Greece, and over time this name simply developed into the word as it is today. Blackcurrants and redcurrants, meanwhile, both derived their names from the English word currant in the early seventeenth century.


5. CYNICISM


Denoting a distrustful or sceptical attitude, the term cynicism derives from the Cynics of Ancient Greece, the followers of the fourth-century BC philosopher Antisthenes, who shunned power and wealth in favour of a simpler life of virtue, free of all worldly possessions. In turn, the Cynics are believed to have derived their name from that of the Cynosarges, a famous public gymnasium (an outdoor place of learning) on the outskirts of Athens, where Antisthenes is known to have once taught. According to legend, the Cynosarges itself is named after the Greek for ‘white dog’, kynos argos, as it was supposedly founded on the site of an ancient shrine built where a magnificent white dog dropped a chunk of meat it had stolen from a sacrificial offering.



6. LACONIC


Describing someone who is terse and economical in their speech, the term laconic derives from Laconia, the name of the southernmost region of mainland Greece that surrounded the city of Sparta. Indeed, the term in fact derives from the ancient Spartans themselves who were renowned for a similarly concise and direct disposition attested in several famous anecdotes recorded in ancient history. According to one story, when Philip II of Macedon set his sights on invading Sparta c.346 BC he sent a message reading ‘If I enter your lands, I will destroy you all, never to rise again’ to which the Spartans simply replied ‘If’. Another Macedonian king, Demetrius I, also received a terse reply when he expressed outrage that Sparta had sent just one ambassador to attend his court – the envoy apparently replied, ‘One ambassador, one king.’


7. LAODICEAN


Describing an apathetic or lukewarm attitude, especially towards religion, the unusual adjective Laodicean derives from the Ancient Greek region of Laodicea, now located in modern-day Turkey, whose inhabitants were once widely known for their religious indifference. So much so, in fact, that the Laodicean Church was one of the notoriously dissident Seven Churches of Asia mentioned by name in the biblical Book of Revelation, in which the book’s author, John of Patmos, wrote decrying their nonchalant attitude: ‘I know . . . that thou are neither cold nor hot, I would thou wert cold or hot. So, then because thou are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spew thee out of my mouth.’


8. MAUSOLEUM


The original mausoleum from which all others take their name was the epic Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, the enormous tomb of Mausolus, a fourth-century BC ruler of the Ancient Greek province of Caria, which is today located in western Turkey. Erected by Mausolus’s widow, Artemisia, this first mausoleum was one of a group of exceptional landmarks – alongside the Pyramids of Egypt and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon – chosen by the Greek poet Antipater of Sidon in the second century BC as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, a designation which undoubtedly helped to popularize the word mausoleum as a more general term for a tomb or resting place. In this sense, the word in English dates from the early 1500s.


9. SOLECISM


First recorded in the late sixteenth century, the word solecism is variously used to describe a grammatical or linguistic error, the improper use of language or of a particular word, or else, in a more figurative sense, a breach of good manners or etiquette. The term derives from the Greek word soloikos, meaning ‘speaking incorrectly’, which is itself thought to come from the name of Soli, a colony of Cilicia in the south of modern-day Turkey, whose populace were historically considered to speak a harsh and corrupted dialect of Greek by the more refined Athenians.


10. SYBARITE


A sybarite is a person devoted to the pursuit of pleasure or a lover of luxury and indulgence. Dating from the late 1500s in English, the term derives from the name of Sybaris, an Ancient Greek colony in what is now southern Italy, which flourished in the sixth and seventh centuries BC thanks to the remarkable fertility of its lands. As both the city and its wealth grew and grew, the lavishness that its inhabitants could afford became widely known and envied, and ultimately the name sybarite became synonymous with any equally decadent or hedonistic lifestyle.
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TEN WORDS DERIVED FROM PLACES IN EUROPE


From the name of a global currency to a type of sword, and from an Adriatic sailing vessel to twentieth-century political terminology, the towns and countries of Europe – even excluding Britain, France and Greece, which each have their own chapters here – have provided the English language with a remarkably diverse collection of words and phrases, indicative of the continent’s rich history. As well as BALKANIZATION, English has Finlandization, a 1960s political term describing a country’s necessary but unfavourable support for another, derived from Finland’s uneasy alignment with the Soviet Union in the 1940s. As well as COACH, English has both landau, an eighteenth-century horse-drawn carriage developed in Landau in Germany, and Berlin, a sixteenth-century four-wheeled carriage. And as well as RAMILLIES, English has homburg, a type of felt hat made in Homburg near the French-German border; duffel, from the Belgian town of Duffel, near Antwerp; and jeans, which take their name from the Italian city of Genoa. The stories behind ten more words of European etymology are listed here.


1. ARGOSY


A type of large merchant ship typically able to carry great loads, the word argosy derives from an alteration of ragusea, the Italian name for a type of vessel once particularly associated with and named after the Adriatic port of Ragusa (now Dubrovnik) in Croatia. The word was first recorded in English in the late 1500s, and as well being the name of a specific type of ship is also used more generally for both a flotilla or fleet of vessels, and, figuratively, as another word for a vast collection or rich source of something.


2. BALKANIZATION


Dating from the 1920s, the political term Balkanization describes the breakup of a larger country or region into several smaller component nations, often with the implication that these smaller units remain equally hostile to one another. The word derives from the name of the Balkan peninsula of south-eastern Europe – the region bounded by the Adriatic, Aegean and Black Seas, which today includes the countries of the former Yugoslavia, Albania, Bulgaria and Greece. It originally referred to the uneasy dissolution of the European portion of the Ottoman Empire following the two Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913. The aftermath of these conflicts, and the ensuing disagreements between the newly independent nations of Bulgaria, Albania, Serbia and Macedonia, eventually led to the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914, and ultimately to the First World War.


3. BILBO


The word bilbo has two meanings in English, applying both to a type of sixteenth-century sword with a flexible blade, once widely popular in America, and to a long iron bar fitted with shackles that is used to secure the ankles of prisoners. In both cases, the word is said to derive from the name of the Spanish city of Bilbao (once widely and erroneously known in England as ‘Bilboa’) where both items are believed to have been first manufactured.


4. COACH


As the name of a type of carriage, the word coach was first recorded in English as coche in the mid-1500s. It derives via French from the Hungarian word kocsi, which is in turn taken from the name of the town of Kocs, roughly 50 km (30 miles) west of Budapest, where this style of carriage is thought to have first been manufactured in the fifteenth century. Use of the word coach to refer to a tutor or instructor, meanwhile, dates from the early nineteenth century and was originally an American slang term popular on university campuses, implying that a coach would ‘carry’ a failing student through their exams or studies.


5. DOLLAR


Now the name of the principal unit of currency of more than forty different countries and territories worldwide, the word dollar has its more humble beginnings in Jáchymov, a small Bohemian spa town today located in the Czech Republic close to the German border. Previously known as Joachimsthal, in the early 1500s the town gave its name to coins known as joachimsthaler, widely used across Germany and the Netherlands, which were minted from silver mined nearby. Over time, the name shortened to thaler, taler and daler (by which they were first mentioned in English in 1553), and eventually to dollar in the early 1700s. The word first appeared in North America in the late 1500s as another name for the peso or so-called ‘Spanish dollar’, the former currency of Spain and its American colonies, but it was not until 1785 that dollar was first used as the name of the currency of the United States. The dollar sign ($), meanwhile, is thought to have developed either from a combination of the letters P and S, a symbol once used to denote the peso, or else from the number 8, as pesos were the original peso de ocho or ‘pieces of eight’.


6. DONNYBROOK


Dating from the mid-nineteenth century in English, the word donnybrook is another name for a riotous argument or uproar. The word derives from the Irish village of Donnybrook or Domhnach Broc (‘The Church of St Broc’), now a suburb of the city of Dublin, where from the early thirteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century an annual two-week agricultural fair and farmers’ market was held every August. Originally granted its licence by King John in 1204, over the centuries that followed the event grew increasingly unruly, with various rowdy and bawdy entertainments provided for its visitors. Despite several attempts to cancel it in the eighteenth century – the Mayor of Dublin himself even demanded that all of the stalls and tents be torn down in 1751 – the fair’s original royal permit remained valid, and it was not until the 1850s, when a local reverend raised £3,000 to purchase the licence from its holders, that the fair was finally discontinued. It was last held in 1854.


7. RAMILLIES


The Belgian town of Ramillies, around 40 km (25 miles) south-east of Brussels, has given its name to a number of obsolete items of fashion, all of which are said to derive from or commemorate the Duke of Marlborough’s victory over the French at the Battle of Ramillies in 1706. The earliest mention to the town in this context is in the name of the ramillies cock, a type of hat with a wide brim cocked in three places that was popular in the early 1700s, but the name can also be used to refer to a type of wig tied back in a long, tapering plait, known as a ramillies tail, fastened with a large bow at the top and a smaller bow at the bottom.


8. SEMTEX


A type of plastic explosive used both in demolition and by the military, Semtex was invented in 1966 by a Czechoslovakian chemist named Stanislav Brebera at a chemical production plant in Semtín (now in the Czech Republic), from where the name is said to be derived. First recorded in English in a New York Times article of 1985, in recent years Semtex has become increasingly associated with terrorist activities, and was infamously used to destroy Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie in 1988.


9. SPA


The original spa from which all others have since taken their name is the small town of Spa in Liège, eastern Belgium; a spring of fresh water with supposed natural healing properties, situated in the town, has been known throughout Europe since the fourteenth century. Deriving its name from a local Walloon word, espa, meaning ‘spring’ or ‘fountain’, the word spa was first recorded in English in reference to a site of similarly curative waters in 1616, and from the mid-seventeenth century onwards has been used more loosely for any town or resort with local natural springs. Use of the word to refer to a commercial health farm, meanwhile, originated in the United States in the 1960s.


10. WATERLOO


One of the most important battles in all of European history, it was at Waterloo on 18 June 1815 that Napoleon was finally defeated by a united British and Prussian force under the command of the Duke of Wellington. Whilst today the village of Waterloo itself stands in central Belgium, just a few miles south of Brussels, at the time of the conflict it stood within the borders of the Netherlands. Indeed, the name Waterloo is believed to be of Dutch origin and is said to mean ‘wet forest’, presumably in reference to a boggy or flood-prone area of land. Given the battle’s great historical importance, it is perhaps unsurprising that the word Waterloo has since slipped into allusive use in the English language as a byword for any similarly decisive event or else some great insurmountable difficulty or defeat – in fact, the first recorded use of the word in this context dates from just one year after the battle itself, when it appeared in the writings of the English poet Lord Byron, who commented on his attempt to learn Armenian that, ‘It is a rich language, however . . . It is a Waterloo of an alphabet.’
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