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To my mother, who gave me life and words










Introduction


‘If you do not know the words, you can hardly know the thing.’ In Thinking as a Science, the economist and philosopher Henry Hazlitt explored the connection between a rich vocabulary and the amazing potential of our thoughts. Once we can name something precisely, we can both cope with it better and understand it more fully. Finding the right word is the key to everything.  


My love affair with vocabulary has never been a brief fling: what the Victorians called ‘firkytoodling’, a bit of messing around. It began when I was little, marvelling at everything from street signs to ingredient lists, from Mandy annuals to German phrasebooks. Alongside my own random jottings, I gathered my favourites in little notebooks that came with a tiny padlock and key so that I could lock their magic away, daydreaming about their stories.


Those notebooks were full of eavesdroppings. Not the gossipy kind that inspired the word ‘eavesdrop’, literally nosy neighbours standing outside beneath the ‘eavesdrip’ of a house to listen covertly to the conversations happening inside. These were the linguistic kind: picking up the nonsensical phrases I could make neither head nor tail of but which still made me smile (‘Oh lor!’ my mum would occasionally exclaim, leaving me none the wiser); the beauties I couldn’t get enough of, like ‘icicle’ or ‘halcyon’; and the words I gleaned from other languages which promised different, distant magics.


It was through learning German at school that my interest grew into a passion.  To this day I remember the wonder of discovering the Libelle, German’s gorgeous term for a dragonfly, a word with such a soft sibilance it seemed to hover in the air exactly like the insect. Only later did I discover that this name was the creation of the father of modern taxonomy Carl Linnaeus, who based it on the Latin for a carpenter’s level because he noticed that the dragonfly can stay remarkably level as it hovers. It’s one example of the stories I discovered much later, and which have only added to the adventure. Looking back, I can see I have always been a lexicographer of sorts.


Learning another language can bring you up against the fascinating gaps in our own. Why don’t we have a word for lingering at the dinner table to chat after a meal is finished, as the Italians do with sobremesa? And most of us would happily borrow the Icelandic sólarfri: an unexpectedly sunny day that demands to be taken as an instant holiday.  


Happily, while we may be an island nation, our language is far from an island tongue. From the very beginning its speakers have begged, borrowed, and plundered words from every nation and culture they have encountered. Collecting words and phrases from other languages is as thrilling as it is illuminating, and I’m delighted to share some of my favourite untranslatables in the following pages. These range from the sublime – like the Japanese komorebi, which captures the dancing pattern of sunlight on a woodland floor, or German’s Zugunruhe, the migratory restlessness felt by birds as they prepare for their annual flight – to the faintly ridiculous but oh-so-necessary – such as pelinti from the Buli language of Ghana, which describes the frantic ‘hashashahaaa’ sound we make when pushing piping hot food around our mouths. 


 


Our greatest writers knew all about the seasonal urge. Keats loved the spring, Shelley the summer, Frost and Rosetti the winter, and Wordsworth the autumn. Shakespeare found inspiration in each of them. As a lexicographer, I’ve come to see that language is no different. I find it fascinating how our vocabulary shifts with the time of year, sometimes subtly – the return to our regional roots at Christmastime, perhaps – and sometimes with a bang: what is the word for that unmistakable smell of autumn? 


In Words for Life I’d like to take you on a journey through my year, offering you a linguistic vitamin shot for every day from 1 January to 31 December.  I want to show you how we each have a wordrobe for every season, a cyclical lexicon for our thoughts, feelings, and experiences. 


I’ve lost count of the times I’ve been asked, ‘Don’t you know everything in the dictionary by now?’ Fair enough: after all, I’ve been occupying the umpire’s chair and delivering my origin of the day on Countdown’s Dictionary Corner for over thirty years. And yet, despite my daily delvings into the lexicon, the answer is always an emphatic ‘no’. I still learn something new and surprising every day, from the etymology of a word I once stepped past without a second thought (I was amazed to discover that ‘OMG’ was coined by an Admiral of the Fleet in 1917), to an example of Gen-Z slang that is suddenly everywhere (‘no cap’). 


Much of our most necessary vocabulary has perplexingly slipped out of view. One of my particular obsessions are the lost positives. It makes me wistful that you can be gormless but not gormful, feckless but not feckful, and ruthless but never ruthful. Yet it’s not too late. There is no such thing as an extinct word; it is simply asleep, and we can resuscitate it with one simple kiss of life: usage. By picking up such positives again, we can harness their power and make the world around us a better, more upbeat place in the process.


There is, of course, sadness and confusion in the dictionary too.  But there is comfort in knowing that you’re not the first to experience something. Even in Old English a word existed for those moments in the middle of the night when worries loom disproportionately large. Uhtcearu is literally ‘the sorrow before dawn’, a dark panicky worry that only begins to dissipate when the sun reappears. For anyone who has ever felt mixed emotions as a holiday approaches – all that packing and airport hassle – the Norwegians have already nailed it with gruglede, ‘happy dread’. And you will certainly not be the only person to have misread such words as ‘cooperation’ or ‘codeveloper’ because they are no longer hyphenated. Welcome to the ‘misle’, a name based on the easy misreading of ‘misled’ as the past tense of a mysterious verb. 


With other entries, it’s more the story that will surprise. I have long relished the fact that Bluetooth technology was named after the tenth-century Scandinavian King Harald Gormsson, nicknamed ‘Bluetooth’ on account of his prominent dead tooth. Since Gormsson united various Danish tribes with some of their Norwegian neighbours, his name felt a fitting symbol for a technology that is all about connectivity. Not only that: the pioneers of this wirelessness went further still, for the Bluetooth logo combines the ancient runes (Hagall) (ᚼ) and (Bjarkan) (ᛒ) to produce the initials HB, for Harald Bluetooth. My other discoveries include the fact that a lifelong friend was once known as a ‘copemate’, and that a tongue-twister in sign language is a ‘finger-fumbler’. 


Writing this book has also given me the opportunity to ask the big questions. Why did we ever stop calling a penguin an ‘arsefoot’? How did people get up on time before alarm clocks? Where exactly are the Doldrums? Why was Tolkien so keen on happy endings? And who knew that there is a specific unit of measurement for the smells given off by humans in particular situations? Well, enquire within, the answers may surprise you. They certainly surprised and delighted me. 


As for those seasons, Words for Life will take you from the dread of returning to work at the start of January to the joy of raising a glass to friends at the year’s end. In between it will help you articulate the longing for spring (and the romantic feelings sparked by its arrival) to the joy of summer rain, as well as multiple words for testicles, the strange history of ‘arse’ and the uncomfortable feeling of new underwear. And when winter comes, I hope this book might dispel the blues with such dictionary treasures as treacle wells and starling murmurations.


My hope is that, as we travel across the year, you will feel the same sense of wonder and magic that I have found in language since I was a child. I have come to believe that there is nothing that cannot be articulated through language: whether it’s our own or that of other people. Our vocabulary lives alongside us, following our lead and occasionally pulling us along in its wake. 


Coleridge once described prose as words in the best order and poetry as the best words in the best order. This is, I’d like to think, something rather different. I have spent my life looking for the best words – and here they are – but I’m leaving the order and how you use them up to you. I only hope my Words for Life are ones you too will want to keep for life.


 


Susie Dent


Oxford, July 2025










January


1 January


QUALTAGH


A new year, a new pencil case, a new you: January brings with it a lot of pressures to start afresh. This imperative seems particularly ugsome on 1 January, a day traditionally blighted by crapulence (the worst kind of hangover) or Katzenjammer (the German articulation of the throbbing sound of cats yowling in your head). So how exactly do you future-proof this shiny new year? In many cultures, the first person you meet on this first day is key. In Scotland and northern England, the first visitor to your home after midnight on New Year’s Eve is known as the ‘first-footer’. It is considered unlucky for them to be blond (a possible hangover from hundreds of years of savage Viking raids), a doctor, or a priest, but a tall, dark, handsome, male visitor promises to bring good luck throughout the year ahead.


Just as important, however, is that the first-footer should not arrive empty-handed. Coal or silver coins are traditional, whisky preferable, and foods such as buns or biscuits highly desirable. All are designed to bring good cheer but, crucially, they also symbolize prosperity, health, and warmth for the year ahead. In Greece first-footing is known as podariko and involves the ceremonious smashing of a pomegranate on the threshold.


On the Isle of Man, the first-footer goes by the name of the qualtagh, ‘one who is met’. They too are welcomed warmly and may also recite a blessing for the household to ensure good fortune for all its members through the year:


 


Shoh slaynt as shee as eash dy vea,


As maynrys son dy bragh.


 


Here’s health and peace and age of life,


And happiness for ever.


2 January


RESIPISCENCE


Sinners of the 1500s would have been well acquainted with ‘resipiscence’. This involved a recognition of one’s past misdeeds in the sincere hope of atonement and better things to come. In the centuries that followed, ‘resipiscence’ broadened its scope, so that achieving it meant coming to one’s senses and returning to a better frame of mind. Its inspiration, the Latin resipiscere, described both the recovery of reason and the return to sanity. Something most of us – sinners or not – would hope to achieve in the early days of January.


3 January


KNOCKER-UPPER


Confucius said somewhat smugly, ‘Choose a job you love, and you will never have to work a day in your life.’ But what to do if you don’t have that luxury? This tends to be the time when many of us take a hard look at our jobs and consider whether they are making us quite as fulfilled as we’d hoped. It may then be useful (or usefully distracting) to ponder some of the occupations from yesteryear that troubled the minds of our ancestors in such periods of reflection.


One such was the ‘knocker-upper’, the human predecessor to the alarm clock who would carry a long pole and knock at the door or windows of a house to rouse its occupants. Keen to wake up only their paying customers, the knocker-uppers also used pea-shooters for an even more targeted service. Charles Dickens may not have been a fan: in Great Expectations, Mr Wopsle is described as being in such a foul mood, thanks to being knocked up, that he would have ‘excommunicated the whole expedition’. If this seems unthinkable to us now, particularly given the lack of a snooze button, spare a thought for the ‘gong farmer’, a medieval job title for the cleaner of privies and cesspits. Maybe modern working life isn’t so bad after all.


4 January


CHISSUP


This is the time of year when a small sniffle has the irritating tendency to turn into a full-blown cold. This key moment is something that dialects, particularly those from traditionally colder and wetter regions of Britain, are particularly good at naming. The six-volume collection of regional vocabulary known as The English Dialect Dictionary, compiled by Joseph Wright, a philologist from Oxford, offers the Yorkshire term ‘chissup’, defined simply as ‘to sneeze’. The delightful word may well have been a local variant on ‘snickup’, which describes a veritable fit of sneezing.


Other local words for what we should properly be calling a ‘fneeze’ (the original spelling until someone mistook the ‘f’ for a long medieval ‘s’) include the curious ‘pehoy’, from Scots, ‘sneedge’ from Worcestershire, ‘tisha’ from Lancashire, and ‘snirl’ from Northumbria, each providing a touch of linguistic consolation for a stuffy nose and sore head.


It was in this week in 1894 that the second-oldest film to be copyrighted in the US was shot, featuring one of the inventor Thomas Edison’s assistants sneezing after taking a pinch of snuff. The five-second film is known simply as Fred Ott’s Sneeze.


Bless you.


5 January


COPEMATE


This is the night when the boughs of holly traditionally brought in to deck the halls are burned and all Christmas decorations must be taken down, or bad luck will be risked for the coming year. On Oíche Nollaig na mBan, the Eve of Women’s Christmas, the windows of rural Ireland are lit with twelve candles in anticipation of the twelfth and final day of Christmas, the marker of Epiphany and the time when women could gather in each other’s homes for a few stolen hours of gaiety, their reward after weeks of wrapping, cooking, and entertaining. Pubs might also be visited, since many women of the household would have raised turkeys or geese for sale at the Christmas market. The proceeds were then put aside as a slush fund for Nollaig na mBan, when it was the men’s turn to look after the home.


English provides many synonyms for male companions, from ‘butty’ to ‘chum’, ‘buddy’ to ‘mucker’. Those for female friends are harder to find, and tend to focus on the activity it is assumed all women engage in when they come together: gossip. ‘Gossip’ itself is a word that began life in innocence, when a ‘god-sib’ was a godmother who attended upon her friend at childbirth. The expectation that such help would also entail the exchange of some well-chosen local news led to an altogether different interpretation of ‘god-sib’, which was soon joined by dozens of epithets describing women of trifling character who delight in idle talk. Better to stick to a far more positive term for a friend who supports you through thick and thin: ‘copemate’, a sixteenth-century term that bucks the gossipy trend and celebrates women who come together on days such as this.


6 January


THERMOPOT


If today’s mood is sponsored entirely by coffee, you are not alone. Coffee shops have squeezed their way into every chink of our landscape and many of us now wake up to drink coffee rather than the other way round. The language of the baristahood remains, as it should, predominantly Italian, from the ‘espresso’ (not ‘expresso’, however quickly we drink or demand it, and from the Italian for ‘pressed out’), to the ‘macchiato’ (‘stained’ coffee, thanks to its dash of milk). The ‘cappuccino’, famously, was inspired by the Capuchins, friars of the order of St Francis. The name was chosen in the 1940s because the appearance of the frothy drink was thought to resemble their coffee-coloured robes.


Are you a ‘procaffeinator’, one who puts everything on hold until they’ve had sufficient amounts of coffee? If so, the word ‘thermopot’ might also come in handy. A term from the eighteenth century for an imbiber of hot liquors, it can be nicely extended to embrace a prolific drinker of any hot drink that takes your fancy.


7 January


ILUNGA


Tshiluba, also known as Cilubà, is a Bantu language spoken by approximately six million people in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Within the culture of its speakers is a highly nuanced understanding of forgiveness and the appropriate response to those who offend or harm. This approach is beautifully reflected in its use of the word ilunga, which describes someone with a forgiving nature, with one important caveat: this individual is willing to forgive a first and even a second offence, but will not tolerate a third. To transgress in the same way three times implies a pattern of behaviour that is both unchangeable and inexcusable: for the ilunga, three strikes means most definitely out.


8 January


DØRSTOKKMILA


There are days when motivation is so lacking that even getting to the front door feels like a struggle, let alone feeling together enough to walk through it and engage with the outside world. Norwegians have a word for precisely this emotion: dørstokkmila, ‘the mile to the threshold’. In other words, this is the daunting first step to an activity that will no doubt be worth it, but that just at this moment feels almost insurmountable.


9 January


TELETUBBYZURÜCKWINKER


Never let it be said that the English dictionary can’t deliver a good insult. Even the briefest of riffles through its pages will demonstrate the richness of the lexicon for put-downs, and the paucity of the same when it comes to compliments. Nevertheless, sometimes a choice barb from another culture and language is too good to pass up, especially if it conjures up a powerful mental image. One of many from German that have been eagerly harnessed by English speakers is Backpfeifengesicht, a face that asks to be slapped, but this sits alongside lesser-known insults such as Bananenbieger – one who does so little to contribute that they are merely a ‘banana-bender’ – and Teletubbyzurückwinker, one who ‘waves back at Teletubbies’ on TV, and who consequently may not be overly bright.


10 January


DOLLARS TO DOUGHNUTS


On this day in 1776, Thomas Paine published Common Sense, a fifty-page pamphlet in which the author called for a war of independence against Britain. Over 500,000 copies were sold within a few months. Paine had the authority to galvanize public opinion and to shape an ideology that set his country on the path to revolution.


Most of us are familiar with ‘betting our bottom dollar’ on something if we feel it is assured to happen, but there are several suitably North American variations available to ring the changes. ‘Dollars to doughnuts’ is one, as is ‘dollars to cobwebs’. Each relies on the dollar as a symbol of American promise and opportunity, with a twist of capitalism and consumerism thrown in. The name of the currency, ironically, is not home-grown, but comes from a German word meaning ‘from the valley’. In the sixteenth century, German coins were minted from silver that had been mined at Sankt Joachimsthal, in the kingdom of Bohemia. ‘Joachimsthal’ itself translates as ‘Joachim’s valley’, referring to the local patron saint. These coins became known as ‘Joachimthalers’ and then ‘thalers’, corrupted to ‘dalers’ and eventually ‘dollars’.


11 January


GLUGGAVEÐUR


‘Ammil’, from Devon, rather exquisitely describes the thin film of ice that lacquers leaves, twigs, and grass blades when a freeze follows a partial thaw, and which in sunlight can cause a whole landscape to glitter. The word is thought to derive from the Old English amel, meaning ‘enamel’. It finds a companion in an equally evocative word, this time from Icelandic, when a bright blue sky and ammil landscape sparkle invitingly through the glass of your window. Invitingly, that is, until the moment you find yourself outside, whereupon you want to run back inside immediately. Gluggaveður is ‘window-weather’: the kind that looks appealing from inside, only to prove highly undesirable once you’re in it.


12 January


GROWLERY


There was a time when rooms in homes were reserved exclusively for certain occasions – a ‘drawing room’ was the space to which women would ‘withdraw’ after dinner, while gentlemen enjoyed a glass of port and a smoke. The ‘sitting room’ was where you would sit and relax, and the ‘parlour’ was the place in which to converse (from the French parler, ‘to talk’; if it was a private conversation, then a ‘speak-a-word room’ was also on offer). Best of all, the ‘sanctum sanctorum’, the ‘holy of holies’, was a person’s private retreat, where they could be free from any intrusion.


Some rooms were dedicated to serving particular emotions. A lady’s ‘boudoir’, for example, was intended as a space to which she could retire for some privacy and, if she fancied, a moment of petulance, for the literal translation of the French ‘boudoir’ is a ‘place for sulking’. If anger had the upper hand, then the only recourse was the ‘growlery’. This possibility was largely down to Charles Dickens and the sitting room of his character Mr Jarndyce in the novel Bleak House. ‘Sit down, my dear . . . This, you must know, is the Growlery. When I am out of humour, I come and growl here.’


13 January


BINGO!


Now I do this kind of thing


On the wing, on the wing!


Bing!


 


James Joyce was no stranger to word invention, but he could scarcely have guessed that his use of ‘bing’ in his epic novel Ulysses, giving the Oxford English Dictionary its first record of the exclamation, might go on to inspire the name of a game that was to become a nation’s favourite. Of all the many theories as to the origin of ‘bingo’, its use as a shout of joy or surprise is the most plausible. Following the Betting and Gaming Act, which came into effect in January 1960, bingo became not just a new pastime but the source of a whole new language.


Bingo terms range from the self-explanatory to the brilliantly gnarly, from ‘sweet sixteen’, and ‘lucky seven’ to ‘two fat ladies’ (88), ‘doctor’s orders’ (9), ‘bed and breakfast’ (26), and ‘Kelly’s eye’ (1). This last example is particularly puzzling: some believe it heralds from the ‘one-eyed’ letterbox helmet famously worn by Australian outlaw Ned Kelly. Others refer to a cartoon in the adventure comic Valiant, in which the character Kelly possessed a magic amulet in the shape of an eye. As for ‘doctor’s orders’, a pill known simply as ‘number nine’ was a laxative given out by army doctors. The traditional price of bed-and-breakfast accommodation in the UK, meanwhile, was 2 shillings and 6 pence, which was always shortened to ‘two and six’.


Surely one of the best has to be ‘Sherwood Forest’ for 33. Why? The home of Robin Hood has ‘all the trees’.


14 January


ARSE-ROPES


This day marks the Feast of the Ass, a medieval Christian festival that celebrates the flight into Egypt and which was borrowed from France, where the Fête de l’âne celebrates the many donkey-related stories in the Bible. This ‘ass’ is of course never to be confused with the anatomical kind, which in US English (and increasingly in British English, where ‘arse’ is just about holding on) is spelled identically. It is a word which, although far less triggering than many of our modern taboos, might still make modern ears a little twitchy.


Our introduction to this particular four-letter word is courtesy of the Cleopatra Glossaries, a manuscript written in the tenth century and so called because, in the seventeenth century, it was stored in a bookcase in the library of Sir Robert Bruce Cotton, below a bust of Cleopatra. The word was far from offensive; ‘arse-push’ was simply a heavy fall onto one’s rump, and ‘arsehole’ was considered coarse only after the eighteenth century. But surely one of the best uses of the word is courtesy of Wycliffe’s Bible in the fourteenth century, in which the Latin text was translated into English. In an early version you will find Þe arsroppis of hem goyng out stoonkyn, ‘his arse-ropes came out stinking’. This unshrinking word for the ‘intestines’ is as direct as they come, but there was certainly no sniggering intended, for its appearance came at a time when ‘bollocks’ was nothing but a straightforward term for a man’s testicles. Nevertheless, as sensitivities to bodily parts and functions crept in, the decline in the acceptability of ‘arse’ was guaranteed – so much so that the brightly rumped bird previously known as a ‘white-arse’ was rechristened a ‘wheatear’, despite the sudden inaccuracy of the name.


15 January


CLINCHPOOP


In 2022, Oxford Dictionaries chose ‘goblin mode’ as their word of the year. In the aftermath of Covid lockdowns and their impact on behavioural norms, ‘goblin mode’ describes an unapologetically self-indulgent, let-it-all-hang-out way of life with an extra whiff of disregard for societal expectations and norms. ‘Goblin mode’ essentially says, ‘I no longer care about what anyone thinks about how I look or what I say.’ There were once, of course, entirely serviceable words for this variety of goblin that are now marked as obsolete in the dictionary, including ‘fustilugs’ and ‘slug-a-bed’. When it comes to the lack of good manners, we should surely re-embrace the ‘clinchpoop’, a word first recorded in 1555 in a manual called The Institucion of a Gentleman: ‘Roysters [wild revellers] doo cal suche one by the name of a Loute, a Clynchepope, or one that knoweth no facyons [fashions].’ The ‘poop’ here, you might be relieved to know, is the aftermost part of a ship, and the reference seems to be to someone who performs the menial task of ‘clinching’ or nailing together the planks of a ship, and who is thus unlikely to be over-fussed about looking the part.


16 January


ECLAIR


Sometimes the only answer is chocolate. The confection of a cream-filled choux finger topped with a chocolate glaze known as an ‘eclair’ surely heads the solution list for many. Invented in Lyons in the nineteenth century, the cake soon arrived in Britain, where its name was readily adopted. Few at the time may have recognized its etymology, however: éclair is French for ‘flash of lightning’, thanks presumably to the speed with which it goes down. The Chambers Dictionary definition of the word is notoriously good: ‘a cake, long in shape but short in duration’.


17 January


RENDEZVOUS


Today’s ‘rendezvous’ carry a distinct cachet of romance and thrill-seeking, but it wasn’t always that way, even if the word did come to us directly from France, a nation that stereotypically enjoys a hefty dose of both. The precise meaning of ‘rendezvous’ is ‘present yourself’, an order issued to soldiers to assemble at a particular hour and place. When the word was borrowed into English in the sixteenth century, it too was used for an army’s gathering place before being applied more broadly to the assembly of any group of people. Eventually, ‘rendezvous’ lost its military moorings and embraced a different kind of arrangement altogether.


Other words in daily use have similar beginnings in the army. ‘Alarm’ comes from the Italian instruction all’ arme!, ‘to arms!’: an audible signal to take up arms and prepare for attack (those who feel physically assaulted by their alarm clocks might sympathize). ‘Alert’, on the other hand, instructed soldiers to go all’ erta, or ‘to the watchtower’, to be on the lookout for the enemy.


18 January


BRUIN


On Winnie-the-Pooh Day, which marks the birthday of A.A. Milne, it is always worth admiring the bear-shaped vocabulary that runs through the English language. One of the least obvious is the expression ‘lick into shape’, which for all its military feel belongs to the pages of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, who grew up with the belief that bear cubs are born as formless, furry blobs before they are licked into bear shape by their mothers.


Bears populate our geography, astronomy, and mythology. The Arctic takes its name from the Greek arktikos (‘northern’), which in turn is derived from arktos, ‘bear’. This refers to the constellation Ursa Major, or Great Bear, which is prominent in the northern sky.


‘Bear’ itself might be the oldest euphemism we have, with its roots in the reconstructed ancient language of Proto-Indo-European, where the word’s ancestor seems to have denoted any wild animal and may be based on a word for ‘brown’. For centuries the superstition persisted that to refer to a bear directly would immediately summon it, and so descriptive terms were used to avoid invoking the animal’s presence. This phenomenon is often known as ‘noa-naming’, from the Polynesian noa, meaning ‘safe’.


In the medieval tales of Reynard the Fox the word ‘bruin’ was used to personify a bear. It too takes its name from the colour brown. Winnie-the-Pooh may be the cuddliest incarnation we have of an animal that has inspired fear and reverence for centuries.


19 January


CLINKABELL


In Kent it’s ‘aquabob’, around Hull and Grimsby they prefer the term ‘ice-candle’, and elsewhere in Britain you might find a ‘cockbell’, ‘shockle’, or ‘ice-dagger’. These are all gorgeous terms for an icicle, but there is something particularly magical about the West Country word ‘clinkabell’, which carries a suitably tinkly, Peter-Panesque feel of wonder.


‘Icicle’ itself is a tautology, for the second part of the word, ‘ickle’, means a frozen drop of water, which makes the first part, ‘ice’, entirely redundant. Perhaps we should follow Yorkshire and simply say ‘ickle’, but it may be too late to change now. All the more reason to speak of clinkabells when we marvel at the structures tapering down from our eaves.


20 January


FORWALLOWED


January, perhaps more than any other month, can leave one exhausted and used up. If worries loom large, sleep doesn’t always come easily, leaving us ‘forwallowed’ – a fifteenth-century description for feeling bone-weary after tossing and turning all night.


21 January


APAPACHAR


What do the avocado, chilli, tomato, and chocolate all have in common? Apart from possibly rendering you ‘poppysmic’ (James Joyce’s invention for the sound of smacking lips), they are all from Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs. In Latin America, you will find plenty of other borrowings that have yet to float into English shores. One of these is apapachar, meaning ‘to hug with the soul’, based in turn on the Nahuatl patzoa, which literally means ‘to knead with love’. Like the Welsh cwtch, apapacho (the noun) involves far more than a simple hug: it is one designed to wrap someone up with love when they need it most. All of which is highly appropriate for International Hug Day.


22 January


QWERTYUIOP


The meaning of ‘qwertyuiop’ surely makes up for its unpronounceability, for it is defined in the Urban Dictionary as ‘the state of inequivalent boredom, unlike any boredom you have ever known, which makes you type out the letters from left to right on a keyboard’.


That alone would justify its existence, but the word (if we can call it that) also plays a role in the story of the world’s very first email. It begins early in 1971, when Ray Tomlinson made history by sending the world’s first email. Working on the ARPANET system, a predecessor to the Internet, the computer scientist sent a quick message to himself, thinking little about the contents. ‘The test messages were entirely forgettable,’ he wrote later. ‘Most likely the first message was QWERTYUIOP or something similar.’ It may lack romance, but Tomlinson’s message would go on to change the way we communicate, shop, bank, and date. Not that he knew it at the time. In fact, he famously remarked to a friend, ‘Don’t tell anyone! This isn’t what we’re supposed to be working on.’


23 January


FRUMBERDLING


For some, January is better known as Manuary, the precursor (in sentiment, at least) to Movember, when many men let their moustaches flourish to raise money for charity. By this time in the month, it is time for chins to be carpeted.


The power and symbolism attached to beards has varied over the centuries. When the Roman Empire crumbled, the history of the ancient world was shaped profoundly by many powerful Germanic tribes, among them the Lombards, who had fought their way across Europe before settling in the Italian Peninsula. Their name came into English from the Italian lombardo, itself based on a Germanic compound word meaning ‘long beard’.


Into the Middle Ages, beards held a religious and cultural significance that extended far beyond fashion. For a time, they were considered compulsory for any ruler: in the ninth century, King Alfred the Great insisted a fine of twenty shillings be levied on anyone who cut off a man’s beard. By the eleventh century, the monk and historian Orderic Vitalis maintained that by growing beards men were essentially admitting that ‘they revel in filthy lusts like stinking goats’.


Such an apparent obsession with ‘pogonology’, the wearing or study of beards, was bound to leave its mark on the English language. To ‘beard’ someone formidable is to boldly confront them, while in 1587 the English sailor and explorer Francis Drake described his expedition to Cadiz as ‘the singeing of the King of Spain’s beard’. The adjective ‘rebarbative’, meaning ‘repellent’ or ‘disagreeable’, may rest on the idea of an itchy beard that chafes the skin.


Far less transparently, some etymologists believe that the word ‘bizarre’ is an adaptation of the Basque bizar, ‘beard’, an allusion to fully bearded Spanish soldiers arriving in the Pyrenees and provoking considerable surprise in the locals. This may not be far from the truth given that hombre de bigote, ‘moustached man’, is used in Spanish for a ‘man of spirit’. And the island of Barbados is said to take its name from the Portuguese barbado, ‘bearded’, perhaps an allusion to the bearded fig trees that grow on the island and are now a national symbol.


Beards have long been the marker of maturity as well as virility, as is proved by a term from Old English for a young man with as yet little experience of life. Frymbirdling, or frumberdling, is a moniker that translates literally as ‘little first beard’.


24 January


UGSOME


Bishop Hugh Latimer was one of the most popular English Reformers of his time, thanks to his attacks on the lethargy and licentiousness of the clergy and, in the end, to his martyrdom in Oxford alongside Nicholas Ridley and Thomas Cranmer. His final words at the stake to console his companions have long been remembered: ‘We shall this day light such a candle, by God’s grace, in England as I trust shall never be put out.’ Latimer was a highly passionate preacher whose sermons are regarded today as classics of their time: vivid, racy, and profound. He delivered seven sermons before King Edward VI, in which he eloquently denounced contemporary current abuses. In one of them he spoke vehemently of hell as having ‘such an evyl favoured face, such an ugsome countenaunce, such an horrible vysage’.


Latimer’s choice of the word ‘ugsome’ was punchy, but it was far from the first. For that we need to look to the Vikings, whom we can thank for many of the earthiest words in English, including ‘ransack’, ‘heathen’, ‘saga’, ‘thrall’, ‘dregs’, ‘rotten’, ‘haggle’, and ‘stagger’ – all derived from the Old Norse that crossed the seas with the invaders. As Latimer’s sermon showed, much of our Viking inheritance is not for the faint-hearted. To ‘ug’ was to regard something with dread and revulsion – the word ‘ugly’ once evoked far stronger emotions than it does today. Something or somebody ‘ugsome’, including the face of hell, is consequently utterly repugnant.


25 January


FINGER-FUMBLER


‘Find ninety-nine peppered French fries’; ‘good blood, bad blood’; ‘clean up the nice school paper’: sentences that, though surreal, don’t tend to present a challenge to most when read out loud. Try ‘red lorry, yellow lorry’, however, or ‘a proper copper coffee pot’, and you might struggle. The latter are of course tongue-twisters, designed to trip up even the most careful enunciators. The former can be just as tricky, though, this time to users of sign language. Each has featured on one or more TikTok videos as examples of ‘finger-fumblers’ – phrases that are particularly tricky to articulate at speed in sign. An even more challenging finger-fumbler involves asking a sign language user to finger-spell two different words, such as ‘cat’ and ‘dog’, on different hands at the same time.


26 January


NA’EEMAN


The Japanese have an unusually direct word for looking less attractive after a trip to the hairdresser: age-otori. Most of us will notice a new haircut on a friend, even if we do lack a word for the sudden amnesia as to what their hair looked like before. But few of us would think to issue a blessing on top of a compliment, let alone comment on how clean or freshly showered someone looks. This is not the case for Arabic speakers, who like to congratulate others on their fresh look. Na’eeman is a salutation used in three specific instances: towards a person who emerges from a shower or bath, sports a new haircut, or displays a fresh beard trim.


It is far from trivial, for at the heart of the word is nacem, meaning ‘bliss’ or ‘paradise’. Na’eeman reflects the hope that the recipient has both had a pleasant experience and is now blessed by their renewed freshness.


27 January


FAUCHLE


Few words convey the impossibility of concentrating, or of achieving much at all, better than ‘fauchle’. Fauchling involves working listlessly because your heart and mind just aren’t in the game. The Dictionaries of the Scots Language offer some additional definitions that in no way improve matters, for ‘fauchle’ can also mean to go about things ‘in a helpless, bungling fashion’, to ‘walk with difficulty from lack of strength’, and, when used as a noun, ‘a small weak person unable to do his own turn and yet trying to do it’. It’s a rather pathetic image, but one most of us would recognize. The roots of ‘fauchle’ may lie in farming, where a ‘fauch’, in the old infield and outfield system of agriculture, was a part of the outfield ground which was left fallow for four or five years at a time. Perhaps the metaphor was extended to the human version of lying around unproductively with no sign of activity whatsoever. The good news is that fauchling is only temporary.


28 January


PARTING SHOT


On this day in 1896, Walter Arnold of Kent became the first British motorist to be fined for speeding. History doesn’t relate his response at the time, but it’s safe to say that any smart retort as he exited the scene would have been only marginally slower than the speed he was caught driving at, namely 8 mph in a 2 mph area.


Most of us, including Walter perhaps, would like the idea of delivering a sparkling comeback as we exit such a situation, accompanied by a toss of the hair and a regal flounce. The original ‘parting shot’, however, was not so much dead witty as lethal in a very real sense, for it began as a ‘Parthian shot’. The ancient kingdom of Parthia lay south-east of the Caspian Sea, in modern-day Iran. Parthian horsemen were renowned for their strategy in battle of riding away from the enemy to give the impression of fleeing, before twisting round and discharging their missiles backwards. This skilled manoeuvre was highly effective in taking the opposition by surprise. By the nineteenth century, as the Parthians’ history faded, ‘parting shot’ had become the logical, if far less dramatic, successor to the original.


29 January


FLIBBERTIGIBBET


Few words are as pleasing to say as ‘flibbertigibbet’, a not-too-unkind epithet for a flighty person who tends to talk a lot. This is one of many spellings of the medieval word flepergebet, which was equally used for a gossip thanks to its sound of meaningless chatter. Things weren’t always quite so friendly, however. To the medieval imagination, Flibbertigibbet was the name of a malevolent spirit who kept company with Hoberdidance, Frateretto, and Tocobatto, the four devils of the traditional Morris dance. William Shakespeare retained this devilish twist in King Lear by using the name for one of five fiends that Edgar claims are possessing him. The demonic associations thankfully faded, and the word soon settled on frivolity, albeit with the volume turned up on meaningless babble.


30 January


PASSENGER


Mention the word ‘passenger’ to a medieval pilgrim and they may have looked at you askance. The same would probably be true if they happened across the word ‘messenger’, ‘harbinger’, or ‘nightingale’. While most of these words would have rung a bell, they would have seemed just a little bit off, for none of them at that point contained a middle ‘n’. In the case of ‘passenger’, the original version was a direct borrowing from French and travellers were consequently known as ‘passagers’. A messenger was a ‘messager’, and a harbinger was a ‘harbiger’, a mangling of the French herbergere, which described a soldier who went ahead to find lodgings for his troop. ‘Nightingale’ came not from French but rather from a mangling of the Old English nihtegala, a night-singer.


The reason for the change? It is what linguists know as the ‘intrusive “n” ’, an emotive title that belies the fact that English speakers, centuries ago, actively chose to put it in to help them pronounce these words better. If you’re in any doubt, it might help to remember how many of us whispered about spooky ‘skelingtons’ when we were young.


31 January


AWKLY


Pizza for breakfast, clothes on inside out, trying out some emordnilaps: National Backwards Day is intended to be a fun exercise in doing things in reverse – including, if you dare, writing, in which ‘emordnilap’ is a reversal of ‘palindrome’. For all the opportunity for laughs, however, choosing the ‘wrong way round’ has not always proved amusing. In fact, centuries ago it would have inspired both disdain and fear. Left-handedness in particular has long been unfairly associated with bad luck and foolishness, viewed as a reversal of the ‘normal’ order and inspiring such words as ‘cack-handed’, ‘molly-dooked’, and, most famously, ‘sinister’, from the Latin for ‘left’, in contrast to the positive associations of such adjectives as ‘dextrous’ (dexter, ‘right’).


The first meaning of ‘awkward’, similarly, meant ‘from the left hand’ or, more generally, ‘in the wrong direction’. In the Old Northumbrian of the Lindisfarne Gospels it meant positively ‘perverse’. Its root is a word inherited from the Vikings, whose afug became ‘awk’ and produced such useful adverbs as ‘awkly’, which can mean anything from ‘unluckily’ or ‘clumsily’ to, appropriately enough, ‘totally back to front’.










February


1 February


MUDLARKING


The Anglo-Saxons knew this month as Solmonath, ‘Mud Month’. The days after a full moon often see spring tides: the most extreme tides of the month with the highest rises and lowest falls thanks to the combined gravitational pull of the sun and moon. The low tide, when the maximum amount of shoreline becomes accessible, is valuable to those fond of such pursuits as rock-pooling and mudlarking.


In Victorian London, those walking by the shore might notice hunched figures silently seeking out valuables in the tidal mud. These ‘mudlarks’, as they were known, were frequently children, whose ragged clothes were soon coated in the foul-smelling muck of the shore and the sewers in which they searched for iron and copper lost from vessels moored on the Thames. The journalist and chronicler of the Victorian underclass Henry Mayhew wrote, ‘These poor creatures are certainly about the most deplorable in their appearance of any I have met with in the course of my inquiries.’


Charles Dickens was well aware of the horrors of the river, and that people sought their livelihood not just from items caught in the mud but by plundering from the river itself. His novel Our Mutual Friend explores the dark trade of those looting valuables from bodies floating in the water.


Today’s mudlarks are thankfully more intent on finding historical artefacts or fossils than the wherewithal to live. But to this day the lexicon for mud is rich enough to reflect its importance, not least in the joy it brings those who turn to it for pleasure. From ‘squelching’ across the ‘slubber’ to ‘plodging’ through the ‘clart’, the modern mudlark has much to choose from.
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