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INTRODUCTION

The English language, as the largest and most dynamic collection of words and phrases ever assembled, continues to expand, absorbing hundreds of words annually into its official and unofficial rolls, but not without a simultaneous yet imperceptible sacrifice of terms along the way. Fortunately, before their quiet disappearance, many of these reflections of antiquity, the “remnants of history which casually escaped the shipwreck of time,” to use a phrase of Francis Bacon, were recorded in a variety of published and unpublished writings, including dictionaries and glossaries.

I still remember my first browse through one of these nineteenth-century lexicons, in which I failed to find a noteworthy entry for some time. Coupled with my initial enchantment was a bit of discouragement brought on by the sheer volume of words that had changed surprisingly little over a century and a half. But a few years later, I found renewed inspiration in Joseph Shipley’s Dictionary of Early English, a work densely packed with intriguing vignettes of bygone eras. As I located more of this type of historical reference, I began to realize that, despite their undeniable dusty-dryness, these yellowed time capsules could provide intimate glimpses of the past, while charting the evolution of English. Sensing the story that these archaisms had to tell, I began to compile a notebook of my favorites, and eventually developed the goal of organizing these gems into a form that would allow others to conveniently sample a diverse cross section of the best lexicographers without undue tedium.

Of particular interest to me have been the myriad elusive details of earlier times that tend to go unnoticed. In my schooling, I found that teachers and historians, because of their socially prescribed curricular attention toward larger social concepts, often bypassed the smaller and more personal expressions of social custom and conduct, often leaving the novel as the best lens with which to view forgotten elements of everyday life. Take, for instance, the long-defunct activity called upknocking, the employment of the knocker up, who went house to house in the early morning hours of the nineteenth century to awaken his working-class clients before the advent of affordable alarm clocks. Until encountering this entry, I had never thought about how people of this time managed to awaken with any predictability.

In putting together this retrospective, I was reminded many times of Charles Mackay, who in the introduction to his 1874 glossary, Lost Beauties of the English Language, appealed to his readers, and especially to writers and poets, to consider resurrecting some of the more colorful but obscure words he had highlighted, by using them in place of their drab modern counterparts. Mackay’s work is characteristic of a largely nineteenth-century movement to record fading provincial and archaic language, an activity that was perceived to be necessary in part because of the culturally homogenizing influence of the expanding railroad on formerly isolated communities. This surge of interest among both amateur and professional wordsmiths in the British Isles involved the gathering and publication of terms not for their practical application in vocabulary building but because they were recognized as being of historical interest in their own right.

I based my selection of entries for The Word Museum on a number of subjective considerations, an important one being the “Jabberwocky factor”—the eccentric phonic essence of certain headwords, such as crulge, gubbertushed, and kiddliwink. As a tandem goal of mine was to spotlight endearing, rough-hewn, and humorous aspects of Old World life, other formerly plausible terms, such as idle-worms, blink-fencer, and pastorauling, were also selected. Many of these linguistic fossils are remarkable for their longevity, while others delight us because they describe persistent anachronisms, such as stang, an ancient vigilante-style chastisement for marital infidelity, which managed to survive into the twentieth century. Specifically, my bias has been in favor of expressions that not only offer insights into the nature of our living language but simultaneously illustrate telltale beliefs and customs.

In singling out material for this project, I passed over nearly all commonly understood standard English words, along with place-names and the bulk of the vocabulary from the realm of the naturalist, including the names of plants, animals, minerals, and chemical compounds, except for such noteworthy exceptions as goatmilker. I discarded the names of nearly every type of hardware, despite their sometimes curious meanings, along with almost all foreignisms, which, it might be argued, are often not particularly English anyway. The reader will, however, find a sampling of scientific-sounding Greek- and Latin-based words, like nympholepsy, pornocracy, and ambidexter, which were once known figuratively as inkhorn terms because of their origins in the ink holders of pedantic writers.

When similar or identical entries were found in multiple sources, I presented the best written, most revealing, or oldest descriptions. When an entry was found in a source, such as Wright’s Dialect Dictionary, that credited an older one, I generally credited the earlier source. At times I included more than one etymological explanation to add depth to definitions, to allow the reader to decide which might be correct, and to give a sense of how subjective etymology can be. It should be noted that, particularly with regional words, reader familiarity with some entries is inevitable, as my intention was to put forth the most interesting expressions, not necessarily those that have disappeared completely.

Peppered throughout this work is an odd group of once common adjectives, adverbs, and abstract nouns that, while similar to modern words, look and sound strange to us today, such as ruly, anywhen, and thrunched. Certainly these abandoned forms once rolled off the tongue and into the ear without the perceptual thud they might convey to the sensibilities of many modern readers and listeners. A few of these seemed worth shedding light on because they illustrate an informal rule of thumb: modern words and phrases often sound less awkward than their archaic forerunners, which is somewhat akin to the proverb “History is written by the victors.”

I gently reconstructed a small minority of definitions solely for the sake of clarity, brevity, and overall readability, yet I made every attempt to retain the integrity and charm of the original passages. Where unavoidable, I took the liberty of modernizing our linguistic ancestors’ creative spelling and distinctive punctuation, added bracketed words of explanation, and in a few instances combined noncontiguous sentences by one author into a single, comprehensive description. These changes were often necessary to ensure not only the reader’s understanding of an entry but the entry’s ability to fit the format.

Author citations, found after each quotation, refer the reader to the bibliography. The dates of publication found there should be viewed as merely a clue to when a given expression was in effect. Most words were used at the time of publication listed, but it should be kept in mind that an entry’s usage may well have occurred somewhat or much earlier (as in the glossaries of Shakespeare) and some entries may have remained current well beyond this date, even into modern times.

As important as it may be to examine the early cataloguers of English, my focus has been on showcasing the terms themselves. Nonetheless, an understanding of the lives and individual contributions of certain lexicographers can greatly enhance our appreciation of the formation of modern English. For an in-depth examination of the minds behind the dictionaries, I recommend Jonathon Green’s 1996 work, Chasing the Sun, for its well-researched character sketches of prominent dictionary makers and their craft.

Although we are inevitably left with a less than complete profile of many of these abandoned expressions, their remains can kindle in us a sense of wonder about the development of not only the English language but, by extension, many Western social traditions. I hope that these remarkable philological relics, by offering a peep through a fence knothole at vanished times and modes of expression, will provide the reader heartfelt connections with the mystery-laden past.






A

abbey-lubber

A slothful loiterer in a religious house, under pretence of sanctity and austerity. Compounded of abbey and Danish lubbed, fat. [Fenning]

abcedarian

A person or book that teaches the alphabet. [Sheridan] A word formed from the first four [or five] letters of the alphabet. [Whitney] SEE hornbook

abortive

Fine vellum made from the skin of a cast [stillborn] calf or lamb. [Kersey]

abracadabrant

Marvelous or stunning; from abracadabra, a magic word used as a spell in the United States. [Barrère]

accubitus

Lying together in the same bed, but without any venereal commerce. [J. Coxe]

Adam’s ale

Water. [Smith] From the supposition that Adam had nothing but water to drink. In Scotland, water for a beverage is called Adam’s wine. [Brewer]

admiral’s watch

A good night’s sleep, especially at night; a favorable opportunity to rest. [Irwin]

adulterine

A child born of an adultress. [Sheridan] Adulterine children are more odious than the illegitimate offspring of single persons. [E. Chambers]

adventurers upon return

Those travellers who lent money before they went [abroad], upon the condition of receiving more on their return from a hazardous journey. This was probably their proper title. [Nares]

aflunters

In a state of disorder. “Her hair was all aflunters.” Yorkshire [J. Wright]

aforcing

Stretching the amount of a dish to accomodate more people, usually by adding eggs, grain or cheese. [Shipley]

a-gatewards

This is a very common and, I may add, very remarkable expression. To go a-gatewards with any one is to accompany him part of his way home. Gate is the public highway; wards denotes direction, as in home-wards, towards, &c. To go a-gatewards was therefore to conduct a guest towards the high-road, the last office of hospitality, necessary both for guidance and for protection, when the high-way lay across an undisclosed and almost trackless country, amidst woods and morasses. [J. Hunter]

agglutinants

Those medicines which have the power of uniting parts together. [Sheridan] SEE colleticks

album nigrum

The excrement of mice and rats, formerly used both externally and internally as a remedy but now, very properly, abandoned. [Hoblyn]

alectromantia

Divination by a cock. Draw a circle, and write in succession round it the letters of the alphabet; on each side of it lay a grain of corn. Then put a cock in the centre of the circle, and watch the grains he eats. The letters will prognosticate the answer. [From] Greek alector, cock, manteia, divination. [Brewer] SEE gyromancy

alegar

A hybrid word springing from the Saxon ale, and the French aigre [sour]. It is ale or beer which has passed through the acetous fermentation, and is used as a cheap substitute for vinegar, in imitation of which this word has been formed. [J. Hunter]

ale-score

A debt at an ale-house. According to Wedgwood, score was originally a “notch, then from the custom of keeping count by cutting notches on a stick, account, reckoning, number, the specific number of twenty being the number of knotches it was convenient to make on a single stick. When that number was complete, the piece on which they were made was cut off [French, taillée] and called a tally.” [Jackson] SEE milkscore

ale-taster

An officer appointed in every court-leet to look to the assize and goodness of bread, ale and beer. [Kersey] Whatever might be their use formerly, their places are now regarded only as fine-cures [financial punishment] for decayed citizens. [Johnson]

allecter

To wamble as a queasie stomacke dothe. [Cotgrave]

allemang

Mixed together; a Wiltshire saying, when two flocks of sheep are accidentally driven together. [Grose, PG]

all sorts

A slang term designating the drippings of glasses in saloons, collected and sold at half-price to drinkers who are not overly particular. [Clapin]

almanac-man

The Surveyor of the Court of Sewers, so called because he sends notices to the dwellers, near the Trent, of times when high tides may be expected. [Peacock]

almner

An officer of a king or prince’s house whose function is carefully to collect the fragments of meat and victuals and distribute them every day . . . [and] likewise to receive and faithfully distribute cast horses, robes, money and other things given in alms. He ought also to excite the king with often admonitions, especially on festival days, to be bountiful in giving alms, and to beseech that his rich robes may not be given to parasites, maskers and stage-players, or the like. [Blount, LD]

alms-drink

The leavings of drink, or such as might be given away in alms; in other words, “heel-taps.” [Phin] SEE heel-taps

alytarch

He who seeth that good rule be kept at common games and exercises. [Blount, G, 1656]

amativeness

A term in phrenology indicative of a propensity to the sexual passion. It is common to men [and] the lower animals. Its organ is the cerebellum, and its energy is denoted by the extent of the space on each side of the head between the mastoid process, immediately behind the ear and the spine of the occipital bone. From amo, to love. [Hoblyn] SEE phrenology

ambidexter

It is intended by this Latin word to designate one who plays both sides. In a legal sense it is taken for a juror or embraceor who takes money from both parties for giving his verdict. This is seldom or never done in the United States. [Bouvier]

ambosexans

Male and female. [Coles] SEE transfeminate

andrantomy

The dissection of the human body, particularly that of the male. [Quincy]

angel-bread

Purgative cakes made of spurge [a “corrosive herb”], oatmeal and ginger. [T. Wright]

answer-jobber

One who makes a trade of writing answers. [Worcester]

anti-guggler

A straw, or crooked tube, introduced into a spirit cask or neck of a bottle, to suck out the contents, commonly used in 1800 to rob the captain’s steward’s hanging safe in hot climates. [Smyth] SEE tap the admiral, ullage

antipodes

People who live on the other side of the earth to us, going with their feet directly against ours. [Kersey]

anywhen

At any time. This word is in common use among the common peasants in the south of England, but has not yet been admitted to the honors of the dictionary. . . . This word seems quite as well entitled to a literary position as anyhow, anywhere, anywhither, or anywise, all of which are recognised in English. [Mackay]

aphiocem

A composition of flour and buds of hemp. [J. Coxe]

aproneer

A shopkeeper; a tradesman. [Farmer]

aquabob

An icicle; [from] Latin aqua, water. Kent [Holloway]

archilaugh

The return which one, who has been treated in an inn or tavern, sometimes reckons himself bound in honour to make to the company. When he calls for his bottle, he is said to “give them his archilaugh.” [Jamieson]

arfname

An heir; from Old Norse arfr, inheritance, [and] niman, to take; used from the tenth to thirteenth centuries. [Shipley]

arithmetician

Steevens explains it as one “that fights by the book of arithmetic.” [Phin] SEE iatromathematique

armshot

Arm’s length. [Robinson, GMY] SEE eyeshot

aspirin-hound

One addicted to extensive use of aspirin. Addicts either take it internally or roll the powdered tablet in cigarettes. [Goldin]

astrotheology

Divinity founded on the observation of celestial bodies. [Browne] SEE planet-ruler, stelliscript, weatherspy

aubades

Songs, or instrumentall music, sung, or playd under anyone’s chamber window in the morning. [Phillips] SEE hunt’s-up

audit ale

Extra strong ale, supposed to be drunk when the accounts are audited. [Hotten]

avering

When a begging boy strips himself and goes naked into a town with a fals[e] story of being cold and stript to move compassion and get better cloaths, this is call’d avering, and to goe a-avering. [Kennett] SEE jarkman

awblaster

A cross-bowman. [Jamieson]

awhape

To strike, to confound . . . The Teutonic language had anciently wapen, to strike, or some such word from which weapons, or offensive arms, took their denomination. [Johnson]

azzardly

Poor, ill-thriven; [from] azzard, a wayward child. [Carr]






B

babies-in-the-eyes

The miniature reflection of himself which a person sees in the pupil of another’s eye on looking closely into it. Our old poets make it an employment of lovers to look for them in each other’s eyes. [Halliwell] Sportively called by our ancestors a “little boy” or “baby,” and made the subject of many amorous allusions. [Nares] SEE love-tooth, sheep’s-eye

babyshed

Deceived by childish tales. [T. Wright]

back-friend

Pretended or false friend, with punning allusion to the sergeant approaching from behind or clapping the man on the back. [Onions]

backspang

A trick or legal quirk by which one takes advantage of another, after the latter had supposed every thing in a bargain or settlement to be finally adjusted. [Jamieson]

backsters

Wide, flat pieces of board, which are strapped on the feet, and used to walk over loose beach on the sea coast [in] Kent and East Sussex. Similar things are used in Hampshire for walking on the soft mud deposited in harbours by the sea, and they are called mud-pattens. [Holloway]

badge of poverty

In the reign of William III, those who received parish relief had to wear a badge. It was the letter P, with the initial of the parish to which they belonged, in red or blue cloth, on the shoulder of the right sleeve. [Dyer]

baffound

To stun and perplex. [Robinson, GMY]

bairman

A poor insolvent debtor, left bare naked, who was obliged to swear in court that he was not worth more than five shillings and five pence. [Bailey] SEE white bonnet

bait-pot

A large pot for cooking food for horses. [Warrack] SEE nacks

ballop

The old name for the flap in the forepart of the breeches which is buttoned up; in English, formerly called the cod-piece. [Jamieson]

banting

Doing banting, reducing superfluous fat by living on meat diet and abstaining from farinaceous food and vegetables, according to the method adopted by William Banting [1796-1878], a London cabinet-maker, once a very fat man. The word was introduced about 1864. [Brewer] SEEdry diet

barber’s music

Rough music. A guitar or some such instrument was formerly kept in a barber’s shop for the amusement of customers while waiting their turn. The instrument, being thrummed on by all comers, was not usually of much excellence. [Davies]

barguest

A ghost, all in white, with large saucer eyes, commonly appearing near gates or stiles called bars [in] Yorkshire. [Grose, PG] An apparition said to take the form of a white cow, a horse, or a big black dog which, on dark nights leaps upon the shoulders of the scared wayfarer. [Taylor] The use of the barghast now is to alarm naughty children into order and obedience, though there may still be a few children of a larger growth who think that in the winter nights this spectre may be seen at the corners of streets or near half-broken walls, with his long teeth and saucer eyes. [J. Hunter] SEE black cow

barley-child

A child born in wedlock but which makes its advent within six months of marriage. The metaphor lies in the allusion to the time which elapses between barley sowing and barley harvest. [Jackson] SEE double-sib, queer-gotten, side-slip, special-bastard

barlihood

A fit of obstinancy or violent ill temper; also used to denote a state of drunkenness. [Grant]

barnacle-goose, tree-goose

These are the birds that . . . were believed to be generated out of wood, or rather a species of shell . . . often found sticking to the bottoms of ships . . . and were called tree-geese. [Pennant] This bird, which was known in the British Isles only as a visitor, became the subject of a curious popular fable, not yet extinct, being believed to be bred from a tree growing on the sea-shore, either from the fruit of the tree or as itself the fruit, or from a shell-fish which grew on this tree. [Whitney]

barring-out

A yearly custom amongst schoolboys of barring or excluding the schoolmaster from school on a particular day. [Addy]

bathing-machine

A covered vehicle used at the seaside resorts of Britain in which bathers dressed. It is driven into the water to a sufficient distance to suit the bather. [Whitney]

batilbaby

An office in forests. [T. Wright] SEE tineman

batterfanged

Beaten and beclawed, as a termagant will fight with her fists and nails. [Robinson, GWW] [Hotten] SEE clapperclaw

beasts of venery

The hart, hind, hare, boar and wolf. [Bailey]

beblubbered

Swollen. [Worcester]

bedfellow

It was formerly customary for men, even of the highest rank to sleep together, and the term bedfellow implies great intimacy. . . . Cromwell is said to have obtained much of his intelligence during the civil wars from common men with whom he slept. [Halliwell]

bedswerver

An adulteress, one who swerves from the fidelity of the marriage bed. [Nares] SEE preternuptual, wedbreaker

bee-ale

A species of beer, or rather mead, made from the refuse of honey. [Jamieson]

beestings

The first milk after a cow has calved, which is thick and clotty, and in Northampton called cherry-curds. [Allied with] German biest-milch, Anglo-Saxon beost, French callebouté, curded or beesty, as the milk of a woman that is newly delivered . . . The earth was, in the Middle Ages, supposed to be surrounded by a sea of so thick a substance as to render navigation impossible. This was called merbétée in French, and lebermer in German, the “loppered sea.” [Wedgwood]

beever-time

A quarter of an hour’s relaxation allowed to the boys in the middle of the afternoon school in summer to give them an opportunity of disposing of beevers, a portion of bread and allowance of beer laid out in Winchester School hall; from the Old French boivre, beivre, to drink. [Cope]

beggar’s bed

The bed which in farm and country houses was allowed to beggars; it was generally made up in the barn. [Mactaggart]

beggars’ velvet

Downey particles which accumulate under furniture from the negligence of housemaids. [Hotten] SEE culf

begrumpled

Displeased. Somersetshire [T. Wright]

begrutten

Showing the effects of much weeping. [Whitney] SEE gowl

behounc’d

Tricked up and made fine; a metaphor taken from a horse’s hounces [collar ornaments], which is part of the furniture of a cart-horse which lies spread upon his collar. [Ray]

bellibone

A woman excelling both in beauty and goodness. [Johnson] From French belle, beautiful, and bonne, good. [Stormonth] SEE cowfyne, pigsnye, snoutfair

bellitude

Beauty of person; loveliness; elegance; neatness. [Cockeram]

belly-pinched

Starved; hungry. [Phin]

belly-rack

The art of gormandising; [from] racking, or stretching the belly. [Jamieson]

belly-vengeance

Weak, sour beer, of which he that gets the most, gets the worst share. [Carr]

bend-leather

A boy’s phrase for a slide on a pond when the ice is thin and bends. [Addy]

besom-clean

Clean as a broom can make a floor without its having been washed. [T. Hunter]

bibitory

A muscle that draws the eye down towards the cup when one drinks. [Bailey] SEE swine-greun

biblioklept

A book-thief; one who purloins or steals books. [Whitney]

bibliothecary

Keeper of a library. [Coles]

biggening

Uprising of women. [Coles] SEE crying-cheese

bilf, bulf

Something large and clumsy . . . A stout, podgy person was called a bulfie. [Grant]

Billy-winks

A child’s term for “sleepy.” Said of a sleepy child: “Billy-winks is comin’.” [Taylor] SEE wink-a-peeps

bird-duffer

A dishonest dealer in birds who “makes up” his wares, either by painting the plumage of live birds, or by fabricating bird-skins, affixing false labels, etc. [Whitney]

bird-organ

A small barrel-organ used in teaching birds to sing. [Ogilvie]

bishopped

Milk or pottage burned in the process of heating. [Holloway] The bishop has set his foot in it, a saying in the North used for milk that is burnt in boiling. Formerly, in days of superstition, whenever a bishop passed through a town or village, all the inhabitants ran out in order to receive his blessing. This frequently caused the milk on the fire to be left till burnt to the vessel, and gave origin to the above allusion. [Grose, PG]

black-act

A law which makes it felony to appear armed with the face blackened, for the purpose of taking game. [Stormonth]

black cow

An imaginary black cow said to tread on one when calamity comes. [Grant] “The black ox has not trod upon his foot,” [said] of one that has not been pinch’d with want. [B.E.] SEE barguest

black rent

Extractions formerly levied by native chieftains in Ireland, particularly upon districts where English were settled. [Whitney]

bleezed

Signifies the state of one on whom intoxicating liquor begins to operate. It especially denotes the change produced in the expression of the countenance. [Jamieson] SEE cheeping-merry

blepharon

He that hath great eyebrows. [Coles] SEE manbrowed
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