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Introduction



The conversations we hear around us are often filled with words and phrases that would be out of place in formal writing. The following collection is a tiny sample of the vernacular expressions that have been used over the last four centuries in North America. I have tried to present a diverse cross section of these gems, drawing from different-size communities and various walks of life ranging from white-collar and blue-collar workers to hoboes. Throughout the gathering and editing process, my focus has been on forgotten and less commonly encountered Americanisms, although some are still used today.

Growing up, I was fortunate to live in a number of linguistically distinct parts of America—Milwaukee, San Diego, New Orleans, and briefly New York and Portland, Oregon—and visited other parts of America’s “lower 48” and Canada as time permitted. This serendipitous introduction to North America’s cultural diversity planted a seed in me that led roundabout to this book. In Louisiana, such phrases as “like a one-legged man in a behind-kickin’ contest,” describing a person experiencing difficulties, regularly whetted my appetite for entertaining localisms. Since my interest was piqued in the 1970s, I have enjoyed countless moments just listening to people talk.

Elizabethan English in America?

It is intriguing that more than a few current “Americanisms” originated in Shakespeare’s Britain before the first European settlements were founded in America. Baggage, for example, a fifteenth-century word used by Shakespeare in As You Like It and The Winter’s Tale, faded in England during the 1700s, leaving most of its duties to luggage. Meanwhile, both of these terms thrived among English transplants across the Atlantic. In fact, baggage is now found in more than two dozen combinations in America, such as baggage-car, and is even used metaphorically in the realm of pop psychology, meaning someone’s undesirable habits and attitudes.

Disencourage and many other archaic Anglo terms disappeared in the land of their birth but flourished among British settlers, especially in the Ozarks and Appalachia. These older anachronisms were kept alive along with more recent Briticisms like fair and square (used by both Francis Bacon and Oliver Cromwell) and the slang coinages fib, bamboozle, and fun, which can be found in Francis Grose’s 1796 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. Americans were roundly ridiculed for their use of these lowbrow terms by British-language commentators who believed these were of Yankee origin. In 1908, for example, English critic Charles Whibley wrote pompously in his American Sketches:

That a country which makes a constant boast of its practical intelligence should delight in long, flat, cumbrous collections of syllables such as locate, operate, antagonize, transportation, communication, and proposition is an irony of civilization. These words, if words they may be called, are hideous to the eye, offensive to the ear, and inexpressive to the mind. They are the base coins of the language. They are put upon the street fresh from the [coin] smasher’s den.


But thirteen years later, American linguist Gilbert Tucker rightly refuted these misguided accusations in his own book, American English:

Mr. Whibley[’s]…objection…rests on his supposing that they are very recently invented by Americans…. The fact is every one of them has been in use in England for decades, all but one of them [transportation, c. 1776] for centuries.


The use of barbarous expressions by Americans was only a part of what offended some educated ears. Reporting on one of Abraham Lincoln’s state banquets at which he was a guest in 1861, American William Howard Russell was amazed at the discordant variations of English he noticed at this affair. Afterward, he wrote of hearing “a diversity of accent almost as great as if a number of foreigners had been speaking English.” Without personally leaping into this divisive fray, I have included what I hope is a provocative and revealing quotation before each of the twenty-six alphabetical groupings of entries to briefly introduce some widely varying British and American attitudes toward the emerging language of the New World.

American English Comes of Age

The tide began to turn during the nineteenth century as the works of Mark Twain and his cohorts and subsequent writers softened the resistance felt by many toward America’s words and patterns of speech. Walt Whitman’s poetry, the plays of Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller, and the novels of Twain, John Steinbeck, and Ernest Hemingway, to name a few, all thrust the American dialect before readers. As a partial result, Britons began adopting—or in some cases reclaiming—words from America, especially after “talkies” were introduced in 1927. With the language stigma rapidly disappearing, American filmmakers joined in during the late 1930s and 1940s, first introducing generalized accents for character actors, and later crafting such accent-rich films as To Kill a Mockingbird in 1962.

The advent of television provided an opportunity for such early sitcoms as Amos ’n’ Andy and The Beverly Hillbillies to exploit elements of dialect speech, including quaint expressions, pronunciation, and mannerisms. Although the dialogue often evoked laughter at the expense of those they depicted and did so without representing true dialects, this paradigm shift toward lively, if exaggerated, conversation helped pave the way for more serious Hollywood fare. Soon afterward, Bonnie and Clyde and Midnight Cowboy refined these improvements, followed by The Godfather and many others. Today, some movies would sound dull or absurd if the specialized language of their scripts was overlooked.

The original gathering of a minor portion of these entries was done not as an academic pursuit, but as an extension of an individual’s employment, or lack thereof. I was surprised to learn that in order to compile his American Tramp and Underworld Slang, Godfrey Irwin drew from notes he had jotted during his twenty-year stint as a vagrant. In another instance, George Matsell reformatted vocabulary he had collected from criminals (much of which had been borrowed from British thieves’ cant) during his long tenure as police chief of New York City. Likewise, Hyman Goldin and two associates cobbled together the clandestine records of thirty carefully selected “convict-editors” from America’s state prison system for their gritty but credible Dictionary of the American Underworld Lingo.

The definitions of Noah Webster and his competitor Joseph Worcester are largely absent from these pages because they tended to reject many informalisms in favor of more mainstream English. Most of their entries, while certainly used in normal conversation, were conservative choices that have predictably survived the test of time. Webster’s limited interest in American dialect words and slang prompted him to underestimate in 1828 that fewer than fifty words used in America were not also current in England. Although vernacular terms constitute the bulk of my selections, many were also found in fiction and nonfiction writings.

The Boontling Language

Between 1880 and 1920, a community lingo developed in the Anderson Valley of California’s rural Mendocino County. In and around Boonville, a patois containing more than a thousand words and phrases came into being that deserves a place among America’s most curious subdialects. In the “Boontling” language, the habits, traits and appearances of local residents were preserved in a manner similar to the baseball prowess of Babe Ruth, whose name became synonymous across America with a home run in the 1920s and 1930s. Blevins, meaning an inept carpenter (from the name of a family of mediocre tradesmen), is one of several hundred Boont terms that reflects characteristics of valley citizens. Another grouping consists of roughly rehewn phrases such as bowgley, a mispronunciation of “big lie.” We also find intriguing tidbits like dom-on-the-saddlehorn, an expression defined by language researcher Charles Adams as meaning “payment for sexual favors.” It seems that a local romance involved a man who would carry on his horse’s saddlehorn a dead chicken, or dom, as a gift to a woman who savored these fowls.

Notes on the Text

My aim has been to encourage the appreciation of colorful and often neglected expressions in part by reducing the unnecessary detail that some readers associate with books on language. To this end, I opted for a less cluttered and more readable format, with a minimum of dates, footnotes, small print, and cryptic abbreviations. These entries are presented verbatim because I feel that just as Renaissance music is more enjoyable when played on authentic instruments, old expressions often contain more subtle nuances when explained by earlier field linguists, who could then be properly credited for their valuable work.

Where multiple definitions of a term were available, I did not necessarily select the oldest but tried to present the most clear, concise, and thought-provoking descriptions and in some cases combined two or more. A small minority of entries needed to be edited lightly for clarity or in order to add brief notes regarding their origins, but their contents have remained substantially unaltered.

The times of usage I supplied for entries are not intended to be precise. The dates found in my bibliography offer only a sense of when these accumulations were first published, which was sometimes a decade or more after some of the entries were collected. Beyond this it is possible, or even likely, that a fair number of the entries in these source works had been used for decades before being recorded, and some may still be in circulation. So what might seem like an authoritative date could easily prove otherwise. But in general, these dates may serve as a reasonable chronological orientation.

Likewise, the locations mentioned for most of these expressions should suggest only a likely cradle of their gestation rather than an overall distribution. I sometimes wish that these unpredictable terms were found in more orderly geographic confines. But especially with the growth of mass media, former localisms have strayed from their places of origin, making them difficult to account for despite improvements in data compilation. Therefore the reader should consider place references as merely rough snapshots of where terms were recorded. Even so, I should add that as late as the mid–twentieth century, a few American “elocutionists” earned their livings at county fairs by listening to people speak and then guessing—often with surprising accuracy—where the speaker had grown up.

The Future of Amerenglish

It is seldom easy to predict whether a fledgling term will survive. In 1810, the Massachusetts Spy weighed in on an ill-fated word that meant “the art of quizzing,” declaring, “Quizzism is certainly a very good-looking word, and may in time become a popular one.” What can be said is that a small percentage of today’s outpouring of new words will become respectable. Just as the mainstream nouns bindery, lobbyist, gunslinger, and doughnut began as questionable American coinages, and lengthy as simply a corruption of length, the modern slang expressions sitcom, micromanage, and silver bullet seem to be here to stay. But what about the New Englandism blowdown, a description of fallen limbs and leaves after a storm? Although never really popular in its heyday a century ago, blowdown perhaps sounded a bit more dignified than some others and had a four-hundred-year-old synonym in windfall, yet its use dwindled over time.

Colloquialisms, such as a favorite of mine, the now widely distributed ambiguity “I don’t guess,” can add homegrown charm to even the most mundane conversation. Often containing an abundance of metaphor, simile, and common sense, these distillations of practical experience are easily bandied about by those whose education has not displaced their native intelligence. Despite ongoing cultural homogenization, surprising numbers of spicy folk extractions will surely live on in every region of North America, displaying a blend of homespun wisdom and humor. I hope the expressions to follow will make those spoken around you easier to notice and more enchanting. So “make long arms!” as has often been said in the Northeast to invite dinner guests to help themselves.







A



It is easy to foresee that in no very distant period their language will become as independent of England as they themselves are; and altogether as unlike English as the Dutch or Flemish is unlike German, or the Norwegian unlike the Danish, or the Portuguese unlike Spanish.

—Reverend Jonathan Boucher, English-born philologist, Virginia resident, and compiler of the Glossary of Archaic and Provincial [American] Words, writing on American English in 1777




above snakes

Above the ground. [Tucker]


abskise

To depart, go away. Of local usage in parts of the West settled by Germans; probably [from] German abscheiden. [Clapin]


ackempucky

Any food mixture of unknown ingredients. West Virginia. [Wentworth]


acknowledge the corn

A confession of having been mistaken or outwitted…. A popular account of the origin of the phrase ascribes it to the misfortunes of a flatboatman who had come down to New Orleans with two flatboats laden, one with corn, the other with potatoes. He was tempted to enter a gambling establishment, and lost his money and his produce. On returning at night to the wharf, he found his boat with corn had sunk in the river, and when the winner came next morning to demand the stake he received the answer, “Stranger, I acknowledge the corn—take it. But the potatoes you can’t have.” [Schele de Vere]


ackruffs

River-thieves; river-pirates. [Matsell]


across lots

To go across lots is to proceed by the shortest route; similarly to do anything in the most expeditious manner. The phrase had its rise in the natural tendency of settlers in thinly populated districts to shorten the distance from point to point by leaving the road and striking [out] across vacant lots. Brigham Young familiarized its idiomatic use in the notorous saying “We’ll send the Gentiles to hell across lots.” [Farmer]


admiral’s room

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the skipper of the English fishing vessel arriving first in a [Newfoundland] harbor in the spring was the “Fishing Admiral” for the season. He had his choice of location of fishing room; hence our expression. [Sandilands]


after night

After night is a local expression, peculiar to Pennsylvania and some of the border[ing] states, where night is very commonly used for the hours of the afternoon; hence, “Court will be open again after night” simply means aftercandlelight [becomes necessary], as it is expressed everywhere else. [Schele de Vere]


airtights

Canned goods. Today we can buy anything in cans, from pie-dough to potato strings. But the open-range cowboy rarely saw any canned foods other than corn, tomatoes, peaches, and milk. West. [R. Adams]


Alabama wool

Cotton [for] clothing, especially underwear. Pacific Northwest. [McCulloch]


alarm-lock

A lock, padlock, bolt, latch, or knob so arranged that a bell is caused to ring by any movement of its parts, or by any attempt to open the door…to which it is fastened. [Whitney]


Albany beef

[A] mixture of sailors’ names and landsmen’s notions has led to the cant terms by which sturgeons and herrings are apt to be known on shore. The former, coming up the Hudson River as far as Albany, and being highly esteemed there, especially when roasted in the form of steaks, are popularly known as Albany beef; the herring, caught in abundance near Taunton in the state of Massachusetts, is called there a Taunton turkey, half in derision and half, no doubt, for the sake of the alliteration. [Schele de Vere] New York turkey, bacon…. Arkansas chicken, salt pork. Northwest Arkansas. [Carr]


allerickstix

Presumably a corruption of German alles richtig . Used in common schools of Cincinnati as equivalent for the English all right. “How did you get through examination? Allerickstix.” [Hart]


all horns and rattles

Said of one displaying a fit of temper. A man in this mood, as one cowboy said, “maybe don’t say nothin’, but it ain’t safe to ask questions.” West. [R. Adams]


all-overs

Nervous jimjams, creeps, fidgets. “I don’t like such stories. They give me the all-overs.” Eastern Alabama. [Payne]


all sorts

The drippings of glasses in saloons, collected and sold at half-price to drinkers who are not overly particular. [Clapin] “A counter perforated in elaborately-pricked patterns, like a convivial shroud, apparently for ornament, but ready for the purpose of allowing the drainings, overflowings, and outspillings of the…glasses to drop through which, being collected with sundry washings, and a dash, perhaps, of fresh material is, by the thrifty landlord, dispensed to his customers under the title of all sorts.” [Sala]


all turkey

“It’s all turkey,” a quaint saying indicating that it’s all equally good. It is said that an old gentleman who was asked at a Thanksgiving dinner if he preferred white meat or dark replied, “I don’t care which—it’s all turkey.” [Barrère]


ambeer

Tobacco juice; the spittle produced by chewing tobacco. Virginia. [Green] Ambia [is] used in the South and West for tobacco juice. It is a euphemism for the spittle produced by this voluntary ptyalism. More commonly spelled and pronounced ambeer, probably from amber, denoting its color. [Bartlett]


amen corner

Seats near the pulpit in church. Southeastern Missouri. [Crumb] That part of a meeting-house occupied by persons who assist the preacher with occasional and irregular responses. [Thornton]


American tweezers

An ingenious instrument of American invention by means of which it is possible to turn a key in a door and unlock it from the outside. [Farmer]


among the willows

Said of one dodging the law. West. [R. Adams] Keep close to the willows, to be conventional, conservative, modest. Nude boys, swimming in willow-bordered creeks, keep close to the trees to avoid being seen. Ozarks. [Randolph & Wilson]


Anglo-bluenose

A Nova Scotian. [Scargill] From the species of potato which [Nova Scotians] produce and claim to be the best in the world. [Johnson] White nose, a man spending his first winter in Newfoundland. [England]


ant-bed

An ant-hill. Eastern Alabama. [Payne]


anxious mourner, anxious bench

Persons who are peculiarly excited to a consciousness of their sinfulness and the necessity of seeking salvation are called anxious mourners, and are led to the anxious bench. [Schele de Vere] Mourner’s bench, a seat for “mourners” near the pulpit. Southern Indiana. [Hanley]


apperflappety

Willingness or obligingness. Nebraska. [Pound]


apple-palsy

Plain drunk, caused by too much [apple-]jack. Burlington County, New Jersey. [Lee]


Arkansas wedding cake

Corn bread. Pacific Northwest. [McCulloch]


Arkansayan

A compromise form between Arkansawyer and Arkansan. Arkansawyer, both as a noun and as an adjective, is universal among the uneducated and occurs even among the educated. The adjective and the noun Arkansan are in disrepute among the uneducated and others because the word suggests Kansan. Kansas and Kansans are very unpopular in Arkansas. [Carr]


armsweep

The length of reach or swing of the arm. [Lyons]


Armstrong mower

A hand scythe; similarly of other hand-operated tools. [Weseen]


arm waitress

A waitress skilled at piling dishes on her arm. “Experienced arm waitress wanted.”—Seattle Times want-ad. [Garrett]


astern the lighter

Tardy, lagging behind; a lighter being a slow-moving craft used for transferring cargo. To be astern the lighter is to be rather a laggard, and the term is used in a contemptuous sense, as “Oh, he’s always astern the lighter.” Nantucket. [Macy]


at liberty

Unemployed. An actor without a job is at liberty. Theater slang. [Weseen]


at oneself

Up to one’s full strength or ability. “I can easily pick 300 pounds of cotton when I am at myself.” Eastern Alabama. [Payne]


attitudinize

To assume affected attitudes, airs, or postures. [Worcester]


Attleborough

Not genuine; made to imitate. At the town of Attleborough [Massachusetts] jewelry is manufactured from the baser metals, or so alloyed as to deceive those who are not good judges of the genuine article. [Matsell]


autospill

An emptying of an automobile by tilting or overturning. Kansas. [Ruppenthal]


axe-craft, axery

The art of felling trees. [Thornton]


azzle

To back out. “We made a fair trade but he azzled out of it.” Southeastern Missouri. [Crumb]








B



Americanisms…have long been a bugbear to purists, the despair of etymologists, and an unfailing source of wonder, amusement, and in many respects a puzzle to the general reader. To the student of comparative philology, however, a large number of these words, phrases, and colloquialisms, which at first sight seem novel, uncouth, and obscene are, when scrutinised, found to possess a parentage that cannot be questioned.

—Englishman John S. Farmer, in the preface to his Americanisms Old and New (1889)




back-cap

“To give a back-cap” is thieves’ argot meaning to expose one’s past life. In Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, a pretended converted thief is made to say, “I told him all about my being in prison and…didn’t fear no one giving me a back-cap and running me off the job.” [Farmer]


backlings

A grade of whisky intermediate in strength between “first shot” [the strongest] and “singlings” [the weakest]. Eastern Kentucky. [Shearin]


back number

A person who, like a back [issue] of a magazine or periodical, has had his day and is no longer in demand. Western Canada. [Sandilands]


back teeth’s a-floatin’

To express painful fullness of the bladder. Snake County, Missouri. [Taylor]


bad row of stumps

“He is in a bad row of stumps” means to be in trying places; from the trouble one has in plowing stumpy land. Kentucky. [Fruit]


bait can

A dinner pail or lunch basket; [from] bait, a meal, usually a light lunch. Ozarks. [Randolph]


bakehead

A locomotive fireman, since many railroaders claim these workers are none too bright merely because of the intense heat they face while firing their engines. The term is also applied to stokers of any boiler or engine, and has become fairly common as a substitute for fool or idiot, especially among migratory workers. [Irwin]


baker’s fog

Disparaging term for commercially produced bread. Newfoundland. [Story]


balditute

A state of baldness. “Trouble has brung these gray hairs and this premature balditude.”—Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. [Farmer]


bamsquabbled

This coined word, which is, however, rarely used except in humorous writings, first saw the light in The Legend of the American War. It signifies discomfiture and defeat, or stupefaction; sometimes written bumsquabbled. [Farmer]


bangbellies

Pancakes made of flour, fat [often from seals], and molasses, fried on a pan. Newfoundland. [Devine]


bango

A Negro expletive without any special meaning, except one of general pleasure. It is frequently heard, and is common to the black race throughout the States and the West Indies. [Farmer]


banjolin

An instrument that combines characteristics of the banjo and the mandolin. Banjolele, an instrument that combines characteristics of the banjo and ukulele. [Weseen]


barb wire garters

Those who get no special honors or decorations are said to be awarded the barb wire garters. Soldiers’ slang. [Weseen]


barfoot tea

A very curious term is connected with the fondness of Western men for coffee and tea: “I take my tea barfoot,” said a backwoodsman when asked if he would take cream and sugar. [Schele de Vere]


barked pie

Pie with an upper as well as a lower crust, such as apple, raisin, and mince. Open-face pie, pie with only an under-crust, such as custard, lemon, and chocolate. [Weseen]


baseballist

A baseball player. [Thornton]


basket-meetings

Occasionally, after the peculiar manner of the pilgrim fathers, religious exercises are quaintly mixed up with work and fun. A corn-husking is announced or a raising-bee is arranged, and the neighbors from far and near assemble, each bringing his provisions in a basket. From the latter feature these picnics derive their names of basket-meetings. The most determined polemic divine, however, could hardly venture upon a long harangue there, since the minds are bent upon hard work and gay frolic, the means of escape are open on all sides and the tempting baskets at any moment ready to allure the audience away from every thought. [Schele de Vere]


basket of chips

A metaphor for a pleasant appearance; perhaps because a supply of chips gives promise of a good fire. [Thornton]


battlin’ bench

A bench, board, log-end, or the like where clothes are battled in washing. Appalachia. [Dingus] Battling-stick, a paddle used in washing clothes. Instead of using a wash-board, the clothes are laid on an inclined smooth board and beaten with a battling-stick. Southeastern Missouri. [Crumb]


bean day

A day when fishermen catch no fish and must eat beans as a substitute. Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts. [Rees]


bean-water

“Up on one’s bean-water,” feeling very lively, strong, frisky. “I’m right up on my bean-water this morning.” Maine, northern New Hampshire. [England]


beast-back

Horseback. “I went beast-back to town.” Kentucky. [Fruit]


bee-bread

The pollen of flowers collected by bees as food for their young. [Webster] A plant much visited by bees, or cultivated for their use, as red clover. [Whitney]


beef straight

When a man has nothing but beef for a meal, and must eat it without bread, vegetables, &c., it is beef straight. [Barrère]


beeves

The plural [of beef, a single ox] occurs in the American vernacular. [Thornton]


behaving party

They had been at what [in New Orleans] are very significantly termed “behaving parties.” In these, the persons present are supposed to be on their good behavior. [Flint]


bellmare

A horse chosen to lead a caravan or drove of mules in the Southwest. This is the familiar bellmare who, in slang language, gives her name to the leader of political parties. [Schele de Vere]


Belsnickel

A masked and hideously disguised person who goes from house to house on Christmas eve, beating—or pretending to beat—the children and servants and throwing down nuts and cakes before leaving. A noisy party accompanies him, often with a bell, which has influenced the English name. [From] German pelz, a pelt, skin with hair, as a bear skin, here used as a disguise, and perhaps associated with peltzen, to pelt, and nickel, nix, in the sense of a demon. Pennsylvania Dutch. [Haldeman]


bend the fists

That is, double them. Portsmouth, New Hampshire. [Allen]


berdache

From the evidence available, the word means hermaphrodite when applied to animals, but homosexual when applied to man. Among Missouri French today, the word means coward. Mississippi Valley. [McDermott]


best bib and tucker

One’s finest clothes. Central New York, New England, Philadelphia, and Missouri. [White]


bettermost

Best. Central Connecticut. [Mead]


betting his eyes

A term used by gamblers when a “sucker” looks on at a game but does not bet. [Matsell]


between the jigs and the reels

During odd times. [It] has another meaning akin to the expression what with one thing and another. “So, between the jigs and the reels, poor Tom lost all his money.” In an expression of determination, the phrase may mean somehow. “I’ll do it between the jigs and the reels.” Newfoundland. [Devine]


bibibles

Food of liquid kind; an innovation formed on the model of edibles, which has little to recommend it, save its vulgarity. [Farmer]


bible-backed

Round-shouldered or hump-backed. [Thornton]


bide a wee

Stay a while. Cape Fear, North Carolina. [Steadman]


big church

No church; used facetiously to indicate that one is not a member of any church or denomination. “I belong to the big church.” Eastern Alabama. [Payne]


big dog of the tanyard

The name often given to an overbearing person who will allow no one else to speak or differ from his views. The bold figure of speech is derived from the fact that tanyards are generally guarded by fierce bulldogs. [Schele de Vere]


bigging it

Exaggerating. North Carolina. [Cooper]


biggity

Consequential; giving oneself airs; a negro term. [Farmer]


big jump

The cowman’s reference to death. When one died, he was said to have taken the big jump, and a good many cowmen were “weighted down with their boots.” West. [R. Adams]


bingle

A coin of base metal, value ten cents, used for gambling. Sierra County, California. [Lehman]


bird-line view

A bird’s-eye view. Massachusetts. [Thornton]


blackberry baby

An illegitimate child; also blackberry patch baby. Northwestern Arkansas. [Wentworth]


blackberry storm

A storm said to occur when blackberries are in season. Blackberry winter, a season of relatively low temperature when blackberries are in blossom. Northwest Arkansas. [Carr]


black-coat

A common and familiar name for a clergyman, as red-coat is for a [British] soldier. [Worcester]


black diamonds

Coal. Kansas, Pennsylvania, Nebraska. [Ruppenthal]


black dishes

Cooking utensils, by contrast with glass and china. “I will leave the black dishes for her to clean.” Kansas. [Ruppenthal]


Black Dutch

Dark Pennsylvania mountain people, probably of Near Eastern or aboriginal stock. Central Pennsylvania. [Shoemaker]


black riding

At the college of South Carolina, it has until within a few years been customary for the students, disguised and painted black, to ride across the college-yard at midnight on horseback, with vociferations and the sound of horns. Black riding is recognized by the laws of the college as a very high offence, punishable with expulsion. [Hall]


blackwash

To magnify defects and give prominence to them. [Weseen]


blanket order

A wholesale order which, to make up the bulk required to bring it within the scope of special terms, permits the merchant some license to fill up with an assortment of other saleable goods very similar to the kind first specified. Western Canada. [Sandilands]


bleenie

A frankfurter. Eastern Iowa. [Wentworth]


blenker

To plunder. A cant phrase much used during the Civil War. Possibly allied to the northern provincialism blenk, a trick or stratagem. [Farmer & Henley]


blind-buck and Davy

A clumsy, weak-sighted, stumbling person. Central Pennsylvania. [Shoemaker]


blind eel

Among fishermen, “to catch a blind eel” is to bring to the surface a piece of seaweed or some other worthless object in place of the fish supposed to have been hooked. Metaphorically the expression signifies obtaining a result of little worth compared with that sought. [Farmer]
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