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Dedication

For my dear friend Suzanne Victoria Barker





Fortes Fortuna iuvat.


“The goddess Fortune helps the brave,” wrote the Roman playwright Terence in his play Phormio. His implicit meaning? We make our own luck.


Introduction 

My romping word trips and ornate caravans along the spice roads of etymology are here to entertain you, to make you laugh, and to teach you new vocabulary. Our planet has a big mouth and English has the biggest yap, the most cavernous kisser of all. English is the great thief of tongues; it filches new words everywhere. English has no Académie française of constipated, chauvinist fussbudgets telling English speakers which words they may use and how they ought to pronounce them. As a consequence of this verbal freedom, English rejoices in a teeming trove of lexical gems borrowed from almost every human speech system on earth. Proudly, English possesses the most capacious word hoard, more individual words than any other language, more than snooty French, more than xenophobic German, more than Russian, Arabic, or Spanish.

Unlike German, English does not take lively neologies such as the word television and dourly turn them into stumblebum Aryan periphrases such as the German Fernsehapparat. Televisione was good enough for Italian; la télévision was sufficient for French, but German? Nein! Das is nicht Deutsch. We must have ein echt Deutsches Wort! Ja-wohl! Oh, go do your Wurst!

Listen to kids today in Paris refer to le parking. Then hear horrified, elderly French purists purse their squinchy little lips and hiss, “Mais non! Le mot juste, c’est le stationnement!” Jeepers, by the time you use the proper French term, some mec has slipped into your parking space in a dinky Peugeot and stolen it.

But, even though English has a gloriously laissez-faire attitude about acquiring new words from foreign languages, modern English has a fear and suspicion of words that lie outside the margins of everyday speech. This is part of the anti-intellectual prejudice that darkens the brows of North American brainstems and ignorant mouth-breathers, with their moron’s motto: don’t you dare make me think. This suspicion of new words, a distaste of verbal novelty, is acquired in school from dreary English teachers still in thrall to Hemingwayesque simplicities. You know their chief cliché from your own school days: always use the simple word, class! Never seek out a synonym or exotic foreign term. Thank goodness I had a father who taught the very opposite: always discover the rarest yet still correct word. By doing that, a young student accomplishes two things. You expand your vocabulary and you flummox ordained pedagogical authority, namely, the dull teacher. That second accomplishment is always a delight to the feisty independent student.

Why should you expand your vocabulary? Should we not all speak in glum monosyllables like contestants on reality television programs busily seeing who can load the most bat guano into a banana leaf and then place it on their parole officer’s head? Who needs words, really? Should we take our clue about how we speak English from sullen, letterless thugs out on a day pass? Probably not.

Try this reason for increasing one’s vocabulary: we think with words. The rest is silence. After one gets beyond the basic, lizard-brain reflexes — eat, defecate, breed, and keep your ass dry from the rain — one might wish to achieve more: learn to read and learn to think. Well, even the most recent brain-scan studies of childhood language acquisition predict that the children with the largest vocabularies do best throughout their schooling. That is scientific fact. The frowsy school yoyos who snort crack in the restroom at recess and have a vocabulary of fifty words may not be the best guides to a life of accomplishment.

The more words we learn as kids, the higher our IQ tests, the higher we score on SATs and other college entrance tests. There is no argument about that. Want to conquer a complex field of study? You will be forced to learn its jargon, the technical words necessary to ply that particular profession or trade. Do you wish to speak only your local dialect? Good for you! But, to paraphrase Holy Writ, in the house of English there are many mansions.

During the long course of a productive life, you may be called upon to learn the speech patterns of your illiterate parents. That is no sin. But, later, when you are called upon to learn SE, Standard English, to enable you to rise to wealth and power in an international corporation, you acquire another version of English. Standard English will also ensure better marks in school and college. Look at our leaders of commerce and politics. They achieved their goals partly through communication skill, through the apt use of language. We must here exempt an upwardly mobile rap record producer with the IQ of a beach pebble and the arsenal of Iraq. Listen to real leaders speak. For the most part, these women and men are models of articulate speech. They think using words. Consequently one of their rules to succeed is: know many words. It ain’t rocket science.

The history of words is just plain fun. So please, prove me right, and laugh as you expand your vocabulary.


CHAPTER 1

Names and Nincompoops 
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We begin this word tour by repudiating so-called word experts who claim the word orange has no rhyme in English. So wrong!

Anna Quindlen in her book How Reading Changed My Life wrote: “Ignorance is death. A closed mind is a catafalque.” The suffocating black velvet of illiteracy, the muffling death shroud of wordlessness, the hulking grunted monosyllabic quilt of brute-like stupidity, all can be yanked off a human back every single time one learns a new word, whether a common term or an obscurity or even one of my two new categories of flatulence! Each new word acquired and used leads to discovery. The rich green leaf of life and thought unfurls through words. Without new words, you are a slug, oozing across the leaf of life and leaving behind nothing but a pathetic slime trail. So don’t believe everything you read until you do your research. And don’t listen to anyone who tells you there’s no rhyme for the word orange.

No Rhyme for the Word Orange? Poppycock! Piffle! Twaddle! 

Classical Latin obtundere gives us in English a verb meriting broader use than it has heretofore received. To obtund is to blunt or to deaden. There are urban myths so stupid as to obtund one’s senses upon hearing them repeatedly. But squads of Internet dullards also circulate verbal myths. These tedious falsehoods about words traipse their tiresome way across the Internet, tiptoeing onto one’s computer screen clad in deceit’s daily robe, namely, the statement of fact. I’m going to bury one such falsehood right now. What angers me most is the air of utter certainty in which this nonsense is couched. Please note that I address this to the letterless yahoos who make this stuff up, not to my readers.

Here’s the sentence of piffle I most encounter:

“No word in the English language rhymes with orange, month, silver, or purple.”

Oh really, Dr. Johnson?

Well, you are wrong, O expert with the vocabulary of a centipede. You are dead wrong about every word in that sentence claimed to have no rhyme.

Orange rhymes with sporange. British botanists stress the last syllable; Americans stress the first syllable, making it a perfect rhyme for orange. Yes, it is a rare word. Its more common father is sporangium, the little capsule or receptacle that holds spores in certain species of fungi, molds, and ferns.

Also rhyming with orange are related words in botany: hypnosporange, macrosporange, and megasporange.

Let us compose a modest ditty illustrative of this blissful rhyme.

“Oh I gave my love an orange, an orange, 
And she gave me a toxic megasporange.
So sorry dear, said she, it’s morning you’ll wait till 
Because the fern spore is likely to be fatal.”

Okay, so I’m not Robert Frost. But let us continue.

No Purple or Silver Rhyme? Not!

Internet know-it-alls claim there is no rhyme in English for the word purple, eh? Thank you, O compendium of all lexical rhymery!

Let’s see now. Just off the top of my admittedly semiliterate head, I can rhyme purple with curple, hirple, and turple. You want rare rhymes? Add my personal favorite, the verb to besperple! Yep, all real words, my little hebetudinous nincompoops.

A curple is a Scottish dialect word for a crupper or a croup, the part of the leather saddle restraint that goes under a horse’s tail. It helps prevent the saddle from slipping forward. I hate to add this old barnyard joke, but, after all, I am shameless. After one has defined croup in a stable, one always adds, “But any horse’s ass would know that.”

To hirple is to walk with a limp or in any halting manner. The verb is still in use in northern England and in Scotland.

To turple was said of animals. It meant to fall down and die, probably a dialectical variant of topple.

To besperple is cited only once in the Oxford English Dictionary, in a sixteenth-century tale of King Arthur and his knights where the author wrote, “The grounde . . . was all besperpled wyth blode.” In other words, loser-knight blood was splattered all over the English daisies.

No rhyme for shiny-faced little silver?

Our gratitude for your word wisdom, O bard of Avon Calling, is inexpressible.

Silver rhymes with dicky dilver and chilver. Dicky dilver is a local British nickname for the periwinkle flower. A chilver is a female lamb, also called ewe-lamb or chilver-lamb.

No Rhyme for Month in English?

Month rhymes with hunth, an official, in-the-dictionary abbreviation, spoken and written, for a hundred thousand. Let us use it in an exemplary sentence: A hunth of morons braying that something is true, when I know it is not, shall never keep me silent.

Month also rhymes with uneath, pronounced “unth.” Uneath is archaic English and now rare, but there it is in the work of the great English poet Edmund Spenser “who he was, uneath was to descry.” Uneath means difficult, not easy.

Who Makes Up This Spurious Piffle?

The persons who make up these shabby word claims and plaster them on the Internet are ragtag riffraff who slouch oblivious in bars, drunk out of their gourds, and still sucking suds. Their research for statements such as the one we began with today consists of running the alphabet in front of the tail end of the word. So, seeking a rhyme for silver, they will gurgle drunkenly to their sodden tablemates, “Bilver, cilver, dilver, filver, gilver, hilver, and so on.”

They would never stoop to open a dictionary. That would “reek of the lamp,” as Victorian twits used to say about any statement that smacked of actual learning by the light of a study’s lamp or any display of knowledge that hinted the speaker may have applied the discipline of memorization to some facts.

Clueless amateurs, even should they hit on a word of modest rarity that fits their rhyming needs, will be too ignorant to recognize it. For they know nothing of the million-word bounty of English, the language that has the largest number of vocabulary items of any tongue ever spoken on earth.

Ah, weary me! Here there is rhyme, but no reason.

Now you are armed to deal with the next “amazing fact” that rudely pokes its snout onto your computer screen. Any rule about language couched in obdurate certainty is — certainly — always worthy of suspicion.

Here Be Dragons: American Place Names

Some place names of the good old U.S.A. would make the vacationing reader of a road atlas fall face forward into his box of Krispy Kremes, stunned into lethargic mopery by their blandness. Oh no, not another Bear Island? Yes, Bear Island, so named because — be still, my throbbing heart! — a bear was once seen on the island. Wow!

Yet quail not, seekers of the vivid toponym. The cartographical expanses of American mappery are broad indeed and contain place name treasures worth knowing. A toponym is the fancy geographic term for place name, from Greek topos “place” + Greek onoma “name.” The second element is common in words such as acronym, antonym, pseudonym, and synonym.

Why is the chapter titled “Here Be Dragons”? On medieval maps, the cartographer was often faced with large areas that had not been explored. On these blank spaces early mapmakers’ convention was to engrave dragons, sea serpents, and other strange creatures from the nightmare bestiary of the medieval imagination. A map from C.E. 1503 called the Lenox Globe has printed over such unknown territory the Latin words Hic sunt dracones meaning “here be dragons.”

My contention in this brief survey is that some American toponyms are topohymns. Here are place names that sing of U.S. history and the unique mindset of pioneers. These places say who the namers were or what obsessed them, or what stood out about the locality, in ways colorful, zesty, and provocative. Such nuggets of our past may lure us to gather these gems and become amateur toponymists.

Don't Be Such Adobe, You Doobie!

Some U.S. map readers are surprised to discover how many Arabic words are lightly hidden in American place names. Is it a plot? No, dear, it’s history. But let’s look at Arabic words that tiptoed into God’s country through the medium of Spanish. Thousands of Arabic words entered Spanish after the Moorish conquest of Spain, an easy takeover hardly worthy of the term conquest. Begun with an invasion in C.E. 710, the Arabic rule of Spain ended around C.E. 1250, but not technically until the last Moorish king surrendered to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella in the very year that Columbus set sail, 1492. Whatever its precise dates, this Moorish occupation of the Iberian Peninsula was 500 years of solid influence, contributing new Arabic-based Spanish place names to Hispanic maps and adding a huge camel saddle of Arabic words to the Spanish word stable; words that later crossed the Atlantic and came to Mexico and Central America with the conquistadores and priests and soldiers of the line who brought this Arabic-spiced Spanish to their new colonies; words that then migrated north to the United States and stayed.

Consider first Adobe Wells, Texas. Sure, we all know adobe is a kind of brick, a simple brick of fine alluvial clay whose oven is the sun and whose substance is straw mixed with sun-dried earth. The warm tawny brown of the yellow playa clay anchors adobe buildings to their desert stands so naturally that well-sited adobe habitations seem upstarts from the very earth they sit upon. What an ancient word adobe is! This old stalwart root is 5,000 years old, found in Egyptian hieroglyphics on the walls of Pharaonic tombs. Spanish adopted it directly from Arabic, al-toob “the brick” pronounced adoub. Arab speakers heard it from North African speakers of Coptic where it was toeb, and Coptic took it or shared it with /t.b/, its Egyptian hieroglyphic transliteration. Nowadays in the southwest you can hear Americans ask about a wall, “That dobie?” Yep.

The earthen hue of the humble adobe brick is responsible for the name of one of the greatest edifices of Moorish architecture too, the Alhambra Palace in Granada. Its Spanish denomination was taken from its Arabic title al lak’at al hamra, literally “the castle red” so dubbed from the sun-dried adobe bricks of its outer walls, adobe from the reddish-brown clay of Granada.

Alcatraz

The penal rocks of Alcatraz, glum stones in San Francisco Bay, bear the Arabic name for pelican, given in 1775, and originally named in the plural, Los Alcatraces, because so many pelicans perched on those boulders that brood of penitential doom. Some etymologists say Alcatraz is a Spanish version of Arabic al-gattas “the diver,” a perfect name for a pelican or gannet due to its method of diving to scoop up fish in its bounteous bill and pouch. But that is only one etymology. Today we have many. In Spanish, el Alcatraz was also the name for what we call in English the Frigate Bird. In modern Spanish dictionaries alcatraz is the gannet. But wait, more Arabic roots are waiting, hiding behind their camels. Another source says the Moorish Arabs called the pelican al-qadus “the bucket” because pelicans scooped up fish in their bucket-like pouches. The modern Arabic word for pelican is saqqa “water-carrier, water sack.”

Another bird name fluffs its goofy wings just offstage of this pelican drama. That is the English word albatross. Apparently British sailors could not quite get their Cockney lips around the weird term alcatraz and they mangled it into the word albatross, thinking it must have some kind of albus “white” Latin root because the large sea bird under discussion was, well, whitish. Albatrosses following the wake of ship were first considered good luck. That the albatross became a jinx, a bad omen for a voyage, seems directly attributable to Samuel Taylor Coleridge who used the negative superstition in his mighty poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”

Confused? Don’t worry; the line of verbal derivative lineage is seldom straight, for words that flit from human lips to human ears are bound to get tangled in mispronunciation and mishearing. Oh, by the way, once upon a time alcatraz meant another, different bird: the sea eagle.

Al-right Places

Because al-, the Arabic word for “the,” is common, many Spanish-American place names begin with Al-. Alambique Creek in California is the Spanish word for a liquor still. English has the related, now rare, word alembic. Both stem from Arabic al-anbiq “distilling apparatus,” a rarish instance of a word being borrowed into Arabic from Greek ambix “beaker,” “cup,” or “the cap of a still.” Sort of like a retort, an alembic had a bowlshaped vessel below containing the fermented substance to be distilled, and above it a neck with a cap (the alembic itself) with a spout that conveyed the misty vaporous product to a receiving bowl, perhaps wrapped in ice, in which the product, sometimes alcoholic, was condensed.

Alkalinities

Alkali Lake or Alkali Flats were probably saturated with alkaline salts. The Spanish word is pure Arabic, al-qali “soda ash,” “potash” < qala Arabic verbal root “to bake, to fry.” Soda ash was used in the Middle Ages to make soap. If you studied chemistry in school, did you ever wonder why the symbol for potassium in the periodic table of elements is K? The medieval Latin name for alkali or potash was kalium, itself taken from the Arabic al-qali. In industrial chemistry, alkaline substances (e.g. sodium carbonate) are often contrasted with acidic ones (hydrochloric acid).

Davy Crockett's Alamo: from Latin not Arabic

Spanish is derived from the rough spoken Latin of Roman soldiers who conquered and settled Hispania, the Iberian Peninsula. Thus most Spanish place names that begin with Al- are in fact of Latin origin, even though they migrated to New Spain in the Americas. Consider the Alamo, historic battle site of Texas, the shrine of Texas liberty, where brave American volunteers including knife fighter Jim Bowie defended the honor of Texas though outnumbered by the bloodthirsty troops of Mexican General Santa Anna. The Alamo took its name from a town in Mexico, Alamo de Parras in the old Mexican state of Nueva Vizcaya.

But the word is widespread in place names of Mexico and the southwest of the U.S.A. In continental Spanish, alamo means literally “poplar tree,” but in the new world, in New Spain, it almost always refers to the cottonwood, a tree that lined dried-up streambeds and little brooks. The Spanish word derives directly from  alnus, the Latin word for alder tree. Spanish still has alno for black poplar. Botanical Latin has a similarly derived technical term, a specific adjective for certain plants said to have alder-like leaves: alnifolius, alnifolia, alnifolium.

“I Hear the Cottonwoods Whispering Low”

Heart-shaped leaves of deepest green helped to anchor the cottonwood in the hearts of many sentimental southwestern pioneers, for the mere sight of this water-loving tree often spelled salvation from mortal thirst for white travelers. The cottonwood is perhaps the most mentioned tree in folksongs of the southwest.

The cottonwood was a clear sign that water was to be found nearby, water being scarce in desert country and its possible location always worth noting. The word pops up on U.S. maps across the southwest. In New Mexico, Los Alamos “the cottonwoods,” was selected as a safe, remote location to build and test the atomic bombs that ended the Second World War. Many a stream, a dry creek bed, the scantiest trickle of a rivulet bore the hopeful name of cottonwood. Grizzled prospectors stumbling along a dry wash at a canyon’s bottom blessed the sight of the tree. Wanderers along parched gullies and desiccated ravines and sandy arroyos licked their cracked lips, gulping in mounting hope as they spotted a stand of cottonwoods up ahead. Often the Spanish-speaking newcomers who named a watery location Alamo were simply translating an aboriginal place name already given by local native people. For example, plenty of streams were called T’iis and T’iistsoh, Navaho words for cottonwood.

New Mexico also has Alamogordo “big, fat cottonwood tree.” In the name of a suburb of Taos, New Mexico, the diminutive occurs too, as Los Alamitos “the dwarf cottonwood trees.” A city in California sports the collective noun from alamo, namely Alemeda “grove of cottonwoods.” Alameda also meant any grove of shade-giving trees lining a walkway or a path in a park. Alameda, California was actually named for a grove of oak trees. New Mexico has a county named by the adjective form of abundance, Alamosa County, from alamoso “abounding in cottonwood trees.” Another diminutive form names the New Mexican community of Alamillo “little cottonwood,” and the plural of this diminutive once named a stagecoach stop called Los Alamillos, now lost in the sands of time. There is even a place in New Mexico named by using a third diminutive form of alamo, the affectionate diminutive, Alamocita “dear sweet little cottonwood tree.” It might sound to us a bit overboard as a name, but not if you saw it when you had not drunk any water for twenty hours.

Long Spanish Names

Spanish is a language that favors orotundity, long rolling names spun out to a pleasing amplitude. Think of the original full name of Los Angeles. Once in sesquipedalian splendor, it bore a moniker honoring the Virgin Mary and was called Nuestra Señora Reina de Los Angeles de la Porciuncula “Our Lady, Queen of the Angels of the Little Portion.” Early Spanish explorers had camped beside a river and given that name first to the river, for there they had spent the previous night, August 1, 1769, on a feast day celebrating a shrine of Saint Francis of Assisi named in modesty befitting the saint’s humbleness “The Little Portion.”

Another lengthy gem of ornate Hispanic nomenclature is a stream in Colorado named El Rio de las Animas Perdidas en Purgatorio “the river of souls lost in Purgatory,” today called Las Animas. That Spanish word for soul stems directly from Latin anima “soul, spirit.” If you are animated, you are spirited, full of soul. If you have too much spirit, there may be animosity. If you are a creature endowed with spirit and movement, you are an animal. Animated drawings seem to move and have a soul of their own.

All the Indo-European words related to Latin anima have a basic meaning of “breathe in,” as the great etymologist Eric Partridge first suggested. Their very syllables seem to echo an intake and outtake of breath, breathing in: ah-ni- and then breathing out: -ma. The Greek cognate is atmos “breath, vapor,” and so a globe of air is an atmosphere. The Sanskrit relative word, way off in ancient India, is atman “breath, soul” which we may know in the honorific given to Gandhi, Mahatma “great-souled” from maha “great” + atman “soul.” That Sanskrit adjective maha is not as foreign as it looks. The root appears in Latin as magnus “great, big.” Indeed, there is a Latin version of Mahatma, our English adjective magnanimous. A magnanimous person has “great spirit” or is “big-souled.”

Native American River Names

Let’s canoe down a sleek stream or two with native names. Consider an old Indian name for the upper part of the Ohio River, the Allegheny River. It comes from the Delaware language, probably welhik “most beautiful” + heny, hanna “river.” The Allegheny Mountains took their name from the old river. All over the world, river names tend to be the oldest geographic labels bestowed by early humans. Many river names in Europe are so ancient they defy the etymologist. They are not of Indo-European origin and no one can now name the language they represent. The Susquehanna River took its name from the Susquehannock Indians. The Algonquian roots appear to be susque “waterfalls, bubbling water, fast-moving water brown with silt” + hanna “river, stream” + ak, agh Algonquian “men, tribe of people.”

The names of many watercourses of noble spate feature the Choctaw word for river hatchee and related words such as the Seminole hachi “stream, creek, river.”

Alabama has the Buttahatchee River, from the Choctaw language in which butta means “sumac shrub” + hatchee “river.” Sumacs indeed disport themselves in most profligate abundance along the Alabaman riverbanks.

Florida’s wonderful riverine mouthful, the Caloosahatchee River, honors the local Calusa people.

Also Floridian, from the Choctaw language, is their self-honoring and self-explanatory Choctawhatchee River.

The name of the Weeki Wachee River in Florida is Seminole and means “little river” or “winding river.” It is reported, possibly reliably, that comely mermaids flicker flirtatious fins, beckoning lasciviously to passersby from the pellucid billows of local springs.

The diligent searcher after obscure American river names can even find a diminutive of this hatchee word element. Seminole territory of Florida boasts the muddy Fahkahhatchee River from fahka “clay” + hatchee “creek, river.” Nearby is The Fahkahatcheeochee, from the Seminole fahka “clay” + hatchee “creek, river” + ochee “little, small.”

Ohatchee Creek in Alabama is located above some other creek, for in the language of the Creek Indians o means “upper” and hatchee means “creek.”

Putting the Sippi in Mississippi and the Michi in Michigan

Where we could, humans have lived near rivers. Place names in all the world’s languages reflect this fluvial adjacency. As we’ve seen even in our brief look at creek and river names, the aboriginal languages of North America have a practical toponymy; for the most part, their place names mean something locative and descriptively useful. In this section, we’ll examine two Algonquian words, sipiy “river” and mitchi “big,” as they appear in some American toponyms.

Algonquian is the largest family of languages native to North America. Before the European invasion, Algonquian languages such as Ojibwa and Cree were spoken in what is now the eastern U.S., the southern half of Canada, and parts of the western U.S.

People speaking Algonquian languages were often the first native peoples that English and French speakers met in North America; consequently a large number of Algonquian words have entered the French and English languages. The British explorers and immigrants often adopted Algonquian words to refer to things they had never seen before. Consequently many of these native words entered English: moose, skunk, chipmunk, raccoon, possum, persimmon, squash, hominy, squaw, papoose, wigwam, powwow, moccasin, wampum, tomahawk, woodchuck, and toboggan. Some of the most important languages in this family are Cree, Ojibwa or Chippewa, Blackfoot, and Lenape or Delaware.

Of these, the most famous is Mississippi “big river.” Compare Ojibwa misi “big” + sipi or ziipi “river.” The root meaning “big” has reflexes of minor variance throughout the many individual languages of the Algonquian group, such as mici, meici, mitchi, and michi, hence the state of Michigan named after the lake. Lake Michigan takes its name from a Chippewan word meicigama that means “big lake,” akin to Fox meikami “large lake.”

The Straits of Mackinac is the narrow waterway that connects Lake Michigan and Lake Huron, and separates Michigan’s lower from its upper peninsula. The original form of the name was Michilimakinak, referring to the island and composed of Ojibwe roots michi “big” + li a declarative infix signifying “this is the name of an island” + makina “turtle” + -k locative ending meaning “place.” It’s an excellent descriptive of a low central hill on Mackinac Island that roughly resembles a turtle’s shell. Mackinac means “turtle place.”

Wabash

The river took its name from the general Algonquian color adjective wab(p) meaning “white” adopted in English from French Ouabache, from the MiamiIllinois dialect waapaahšiiki “it shines white.” To some canoeing native centuries ago, the flowing waters were “shining white.” Alternatively its name may have been bestowed because there were many rabbits (in Cree wabus) living along the river’s banks. A lake in Maine seemed to glimmer in the northern sun and the native people called it Wabacosoos “beautiful little white lake.” Wabasso linen sheets were white as a winter hare, for wabas is an Ojibwa word for “rabbit.”

One of the delightful North American animal names is the true Indian term for the elk, wapiti. In Cree, wapita! is exclamatory and means a cry of “It’s white!” The phrase refers to the elk’s habit of raising its tail as a danger signal and displaying its white-furred rump as it darts elegantly into piney cover. Some Indian money was wampum, short for wamp-umpeag, white strings of beads made from polished seashells for decorative, ceremonial, and monetary use. Its roots are from the Narraganset language: wap/wamp/wampan “white” + i “string” + -ag, a plural suffix.

Wapato Lake in Oregon was named for a local food. Wapatoo is the obliging little duck potato, the tuber of Sagittaria latifolia, which floats to the surface of ponds and lakes in the Northwest when ripe, where it can be collected by animals and humans.

Arrowhead tubers grow in the muddy guck of shallow streams, marshes, and small lakes where wild geese, ducks, beavers, and muskrats chomp them with gusto. Observing the animals feasting on tubers, native peoples found wapatoo could provide good food even in the winter. Adult aboriginal people used digging sticks to harvest arrowhead tubers, but children jumped into the streams and found tubers by squishing them between toes in the warm muck and yanking them loose. Wapatoo was then boiled or roasted in hot ashes. Wapatoo, a word borrowed from an Algonquian language, means “white food.” Compare the Cree word for white mushroom, wapatowa. Other common names are: arrowhead, duck potato, flèche d’eau, tule, wapata.

Sagitta

Returning briefly to the botanical genus name, Sagittaria derives from sagitta, Latin for “arrow.” Leaves shaped like an arrowhead give this plant its name. The Latin word for arrow hits the target in another familiar word, Sagittarius, the sign of the zodiac that is the archer in Latin, referring originally to the constellation. The arrowhead plant family is found chiefly in freshwater streams and swamps in temperate and tropical regions of the northern hemisphere.

The word appears twice in the technical vocabulary of English medicine also, where the sagittal suture of the human skull runs right down the midline of the cranium at the front. It is the solid fusing between the two parietal bones of the skull, supposedly like an arrow, but in fact serrated, because this tooth-like meshing of projections makes for a firmer juncture.

A sagittal is also a longitudinal section, like a virtual slice through an axis, used to state where body parts lie. This section through an axis is called a plane. One is the sagittal plane, a front-to-back plane parallel to the midline of a body, like an arrow passing through the body. Planes are important in the preparation of many modern medical imaging devices.

Oodles of Schnoodles

Have you heard of Schnotties, Labradoodles, Puggles, Yorkipoos, Minpins, Schnoodles, Teacup Malteses, Golden Doodles, and Shipoos? This list of names was found in an advertisment for pets. What a revolting concatenation of cutesiness and smarmy nomenclatorial treacle parading under the name of canine hybrid breed names. Why, that list of names, spoken aloud, sounds like a mother cooing toilet-training encouragement to a particularly recalcitrant infant defecator!

SOME NEW REVOLTING DEFINITIONS 

• A Schnoodle is a Schnauzer crossed with a poodle.

• A Schnottie is a Schnauzer crossed with a Scottish Terrier.

• A Labradoodle is a cross between a Labrador Retriever and a Standard Poodle.

How could any self-respecting bowwow hold high his muzzle and cherish his doghood while bearing so infantile a name? Hybrid puppies are fine — if such these creatures be — for mutt-dom is indeed a genetic Cuisinart. But, as I gazed through my tortoiseshell lorgnette at that word schnoodle, the needle indicator on my barfómeter hit the top. One advertisement touted a schnoodle already microchip-embedded! Another pathetic puppy had been “dedewclawed.” I had to investigate that one. It was the semiliterate owner’s attempt at the already existing negative adjective dew-clawed. Therefore the first prefixed /de-/ is redundant. But then so are the human hybridizers of these hideous caniculi (Latin “little dogs”). Dewclaws, for those of you who will be for the first time near puppy paws, are vestigial digits, such as festoon the inner aspect of a dog’s foot.
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