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  Publisher’s Note

  In compiling this book, we have tried to include as many interesting selections as possible, if only to make this one of the most entertaining and exceptional works on the subject. The source material, Encyclopedia of Word and Phrase Origins by renowned etymologist Robert Hendrickson, provided thousands of meticulously researched definitions, histories, and anecdotes. We’ve certainly strived to preserve the integrity of that work with this new, polished package, focusing fully on the richness of the American language and its peoples. Yet in the final analysis any selection from such a vast semantic treasure house must be highly subjective. Perhaps we have erred in devoting too much space to fascinating but speculative stories about word origins and American history, but we don’t think so, for the wildest theories often later turn out to be the correct ones. The only limitations we have imposed are those of importance and interest. We hope you enjoy this trip through American linguistic history as much as we have.
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  aa. Aa for rough porous lava, similar to coal clinkers, is an Americanism used chiefly in Hawaii, but it has currency on the mainland, too, especially among geologists, or where there has been recent volcanic activity, mainly because there is no comparable English term to describe the jagged rocks. The word aa is first recorded in 1859, but is much older, coming from the Hawaiian ‘a’a, meaning the same, which, in turn comes from the Hawaiian a, for “fiery, burning.”
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  Abe’s cabe. American slang for a five-dollar bill. So-called from the face of Abe, Abraham Lincoln, on the front of the bill, and from cabe, a shortening and rhyming pronunciation of cabbage, which in slang means any currency (green). Coined in the 1930s among jazz musicians, the term is still in limited use today. See also benjamin.
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  abide. To endure, stand, or tolerate, usually in the negotiation sense, as in “I can’t abide him.” Mark Twain used this expression, which has been considered standard American English since at least the early 1930s.
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  Abraham Lincoln. Old Abe’s nicknames include, among others, Honest Abe, The Railsplitter, The Liberator, The Emancipator, Uncle Abe, Father Abraham, The Chainbreaker, and The Giver of Freedom. He was called many derogatory names, too, notably the sarcastic Spot Lincoln, because he had supported the anti-Mexican War resolution in 1847, demanding that President Polk identify the exact spot where Polk claimed Mexico had already started a war on American soil. During the Civil War Lincoln was called Ape in the South, the word mocking his appearance and playing on Abe. Tycoon, in its sense of military leader, was also applied to him at that time.
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  absquatulate. A historical Americanism coined in the early 19th century and meaning to depart in a clandestine, surreptitious, or hurried manner, as in “He absquatulated with all the funds.” The word is a fanciful classical formation based on ab and squat, meaning the reverse of “to squat.” The Rocky Mountain News (1862) gives the following example: “Rumour has it that a gay bachelor, who has figured in Chicago for nearly a year, has skedaddled, absquatulated, vamosed, and cleared out.”
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  ace; aces. Aces has been American slang for “the best” at least since the first years of the last century, deriving from aces, the highest cards in poker and other card games. But ace for an expert combat flier who has shot down five or more enemy planes appears to have been borrowed from the French as, “ace,” during World War I. From there ace was extended to include an expert at anything. The card name ace comes ultimately from the Greek as, one. An ace in tennis, badminton, and handball, among other games, is a placement made on a service of the ball, while an ace in golf is a hole in one. The trademarked Ace bandage, used to bind athletic injuries, uses ace meaning “best,” too. Ace figures in a large number of expressions. To ace a test is to receive an A on it, and ace it means “to complete anything easily and successfully.” To be aces with is to be highly regarded (“He’s aces with the fans.”), and to ace out is to cheat or defraud (“He aced me out of my share.”) Easy aces in auction bridge denotes aces equally divided between opponents; it became the name of a 1940s-1950s radio program featuring a husband and wife team called The Easy Aces. Another old ace term is to stand ace high, to be highly esteemed.
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  aces all around. Everything is going well, splendidly, first rate, like being dealt all aces in a poker or other card game. Someone might ask “How are you doing?” and get the reply “Aces all around.” The expression was heard in Washington, D.C. (2006) but is doubtless much older.
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  acid test. This expression dates back to frontier days in America, when peddlers determined the gold content of objects by scratching them and applying nitric acid. Since gold, which is chemically inactive, resists acids that corrode other metals, the (nitric) acid test distinguished it from copper, iron, or similar substances someone might be trying to palm off on the peddlers. People were so dishonest, or peddlers so paranoid, that the term quickly became part of the language, coming to mean a severe test of reliability.
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  Acoma. A Native American tribe of New Mexico and Arizona. The tribe’s name means “people of the white rock” in their language, in reference to the pueblos in which they lived. Acoma is also the name of a central New Mexico pueblo that has been called “the oldest continuously inhabited city in the United States.” The name is pronounced either eh-ko-ma or ah-ko-ma.
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  act your age. Perhaps act your age! originated as a reproof to children, but it is directed at both children and adults today, meaning either don’t act more immature than you are, or don’t try to keep up with the younger generation. The expression originated in the U.S., probably during the late 19th century, as did the synonymous be your age!
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  African American. African American, a term many blacks and whites prefer as the name for blacks today, is not of recent origin and wasn’t coined in the North, as some people believe. African American did become common in the late 1980s but was first used in the American South some 140 years ago. Even before its birth, terms like Africo-American (1835) and Afro-American (1830s) were used in the names of black churches.
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  after someone with a sharp stick. To be determined to have satisfaction or revenge. John Bartlett called this phrase a common Americanism in 1848 and it is still occasionally heard today.
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  aggie fortis. An Americanism meaning anything very strong to drink. As one old-timer put it “. . . this man’s whiskey ain’t Red Eye, it ain’t Chain Lightnin’ either, it’s regular Aggie forty [sic], and there isn’t a man living who can stand a glass and keep his senses.” Aggie fortis derives from aqua fortis, strong water, the Latin name for nitric acid.
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  ain’t got sense enough to poke acorns down a peckerwood hole. An old rural Americanism said of someone pitifully stupid. A peckerwood is a woodpecker but can also mean a poor southern white. See cracker; redneck.
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  ain’t hay. Hay has meant a small amount of money in American slang since at least the late 1930s, which is about the same time that this expression is first recorded. Little more is known about the very common and that ain’t hay for “a lot of money,” a saying that I would suspect is older than currently supposed.
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  ain’t he (she) a caution. Isn’t he or she remarkable, unusual, or, especially, funny; an old term still heard infrequently. Could be a variation of ain’t he a corker, once frequently heard among Irish Americans.
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  ain’t no place in heaven, ain’t no place in hell. Nowhere for one to go, limbo. The expression is from an old African-American folk song quoted in William Faulkner’s Sanctuary (1931): “One day mo! Ain’t no place fer you in heaven! Ain’t no place fer you in hell! Ain’t no place fer you in white folk’s jail! Whar you gwine to?”

  [image: image]

  airtights. Canned food was called “airtights” by cowboys in the American West during the latter part of the 19th century. Canned beef was meat biscuit or beef biscuit.
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  aisle. Aisle strictly means a section of a church or auditorium, deriving from the Latin ala, “wing,” and that is how the word has been used by the British until relatively recently. But Americans have long used aisle to mean a passageway in a church, auditorium, or elsewhere, and this usage is becoming universal.
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  alamo. The name of several poplar trees, including the cottonwood; from the Spanish alamo meaning the same. The Alamo is also the name of a Franciscan mission in San Antonio, Texas, besieged by 6,000 Mexican troops in 1836 during the Texan war for independence. The siege lasted 13 days and ended with all 187 of the defenders being killed. “Remember the Alamo!” became the Texan battle cry of the war. The most recent use of the Alamo’s name is San Antonio’s Alamodome sports stadium constructed in 1992 at a cost of $130 million.
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  Alaska. seward’s folly, seward’s icebox, Seward’s iceberg, Icebergia, and Walrussia were all epithets for the 600,000 square miles now known as Alaska. All of these denunciations today honor one of the great visionaries of American history, William Henry Seward. Seward’s most important work in Andrew Johnson’s administration was the purchase of Alaska, then known as Russian America, from the Russians in 1867. Negotiating with Russian Ambassador Baron Stoeckl, the shrewd lawyer managed to talk the Russians down from their asking price of $10 million to $7.2 million, and got them to throw in a profitable fur-trading corporation. The treaty was negotiated and drafted in the course of a single night and because Alaska was purchased almost solely due to his determination—he even managed to have the treaty signed before the House voted the necessary appropriation—it was widely called “Seward’s folly” by irate politicians and journalists. Seward himself named the new territory Alaska, from the Aleut A-la-as-ka, “the great country.”
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  Albany beef. Sturgeon was once so plentiful in New York’s Hudson River that it was humorously called Albany beef. The term is first recorded in 1791 and was in use through the 19th century; sturgeon caviar was so cheap in those days that it was part of the free lunch served in bars. Cod was similarly called Cape Cod turkey in Massachusetts.
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  alewife. One early traveler in America, John Josselyn, seems to have thought that this plentiful fish was called the alewife because it had “a bigger bellie” than the herring, a belly like a wife who drank a lot of ale. More likely the word is a mispronunciation of some forgotten American Indian word.
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  Alexander Hamilton. Sometimes used as a term for one’s signature, similar to the use of john hancock or john henry. The term, of course, comes from the name of American statesman Alexander Hamilton (1757–1804).
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  Alibi Ike. Someone who is always making excuses or inventing alibis is called “Alibi Ike.” The designation was invented by Ring Lardner in his short story “Alibi Ike” (1914) as a nickname for outfielder Frank X. Farrell, so named because he had excuses for everything. When Farrell drops an easy fly ball, he claims his glove “wasn’t broke in yet”; when questioned about last year’s batting average he replies, “I had malaria most of the season”; when he hits a triple he says he “ought to had a home run, only the ball wasn’t lively,” or “the wind brought it back,” or he “tripped on a lump o’ dirt roundin’ first base”; when he takes a called third strike, he claims he “lost count” or he would have swung at and hit it. The author, who had a “phonographic ear” for American dialect, created a type for all time with Alibi Ike, and the expression became American slang as soon as the story was published. In an introduction to the yarn the incomparable Lardner noted, “The author acknowledges his indebtedness to Chief Justice Taft for some of the slang employed.”
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  all aboard! This common train conductor’s call is an Americanism, first recorded in 1837, and is nautical in origin. Wrote Joshua T. Smith in his Journal in America (1837): “They [the Americans] describe a situation by the compass ‘talk of the voyage’ of being ‘all aboard’ & etc.; this doubtless arises from all their ancestors having come hither over ocean & having in the voyage acquired nautical language.” The call all aboard! was used on riverboats here before it was used on trains.
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  all-American. Walter Chauncey Camp, “the Father of American Football” who formulated many of the game’s rules, picked the first all-American football team in 1889 along with Caspar Whitney, a publisher of This Week’s Sport Magazine. But the idea and designation was Whitney’s and he, not Camp, should be credited with introducing all-American to the American lexicon of sports and other endeavors.
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  all chiefs and no Indians. Many businesses have experienced trouble because they had all chiefs and no Indians, that is, too many officers who want to do nothing but give orders to others. The origin of this common worker’s complaint has been traced to about 1940 in Australia, where the expression was first all chiefs and no Indians, like the University Regiment. Yet the first half of the expression has an American ring, and one suspects that some determined word sleuth might turn up an earlier printed use in the United States.
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  all dressed up and no place to go. Said to have originated in a 1915 song by U.S. comedian Raymond Hitchcock. The words are still heard today but nowhere nearly as often as they once were.
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  alley-oop. This interjection may have been coined by American soldiers during World War I, for it sounds like the French allez (“you go”) plus a French pronunciation of the English up—hence allez oop, “up you go.” During the 1920s allez-oop (often spelled alley-oop) was a common interjection said upon lifting something. The expression became so popular that a caveman comic strip character was named Alley Oop. Soon alley-oop became a basketball term for a high pass made to a player near the basket, who then leaps to catch the ball and, in midair, stuffs it in the basket. In the late 1950s, San Francisco 49er quarterback Y. A. Tittle invented a lob pass called the alley-oop which was thrown over the heads of defenders to tall, former basketball player R. C. Owens.
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  all good Americans go to Paris when they die. See mutual admiration society.
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  all hands and the cook. All hands and the cook on deck! was a cry probably first heard on New England whalers in the early 19th century when everyone aboard was called topside to cut in on a whale, work that had to be done quickly. Fishermen also used the expression, and still do, and it had currency among American cowboys to indicate a dangerous situation—when, for example, even the cook was needed to keep the herd under control.
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  all hat and no cattle. A Texan phrase describing someone who acts rich or important but has no substance, such as a person who pretends to be a cattle baron, even dressing the part: “He’s all hat and no cattle.”
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  all his bullet holes is in the front of him. A colorful phrase describing a brave man, not a coward, coined by cowboys in late 19th-century America.
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  all I know is what I read in the papers. This saying has become a popular American expression since Oklahoman Will Rogers coined it in his Letters of a Self-Made Diplomat to His President (1927). It has various applications but is commonly used to mean “I’m not an expert, just an ordinary person, and what I’ve told you is true to the best of my knowledge.” It implies one may be wrong because one’s sources are not infallible.
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  all oak and iron bound. A 19th-century Americanism meaning in the best of health and spirits, as in “He’s feeling all oak and iron bound.” The comparison is to a well-made barrel. Oak alone is a hard, strong, durable material.
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  all quiet on the Potomac. Sylva Clapin explained this phrase in A New Dictionary of Americanisms (1902): “A phrase now become famous and used in jest or ironically as indicative of a period of undisturbed rest, quiet enjoyment, or peaceful possession. It originated with Mr. [Simon] Cameron, Secretary of War during the Rebellion [Civil War], who made such a frequent use of it, in his war collections, that it became at last stereotyped on the nation’s mind.” E.L. Beers published a poem in Harper’s Weekly (Nov. 30, 1861) extending the expression: “ ‘All quiet along the Potomac,’ they say, / ‘Except now and then, a stray picket / is shot, as he walks on his beat to and fro./ By a rifleman hid in the thicket.’ ” General George McClellan is also said to have invented the phrase. See all quiet on the western front.
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  all quiet on the western front. Although it may owe something to the Civil War slogan all quiet on the potomac, this phrase became well known in World War I because it was often used in communiques from the western front, a 600-mile battle line that ran from Switzerland to the English Channel and was in reality far from quiet just with the moans of the wounded and dying. The most famous use of the words is in the title of Erich Maria Remarque’s great antiwar novel, All Quiet on the Western Front (1929).
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  all systems go. All preparations have been made and the operation is ready to start. Widely used today, the expression originated with American ground controllers during the launching of rockets into space in the early 1970s.
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  all vines an’ no taters. An Americanism of the 19th century used to describe something or someone very showy but of no substance. “He’ll never amount to nothin’. He’s all vines and no taters.” Probably suggested by sweet potato plants, which produce a lot of vines and, if grown incorrectly, can yield few sweet potatoes.

  [image: image]

  almanac.

  “Early to bed and early to rise

  Makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise.”

  The above is just one sample of the shrewd maxims and proverbs, almost all of which became part of America’s business ethic, that Benjamin Franklin wrote or collected in his Poor Richard’s Almanac. This was by no means the first almanac issued in America, that distinction belonging to An Almanack for New England for the Year 1639, issued by William Pierce, a shipowner who hoped to attract more paying English passengers to the colonies and whose almanac was (except for a broadside) the first work printed in America. Poor Richard’s was written and published by Franklin at Philadelphia from 1733 to 1758 and no doubt takes its name from the earlier English Poor Robins Almanac, first published in 1663 by Robert (“Robin”) and William Winstanley. Almanacs, which take their name from a medieval Latin word for a calendar with astronomical data, were issued as early as 1150, before the invention of printing, and were compendiums of information, jokes, and proverbs.
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  aloha. Both a greeting and farewell, the Hawaiian aloha means, simply and sweetly, “love.” It has been called “the world’s loveliest greeting or farewell.” Hawaii is of course the aloha state, its unofficial anthem “Aloha Oe” (Farewell to Thee) written by Queen Liliuokalani. Mi loa aloha means “I love you” in Hawaiian.
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  “Aloha Oe.” The Hawaiian queen Liliuokalani (1838–1917) is the only ruler known to have written a national anthem. A prolific songwriter, she wrote the words to “Aloha Oe” (“Farewell to Thee”), today Hawaii’s unofficial state song.
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  aloha shirt. Although these colorful Hawaiian shirts with bright prints of hula girls, surfers, pineapples, and other Hawaiian subjects date back to the 1920s, they were made famous by manufacturer Ellery Chun (1909–2000), who first mass-produced them. The shirts were made in small Honolulu tailor shops until Mr. Chun, a native Hawaiian and Yale graduate, manufactured them in quantity and coined their name in 1933. They sold for 95 cents apiece during the Great Depression. See aloha.
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  aloha state. See aloha, above, for this nickname for Hawaii, which is also called the Crossroads of the Pacific and the Paradise of the Pacific.
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  also-ran. The joy may be in playing, not winning, but an also-ran means a loser, someone who competed but didn’t come near winning. The term is an Americanism first recorded (as also ran) with political reference in 1904, and derives from horse racing. The newspaper racing results once listed win, place, and show horses before listing, under the heading “Also Ran,” all other horses that finished out of the money.
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  amalgamationist. “Blending of the two races by amalgamation is just what is needed for the perfection of both,” a white Boston clergyman wrote in 1845. Few American abolitionists were proponents of amalgamation, but many were called amalgamationists by proslaveryites in the two decades or so before the Civil War. This Americanism for one who favors a social and genetic mixture of whites and blacks is first recorded in 1838, when Harriet Martineau complained that people were calling her an amalgamationist when she didn’t know what the word meant.
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  ambulance chaser. It is said that ambulance chasers in days past had cards like the following:

  SAMUEL SHARP

  THE HONEST LAWYER

  CAN GET YOU

  
    
    
    
      	$5,000
      	$10,000
    

    
      	for a leg
      	for a liver
    

  

  Ambulance chaser is a thoroughly American term that originally described (and still does) a lawyer who seeks out victims immediately after an accident and tries to persuade them to let him represent them in a suit for damages. The expression probably originated in New York City during the late 1890s, a time when disreputable lawyers frequently commissioned ambulance drivers and policemen to inform them of accidents and sometimes rode with victims to the hospital to proffer their services.
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  Ameche. Though not much used anymore, Ameche has been American slang for “telephone” since 1939, when actor Don Ameche played the lead role in The Story of Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the telephone.

  [image: image]

  amen corner. A group of fervent believers or ardent followers is called an amen corner, after the similarly named place near the pulpit in churches occupied by those who lead the responsive “amens” to the preacher’s prayers. The term may come from the Amen Corner of London’s Paternoster Row, but it is an almost exclusively American expression today. Also, a name coined by sportswriter Herbert Wind (1916–2005) for “the treacherous stretch of the Augusta National [golf ] course on the 11th, 12th and 13th holes,” as his New York Times obituary (June 1, 2005) put it. The name had been suggested to him by the spiritual “Shoutin’ in the Amen Corner,” a jazz record he had bought when in college.
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  America. Many writers have assumed that the Italian navigator Amerigo Vespucci (whom Ralph Waldo Emerson called “a thief ” and “pickle dealer at Seville”) was a con man who never explored the New World and doesn’t deserve to be mentioned in the same breath with Christopher Columbus, much less have his name honored in the continent’s name. Deeper investigation reveals that Vespucci, born in Florence in 1454, did indeed sail to the New World with the expedition of Alonso de Ojeda in 1499, parting with him even before land was sighted in the West Indies. Vespucci, sailing in his own ship, then discovered and explored the mouth of the Amazon, subsequently sailing along the northern shores of South America. Returning to Spain in 1500, he entered the service of the Portuguese and the following year explored 6,000 miles along the southern coast of South America. He was eventually made Spain’s pilot major and died at the age of 58 of malaria contracted on one of his voyages. Vespucci not only explored unknown regions but also invented a system of computing exact longitude and arrived at a figure computing the earth’s equatorial circumference only 50 miles short of the correct measurement. It was, however, not his many solid accomplishments but a mistake made by a German mapmaker that led America to be named after him—and this is probably why his reputation suffers even today. Vespucci (who had Latinized his name to Americus Vespucci) wrote many letters about his voyages, including one to the notorious Italian ruler Lorenzo de’ Medici in which he described “the New World.” But several of his letters were rewritten and sensationalized by an unknown author, who published these forgeries as Four Voyages in 1507. One of the forged letters was read by the brilliant young German cartographer Martin Waldseemuller, who was so impressed with the account that he included a map of the New World in an appendix to his book Cosmographiae Introductio, boldly labeling the land “America.” Wrote Waldseemuller in his Latin text, which also included the forged letter: “By now, since these parts have been more extensively explored and and another 4th part has been discovered by Americus Vespucius (as will appear from what follows); I see no reason why it should not be called Amerigo, after Americus, the discoverer, or indeed America, since both Europe and Asia have a feminine form from the names of women.” Waldseemuller’s map roughly represented South America and when cartographers finally added North America, they retained the original name; the great geographer Gerhardus Mercator finally gave the name “America” to all of the Western Hemisphere. Vespucci never tried to have the New World named after him or to belittle his friend Columbus, who once called him “a very worthy man.” The appellation America gained in usage because Columbus refused all his life to admit that he had discovered a new continent, wanting instead to believe that he had come upon an unexplored region in Asia. Spain stubbornly refused to call the New World anything but Columbia until the 18th century, but to no avail. Today Columbus is credited for his precedence only in story and song (“Columbia, the Gem of the Ocean”), while Amerigo Vespucci is honored by hundreds of phrases ranging from American know-how to American cheese.

  [image: image]

  American. The first person recorded to have used this term for a citizen of the U.S. or of the earlier British colonies was New England religious leader Cotton Mather in his Magnolia Christie Americana (1702).
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  american. The Japanese have taken to many things American, but not our coffee, which they find weak. Preferring espresso or other strong brews, they call any weak coffee american. This seems to be the case in many countries. In Spanish-speaking places, for example, an espresso mixed with extra water is called a cafe-americano.
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  the American dream. The American dream is almost impossible to define, meaning as it does so many different things to so many different people. These words go back at least to de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835) and are usually associated with the dreams of people new to these shores of freedom, material prosperity, and hope for the future.

  [image: image]

  American English. There are thousands of Americanisms that are different from English expressions, although these have dwindled with the spread of movies, television, and increased foreign travel. A good example of such differences is found in a story about tuna fish. The highest word rate ever paid to a professional author is the $15,000 producer Darryl Zanuck gave American novelist James Jones for correcting a line of dialogue in the film The Longest Day. Jones and his wife, Gloria, were sitting on the beach when they changed the line “I can’t eat that bloody old box of tunny fish” to “I can’t stand this damned old tuna fish.” If they had translated box they would have substituted can.
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  American Indian language words. English words that come to us from American Indian languages include: chocolate, tomato, potato, llama, puma, totem, papoose, squaw, caucus, Tammany, mugwump, podunk, chinook, chautauqua, tomahawk, wampum, mackinaw, moccassin, sachem, pot latch, manitou, kayak, hogan, teepee, toboggan, wigwam, igloo, porgy, menhaden, quahog, catalpa, catawba, hickory, pecan, persimmon, pokeweed, scuppernong (grapes), sequoia, squash, tamarack, hominy, hooch, firewater, pone, bayou, pemmican, succotash, cayuse, wapiti, chipmunk, caribou, moose, muskrat, opossum, raccoon, skunk, terrapin, and woodchuck.
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  Americanism. In 1781 Dr. John Witherspoon, president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton), wrote a series of essays on “the general state of the English language in America.” He listed a number of “chief improprieties” such as Americans using “mad” for “angry,” etc., and coined the word Americanism to define them.
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  America’s Cup. This racing trophy was originally called the Hundred Guinea Cup when it was offered by the British Royal Yacht Squadron to the winner of an international yacht race around the Isle of Wight. The U.S. schooner America won the first race in 1875, defeating 14 British yachts, and the cup, still the greatest prize in yachting, was renamed in her honor. American yachts won the cup in every competition until 1983, when the Australians took it home to Perth, ending the longest winning streak in sport.

  [image: image]

  America the Beautiful; America. Katherine Lee Bates (1859–1929), was a professor at Wellesley College when she wrote the poem “America the Beautiful” (1893), which was made into the famous patriotic song of the same name. The lyrics have been set to music by 60 different composers. “America,” another well-known patriotic song, was written in 1831 by Boston Baptist minister Samuel Frances Smith (1808–95) when he was a seminary student. It is sometimes called “My Country ’Tis of Thee,” after its first line. See god bless america.
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  Americium. A chemical element that was discovered in 1944 by U.S. scientist Glenn T. Seaborg, who named it in honor of America. The element Seaborgium is named after him.
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  Ameslan. Ameslan is the acronym for American Sign Language, the shorter term being first recorded in 1974. American Sign Language, a system of communication by manual signs used by the deaf, is more efficient than finger spelling and closer to being a natural language. Finger spelling is just “a means of transposing any alphabetized language into a gestural mode.”
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  AMEX. American Express.
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  Amurrican. Linguist Raven I. McDavid Jr. told of how his conservative professors, literally interpreting the pronunciations indicated in Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, fifth edition, criticized his educated South Carolinian pronunciation of the word American. McDavid pointed out that there are at least five pronunciations, one as good as any other, these including the second syllable with the vowel of hurry, with the vowel of hat, with the vowel of hit, with the vowel of hate, and with the vowel of put. There is no all-American pronunciation of American.

  Similarly, many Americans voted against what H. L. Mencken sarcastically called “the caressing rayon voice” of the politician Wendell Willkie because the Hoosier pronounced “American” as Amurrican.
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  Amy Dardin case; Amy’s case. An obsolete term for procrastination. Virginia widow Amy Dardin of Mecklenburg County submitted to Congress her claim to be compensated by the federal government for a horse impressed during the American Revolution, sending a bill every year from 1796 to at least 1815; some sources say she kept dunning Congress for 50 years before the procrastinating government paid.
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  and how! Indicating “intensive emphasis of what someone else has just said,” and how! is a long-popular catchphrase first recorded in 1924. The Americanism possibly derives from the German und wie! or the Italian e come!, meaning the same thing, and once very common among Americans of German and Italian extraction, respectively.
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  and then some! And then some! is an Americanism dating back to about 1910. But its roots probably go deeper than this in history, some investigators believing it is an elaboration of the Scots and some, meaning “and much more so,” which is recorded about two centuries earlier. One British professor claimed he found a parallel expression in the Aeneid (Book viii, line 487)!

  [image: image]

  Andy Warhol. According to the New York Times (September 20, 2006) the artist’s name should be Andy Warhola—the final “a” in his name was omitted early in his career by a typesetter. The artist was nicknamed Raggedy Andy “because he delivered his early commercial artwork in brown paper bags.”
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  Angeleno. Anyone residing in Los Angeles, California; this Spanish term dates back to the mid-19th century.
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  Anglo. A term for an English-speaking white person, an Anglo-American, that originated among Spanish speakers in the Southwest in the early 19th century and is now common throughout the United States. Unlike gringo, it is not always a derogatory term. Anglo can also mean the English language: “He doesn’t speak Anglo.”
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  antifogmatic. An antifogmatic is any alcoholic drink taken in the morning to brace one against the fog or dampness outside, or taken with that as the excuse. This amusing Americanism is first recorded in 1789.
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  ant killer. A humorous term for the foot, especially a big foot. The term is an Americanism dating back to the mid-19th century.
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  antsy. Originating in the early 1950s, antsy means jittery, restless, nervous. The expression derives from the earlier phrase to have ants in one’s pants, which dates back to World War II America and is recorded in humorist H. Allen Smith’s book Putty Knife (1943): “She dilates her nostrils a lot, the way Valentino used to do it in the silent movies to indicate that he had ants in his pants.” The quotation shows that to have ants in one’s pants can suggest lust, but to my knowledge antsy never has this sexual meaning.
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  anxious seat. Front seats at religious revivalist meetings in the American West during the 19th century were called anxious seats, because their occupants were so eager to be saved.
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  Anytime Annie. American slang for a woman who is always willing to have sex. Heard by author, who can find no recorded source for the name.
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  anyways. Anyway, anyhow, in any case. “Anyways I’ve got my opinion,” Mark Twain wrote in “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” (1865). The Americanism can also mean to any degree at all: “Is he anyways hurt?”; or at any time: “Come visit anyways from May to October.”
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  A-O.K. An accidental coinage, A-O.K. was not used by American astronaut Alan Shepard while making the first suborbital space flight, as was widely reported. The term is actually the result of a mistake by NASA public relations officer Colonel “Shorty” Powers, who thought he heard Shepard say “A-O.K.” when the astronaut, in fact, uttered a rousing “O.K.” Powers liked the sound of A-O.K. so much that he reported it several times to newsmen before he learned of his mistake. By then it was too late, for the term became part of the language practically overnight. Speech purists insist that A-O.K. is a repetition, increasing O.K. 50 percent in size, but in spoken communication redundancy is not necessarily bad—in fact, it is often essential to clarity and understanding, especially in emergencies. And in everyday conversation A-O.K. usually means “better than O.K.,” “great,” “near perfect”—not, repeat not, just “all right.” See o.k.
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  Appalachia. The Appalachian Indian tribe gave its name to this mountainous region in the southeastern U.S., though the naming was a mistake. As Roderick Peattie put it in The Great Smokies and Blue Ridge (1943): “[The Spanish explorer] De Soto left no memorial or trace, except for the name Appalachian itself (from the Appalachi tribe of Muskhogeans on the Gulf Coast), misapplied by him to the fair mountains he traversed so long ago.” It is interesting to note that Washington Irving once suggested (in the Knickerbocker Magazine, August 1839) that the name United States of Appalachia be substituted for the United States of America.
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  apple; apple hawk; apple orchard. Apple for a baseball dates back to the early 1920s; before that the ball had been called a “pea,” a term heard no more. A good fielder was called an apple hawk at the time, this term obsolete now, and the ball park was called an apple orchard, an expression still occasionally used. Apple itself comes from the Old English appel for the fruit. An apple can also be a derogatory name given to certain American Indians by other American Indians who believe their values are too much like those of whites; that is, they are, like an apple, red on the outside and white on the inside. This term is based on the American black derisive name Oreo for a black person whose values are believed to be too much like those of whites. An Oreo is a trademarked chocolate cookie with creamy white filling.
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  apple-pie order. One old story holds that New England housewives were so meticulous and tidy when making their apple pies—carefully cutting thin slices of apples, methodically arranging them in rows inside the pie, making sure that the pinches joining the top and bottom crusts were perfectly even, etc.—that the expression apple-pie order arose for prim and precise orderliness. A variant on the yarn has an early American housewife baking seven pies every Monday and arranging them neatly on shelves, one for every day of the week in strict order. Nice stories, but the term apple-pie order is probably British in origin, dating back to at least the early 17th century. It may be a corruption of the French nappes-pliees, folded linen (neatly folded) or cap-a-pie, “from head to foot.” Yet no use of either nappes-pliees order or cap-a-pie order appears in English. “Alpha beta order” has also been suggested, but seems unlikely. The true source of the term must still be considered a mystery, the matter far from in apple-pie order.
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  applesauce. The expression applesauce for disguised flattery dates to the early 20th century and may derive from “the boarding-house trick of serving plenty of this cheap comestible when richer fare is scanty,” according to a magazine of the time. The term also came to mean lies and exaggerations. As a word for a sauce made from stewed, sweetened apples, applesauce is an Americanism dating back at least to the mid-18th century. Applesauce as a term for insincere flattery may also have been invented by American cartoonist Thomas Aloysius Dorgan (1877–1929), “Tad” having been the most prolific word coiner of his day. No one knows for sure.
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  apple slump. Apple slump, a popular New England dessert, takes on another meaning in Louisa May Alcott’s story “Transcendental Wild Oats” (1876), an account of her father Bronson Alcott’s failed utopian community, Fruitlands, 32 years earlier: “ ‘Poor Fruitlands! The name was as great a failure as the rest!’ continued Abel [Bronson Alcott], with a sigh, as a frostbitten apple fell from a leafless bough at his feet. But the sigh changed to a smile as his wife added, in a half-tender, half-satirical tone, ‘Don’t you think Apple Slump would be a better name for it, dear?’ ” The dessert is sometimes called apple pandowdy and flummery. So much did Harriet Beecher Stowe like the dish that she named her Concord, Massachusetts, house Apple Slump.
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  Appomattox. The name for a Virginia river that in turn gave its name to a sleepy town it meandered through in south-central Virginia, a hamlet more properly called Appomattox Court House, where all Confederate dreams died at the end of the Civil War when General Lee surrendered there. Appomattox itself later became a synonym for surrender or for victory, or for reconciliation, depending on who pronounced it. But perhaps Carl Sandburg defined the word best in Abraham Lincoln: The War Years: “For a vast living host the word Appomattox had magic and beauty. They sang the syllables ‘Ap-po-mattox’ as a happy little carol of harvest and fields of peace and the sun going down with no shots in the night to follow.”
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  Arbor Day. “Tree Day” is the exact meaning of Arbor Day, for arbor is a Latin word for “tree.” Arbor Day was first celebrated in 1872, when Nebraskan J. Sterling Morton and his supporters persuaded their state to set aside April 10th for tree planting, to compensate for all the trees Americans had destroyed over the years in clearing the land for settlements. More than a million trees were planted on that first Arbor Day alone, and today the holiday is celebrated in every state.
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  Archie Bunker. Among the most recent of eponymous words, an Archie Bunker means a bigoted lower-middle-class American. The words recall the bigoted lead character of the long-running television show All in the Family.
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  archy. Perhaps the only and certainly the most humorous cockroach in American literature. He was invented by satirist Don Marquis (1878–1937) for the author’s newspaper columns, along with archy’s friend mehitabel the cat, both of their names uncapitalized. The inspired cockroach writes free verse because he can’t work a typewriter shift key. The cat’s motto is toujours gai, “always gay, merry.” Their adventures were first collected in 1927.
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  are you a man or a mouse? American slang probably dating back to the early days of the century, Are you a man or a mouse? is used to disparage or spur on a timorous person. The reply is often: “A man; my wife’s afraid of mice.”
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  are you kidding? “You must be joking, you can’t be serious.” The Americanism no kidding probably suggested the longer exclamation, first recorded in about 1945.
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  Arizona. Our 48th state, admitted to the Union in 1912, is nicknamed “the Grand Canyon State.” Arizona derives from the Papago Indian word Arizonac, “the place of the small spring.”
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  Arizona nightingale. A humorous Americanism for a braying burro or mule that dates back to the late 19th century.
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  Arizona strawberries. American cowboys and lumberjacks used this term as a humorous synonym for beans, also employing the variations Arkansas strawberries, Mexican strawberries, and prairie strawberries. Dried beans were pink in color like strawberries. One wit noted that the only way these beans could be digested was for the consumer to break wild horses.
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  Arizona tenor. A person suffering from tuberculosis and the coughing that accompanies it; many people with the illness were drawn to the dry Arizona climate.
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  Arkansas. Originally spelled Arkansaw, our 25th state, nicknamed “the Wonder State,” was admitted to the Union in 1925. Arkansas is the Sioux word for “land of the south wind people.”
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  Arkansawyer. A nickname for a native of Arkansas, often used by Arkansas residents themselves, because the original spelling of the state’s name was Arkansaw. Arkansawyers have suffered their share of insults in the language, including Arkansas asphalt (a log road); Arkansas chicken or T-bone (salt pork); Arkansas fire extinguisher (a chamberpot); Arkansas lizard (any insect louse); Arkansas travels (the runs, diarrhea); and Arkansas wedding cake (corn bread).
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  armadillo; Texas turkey. Armadillo is the Spanish diminutive of “the armed one” and is related to words like armor, this obviously in reference to the little porkilotherm’s being encased in bony armor and by its habit of rolling itself, when threatened, into an impregnable ball. The Mexican native, which cannot survive north of Texas, was a source of food to Americans during the Great Depression, when it was known as the “Hoover hog” or “Texas turkey.” Darwin was fascinated by the little armadillo and its ancient prehistoric predecessor, the glyptodont, which was about the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. A children’s poem has it that a peccadillo of the armadillo is that it must be washed with Brillo.
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  armstrong. A high trumpet note, such as those played by American jazz great Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong (1900–71). “Satchmo,” which he liked to be called, refers to his rather large mouth.
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  A-Rod. People who have little or no knowledge of baseball might have trouble with these initials. They are short for Alex Rodriguez, the famous Yankee baseball star.
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  arse; ass. Arse is generally used by the British for the buttocks. They use ass for the animal. Americans say ass for both the animal so called and the anatomical designation. In fact, the word arse in any sense is rarely heard in America, except possibly as a euphemism.
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  artsy-fartsy. A pompous, pretentious person who tries to appear more educated or knowing about something, especially art, literature, or music. Originally an American expression, perhaps patterned on artycrafty, and first recorded in 1965.
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  as long as grass grows and water runs. A promise, meaning “forever,” often made to Indian tribes in the American West regarding their rights to their lands and their freedom. But as a writer put it in Colliers Magazine (11/30/07): “The white invaders [settlers] pleaded for Statehood, and Statehood forever laid aside the promise to the red man that he should have freedom ‘as long as grass grows and water runs.’ ”
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  assembly line. The term assembly line was first recorded in 1914 in connection with Henry Ford’s car company, but the practice in America goes back at least to the 18th century, when muskets were made from several standard parts in one factory. Among automobile manufacturers, Henry Ford is generally credited with the idea for an assembly line, but Ford actually improved upon a method the Olds Motor Vehicle Company, maker of the Oldsmobile, used long before him in 1902, although he did introduce the electric conveyer belt.
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  ass in a sling. The Dictionary of American Slang says that to have one’s ass in a sling means “to be or appear to be sad, rejected, or defeated.” Originating in the South perhaps a century ago, the now national expression was probably suggested by someone with his arm in a sling, that image being greatly and humorously exaggerated. A good story claims that this ass is really a donkey, that the expression comes from a practice of blacksmiths rigging slings for donkeys, or asses, because they can’t stand on three feet while being shoed. But the good story isn’t a true story. Donkeys can stand on three feet, and so far as is known, no blacksmith ever shod a donkey in a sling.
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  as the crow flies. Meaning, “in a straight line,” the expression dates back to at least 1800. Corvus brachyrhynchos of North America is a remarkable bird, far too clever for any scarecrow. These crows are said to hold conventions of 40 to 60 birds in which a leader they will follow is chosen. They can apparently be ruthless, too. Wrote the New England naturalist Alan Devoe: “The most extraordinary rites of a flock are the ‘trials’ they conduct. When a crow has broken the laws of crowdom, the flock gathers in judgment, parleying sometimes for hours while the offender waits some distance away. Suddenly the discussion ceases; there is a moment of silence. Then the flock either rises in unison and leaves, or dives in a mass upon the offender, pecks out his eyes, and pummels him to death.”
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  Astor Place riots. The eminent American actor Edwin Forrest (1806–72) was a great rival of the older English tragedian William Macready, who at 78 played his last role, as Macbeth, and who died in 1873 at the age of 100. In 1849, both actors were appearing in New York, where each had ardent fans, the “common man” favoring Forrest and the elite supporting Macready. The rivalry degenerated into “a struggle between democracy and Anglomania,” in one critic’s words, and on May 10 a mob led by E. C. Z. Judson (writer Ned Buntline), possibly encouraged by Forrest, attacked the Astor Place Opera House, where Macready was playing Macbeth. In the Astor Place riots, 22 people were killed and 36 wounded, making this probably the worst such theater disaster of all time. Judson went to jail for a year for his part in the affair.
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  AT&T. American Telephone and Telegraph, formed in 1885, was called The Long Distance Company until it acquired the Bell Company four years later and began buying local phone companies. Today, as the result of a 1982 antitrust suit, it has divested itself of local phone companies and is back to long distance again (along with some new ventures and the manufacture of phone equipment).
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  Aunt Hagar’s children. A once commonly heard reference for African Americans in general. So called after Hagar, Ishmael’s mother (Gen. 21:9); Hagar was the Egyptian servant of Abraham’s wife, Sarah, in the Old Testament.
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  automatic writing. Automatic writing is writing performed without the will or control of the writer, sometimes without the writer being conscious of the words written. The phenomenon first appeared in mid-19th-century America as a tool of spiritualism, and the writer was sometimes (but not always) hypnotized or drugged and aided by instruments including a planchette, “a little heart-shaped board running on wheels,” that was supplemented by a Ouija board containing the alphabet and other signs.
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  automobile. “[Automobile] being half Greek and half Latin, is so near indecent that we print it with hesitation,” a New York Times editor wrote in 1899. But automobile and car are the only survivors of the many names Americans gave to early horseless carriages, which included diamot, motor buggy, and even stink chariot (probably the work of an early environmentalist). A French construction of the 1880s, it was broken down to auto here by 1899.
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  Avenging Angel. A Colt revolver with a portion of its barrel sawed off was called an Avenging Angel in the early West. Avenging Angels were used by Brigham Young’s Morman followers, one of whom was said to have killed hundreds with his.
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  AWOL. This commonly used abbreviation meaning “absent without leave” originated during the Civil War, according to H. L. Mencken (The American Language, supplement I, 1945): “[In the Confederate Army] unwarranted absences of short duration were often unpunished and in other cases offenders received such trivial sentences as reprimand by a company officer, digging a stump, carrying a rail for a hour or two, wearing a placard inscribed with the letters AWOL.”
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  ayuh. Yes; though the word has shades of meaning ranging from the affirmative to the sarcastic. Chiefly heard in Maine, ayuh is found throughout New England in variations such as eyah, ayeh, eeyuh, ehyuh, aaay-yuh, and even ayup. A touchstone of New England speech, it possibly derives from the nautical aye, “yes,” which in turn probably comes from the early English yie, “yes.” Another theory has ayuh coming from the old Scottish-American aye-yes meaning the same.


  B

  baaad. Bad, when slowly pronounced baaad, has long been black slang for something or someone good, and recently this meaning has come into general usage to a limited extent. The variation is so old that it is found in the American Creole language Gullah three centuries ago, when baaad was used by slaves as an expression of admiration for another slave who successfully flaunted “Ole Massa’s” rules.
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  babbitt. Congress deemed the invention of babbitt or babbitt metal so important to the development of the industrial age that it awarded inventor Isaac Babbitt (1799–1862) a $20,000 grant. Babbitt is a soft, silver-white alloy of copper, tin, and antimony used to reduce friction in machine bearings. It was discovered as a result of the inventor’s experiments in turning out the first Britannia metal tableware ever produced in America. After the Taunton, Massachusetts goldsmith successfully manufactured Britannia in 1824, he experimented further with the same three metals and ultimately invented babbitt, which he used to line a patented journal box in 1839. The metal proved far better than any other substance used for reducing friction and is still widely used for machine bearings today. Babbitt soap, no longer marketed, also bore the inventor’s name. Babbitt wasn’t the prototype for Sinclair Lewis’s ambitious, uncultured, and smugly satisfied American businessman in his novel of the same name, but the character’s name was probably suggested by Lewis’s early memories of advertisements for the soap.

  [image: image]

  Babe Ruth. George Herman Ruth wasn’t the first athlete to be called Babe, but he is certainly the most famous to bear the name, which was bestowed upon him in 1914 by a Baltimore Orioles coach, who shouted, “Here’s Jack’s new Babe!” when Ruth (signed by Baltimore owner Jack Dunn) first entered the ballpark. Over his long career, Ruth earned many other nicknames—including Jidge, Monk, Monkey, and the King of Swat—but history will always remember him as the Babe. A variation on this is Bambino, the Italian for “baby,” which for centuries has meant an image of the infant Jesus in swaddling clothes. No sports records are better known than the legendary Sultan of Swat’s 60 home runs in one season and 714 throughout his career (though both records have been surpassed), and his “call” of a home run in the 1932 World Series is on every list of “most memorable sports events.” There seems no reason to doubt that when all his records are broken, Babe Ruth will still be more famous than those who broke them. Ruth (1895–1948), the poor boy brought up in an orphanage who became the most renowned American athlete of all time, is one of the few people ever to become a folk hero while still alive (Joe Louis is another). Some of the stories about the Bambino bear repeating. For example, he began his baseball career as a catcher for St. Mary’s School in Baltimore. He was an outstanding pitcher in the major leagues before switching to the outfield. He led the major leagues in strikeouts in 1923 with 93, being a strikeout king as well as home run king. He once hit a home run that literally went around the world, the ball landing in a freight car that was transported to a ship. And one could go on for pages from memory alone. The New York Yankees star, the Homer of Home Runs, has never been equaled for talent or color. His name will remain a synonym for the ultimate in sluggers even after someone else has hit 120 homers.

  [image: image]

  baby-kisser. Politicians have been baby-kissing since the first election, but the term doesn’t seem to have been used before the U.S. presidential election of 1884. The words were applied to Benjamin Butler, who ran on the independent Greenback- Labor ticket and came in a poor third behind Democrat Grover Cleveland and Republican James Blaine. “As a baby-kisser,” a contemporary newspaper observed, “Ben Butler is not a success.” One theory has it that the idea for the term appears in the Eatanswill election episode of Dickens’s Pickwick Papers (1837), although baby-kisser doesn’t appear there.
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  Baby Ruth. The popular candy bar was probably named after babe ruth in 1921, when Ruth was already a legendary star. Soon after, Ruth challenged the naming, trying unsuccessfully to patent his own Babe Ruth Home Run Bar, and the candy-maker then claimed its Baby Ruth had been named after President Grover Cleveland’s daughter Ruth, widely called Baby Ruth. Since Baby Ruth had died in 1904, 17 years before the candy bar was marketed, such a naming seems highly unlikely. The Baby Ruth candy bar probably was named for Babe Ruth, even though the candymaker doesn’t support the story anymore. Ira Berkow’s “A Babe Ruth Myth . . .” (New York Times 4/7/02) tells the story in greater detail.

  [image: image]

  baby-sitter. Baby-sitter offers a good example of what is called backformation of a word. Usually nouns derive from verbs, as diver derived from dive. In the case of baby-sitter, however, this process was reversed. Baby-sitter is an Americanism first recorded in 1937, while the verb to baby-sit was born from it over 10 years later. The noun has come to mean one who takes care of children or anything else that requires attention.
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  Baby State. A nickname for Arizona because it was long the youngest state in the Union, admitted in 1912. It is also known as the Valentine State (it was admitted on St. Valentine’s Day), the Grand Canyon State, the Sunset State, the Sandhill State, the Coyote State, and the Apache State.

  [image: image]

  back the wrong horse. When we support the wrong person, party or thing, or bet on the loser in any situation, we back the wrong horse. The term is an Americanism taken from the racetrack, and is still widely used although it is a century or more old.
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  bad ball hitter. A term of recent vintage, a bad ball hitter describes someone who makes bad judgments or evaluations. The Americanism refers to a batter in baseball who often swings at pitches that are not strikes and usually misses. There is no similar term in cricket or tennis. It should be noted that many batters have hit so-called bad-ball pitches for home runs, including career home run record-holder Hank Aaron, who frequently did so.
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  bad hair day. A term that originated in the United States for a day on which it is hard to do anything with one’s hair, male or female. The expression dates back to about 1990 and by extension came to mean a day on which nothing seems to go right.
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  bad luck comes all in a lump. The belief that bad luck comes one after another, without relenting. A proverb possibly from the American West, dating back to the 19th century.
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  bad man; badman. A mainly historical term for an outlaw or professional gunfighter who had killed people. Many were brutes, bullies, and psychopaths, but several who carried the title were men who had killed others in arguments or in selfdefense. In The Great American Outlaw (1993), Frank Richard Prassel has this to say about the compound word badman, as opposed to bad man: “Indirectly [John] Wayne gave popular language the very word. His film The Angel and the Badman (1946) fixed the compound in vernacular English with a contradictory meaning. A badman is not necessarily bad; goodman has no meaning. Films issued before 1946 consistently divided the term; those made later routinely adopted the compound. For the original it was of no significance; whenever John Wayne played a badman, as he did with some frequency, something was clearly wrong with the law. His mere appearance in the role of a criminal made justification for illegality pointless; it could be assumed.”
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  bad medicine. Among American Indians, bad medicine meant a person’s bad luck, his spirits working against him. Cowboys used the term bad medicine to describe any very dangerous person, such as a feared gunfighter.
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  badmouth. To speak ill of someone. Probably originating among African-American speakers and possibly deriving from a Vai or Mandingo expression, to badmouth was at first employed mostly by southern blacks but is now used nationwide. Its first recorded use in this sense came in 1941 when James Thurber used it in a Saturday Evening Post story: “He badmouthed everybody.”
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  bag lady; old bag; bag. Short for “shopping bag lady,” bag lady entered the language in the 1960s. It has nothing to do with the term old bag, for an ugly woman (which goes back to the 1920s), or bagman, a term for someone (often a policeman) assigned to collect bribe or extortion money, an expression also dating back to the flapper age. Bag has many meanings in American slang, including “to be sacked (bagged) from a job”; “a prostitute” (from douche bags being associated with prostitutes); “a condom”; “to arrest”; “a base in baseball”; and “to be drunk” (to have a bag on). But bag here refers to the shopping bags, filled with their possessions, that the unfortunate women we call bag ladies carry with them as they wander—from doorway to alley to abandoned car to park bench— through American cities. The lady in their name is both ironic and kind.
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  bagman. In America bagman means a racketeer or anyone assigned to collect a bribe, extortion, or kidnapping money. In England, however, a bagman is simply a traveling salesman, a drummer who carries bags of samples. “In former times,” one authority tells us, “these commercial travelers used to ride a horse with saddle bags sometimes so large as almost to conceal the rider.”
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  bald eagle. This American eagle is so named because the feathers on the head of the adult are white, making it appear bald when seen from a distance. Said to be the most pictured bird in the world, the bald eagle appears on the Great Seal of the United States and on many U.S. coins and paper currency. There was some controversy over its choice for the great seal by the Second Continental Congress because it commonly steals fish from other hawks, but its majestic presence prevailed. It has also been called the bird of freedom, bird of Washington, calumet eagle, gray eagle, brown eagle, nun’s eagle, whiteheaded eagle, and national bird.
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  bald-headed. An expression used for a hurried action taken without caution or much thinking: “He really went at it baldheaded.” As Maximilian Schele de Vere put it in Americanisms (1871), the expression probably derives from “the eagerness with which men rush to do a thing without covering the head.”
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  ballpark figure. An approximation based on an educated guess or a reasonable estimate is a ballpark figure. Only about 25 years old, the American expression obviously comes from baseball, ballparks being another name for the stadiums where baseball is played. The phrase probably derives from the 1962 coinage of in the ballpark for “something that is within bounds, negotiable, not out of reach”; out of the ballpark means just the opposite. Baseball stadiums were first called ballparks around 1900; before then they had been called ball grounds, baseball grounds, ball fields and baseball parks.
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  balls to the wall. Originally a military aircraft term, this expression dates back to about 1966 and means at full speed, to the extreme, all out, maximum effort. According to the New Dictionary of American Slang (1986), the phrase derives “from the thrusting of an aircraft throttle, topped by a ball, to the bulkhead of the cockpit to attain full speed.” Usually considered vulgar or obscene, the expression is commonly heard in Washington, D.C., today.
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  ball the jack. To move or work swiftly. Originally an American railroad term (“That train is sure balling the jack.”) of the 19th century, ball the jack came to mean “to move or work swiftly,” as in “When he saw his boss coming he really balled the jack.”

  [image: image]

  Baltimore; Baltimore oriole; Baltimore clipper. An early dictionary tells us that the Baltimore oriole is “so called from the colors of Or (orange) and Sable in the coat of arms belonging to Lord Baltimore.” This oriole is not closely related to the orioles of Europe, belonging to the blackbird or meadowlark rather than the crow family. In fact, many American birds with the same names as European species are in reality birds of a different feather. (The American robin, for instance, is really a thrush, and other Old World avian words given new significances include partridge, blackbird, lark, and swallow.) But whatever its true species, the Baltimore oriole definitely takes its name from the Baltimore family, founders of Maryland, the bright colors of the male bird indeed corresponding to the orange and black in their heraldic arms. The city of Baltimore, Maryland also honors the barons Baltimore, as do the early 19th-century Baltimore clippers, more indirectly, the famous ships having been built in the city. The same can be said of baseball’s Baltimore Orioles and football’s Baltimore Colts. No particular Lord Baltimore has been singled out for the honor. George Calvert, the first baron Baltimore (ca. 1590–1632), prepared the charter for the proposed colony that became Maryland, but died before it could be accepted; the charter was granted to his son Cecilius, but the second baron Baltimore never even visited the province; and the third baron Baltimore, Cecilius’s son Charles, governed the province from 1661 to 1684. A Catholic who ruled quite arbitrarily over his predominantly Protestant subjects, Charles returned to England and never came back, leaving little more than the family name behind.
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  Baltimore Ravens. Would you believe this football team is named after a poem? It is. The Baltimore Ravens honors Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven,” one of the most famous poems in American history, which Poe wrote in 1844 and sold to the New York Mirror for 35 bucks. Poe was intimately connected with Baltimore, where he spent his last weeks on earth, dying four days after he’d been found delirious outside a saloonpolling place where he may have been casting ballots for drinks. Few remember that Poe was also an accomplished athlete, possibly the greatest author-athlete in American literary history. He once swam seven and a half miles from Richmond to Warwick, Virginia, against a tide running 2-3 miles an hour. He long-jumped 21 feet while at West Point and was a swift runner. Fully six members of Princeton University’s 1899 football team were named Poe, each of them a great-nephew of Edgar Allan Poe. To further honor the writer, the Ravens have named their three mascot ravens Edgar, Allan, and Poe.
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  Baltimore Whore. A humorous name given to the B-26 Marauder bomber by U.S. pilots during World War II. The Baltimore Whore, made in Baltimore, Maryland, was so called because it was very difficult to fly and was frequently cursed out with such names.
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  the Bambino. Taken from the Italian bambino, baby, this is a well-known nickname of American baseball great Babe (George Herman) Ruth (1895–1948), also known as the Sultan of Swat. But bambino has for centuries meant an image of the infant Jesus in swaddling clothes in art.
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  bangs. A bang-tailed horse is one whose tail is allowed to grow long, and then cut or “banged off” horizontally to form an even tassel-like end. Such fashioning of horses’ tails was popular in the late 19th century and when several bang-tailed horses won major races the style attracted wide attention. Apparently, American hairstylists or women themselves named the similar women’s hairstyle after the horse-tail style, adding bangs to the fashion lexicon.
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  banker. A North Carolina seacoast inhabitant. “This term of ‘Banker’ applies to a scattered population of wreckers and fishermen, who dwell on the long, low, narrow beaches . . . from Cape Fear to near Cape Henry.”
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  bank holiday. Bank holiday was one of the first of many words and phrases coined during the New Deal in America’s Great Depression. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt used it on March 6, 1933, two days after his inauguration. Providing for the reopening of sound banks in a period when most banks had failed and “runs” had abounded, F.D.R. declared a four-day bank holiday while Congress rushed to pass the Emergency Banking Act.
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  barbecue. Here’s an English word that comes from the language of the extinct Haitian Taino tribe. The tribe smoked meat on a framework of sticks called a barbacoa—at least the name sounded like that to Spanish pirates who visited Haiti in the mid-17th century. Barbacoa came to mean the cooking of the meat itself and passed into English as the American barbecue. The Tainos also gave us the word potato, which was first their batata.
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  barbed wire. When in the 1850s farmers began fencing in their land with barbed wire—twisted strands of wire fence with sharp barbs at regular intervals—ranchers tore the fences down so their herds could pass. This led to barbed wire fence wars in the West, notably one that broke out in Texas in 1884, and helped end the reign of the cowboy by the close of the century.
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  Barbie doll. I’ve heard Barbie doll used as American slang for a conformist or a dehumanized person since the late 1960s, though the first recorded use of the term seems to have been in a 1973 issue of Rolling Stone. The term derives from the trade name of a very popular blue-eyed blond doll made for little girls. The doll’s name, in turn, comes from the name of Barbara Millicent Roberts, daughter of Ruth Handler, who created the doll in 1959-Barbie’s birthday is March 9 to be exact. Barbie and her husband Ken became grandparents in 2003.
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  bark. American pioneers were often excellent marksmen. At a distance of 100 yards or more, for example, an expert could bark a squirrel with a rifle shot, that is, hit the limb the squirrel was sitting on, the concussion killing the animal without wounding it. Some marksmen claim they can do this today.
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  bark up the wrong tree. Coon dogs, which could be almost any breed of dog or even mongrels in Colonial days, commonly chased raccoons through the underbrush and treed them, barking furiously at the base of the tree until their masters came to shoot the “gone coon.” But the crafty nocturnal animal, called a rahaugum by John Smith, often escaped through the branches to another tree in the dark, leaving the dogs barking up the wrong tree, which is the origin of the American phrase. Skilled hunters who could bark a squirrel, that is, strike the bark on the lower side of the branch where it sat, killing it by the concussion, have nothing at all to do with the expression. The bark of a tree comes to us from the Anglo Saxon beore, while a dog’s bark is related to the Old English barki, “windpipe.” It’s said that dogs in the wild state howl, whine, and growl, but that their barking is an acquired habit—anyway, debarking operations are available to silence dogs whose barks are worse than their bites and dogs that bark at the moon. Barkable is an unusual old word. One would take the adjective to be a modern affectation, but it dates back to at least the 13th century, a treatise of the time on estate management advising lords to have “discreet shepherds . . . with good barkable dogs.”
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  barlow knife. Russel Barlow, who has been called “the patron saint of whittlers,” invented the barlow knife over 200 years ago and it has been known to Americans under one name or another ever since. The barlow, a single-bladed pocket-, pen-, or jackknife, was the pride, joy and bartering power of many an American boy, and is mentioned in the works of Mark Twain, Joel Chandler Harris, and many other writers. It has also been called the Russel Barlow knife.
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  barn; barnstorming. The Old English bere, “barley,” combined with ern, “storage,” gives us the word barn, which was originally a place to store grain. Only in early America did the barn become a joint grain storage place and animal stable, American barns becoming so big that they spawned sayings like You couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn and as big as a barn. Eventually we had car barns, furniture barns, and antique barns. Barnstorming, first applied in 1815 to a theatrical troupe’s performances in upstate New York barns, has come to mean tours of rural areas by political candidates.
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  barnyard epithet. This widely used euphemism for plain old bullshit was coined by a New York Times editor as recently as 1970 in reporting the reply of David Dellinger, one of the Chicago Seven tried for conspiracy to disrupt the 1968 Democratic National Convention, to a police version of his actions (“Oh, bullshit!”).
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  baseball. The name of America’s national pastime is first recorded in 1744 as “base ball” in The Little Pretty Pocket Book as a synonym for the British game of rounders, a direct ancestor of the sport. Another early mention of the name is found in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1788) in which the heroine mentions that she played base ball as a child. Around the turn of the century, base ball became baseball in America.
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  basketball; basket. The game of basketball might be called boxball today if its inventor’s intentions had been realized. Canadian James Naismith (1861–1939) invented the game while working at the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, in late 1891. Though Naismith gave the game no name, his plan called for hanging an overhead wooden box at each end of the school’s gym. Since the school’s supply room had no boxes, Naismith agreed to use two half-bushel peach baskets instead. This suggested the name basket ball to him, even though the game was first played with a soccer ball, and he used it a month later, in January 1892, in an article for the school magazine describing the game. Soon basket ball was contracted to basketball. Incidentally, Naismith’s peach baskets were not cut open at the end and his players had to climb on a ladder to retrieve each ball sunk in the basket. Basket for a score in basketball comes of course from the peach basket first used in the game. But basket wasn’t the most common name for a score until about 1905—before that a score was most often termed a goal. In fact, the very first score in the first basketball game—made by one William R. Chase—was called a goal.
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  batting average; batting a thousand. Batting average has come to mean one’s degree of achievement in any activity, but the term dates back to 1865 when it was used only in baseball. There it is the measure of a player’s batting ability that is obtained by dividing the number of base hits made by the number of official times at bat and carrying out the result to three decimal places. Batting a thousand is doing something perfectly. No one knows when the common saying came into the general language from baseball, but it is based on the fact that 1.000 is the perfect average in baseball with a base hit every time at bat.
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  batting eyelids. To bat your eyelids is to flutter them, an American expression that goes back to the late 19th century. It has nothing to do with bats flapping in a cave, someone “gone batty,” or even baseball bats. Batting in this case comes from the lexicon of falconry in Tudor times. According to a falconry book written in 1615: “Batting, or to bat, is when a Hawke fluttereth with his wings either from the perch or the man’s fist, striving, as it were, to fly away.” The old word had long been used by sportsmen, and some American with a lot of Sprachgefühl, “feeling for language,” found a fresh use for it in the 1880s.
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  bawl; bawl out. Dating back to the 15th century, bawl for a loud, rough cry probably derives from the Latin for baulere, “to bark like a dog.” The word was also applied to the sounds of other animals, especially cows and bulls, which supports the theory that to bawl out originated as American ranch slang, suggested by the bawling or bellowing of angry bulls.
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  bay window. Bay window has been American slang for a “pot belly” since the 1890s.
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  Beaneater; Boston baked beans. Since at least the late 19th century, Beaneater has been a humorous nickname for a Bostonian, Boston being called Beantown. Boston baked beans have been regarded as the best of baked beans for a half century longer and are still so thought today. They are made basically with navy beans flavored with molasses and slowly cooked with pork. Baked beans have been the traditional Saturday night supper in New England since early times, the leftover traditionally being part of Sunday breakfast.
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  beanpole. Another Americanism for a tall, thin person, beanpole takes its name from the tall poles that support climbing bean plants.
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  bear flag. The white flag with a star and grizzly bear upon it that was adopted by Americans in California in 1846 when they defied Spanish authorities and proclaimed the California Republic. It has since become the California state flag.
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  a bear for work. In the early 19th century, as Americans pushed on into the wilderness, a number of native expressions arose comparing men with great strength or strong appetites or emotions to bears. A bear for work was born at this time.
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  beat it! Although most authorities say beat it! is American slang first recorded in 1905 for “get out of here, go away!”, the expression is much older. The term was used by both Ben Jon- son and Shakespeare for “go” and is said to have been coined by Shakespeare. It may be a shortening of “beat the trail” or some similar expression, but no one is sure.
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  beat the living daylights out of you. To say “I’ll let daylight into you!” to an enemy in days past was to threaten that you’d open him up, make a hole in him with a sword, knife, or gun. The expression, in the form of its variant “I’ll make daylight shine through you,” is recorded in America as early as 1774 and is probably much older. Sayings like “I’ll fill him full of holes” replaced the older expression when modern weapons like machine guns made wholesale ventilation easier, but it lived on in the form of I’ll beat the living daylights out of you—I’ll beat you to a pulp, punish you unmercifully. Unlike the old swordsman’s words, this makes no sense literally. It is merely the ghost of an imaginative phrase.
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  beautiful nuisance. A euphemistic Southern name for the kudzu vine, a scourge in the U.S. South where it was introduced as a valuable forage crop and soil conditioner but became a fast-growing weedy pest in southern gardens. Kuzu is the Japanese name for this Asiatic plant (Pueraria thunbergiana) of the pea family. The kudzu has had more publicity but the most pernicious weed in the South, and in all America, is the purple nutsedge (Cyperus rotundas), which can grow 39 inches long and does far more damage.
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  bee. Spelling bee is among the last survivors of a large number of bees relating to social gatherings (bees being busy, cooperative, social animals) “for performing some task in common.” These are American in origin—the first one recorded is a 1769 spinning bee in Taunton, Massachusetts, though the term was in use before that. Later came bees prefixed by apple, building, candy, checker, chopping, drawing, housecleaning, husking, knitting, logging, paring, picking, political, quilting, raising, sewing, shingle, shooting, shouting, shucking, spinning, squirrel, stone, tailor, and wood. There were even rattlesnake bees, where “the venomous reptiles . . . were summarily excised by fire and lethal weapons”; kissing bees, parties for young people; whipping bees, where toughs beat someone; and lynching bees. The affairs, sometimes called “frolics,” were often followed by parties.
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  Beehive State. See Mormon State.

  [image: image]

  been there, done that. A recent American phrase, first recorded in 1983, usually said by someone bored to death with something overly familiar to him or her.
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  beep. A term used for a New York City borough president. First recorded in 1980 and patterned on veep for the vice president of the United States.
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  belittle. Thomas Jefferson coined the word belittle in about 1780 and Noah Webster included it in his 1828 dictionary, but many critics denounced it as an incurably vulgar term, one going so far as to say “It has no visible chance of becoming English . . .” The condemnations went on for almost a century, but needless to say all the belittling of belittle failed to ban the word from the language.
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  bellyache. Bellyache had earlier meant “colic” in England, but in the sense of “to complain” it is an Americanism coined about midway through the 19th century and first recorded in 1881. As with so many coined words, no one knows its clever inventor’s name.
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  belly cheater; belly robber; belly burglar. Belly cheater is an old American cowboy term for a cook, which may date back to the 19th century but is first recorded as U.S. Navy slang in the form of belly robber, specifically referring to a commissary steward. The term has also been used for an Army mess sergeant. Another (later) variant is belly burglar.
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  Belmont Stakes. Part of horse racing’s Triple Crown, which was named for Belmont Park on New York’s Long Island. Belmont Park, in turn, was named for millionaire August Belmont. The other races of the Triple Crown are the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness. All are for threeyear-old thoroughbreds.
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  Ben Day. A New York printer named Benjamin Day (1831–1916) invented the Ben Day process of quick mechanical production of stippling, shading, or tints on line engravings. Ben Dayed means produced by the Ben Day photoengraving method. The process, which has been used since about 1879, eliminates the shading of a drawing by hand.
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  Benedict Arnold. quisling and a few others have endured, but most traitors have not been included in the dictionaries. Benedict Arnold is an exception. The term has been used for over 200 years in America, and is still a common one. Every schoolboy knows the story of how General Benedict Arnold plotted to deliver the garrison at West Point to Major John Andre, how the plot failed with Andre’s capture and how Arnold fled to the British army. Less familiar are the facts that Arnold was a brilliant soldier and that his treason was provoked by shabby treatment at the hands of superiors several times during the course of the Revolutionary War.
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  Benjamin. Probably the least known of American currency notes. The Benjamin, a two-dollar bill, honored Judah Philip Benjamin (1811–84), Confederate secretary of war and secretary of state during the Civil War. The brilliant lawyer, statesman, and plantation owner was one of Jefferson Davis’s best friends and was known in the North as “the brains of the Confederacy.” He escaped to England after the Civil War and carved out another brilliant legal career. Today, Benjamin, or Ben, is common slang for a $100 bill, named in honor of Ben Franklin, whose pictures is on the bill. See also abe’s cabe.
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  the berries. The berries has been American talk for “the best, the greatest” since 1902, when it seems to have originated as college slang. Berry had been recorded a few years earlier as slang for a dollar and perhaps this use suggested the expression.
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  best-seller. Best-seller, for a book that sells many copies, is an Americanism first recorded in 1905. The Sears Roebuck Catalog was probably the “best-seller” of all time, though it was distributed free for more than three-quarters of a century. Over 5 billion copies may be a conservative estimate for its total distribution since 1896. In second place is the Bible.
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  bet one’s bottom dollar. To be so sure about something that one will bet all one has on it, the last of one’s money, as in “I’ll bet my bottom dollar on it.” Commonly heard throughout the U.S. today, the expression comes from the American West over a century and a half ago, when poker was often played with silver dollars. Someone completely sure of a hand would push his whole stack of silver dollars, including the one on the bottom, into the pot to cover a bet or a final raise.
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  big enchilada. A person who is the boss, the head man or woman, the big shot of any organization. The term is first recorded on one of the Watergate tapes in 1973, the speaker, John Ehrlichman, referring to Attorney General John Mitchell. In a letter from jail to author William Safire, Ehrlichman later claimed he had coined the expression, having “cooked my own enchiladas for years” as part of his “California upbringing.” Possibly the term owes something to the phrase the whole enchilada—everything, the whole ball of wax—which had been around at least seven years longer, first recorded in 1966. Other foodstuffs associated with bossdom include big banana, big cheese, big fish, big potato, and big vegetable, among others. An enchilada, an American Spanish word, is a tortilla rolled and stuffed with cheese, meat, or beans and served with a hot chili sauce.
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  black humor. Humor that regards suffering as absurd, not pitiable, or that regards existence as ironically pointless yet comic. The expression was first recorded in 1963, though such humor has always been around; it is said to have been coined by American author Bruce Jay Friedman. Wrote Friedman in Newsday (1/1/96) regarding the coinage: “I don’t really know if I invented it, or if a publisher came to me and said, ‘How about doing an anthology and calling it Black Humor?’ What I do remember is, they were going to pay me for a chance to read writers like Barthelme, Heller and Pynchon, so it was a terrific deal. Then I had to write an introduction (to Black Humor, 1963), so slapped together some justification for the collection: the stories had a certain edge to them—they often connected with social issues in very bold colors—whatever. The next thing I know, black humor is being taught in college courses and becomes imprinted in the language.”
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  black ice. A term used in many U.S. places meaning both (1) smooth ice with a dark appearance that forms on ponds and lakes and (2) the dangerous, thin, transparent layer of ice that forms on black road surfaces, making it appear as if the road is ice-free.
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  black power. No one is sure of the origins of this slogan urging or demanding political and economic power for African-Americans. CORE, the Congress of Racial Equality, used it as a slogan in the 1960s but it was not new at the time. In his Simple Takes a Wife (1953) poet and novelist Langston Hughes wrote: “Black is powerful,” which may be the source for the term.
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  Black Republican. Long an insulting nickname for a Republican in the South, the term was first used to describe a Republican favoring emancipation of the slaves. It came to be applied to any Republican and is still occasionally heard.
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  black-shoe navy. Rear Admiral Edgar Keats, USN (ret.), kindly provides the true origin of this controversial term. “During the 1920s and 30s,” Admiral Keats writes, “naval aviators were permitted to wear green cloth uniforms in cold weather and lightweight khaki working uniforms during warm weather, in addition to service dress blue and white. Nonaviators did not have that option. When World War II approached it became apparent that battles could not be won in the tropics by officers constrained to heavy blues or impractical whites, so khaki, but not green, uniforms were made available to all officers. The khaki uniform was changed somewhat with stripes being removed from sleeves and the shoulder boards of whites being substituted. Above all, and fatefully, the orders from Naval Headquarters gave officers the option of continuing to wear the black shoes they had previously worn with the blue uniforms. Aviators, without exception, continued with their brown shoes, but many senior surface ship officers, flag and ship commanders, decreed that in their commands only black shoes would be worn. Thus junior and midgrade officers on surface ships had no choice but to wear black shoes. In the early years there was hardly a ripple of controver sy, but as time wore on the words “brown shoe” came to be used as a substitute for “naval aviator” and “black shoe” came to be a designation for an officer who was not a naval aviator. Some, but not all, may have used the words as epithets, probably because of surface officers’ jealousy of the increased pay of aviators. Another explanation may be naval aviators looking down on those not qualified to fly airplanes. The words have over time become identifiers of an intramural split within the naval establishment that, until recently, has had adverse consequences for the overall navy. Had there been far-sighted leadership in the navy in the early years of the war either brown or black shoes would have been ordered for all officers and, with uniforms being truly uniform, these unfortunate words would never have gained currency.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The Origins of Over 1,500

Patriotic Words and Phrases

ROBERT HENDRICKSON






OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





