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Introduction
My name is Adam Jacot de Boinod and I’m hopelessly addicted to strange words. I’ve spent the last six years compulsively hunting down unusual vocabulary and now have written three books collecting my very best and most unusual discoveries.
All three are included in this volume, which I’ve called I Never Knew There Was a Word For It, because I didn’t. My vocabulary is now ten times richer than it was six years ago, as I hope yours will soon be too … Let me tell you a little about each book:
The Meaning of Tingo
My interest in unusual words was triggered when one day, working as a researcher for the BBC programme QI, I picked up a weighty Albanian dictionary to discover that they have no less than twenty-seven words for eyebrow and the same number for different types of moustache, ranging from a mustaqe madh, or bushy, to a mustaqe posht, one which droops down at both ends.
My curiosity rapidly became a passion. I was soon unable to go near a bookshop or library without sniffing out the often dusty shelf where the foreign language dictionaries were kept. I started to collect my favourites: nakhur, for example, a Persian word meaning ‘a camel that gives no milk until her nostrils are tickled’; Many described strange or unbelievable things. How, when and where, for example, would a man be described as a marilopotes, the Ancient Greek for ‘a gulper of coaldust’? And could the Japanese samurai really have used the verb tsuji-giri, meaning ‘to try out a new sword on a passerby’? Others expressed concepts that seemed all too familiar. We have all met a Zechpreller, ‘someone who leaves without paying the bill’; worked with a neko-neko, the Indonesian for ‘one who has a creative idea which only makes things worse’; or spent too much time with an ataoso, the Central American Spanish for ‘one who sees problems with everything’. It was fascinating to find thoughts that lie on the tip of an English tongue, crystallized into vocabulary. From the Zambian sekaseka, ‘to laugh without reason’, through the Czech nedovtipa, ‘one who finds it difficult to take a hint’, to the Japanese bakku-shan, ‘a woman who only appears pretty when seen from behind’.
In the end my passion became an obsession. I combed over two million words in countless dictionaries. I trawled the internet, phoned embassies, and tracked down foreign language speakers who could confirm my findings. I discovered that in Afrikaans, frogs go kwaak-kwaak, in Korea owls go buung-buung, while in Denmark Rice Crispies go Knisper! Knasper! Knupser! And that in Easter Island tingo means to borrow things from a friend’s house one by one until there’s nothing left.
Luckily for my sanity, Penguin then signed me up to write the book that was to become The Meaning of Tingo, which meant I had an editor to help me decide which of the thousands of great words should make it into the final book but, goodness, it was hard to leave some out. The book came out in 2005 and was an instant hit. It has since been published in eleven different languages and Tingomania spread all round the globe.
Toujours Tingo
I was delighted when the book’s fans demanded a sequel as I felt like I was only just getting started. This time I found such delights as okuri-okami, the Japanese word for ‘a man who feigns thoughtfulness by offering to see a girl home only to molest her once he gets in the door’ (literally, ‘a see-you-home wolf’); kaelling, the Danish for ‘a woman who stands on the steps of her house yelling obscenities at her kids’; and belochnik, the Russian for ‘a thief specializing in stealing linen off clothes lines’ (an activity that was supposedly very lucrative in the early 1980s). And how could I have missed the German Kiebitz, ‘an onlooker at a card game who interferes with unwanted advice’ or the Portuguese pesamenteiro, ‘one who habitually joins groups of mourners at the home of a deceased person, ostensibly to offer condolences but in reality to partake of the refreshments which he expects will be served’?
In this book I ventured into over two hundred new languages. The Ndebele of Southern Africa have the word dii-koyna, meaning ‘to destroy one’s own property in anger’, an impulse surely felt by most of us at some time or another, if not acted upon. From the Bakweri language of Cameroon we have wo-mba, a charming word to describe ‘the smiling in sleep by children’; and from the Buli language of Ghana the verb pelinti, ‘to move very hot food around inside one’s mouth in order to avoid too close a contact’. And doubtless there are many among us who have found ourselves disturbed by a butika roka (Gilbertese, Oceania) ‘a brother-in-law coming round too often’.
Once again, of course, many of the more unusual words relate closely to the local specifics of their cultures. Most of us are unlikely to need the verb sendula, (from the Mambwe of Zambia) meaning ‘to find accidentally a dead animal in the forest’, which carries with it the secondary meaning ‘and be excited at the thought that a lion or leopard might still be around’. But even if we never have the call to use these expressions, it’s surely enriching to know that in Finnish, poronkusema is ‘the distance equal to how far a reindeer can travel without urinating’; while manantsona, from the Malagasy of Madagascar, is ‘to smell or sniff before entering a house, as a dog does’. We may not share the same climate, but we can all too easily imagine the use of words like hanyauku, (Rukwangali, Namibia) ‘to walk on tiptoe on warm sand’, barbarian-on (Ik, Nilo-Saharan), ‘to sit in a group of people warming up in the morning sun’, or dynke (Norwegian), ‘the act of dunking somebody’s face in snow’.
Half as long again as The Meaning of Tingo, this second bite into the substantial cherry of world languages allowed me to venture in depth into all sorts of new areas. There are more examples of ‘false friends’, from the Czech word host, which confusingly means ‘guest’, to the Estonian sober, a perhaps unlikely word for ‘a male friend’. There are the intriguing meanings of the names of cities and countries, Palindromes and even national anthems, as well as a series of worldwide idioms, which join the words in confirming that the challenges, joys and disappointments of human existence are all too similar around the world. English’s admonitory ‘Don’t count your chickens’, for example, is echoed in most languages, becoming, in Danish: man skal ikke sælge skindet, før bjørnen er skudt ‘one should not sell the fur before the bear has been shot’; in Turkish, dereyi görmeden paçalari sivama, ‘don’t roll up your trouser-legs before you see the stream’ and in the Ndonga language of Namibia ino manga ondjupa ongombe inaayi vala, ‘don’t hang the churning calabash before the cow has calved’.
The Wonder Of Whiffling
While I was working on the previous two books, scouring libraries and second-hand bookshops, riffling through reference books from around the world to find words with unusual and delightful meanings, I kept coming across splendid English dictionaries too. Not just the mighty twenty-volume Oxford English Dictionary, but collections covering dialect, slang and subsidiary areas, such as Jamaican or Newfoundland English. Sneaking the occasional glance away from my main task I realized there was a wealth of little-known or forgotten words in our language, from its origins in Anglo-Saxon, through Old and Middle English and Tudor–Stuart, then on to the rural dialects collected so lovingly by Victorian lexicographers, the argot of nineteenth-century criminals, slang from the two world wars, right up to our contemporary world and the jargon that has grown up around such activities as darts, birding and working in an office. Offered the chance, it seemed only right to gather the best examples together and complete my trilogy: bringing, as it were, the original idea home.
Some of our English words mean much the same as they’ve always meant. Others have changed beyond recognition, such as racket, which originally meant the palm of the hand; grape, a hook for gathering fruit; or muddle, to wallow in mud. Then there are those words that have fallen out of use, but would undoubtedly make handy additions to any vocabulary today. Don’t most of us know a blatteroon (1645), a person who will not stop talking, not to mention a shot-clog (1599), a drinking companion only tolerated because he pays for the drinks. And if one day we feel mumpish (1721), sullenly angry, shouldn’t we seek the company of a grinagog (1565), one who is always grinning?
The dialects of Britain provide a wealth of coinages. In the Midlands, for example, we find a jaisy, a polite and effeminate man, and in Yorkshire a stridewallops, a tall and awkward woman. If you tuck too much into the clotted cream in Cornwall you might end up ploffy, plump; in Shropshire, hold back on the beer or you might develop joblocks, fleshy, hanging cheeks; and down in Wiltshire hands that have been left too long in the washtub are quobbled. The Geordies have the evocative word dottle for the tobacco left in the pipe after smoking, and in Lincolnshire charmings are paper and rag chewed into small pieces by mice. In Suffolk to nuddle is to walk alone with the head held low; and in Hampshire to vuddle is to spoil a child by injudicious petting. And don’t we all know someone who’s crambazzled (Yorkshire), prematurely aged through drink and a dissolute life?
Like English itself, my research hasn’t stopped at the shores of the Channel. How about a call-dog (Jamaican English), a fish too small for human consumption or a twack (Newfoundland English) a shopper who looks at goods, inquires about prices but buys nothing. Slang from elsewhere offers us everything from a waterboy (US police), a boxer who can be bribed or coerced into losing, to a shubie (Australian), someone who buys surfing gear and clothing but doesn’t actually surf. In Canada, a cougar describes an older woman on the prowl for a younger man, while in the US a quirkyalone is someone who doesn’t fall in love easily, but waits for the right person to come along.
Returning to the mainstream, it’s good to know that there are such sound English words as rumblegumption, meaning common sense, or ugsomeness, loathing. Snirtle is to laugh in a quiet, suppressed or restrained manner, while to snoach is to speak through the nose. If you are clipsome, you are eminently embraceable; when clumpst, your hands are stiff with cold. To boondoggle is to carry out valueless work in order to convey the impression that one is busy, while to limbeck is to rack the brain in an effort to have a new idea.
As for whiffling, well, that turned out to be a word with a host of meanings. In eighteenth-century Oxford and Cambridge, a whiffler was one who examined candidates for degrees, while elsewhere a whiffler was an officer who cleared the way for a procession, as well as being the name for the man with the whip in Morris dancing. The word also means to blow or scatter with gusts of air, to move or think erratically, as well as applying to geese descending rapidly from a height once the decision to land has been made. In the underworld slang of Victorian times, a whiffler was one who cried out in pain, while in the cosier world of P.G. Wodehouse, whiffled was what you were when you’d had one too many of Jeeves’s special cocktails.
As a self-confessed bowerbird (one who collects an astonishing array of sometimes useless objects), I’ve greatly enjoyed putting together all three collections. I sincerely hope that you enjoy reading them, and that they save you both from mulligrubs, depression of spirits, and onomatomania, vexation in having difficulty finding the right word.
In compiling all three books I’ve done my level best to check the accuracy of all the words included, but any comments or even favourite examples of words of your own are welcomed at the book’s two websites: for foreign languages www.themeaningoftingo.com – and for English www.thewonderofwhiffling.com (There were some very helpful responses to my previous books, for which I remain grateful.)
Adam Jacot de Boinod
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The Meaning of Tingo
Meeting and Greeting
ai jiao de maque bu zhang rou (Chinese)
sparrows that love to chirp won’t put on weight
¡Hola!
The first and most essential word in all languages is surely ‘hello’, the word that enables one human being to converse with another:
But it may not even be a word. In the Gilbert Islands of the Pacific, arou pairi describes the process of rubbing noses in greeting. For the Japanese, bowing is an important part of the process and a sign of respect: ojigi is the act of bowing; eshaku describes a slight bow (of about 15 degrees); keirei, a full bow (of about 45 degrees); while saikeirei is a very low, worshipful type of bow that involves the nose nearly touching the hands. When one meets someone extremely important, one might even consider pekopeko, bowing one’s head repeatedly in a fawning or grovelling manner.
Just say the word
Sometimes a single word works hard. In Sri Lanka, for example, the Sinhala word ayubowan means not only ‘good morning’, but also ‘good afternoon’, ‘good evening’, ‘good night’ and ‘goodbye’.
Expectant
The frustration of waiting for someone to turn up is beautifully encapsulated in the Inuit word iktsuarpok, meaning ‘to go outside often to see if someone is coming’. As for the frustration of the caller, there’s always the Russian dozvonit’sya which doesn’t simply mean to ring a doorbell, but to ring it until one gets an answer (it’s also used for getting through on the telephone).
Hey you!
Once the first encounter is out of the way the correct form of address is important. Most of us know the difference between the intimate French tu and the more impersonal (and polite) vous. A similar distinction exists in Arabic between anta (‘you’ singular) and antum (‘you’ plural) – addressing an important person with anta (anti is the feminine version) rather than antum would be considered impolite.
In Vietnam there are no fewer than eighteen words for ‘you’, the use of which depends on whom you are addressing, whether a child or a senior citizen, whether formally or informally. And in the Western Australian Aboriginal language of Jiwali there are four words for ‘we’: ngali means ‘we two including you’; ngaliju means ‘we two excluding you’; nganthurru means ‘we all including you’; and nganthurraju means ‘we all excluding you’.
Cripes!
Exclamations are generally used to express a sudden reaction: to something frightening, incredible, spectacular, shocking or wonderful. Best not attempted by the visitor, they are better heard from the mouth of the native speaker than read off the page:
Chinwag
The niceties of what in English is baldly known as ‘conversation’ are well caught in other languages:
Breakdown in communication
Whether the person you are talking to suffers from latah (Indonesian), the uncontrollable habit of saying embarrassing things, or from chenyin (Chinese), hesitating and muttering to oneself, conversation may not always be quite as we’d like it:
Tittle-tattle
Gossip – perhaps more accurately encapsulated in the Cook Island Maori word ’o’onitua, ‘to speak evil of someone in their absence’ – is a pretty universal curse. But it’s not always unjustified. In Rapa Nui (Easter Island) anga-anga denotes the thought, perhaps groundless, that one is being gossiped about, but it also carries the sense that this may have arisen from one’s own feeling of guilt. A more gentle form of gossip is to be found in Jamaica, where the patois word labrish means not only gossip and jokes, but also songs and nostalgic memories of school.
False friends
Those who learn languages other than their own will sometimes come across words which look or sound the same as English, but mean very different things. Though a possible source of confusion, these false friends (as linguists call them) are much more likely to provide humour – as any Englishwoman who says ‘bless’ to her new Icelandic boyfriend will soon discover:
hubbi (Arabic) friendly
kill (Arabic) good friend
bless (Icelandic) goodbye
no (Andean Sabela) correct
aye (Amharic, Ethiopia) no
fart (Turkish) talking nonsense
machete (Aukan, Suriname) how
The unspeakable …
Cursing and swearing are practised worldwide, and they generally involve using the local version of a small set of words describing an even smaller set of taboos that surround God, the family, sex and the more unpleasant bodily functions. Occasionally, apparently inoffensive words acquire a darker overtone, such as the Chinese wang bah dahn, which literally means a turtle egg but is used as an insult for politicians. And offensive phrases can often be beguilingly inventive:
… the unmentionable
Taboo subjects, relating to local threats or fears, are often quirky in the extreme. Albanians, for example, never use the word for ‘wolf’. They say instead mbyllizogojen, a contraction of a sentence meaning ‘may God close his mouth’. Another Albanian taboo-contraction is the word for fairy, shtozovalle, which means may ‘God increase their round-dances’. Similarly, in the Sami language of Northern Scandinavia and the Yakuts language of Russia, the original name for bear is replaced by a word meaning ‘our lord’ or ‘good father’. In Russian itself, for similar reasons, a bear is called a medved’ or ‘honey-eater’.
… and the unutterable
In Masai the name of a dead child, woman or warrior is not spoken again and, if their name is also a word used every day, then it is no longer used by the bereaved family. The Sakalavas of Madagascar do not tell their own name or that of their village to strangers to prevent any mischievous use. The Todas of Southern India dislike uttering their own name and, if asked, will get someone else to say it.
Shocking soundalikes
The French invented the word ordinateur, supposedly in order to avoid using the first two syllables of the word computer (con is slang for vagina and pute for whore). Creek Indians in America avoid their native words for earth (fakki) and meat (apiswa) because of their resemblance to rude English words.
In Japan, four (shi) and nine (ku) are unlucky numbers, because the words sound the same as those for ‘death’ and ‘pain or worry’ respectively. As a result, some hospitals don’t have the numbers 4, 9, 14, 19, or 42 for any of their rooms. Forty-two (shi-ni) means to die, 420 (shi-ni-rei) means a dead spirit and 24 (ni-shi) is double death. Nor do some hospitals use the number 43 (shi-zan), especially in the maternity ward, as it means stillbirth.
Fare well
Many expressions for goodbye offer the hope that the other person will travel or fare well. But it is not always said. Yerdengh-nga is a Wagiman word from Australia, meaning ‘to clear off without telling anyone where you are going’. Similarly, in Indonesia, minggat means ‘to leave home for good without saying goodbye’.
On reflection
Snobs and chauffeurs
Words don’t necessarily keep the same meaning. Simple descriptive words such as ‘rain’ or ‘water’ are clear and necessary enough to be unlikely to change. Other more complex words have often come on quite a journey since they were first coined:
al-kuhul (Arabic) originally, powder to darken the eyelids; then taken up by alchemists to refer to any fine powder; then applied in chemistry to any refined liquid obtained by distillation or purification, especially to alcohol of wine, which then was shortened to alcohol
chauffer (French) to heat; then meant the driver of an early steam-powered car; subsequently growing to chauffeur
hashhashin (Arabic) one who smokes or chews hashish; came to mean assassin
manu operare (Latin) to work by hand; then narrowed to the act of cultivating; then to the dressing that was added to the soil, manure
prestige (French) conjuror’s trick; the sense of illusion gave way to that of glamour which was then interpreted more narrowly as social standing or wealth
sine nobilitate (Latin) without nobility; originally referred to any member of the lower classes; then to somebody who despised their own class and aspired to membership of a higher one; thus snob
theriake (Greek) an antidote against a poisonous bite; came to mean the practice of giving medicine in sugar syrup to disguise its taste; thus treacle
An Arabian goodbye
In Syrian Arabic, goodbye is generally a three-part sequence: a) bxatrak, by your leave; b) ma’assalama, with peace; c) ’allaysallmak, God keep you. If a) is said first, then b) is the reply and then c) may be used. If b) is said first, then c) is obligatory.
From Top to Toe
chi non ha cervello abbia gambe (Italian)
he who has not got a good brain ought to have good legs
Use your onion …
English-speakers are not the only ones to use food metaphors –bean, loaf, noodle, etc. – to describe the head. The Spanish cebolla means both ‘head’ and ‘onion’, while the Portuguese expression
cabeça d’alho xoxo literally means ‘he has a head of rotten garlic’ (in other words, ‘he is crazy’). Moving from vegetables to fruit, the French for ‘to rack your brains’ is se presser le citron – ‘to squeeze the lemon’.
… or use your nut
In Hawaii, a different item of food takes centre stage. The word puniu means ‘the skull of a man which resembles a coconut’. Hawaiian has also given the world the verb pana po’o, ‘to scratch your head in order to help you remember something you’ve forgotten’.
Pulling faces
The Arabic sabaha bi-wajhi means to begin the day by seeing someone’s face. Depending on their expression, this can be a good or bad omen:
Greek face-slapping
There are several vivid Greek words for being slapped in the face, including sfaliara, hastouki, fappa, xestrefti, boufla, karpasia and sulta’meremet (‘the Sultan will put you right’). Batsos means both ‘a slap in the face’ and ‘a policeman’ (from the American use of the word ‘cop’ to mean ‘swipe’). Anapothi describes a backhanded slap, while tha fas bouketo, ‘you will eat a bunch of flowers’, is very definitely not an invitation to an unusual meal.
Windows of the soul
Eyes can be our most revealing feature, though the way others see them may not always be quite what we’d hoped for:
All ears
English is not terribly helpful when it comes to characterizing ears, unlike, say, Albanian, in which people distinguish between veshok (‘small ones’) or veshak (‘ones that stick out’). Other languages are similarly versatile:
Indonesian offers two useful verbs: nylentik, ‘to flick someone with the middle finger on the ear’, and menjewer, ‘to pull someone by the ear’. While the Russian for ‘to pull someone’s leg’ is veshat’ lapshu na ushi, which literally translates as ‘to hang noodles on someone’s ears’.
A real mouthful
In Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs which is still spoken today in Mexico, camachaloa is ‘to open one’s mouth’, camapaca is ‘to wash one’s mouth’, and camapotoniliztli is ‘to have bad breath’.
Getting lippy
Lips can be surprisingly communicative:
Hooter
Noses are highly metaphorical. We win by a nose, queue nose to tail or ask people to keep their noses out of our business. Then, if they are annoying us, it’s that same protuberant feature we seize on:
Albanian face fungus
Just below the nose may be found a feature increasingly rare in this country, but popular amongst males in many other societies. In Albania the language reflects an interest bordering on obsession, with no fewer than twenty-seven separate expressions for this fine addition to the upper lip. Their word for moustache is similar to ours (mustaqe) but once attached to their highly specific adjectives, things move on to a whole new level:
… to name but ten. The attention the Albanians apply to facial hair they also apply to eyebrows, with another twenty-seven words, including pencil-thin (vetullkalem), frowning (vetullvrenjtur), plucked (vetullhequr), knitted (vetullrrept), long and delicately shaped (vetullgajtan), thick (vetullor), joined together (vetullperpjekur), gloomy (vetullngrysur), or even arched like the crescent moon (vetullhen).
Bearded wonder
The Arab exclamation ‘God protect us from hairy women and beardless men’ pinpoints the importance of facial hair as a mark of rank, experience and attractiveness:
False friends
willing (Abowakal, Australia) lips
buzz (Arabic) nipple
bash (Zulu) head
thumb (Albanian) teat
finger (Yiddish) toe
Bad hair day
Hair on the top of the head – or the lack of it – remains a worldwide preoccupation:
… not forgetting the Indonesian word didis, which means ‘to search and pick up lice from one’s own hair, usually when in bed at night’.
Teething troubles
Why doesn’t English have an expression for the space between the teeth when Malay does – gigi rongak? And that’s not the only gap in our dental vocabulary:
And that one bizarre word that few of us are ever likely to need:
Getting it in the neck
Although there are straightforward terms for the throat in almost all languages, it’s when it comes to describing how the throat is used that things get interesting:
Armless in Nicaragua
In Ulwa, which is spoken in the eastern part of Nicaragua, no distinction is made between certain parts of the body. So, for example, wau means either a thigh or a leg, ting is an arm or a hand (and tingdak means missing an arm or a hand), tingmak is a finger or a thumb, tibur is either a wrist or an ankle, and kungbas means a beard, a moustache or whiskers.
Safe pair of hands
Other languages are more specific about our extremities and their uses:
Legging it
Undue attention is put on their shapeliness but the bottom line is it’s good to have two of them and they should, ideally, be the same length:
Footloose
We don’t always manage to put our best one forward:
Mind the gap
Several cultures have words to describe the space between or behind limbs: irqa (Khakas, Siberia) is the gap between spread legs, and awawa (Hawaiian) that between each finger or toe. While jahja in Wagiman (Australia) and waal in Afrikaans both mean the area behind the knee.
Skin deep
We describe it with just one word but other cultures go much further, whether it’s alang (Ulwa, Nicaragua), the fold of skin under the chin; aka’aka’a (Hawaiian), skin peeling or falling off after either sunburn or heavy drinking; or karelu (Tulu, India), the mark left on the skin by wearing anything tight. Another Ulwa word, yuputka, records something we have all experienced – having the sensation of something crawling on one’s skin.
Covering up
Once it comes to adding clothes to the human frame, people have the choice of either dressing up …
or down …
or just as they feel …
English clothing
English words for clothes have slipped into many languages. Sometimes the usage is fairly literal, as in smoking to describe a dinner jacket in Swedish or Portuguese; or pants for a tracksuit in Spanish. Sometimes it’s more metaphorical: the Hungarians call jeans farmer, while their term for a T-shirt is polo. In Barbados the cloth used for the lining of men’s clothes is known as domestic. Sometimes it’s just an odd mix: the Danish for jeans, for example, is cowboybukser, while the Japanese sebiro means a fashionably cut suit, being their pronunciation of Savile Row, London’s famous street of tailors.
On reflection
Go whistle
On the tiny mountainous Canary Island of La Gomera there is a language called Silbo Gomero that uses a variety of whistles instead of words (in Spanish silbar means to whistle). There are four ‘vowels’ and four ‘consonants’, which can be strung together to form more than four thousand ‘words’. This birdlike means of communication is thought to have come over with early African settlers over 2500 years ago. Able to be heard at distances of up to two miles, the silbador was until recently a dying breed. Since 1999, however, Silbo has been a required language in La Gomera schools.
The Mazateco Indians of Oaxaca, Mexico, are frequently seen whistling back and forth, exchanging greetings or buying and selling goods with no risk of misunderstanding. The whistling is not really a language or even a code; it simply uses the rhythms and pitch of ordinary speech without the words. Similar whistling languages have been found in Greece, Turkey and China, whilst other forms of wordless communication include the talking drums (ntumpane) of the Kele in Congo, the xylophones used by the Northern Chin of Burma, the banging on the roots of trees practised by the Melanesians, the yodelling of the Swiss, the humming of the Chekiang Chinese and the smoke signals of the American Indians.
Movers and Shakers
mas vale rodear que no ahogar (Spanish)
better go about than fall into the ditch
Shanks’s pony
There’s much more to walking than simply putting one foot in front of the other:
Walking in Zimbabwe
The Shona-speaking people of Zimbabwe have some very specialized verbs for different kinds of walking: chakwaira, through a muddy place making a squelching sound; dowora, for a long time on bare feet; svavaira, huddled, cold and wet; minaira, with swinging hips; pushuka, in a very short dress; shwitaira, naked; sesera, with the flesh rippling; and tabvuka, with such thin thighs that you seem to be jumping like a grasshopper.
Malaysian movements
The elegant Malaysians have a highly specialized vocabulary to describe movement, both of the right kind, as in kontal-kontil, ‘the swinging of long earrings or the swishing of a dress as one walks’, and the wrong, as in jerangkang, ‘to fall over with your legs in the air’. Others include:
Ups …
Sometimes our movements are deliberately athletic, whether this involves hopping on one leg (vogget in Cornish, hinke in Danish), rolling like a ball (ajawyry in the Wayampi language of Brazil), or something more adventurous:
Lele kawa, of course, is usually followed by curglaff, Scottish dialect for the shock felt when plunging into cold water.
… and downs
But on other occasions there seems to be a banana skin waiting for us on the pavement:
False friends
gush (Albanian) to hug each other around the neck
shagit (Albanian) to crawl on one’s belly
snags (Afrikaans) during the night
sofa (Icelandic) sleep
purr (Scottish Gaelic) to headbutt
What-d’you-call-it
Just because there is no word for it in English doesn’t mean we haven’t done it or experienced it:
When it all goes horribly wrong …
That sinking feeling, puangi (Cook Islands Maori), the sensation of the stomach dropping away (as in the sudden surge of a lift, plane, swing or a tossed boat), is something we know all too well, as are:
… scarper
Learning to relax
In some parts of the world relaxation doesn’t necessarily mean putting your feet up:
Dropping off
Once we start relaxing, snoozing becomes an increasingly strong possibility. Both Danish, with raevesøvn, and Russian, with vpolglaza, have a word to describe sleeping with one eye open, while other languages describe other similar states of weariness:
Out for the count
Having achieved the state the Japanese describe as guuguu, ‘the sound of someone in a deep sleep accompanied by snoring’, we can either have a good night …
… or a bad one:
On reflection
Back as forth
Whatever their length, words have provided excellent material for games from the earliest times. One of the more pleasing arrangements is the palindrome, which is spelt the same backwards as forwards, and can create some bizarre meanings:
neulo taas niin saat oluen (Finnish) knit again, so that you will get a beer
Nie fragt sie: ist gefegt? Sie ist gar fein (German) she never asks: has the sweeping been done? She is very refined
in girum imus nocte et consumimur igni (Latin) we enter the circle after dark and are consumed by fire
nipson anomemata me monan opsin (Ancient Greek) wash (off) my sins, not only my face (written on the edge of a well in Constantinople: NB the ‘ps’ is a transcription of the Greek letter ψ)
The Finns have three of the world’s longest palindromic words:
saippuakivikauppias a soapstone seller
saippuakuppinippukauppias a soap-cup trader
solutomaattimittaamotulos the result from a measurement laboratory for tomatoes
Getting Around
dalu tongtian, ge zou yi bian (Chinese)
the highway comes out of one’s mouth
Thumbing it
Some rides are free:
Others involve money …
… or getting your own transport:
Set of wheels
One particular form of transport is pre-eminent in the modern world: whether normal, or convertible (spider in Italian), or vintage (oldtimer in German). What lets most cars down, however, are the people driving them, be it the viande paraguero (Caribbean Spanish), the Sunday driver (literally, an umbrella stand); or the Gurtmuffel (German), someone who doesn’t wear a seat belt. Then, of course, there’s the way people drive:
Road rage
Hazards are all too common, whether in the car …
… or out of it. The French have the most evocative expressions to describe both the reckless pedestrian – viande à pneux, meat for tyres, and the knock suffered by a cyclist – l’homme au marteau, literally, the man with the hammer.
Apache cars
The Apache people of the USA name the parts of cars to correspond to parts of the body. The front bumper is daw, the chin or jaw; the front fender is wos, the shoulder; the rear fender is gun, the arm and hand; the chassis is chun, the back; the rear wheel is ke, the foot. The mouth is ze, the petrol-pipe opening. The nose is chee, the bonnet. The eyes are inda, the headlights. The forehead is ta, the roof.
The metaphorical naming continues inside. The car’s electrical wiring is tsaws, the veins. The battery is zik, the liver. The petrol tank is pit, the stomach. The radiator is jisoleh, the lung; and its hose, chih, the intestine. The distributor is jih, the heart.
False friends
punk (Japanese) flat tyre
chariot (French) trolley
rower (Polish) bicycle
fly (Danish) aeroplane
escape (Portuguese) car exhaust or gas leak
arrear (Spanish) to drive on
jam (Mongolian) road
Running on time
The Japanese have some fine vocabulary for trains: gaton gaton is an electric train; gotongoton describes trains rattling along; shoo shoo po po is the sound of a steam train; while kang kang kang is the noise of the level crossing. Kakekomi-josha describes all too vividly rushing onto a train to beat the closing doors, a common sight on Tokyo’s underground.
On reflection
Separatist
Many of the languages around the world are interrelated (for example, Spanish, French and Italian are all Latin languages), but by contrast, ‘isolate languages’ are those that do not appear to be related to any other at all. Some languages became isolate in historical times, after all their known relatives became extinct; the Piraha language, for example, spoken along a tributary of the Amazon, is the last surviving member of the Mura family of languages. Similar isolates include Burushaski, which is spoken in two Himalayan valleys; the Gilyak and Ket languages of Siberia; and Nivkh, a Mongolian language.
The Basque language Euskara is perplexing. It bears no resemblance at all to the languages of its surrounding countries. Some similarities with Georgian have made linguists think it could be related to languages from the Caucasus. Others have tried to relate it to non-Arabic languages from the north of Africa. A more likely hypothesis argues that Euskara developed where it is still spoken and has always been the language of the Basques, who were gradually surrounded by people speaking other unrelated languages.
It Takes All Sorts
gading yang tak retak (Indonesian)
there is no ivory that isn’t cracked
Tolerant
When it comes to personality, some people seem to have been put on the planet to make life easier for everyone else:
Flattering
Others take things too far:
Fawning
The Japanese have the most vivid description for hangers-on: kingyo no funi. It literally means ‘goldfish crap’ – a reference to the way that a fish that has defecated often trails excrement behind it for some time.
Egotists
Sweet-talking others is one thing; massaging your own ego can be another altogether:
The awkward squad
But there are worse horrors than the merely conceited:
Pariah
Some people are able to tough it out whatever happens, imposing their faults on others till the day they die. Others are more sensitive:
Lazybones
Others like to spend time alone for altogether different reasons:
Otherwise engaged
Some take idleness to another level:
Situation vacant
Given that many outsiders think of the Japanese as a nation of workaholics, the language has an unusual number of verbs to describe different states of idleness: boketto is to gaze vacantly into space without thinking or doing anything; bosabosa is to sit around idly not doing what needs to be done; gorogoro is to spend time doing nothing (including lolling in a recumbent position); guzuguzu is to vacillate, procrastinate or to stretch out a job; while bura-bura is to wander around aimlessly, looking at the sights with no fixed destination in mind.
Manic obsessive
No one, as far as we know, died of laziness. Frantic activity, however, is another thing …
… and can lead to karoshi (Japanese), death from overwork.
The German mindset
A distinguishing feature of the German language is its creation of evocative concepts by linking different words together, useful for depicting not just characters but states of mind. Most of us know Schadenfreude (literally, damage joy), which describes what we hardly dare express: that feeling of malicious pleasure in someone else’s misfortune. But there are numerous others. We’ve all had a boss who’s suffered from Betriebsblindheit: organizational blindness; and who has not worked alongside someone who is fisselig: flustered to the point of incompetence? That very same person could be described as a Korinthenkacker: one who is overly concerned with trivial details.
False friends
fatal (German) annoying
hardnekkig (Dutch) stubborn
lawman (Aukan, Suriname) crazy person
estúpido (Portuguese) rude
morbido (Italian) soft, tender
xerox (French) unoriginal or robotic individual
extravagans (Hungarian) eccentric
konsekvent (Swedish) consistent
Fools and rogues
There’s a rich stream of invective running through the world’s languages when it comes to people we regard as less intelligent than ourselves. The Cantonese equivalent to ‘you’re as thick as two short planks’ is the equally graphic nie hochi yat gau faan gam, ‘you look like a clump of cooked rice’, while the German equivalent to ‘not quite all there’ is nicht alle Tassen im Schrank haben, ‘not to have all the cups in the cupboard’ (not to have all one’s marbles).
Meanwhile the Maoris of the Cook Islands have the telling word varevare, which means ‘to be very young and still quite hopeless’.
Schlumps and schleppers
When it comes to insults, few languages can compete with Yiddish. In this wonderfully evocative language, a fool can be not just a shmutte or a schlump but a nar, a tam, a tipesh, a bulvan, a shoyte, a peysi, a kuni lemel, a lekish, or even a shmenge.
Not content with these, the language gets more specific. A loser is a schlepper, a shmugeggeshnorrer, a paskudnik, a pisher, a yold or even a no-goodnik. A klutz is a clumsy, oafish bungler and a lekish ber schlemiel is a fool without luck. A fool who is not just stupid but inept is a schlimazl. A farshpiler is one who has lost all his money gambling. The saddest of all is perhaps the nisrof, the burnt-out fool.
Other fine insults in Yiddish have included:
All talk
Worse than the fool is one of those people who occur in every organization on the planet: the buchipluma (Caribbean Spanish), the person who promises but doesn’t deliver. The same language has a useful verb for the way such people behave: culipanear, which means to look for excuses for not meeting obligations.
Fibbers
Even the infuriating buchipluma is surely preferable to the outright liar. And, as Japanese vividly shows, from lying to someone (nimaijita o tsukau, to use two tongues), it’s just a small step to duping (hanage o nuku handy, literally, to pull the hair out of their nostrils) or doublecrossing them (negaeri o utsu, literally, to roll them over while sleeping).
Salt of the earth
What a shame that we can’t all be uncomplicatedly good: for example, when you’re acting with meraki (a Greek word) you’re doing something with soul, creativity or love, and putting something of yourself into what you’re doing:
Indonesian two in one
Indonesian has many words that combine two aspects of character or appearance into a single simple word. So you might well know someone who is ricuh, that is, chaotic and noisy; pandir, stupid, but innocent and honest; mungil, tiny and pretty; merana, lonely and miserable; lencir, slim and tall; bangkot, old and cantankerous; or klimis, smooth and shiny.
Tall poppies
Sweden is a country that not only values the concept of a lack of extremes but even has a word for it – lagom. In this society, it’s generally not thought to be good to stand out too much. Everything and everyone is supposed to be just lagom – which is not to say ‘boring’, so much as ‘not too much and not too little’, ‘not good and not bad’, ‘okay’, ‘just right’, ‘so-so’.
So so similar
The concept of ‘so-so’ is found in many languages, and often in a similarly repetitive form: it’s tako tako in Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian, aixi aixi in Catalan, cosi cosi in Italian, wale wale in Chipewyan (Canada), hanter hanter in Cornish, thik thik in Gujarati (India), hai hao in Mandarin, jako tako in Polish, ithin ithin in Sinhala (Sri Lanka), soyle boyle in Turkish, etsi ketsi in Greek, atal atal in Occitan (France), asina asina in Asturian (Spain), elae belae in Azeri (Azerbaijan) and azoy azoy in Yiddish.
Happy talk
Good or bad, modest or conceited, hard-working or lazy, all of us experience the highs of emotion:
Side-splitting
Enraptured
The Japanese have particularly wonderful words for the deep joy that can come as a response to beauty: uttori is to be enraptured by the loveliness of something; aware describes the feelings created by ephemeral beauty; yoin is the reverberating sensation after the initial stimulus has ceased; while yugen goes further, describing an awareness of the universe that triggers feelings too deep and mysterious for words.
Down in the dumps
The causes of unhappiness are many, varied and not always easy to put your finger on:
Weltschmerz
Weltschmerz is another untranslatable German word. It broadly means world-weariness, but carries with it both a sense of sorrow at the evils of the world and a yearning for something better. Aspects of it can be found in the Welsh hiraeth, a mingled feeling of sadness, somewhere between homesickness and nostalgia, and the Portuguese saudade, the longing for things that were or might have been. Nostalgia also lies at the heart of the Brazilian Portuguese word banzo, which describes a slave’s profound longing for his African homeland.
In the slough of despond
There are various ways to deal with feelings of despair. Either you can take a philosophical view and try to avoid the Persian concept of sanud, that is, the exercise of the mind upon an unprofitable subject; or you can adopt the defeatist attitude inherent in the Indonesian word jera, which means ‘so scared by a past experience that one will never want to do it again’. Or you can take refuge in Kummerspeck, a German word that describes the excess weight you will gain from emotion-related overeating (literally, grief bacon).
Seeing red
Therapists would suggest it’s better out than in:
On reflection
Survival instincts
Even though some languages are vanishing, in a world less hospitable to aboriginal peoples and more swamped by English, this does not mean it’s impossible to keep endangered languages alive. Mohawk, for instance, spoken by indigenous groups in Quebec, was in retreat until the 1970s, when it was first codified and then taught to children in schools. Welsh and Maori have both made a comeback with concerted official help; and Navajo (USA), Hawaiian and several languages spoken in remote parts of Botswana have been artifically revived.
Iceland has managed to keep alive its native tongue, even though it is spoken by no more than 275,000 people; and the ancient Nordic language of Faroese, thought to have been once spoken by the Vikings, was preserved from extinction by the Danish government, who even went as far as putting grammar hints and verb declensions on the sides of milk cartons.
A powerful political purpose is another force for reviving an old language. Resurgent nationalism helped bring Irish back from the Celtic twilight; while the establishment of the nation of Israel has turned Hebrew from a written language into a proudly spoken national tongue.
Falling in Love
nam gawa the wei woe lu yoe; phung dang si yang they nang yoe (Dzongkha, Bhutan)
fun and pleasure are located below the navel; dispute and trouble are also found there
The language of love
In English the language of love is, metaphorically speaking, a violent and disorientating one: we fall in love, are love struck and struggle to avoid heartbreak. It seems things are the same throughout the world:
The rules of attraction …
Physical beauty is often the starting point for love:
Sometimes the basic materials need a little assistance:
… and of repulsion
The Japanese have a particular word for a situation in which attraction is all too brief. Bakku-shan is a girl who appears pretty when seen from behind but not from the front.
Would like to meet
English is somewhat deficient in words that describe the very early moments of attraction. We need a word like mamihlapinatapei, from the Fuegian language found in Chile, meaning that shared look of longing where both parties know the score yet neither is willing to make the first move. Other, more active approaches include:
The direct approach
The Italians are masters at taking matters to the next level: pomicione is a man who seeks any chance of being in close physical contact with a woman; puntare is to stare intensely at the one to whom one feels sexually attracted; while tirino is the sound made by smacking one’s lips together like a loud kiss to indicate attraction. Sometimes a boy will say cibi cierre to a girl (CBCR). This is an acronym of cresci bene che ripasso: ‘if you still look like that when you’ve grown up, I will come and pay you a call’ …
Dîner à un
… while the French have perfected the art of rejection:
Japanese dating
Rainen no kono hi mo issho ni waratteiyoh is one of the country’s most successful chat-up lines; it means ‘this time next year let’s be laughing together’.
Commitment-phobe
The romantic ideal is Einfühlungsvermögen, the German word for an understanding so intimate that the feelings, thoughts and motives of one person are readily comprehended by the other; but the route to that happy state can so often be confused by the insincere:
False friends
nob (Wolof, Gambia and Senegal) to love
city (Czech) feelings
dating (Chinese) to ask about, enquire
baron (French) sugar daddy
agony (Rasta Patois) sensations felt during sex
bonk (Afrikaans) lump or thump
song (Vietnamese) to live life
Affairs of the heart
When things can go so sweetly …
… how can they be so bitter at the end?
Reality check
The Boro people of India have a sophisticated understanding of the complexities of loving: onsay means to pretend to love; ongubsy means to love deeply, from the heart; and onsia signifies loving for the very last time.
Love for sale
Who better than the pragmatic French to construct a precise terminology for love as a business, ranging from a passe raide, the basic price for a sex session, to the kangourou, a prospective client who hesitates (hops around) before deciding on a girl. When it comes to those who ply their trade, there are many equally specific terms. An escaladeuse de braguette is, literally a zipper climber; a beguineuse is an unreliable prostitute; a wagonnière is a woman who solicits on trains; a truqueur means a rentboy who blackmails his clients; while a cocotte-minute is a pro who turns many tricks very quickly (literally, a pressure cooker). There is even an expression, commencer à rendre la monnaie, to show signs of age, which is said of prostitutes who in better days didn’t have to give change for large notes.
Let’s talk about sex
The Mosuo people in China have three sacred taboos: it’s forbidden to eat dog, to eat cat and to talk about sex. The latter taboo doesn’t seem to apply elsewhere:
Penis dialogues
There are many ways to describe le petit chauve au col roulé (French), the little baldy in a turtleneck, and the respect with which he’s treated:
The Tagalog speakers of the Philippines take things further with the batuta ni Drakula (‘Dracula’s nightstick’). Added sexual pleasure can be gained from pilik-mata ng kambing (goat’s eyelashes) or bulitas (small plastic balls surgically implanted to enlarge the penises of young Filipinos).
Sex for one …
The vocabulary is no less specialized when it comes to what the Italians describe as assolo, a solo performance. Up-retiree-hue (Rapa Nui, Easter Islands) is to touch one’s penis with the intention of masturbating, while the Japanese have several graphic terms for the experience. Male masturbation is referred to as senzuri (a thousand rubs), with the added refinement of masu-kagami (masturbating in front of a mirror). Female masturbation, by contrast, is described as shiko shiko manzuri (ten thousand rubs) and suichi o ireru (flicking the switch).
… and for many
Similar sensations can be experienced in company:
Pacific holiday
On the islands of Ulithi in the Western Pacific, the Micronesian people like to take a holiday from their regular lovemaking. Pi supuhui (literally, a hundred pettings) describes a holiday dedicated to mate-swapping. People pair up and go into the woods to share a picnic and make love. Married couples are not allowed to go together and the selection of new partners is encouraged. If there is an unequal number of participants, some couples may become threesomes.
The desired result or the result of desire
The French have a charming expression for this: voir les anges, which means to see angels.
On reflection
Thumbs up
Gestures should be used carefully when abroad for fear of misunderstandings. The cheery thumbs-up used by the English or Americans means ‘up yours’ in the Middle East and ‘sit on this’ in Sardinia. In France, pressing a thumb against the fingertips means something is ooh-la-la parfait or just right, while in Egypt, the same gesture means ‘stop right there’.
An American’s sign for ‘okay’, made by touching the tip of the thumb to the tip of the forefinger, and used internationally by scuba divers, is an insult in Brazil. In some countries, the V sign can be negative, in others positive; in Italy, reversed, it approximates to ‘to hell with you’. In some countries, flicking your thumb across the teeth tells the other person he’s a cheapskate. Just about everywhere grabbing the crook of your elbow and raising your fist is rude. In the Arab world, the middle finger pointed downwards and moving up and down, with the palm horizontal, equates to a raised middle finger in England.
The Family Circle
bu yin, bu long, bu cheng gu gong (Chinese)
unless one pretends to be stupid or deaf it is difficult to be a mother-in-law or father-in-law
Getting hitched
There comes a point, in most societies, where a relationship is formalized in law. As the Romanians say: dragostea e oarbă , dar căsătoria îi găseşte leacul, love is blind, but marriage finds a cure:
Trouble and strife
Does one always live happily ever after? The evidence of our global languages suggests that it’s not always the case:
Yang
Sometimes, the man is clearly to blame when things go wrong (with the emphasis on infidelity, desertion and gambling):
Yin
At other times the fault lies with the woman (with the emphasis on laziness, bullying and antipathy):
Family matters
Once married, man and wife may find that their greatest problem is getting enough time alone. Extending the family can work both ways:
Chercher la femme?
When it comes to the family unit being threatened, why is there is no such thing as an homme fatal? Caribbean Spanish differentiates between a woman who prefers married men (comadreja, literally, a weasel) and one who lures them into extramarital relationships (ciegamachos). Can it really be that women are more predatory than men? Or is it that by luridly painting women as lustful (aa’amo in Hawaiian means ‘an insatiable woman’) and conniving (alghunjar is Persian for the feigned anger of a mistress), men the world over have cleverly avoided any blame for their own adulterous behaviour? Even when they’re guilty, they try to keep the linguistic upper hand, if the German word Drachenfutter is anything to go by. Literally translated as ‘dragon fodder’ it describes the peace offerings that guilty husbands offer their spouses.
One cure for adultery
Rhaphanidosis was a punishment meted out to adulterous men by cuckolded husbands in Ancient Greece. It involved inserting a radish up their backside.
An avuncular solution
The Western ideal of a monogamous husband and wife is not universal. There is, for example, no word for father in Mosuo (China). The nearest translation for a male parental figure is axia, which means friend or lover; and while a child will have only one mother, he or she might have a sequence of axia. An axia has a series of nighttime trysts with a woman, after which he returns home to his mother. Any children resulting from these liaisons are raised in the woman’s household. There are no fathers, husbands or marriages in Mosuo society. Brothers take care of their sisters’ children and act as their fathers. Brothers and sisters live together all their lives in their mothers’ homes.
Polygamy on ice
Other societies replace the complexities of monogamy with those of polygamy, as, for example, the Inuit of the Arctic:
False friends
dad (Albanian) wet nurse or babysitter
babe (SiSwati, Swaziland) father or minister
mama (Georgian) father
brat (Russian) brother
parents (Portuguese) relatives
loo (Fulani, Mali) storage pot
bang (Albanian) paper bag
sin (Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian) son
Special relations
Whether it’s because they have big families, time on their hands in large empty spaces, or for another reason, the Sami people of Northern Scandinavia have highly specific terms for family members and relationships: goaski are one’s mother’s elder sisters, and sivjjot is one’s older sister’s husband; one’s mother’s younger sisters are muotta and one’s father’s younger sisters are siessa; one’s mother’s brothers are eanu and her brothers’ wives are ipmi; one’s brother’s wife is a mangi. The nearby Swedes exhibit a similar subtlety in their terms for grandfathers and grandmothers: farfar is a father’s father, morfar is a mother’s father, farmor is a father’s mother and mormor is a mother’s mother.
This pattern of precise names for individual family members had a parallel in an older society. Latin distinguished patruus (father’s brother) from avunculus (mother’s brother); and matertera (father’s sister) from amita (mother’s sister).
Of even earlier origins, the Australian Kamilaroi nganuwaay means a mother’s cross-cousin’s daughter and also a mother’s father’s sister’s daughter as well as a mother’s mother’s brother’s daughter’s daughter as well as a mother’s mother’s brother’s son’s daughter.
Tahitian taio
Meanwhile, in the warm climate of Tahiti, the word taio (Maohi, French Polynesia) means a formal friendship between people not related by ancestors, which involves the sharing of everything, even sex partners. A taio relationship can be male-to-male, female-to-female or male-to-female.
Essential issue
Language testifies to the importance most cultures attach to having children, as well as the mixed emotions the little darlings bring with them. Yiddish, for example, details both extremes of the parental experience, nakhes being the mixture of pleasure and pride a parent gets from a child, and tsuris the grief and trouble:
Parental ambitions
In contrast with the paternal indulgence of the French fils à papa (a son whose father makes things very easy for him) are some stricter maternal leanings:
Home is where the heart is
Not everyone lives in a standard box-like house:
And rooms have many uses:
Bukumatala
In the Kiriwinian language of New Guinea a bukumatala is a ‘young people’s house’, where adolescents go to stay on reaching puberty. As the main aim is to keep brothers and sisters away from the possibility of incestuous sexual contact close relatives will never stay in the same house. The boys return to the parental home for food and may help with the household work; the girls eat, work and occasionally sleep at home, but will generally spend the night with their adolescent sweethearts in one bukumatala or another.
On reflection
Him b’long Missy Kween
An urgent need to communicate can create a language without native speakers. Pidgin, for example, has developed from English among people with their own native tongues. Fine examples of pidgin expressions in the Tok Pisin language of Papua New Guinea are: liklik box you pull him he cry you push him he cry (an accordion) and bigfella iron walking stick him go bang along topside (a rifle). When the Duke of Edinburgh visits Vanuatu, in the Pacific, he is addressed as oldfella Pili-Pili him b’long Missy Kween, while Prince Charles is Pikinini b’long Kween.
Clocking On
l’argent ne se trouve pas sous le sabot d’un cheval (French)
money isn’t found under a horse’s hoof
Tinker, tailor …
The Japanese phrase for ‘making a living’ is yo o wataru, which literally means ‘to walk across the world’, and it’s certainly true that when the chips are down there are some intriguing ways of earning a crust:
The daily grind
Attitudes to work vary not just from workplace to workplace, but from one side of the office to the other:
Métro-boulot-dodo
This cheery French expression describes life in a none-too-optimistic way. Literally translated as ‘tube-work-sleep’ it summarizes the daily grind, hinting strongly that it’s pointless.
Carrot …
Motivation is a key factor, and employers who want maximum productivity find different ways of achieving this:
… and stick
paukikape (Ancient Greek) the projecting collar worn by slaves while grinding corn in order to prevent them from eating it.
German work ethic
The Germans have long had a reputation for working hard. Inevitably, though, alongside the Urlaubsmuffel, or person who is against taking vacations, there is also the Trittbrettfahrer (literally, running-board rider), the person who profits from another’s work. And along with the studious Technonomade (someone who conducts most of their business on the road, using laptops and mobiles), you will find the less scrupulous schwarzarbeiten (preferring to do work not reported for taxes).
False friends
biro (Arabic) office
adman (Arabic) offering better guaranty
ganga (Spanish) bargain
mixer (Hungarian) barman
slug (Gaulish) servant
fat (Cantonese) prosperity
hot (Romanian) thief
baker (Dutch) nurse
The deal
Others have less noble ways of getting ahead:
On the take
If sharp practice doesn’t work, then the best thing to do is cast all scruples aside:
Hard cash
In the end, it all comes down to one thing:
Spongers
If you don’t have much money yourself, there are always ways around the problem:
Neither a borrower nor a lender be
Indonesian has the word pembonceng to describe someone who likes to use other people’s facilities, but the Pascuense language of Easter Island has gone one step further in showing how the truly unscrupulous exploit friends and family. Tingo is to borrow things from a friend’s house, one by one, until there’s nothing left; while hakamaroo is to keep borrowed objects until the owner has to ask for them back.
What is yours is mine
It’s a short step to outright crime:
A life of crime
Italian offers a rich vocabulary for different types of crime and criminal. Smonta, for example, is a theft carried out on a bus or train from which the perpetrator gets off as soon as possible, while scavalco (literally, climbing over) is a robbery carried out via a window or balcony. A night-time burglary is a serenata (literally, a serenade) which may well involve an orchestra, or gang of thieves, possibly accompanied by a palo, an accomplice who acts as lookout.
Extreme measures
If all else fails one of the following may be necessary:
Hiding the evidence
Persian offers a refinement to the crude concept of ‘murder’. The expression war nam nihadan means to kill and then bury someone, growing flowers over the grave in order to conceal it.
Chokey
As most career criminals would agree, the worst downside to a life of crime is getting caught:
On reflection
Executive essentials
Conclusions cannot always be drawn about historical connections. Some words are similar in numerous languages. Much linguistic research has led to the theory of an Ur-language (Indo–European) spoken some fifty thousand years ago, from which most other languages have descended. Papa, for example, is used for ‘father’ in seventy per cent of languages across the world.
Meanwhile, essential latterday vocabulary has crossed languages as easily as the jet-setting executive who uses it:
taxi is recognized in French, German, Swedish, Spanish, Danish, Norwegian, Dutch, Czech, Slovak, Portuguese, Hungarian and Romanian
sauna is recognized in Finnish, English, Portuguese, Spanish, Italian, French, German, Dutch, Danish, Lithuanian, Croatian/Bosnian/Serbian, Romanian and Norwegian
bank is recognized in Afrikaans, Amharic (Ethiopia), Bengali, Creole, Danish, Dutch, Frisian (Germany and Holland), German, Gujarati (India), Hungarian, Indonesian, Malay, Norwegian, Polish, Sinhala (Sri Lanka), Swedish and Wolof (Senegal and Gambia)
hotel is recognized in Afrikaans, Amharic, Asturian (Spain), Bulgarian, Catalan, Croatian/Bosnian/Serbian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, Frisian (Germany and Holland), Galician (Spain), German, Icelandic, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Slovak, Slovenian, Tswana (Botswana), Ukrainian and Yiddish
Time Off
il giocare non è male, ma è male il perdere (Italian)
there is no harm in playing but great harm in losing
Fun and games
Since the start of time the desire to fill it has resulted in a wide range of recreations. Simplest are the games played by children the world over:
Frozen walrus carcass
There are games that are highly specific to their culture and environment, such as the Inuit igunaujannguaq, which literally means frozen walrus carcass. This is a game where the person in the centre tries to remain stiff and is held in place by the feet of the people who are sitting in a circle. He is passed around the ring, hand over hand. Whoever drops him is the next ‘frozen walrus carcass’.
Honing your skills
As we grow up, what we look for in a game becomes increasingly challenging:
The beautiful game
One game in particular has achieved international pre-eminence, and a range of closely observed terms to describe it:
Taking a punt
Sometimes, fun is not enough; chance or expertise has to be made more exciting by speculation:
The moral perhaps being that it’s better to be the Persian kuz-baz, one who lends money to gamblers, than a mukhtir, one who risks his property in gambling.
Fingers crossed
Some people are born lechero, a Latin American Spanish word for lucky, literally meaning a milkman. Others may be less fortunate:
Break a leg
It’s intriguing that wishing people good luck often takes the form of willing ill fortune on them. The German Hals und Beinbruch, for example, takes the spirit of the English expression ‘break a leg’ and goes one step further – it translates as ‘break your neck and a leg’. The Italians offer an even more gruesome prospect: the cheery wish in bocca al lupo means ‘into the mouth of the wolf’.
The competitive streak
Everyone likes to win, but the methods employed to get ahead range from the inventive to the underhand:
False friends
boghandel (Danish) bookshop
rain (Arabic) viewer, spectator
arse (Turkish) violin bow
jerk (French) praise for an accomplished dancer
pensel (Swedish) paintbrush
catch (French) all-in wrestling
Crooning
For those without sporting interest or prowess, entertainment can be found in the realms of music …
Twirling
… or of dancing
Clubbing
The Italians helpfully differentiate between the staff outside and inside a night club: the buttadentro, the one who throws you in, is the person in charge of choosing who gets through the door; while the buttafuori, the one who throws you out, is the bouncer.
Channel surfing
For those who prefer to stay at home, there’s always the television, or Pantoffelkino (slippers cinema), as it’s described in German. The Romani language of the Gypsies takes a rather sterner view, regarding it as a dinnilos-dicking-muktar, or fool’s looking-box. Those with extra channels seem to be viewed as a cut-above in France, where cablé has now acquired the secondary sense of ‘hip and trendy’.
Hi-tech
Having invented numerous machines to give us free time, we now struggle to come up with others to help fill it:
The arts
There are some pastimes that are elevated, by their practitioners and admirers, onto an altogether higher plane:
Philistines
Those who aren’t impressed by artistic claims have coined a different vocabulary:
Rolling up
In our health-conscious world, can smoking still be regarded as recreation?
On reflection
Married in a brothel
Some words must remain a mystery to all except native speakers. You would have had to have lived in these places for quite a while to understand how to use correctly some of the following, which in their simply translated definitions contain what seem to us contradictory meanings:
hay kulu (Zarma, Nigeria) anything, nothing and also everything
irpadake (Tulu, India) ripe and unripe
sitoshna (Tulu, India) cold and hot
merripen (Romani, Gypsy) life and death
gift (Norwegian) poison and married
magazinshchik (Russian) a shopkeeper and a shoplifter
danh t (Vietnamese) a church and a brothel
aloha (Hawaiian) hello and goodbye (the word has many other meanings including love, compassion, welcome and good wishes)
Eating and Drinking
olcsó húsnak híg a leve (Hungarian)
cheap meat produces thin gravy
Hunting, shooting …
In many parts of the world putting together a meal isn’t always simply a matter of making a quick trip to the local supermarket:
… and fishing
Fishing can be equally labour-intensive:
Global gastronomy
When it comes to the extraordinary things that people around the world enjoy putting in their mouths, it’s certainly true that one man’s meat is another man’s poison:
Menu envy
In some cases, though, it’s the unfamiliar word rather than the food itself that may alarm the outsider:
Can’t cook …
We all know the benefits of lumur (Malay), smearing ingredients with fat during cooking. But even that doesn’t always prevent kanzo (Hausa, Nigeria), burnt food stuck to the bottom of the pot. Perhaps it would help to know the right moment for nisar-qararat (Persian), cold water poured into a pot to stop it getting burnt. The only failsafe way of escaping this is to buy your food boli boli (Aukan, Suriname) – already cooked.
Bon appetit
Now we’re ready to eat …
Boring food
The Japanese are emphatic about how dull food can be: suna o kamu yo na means ‘like chewing sand’. They even have an evocative term for rehashed food: nibansenji, meaning ‘brewing tea for the second time using the same tea-leaves’.
Cupboard love
Those who have food on the table will always be popular:
Snap, crackle, pop!
Is it the way they hear it? Or is it simply what sells the product? The sound of Rice Crispies crackling and popping is very different across Europe:
Rice
In Japan, gohan (literally, honourable food) comes in a bowl and means rice that is ready for eating. But it’s also a general name for rice and even extends in meaning to ‘meal’. At the other end of the spectrum is okoge, which is the scorched rice stuck on the bottom of the pan.
False friends
prune (French) plum
gin (Phrygian, Turkey) to dry out
korn (Swedish) barley
sik (Ukrainian) juice
glass (Swedish) ice cream
prick (Thai) pepper
chew (Amharic, Ethiopia) salt
Hawaiian bananas
Hawaii’s traditional cuisine is based on quite a restricted list of ingredients: fish (there are 65 words alone for describing fishing nets), sweet potato (108 words), sugarcane (42) and bananas (47). The following are among the most descriptive words for this fruit:
Replete
As the meal enters its final stages, a sense of well-being descends on the diner – unless, of course, you’re suffering from bersat (Malay), food that has gone down the wrong way …
Post-prandial
After it’s all over, what are you left with?
Food poisoning
Visitors to Easter Island would be advised to distinguish between the Rapa Nui words hakahana (leaving cooked food for another day) and kai hakahana (food from the previous day that is starting to rot).
Hunger
Food cannot always be taken for granted. Homowo is a Ghanaian word that means ‘hooting at hunger’. Local oral tradition recalls a distant past when the rains failed and there was a terrible famine on the Accra Plains, the home of the Ga people. When a good harvest finally came and there was more than enough to eat once again, the Ghanaians celebrated by holding a festival, still celebrated to this day, that ridiculed hunger.
Daily Bread
Food often figures in colloquial sayings and proverbs, as this selection from Spain shows:
Quenched
After all this talk of food and eating, it’s hard not to feel thirsty:
Bakbuk bakbuk bakbuk
Like the English expression ‘glug glug glug’, the Hebrew word for bottle, bakbuk, derives from the sound of liquid being poured from it.
Pythons and sponges
Those who have not experienced sgriob (Scottish Gaelic), the itchiness that overcomes the upper lip just before taking a sip of whisky, may have suffered from olfrygt (Viking Danish), the fear of a lack of ale. And it’s not always a fish the world drinks like:
Plastered
To the sober, it’s always intriguing to see what drunken people are convinced they can do when under the influence, such as trying to walk in a straight line (kanale’o in Hawaiian). Perhaps it’s best to bear in mind the Romanian proverb dacă doi spun că eşti beat, du-te şi te culcă, if two people say you’re drunk, go to sleep.
The morning after
at have tømmermaend (Danish) having a hangover (literally, to have carpenters, i.e. hearing the noise of drilling, sawing, etc.)
Katzenjammer (German) a very severe hangover (literally, the noise made by extremely miserable cats)
A useful excuse
As they say in Aymara (Bolivia and Peru), umjayanipxitütuwa –they must have made me drink.
On reflection
Doormat dandy
Languages are full of traps for the unwary, particularly when it comes to words that sound similar but mean very different things:
Spanish: el papa the Pope; la papa potato
Albanian: cubar ladies’ man, womanizer; cube proud, courageous girl
Kerja, Indonesia: aderana prostitute; aderòna perfume Italian: zerbino doormat; zerbinotto dandy
Arabic: khadij premature child; khidaj abortion
Albanian: shoq husband; shog bald man; shop blockhead
Below Par
u miericu pietusu fa la piaga verminusa (Calabrian, Italy)
the physician with too much pity will cause the wound to fester
Ouch!
The exclamation denoting pain has many varieties. If you touch a boiling kettle in Korea you cry aiya, in the Philippines aruy and in France aïe. In Russian you scream oj, in Danish uh and in German aua.
Atishoo!
In Japan one sneeze signifies praise (ichi home); two sneezes, criticism (ni-kusashi); three sneezes, disparagement (san-kenashi),
while four or more sneezes are taken to mean, quite reasonably, that a cold is on its way (yottsu-ijo wa kaze no moto). Meanwhile, in Mexico, one sneeze is answered with the word salud (health); two sneezes with dinero (money); three sneezes with amor (love); four or more sneezes with alergías (allergies); laughter often accompanies four sneezes, because health, money and love are obviously more desirable than allergies.
Bless you!
In response to someone sneezing, the Germans say Gesundheit, ‘health to you’, and the French à tes souhaits, literally, ‘to your wishes’. In Sierre Leone, Mende speakers say biseh, or ‘thank you’; in Malagasy, the language of Madagascar, they say velona, ‘alive’, while the Bembe speakers of the Congo say kuma, ‘be well’. In Tonga a sneeze is often taken to be a sign that your loved one is missing you.
Sneezing protocol
In Brazil, they say saúde (health) and the sneezer answers amen. In Arabic, the sneezer says alhumdullilah (‘praise be to God’) first, to which the other person responds yarhamukumu Allah (‘may God have mercy on you’). The sneezer then replies to that with athabakumu Allah (‘may God reward you’). In Iran, things are more complex. There they say afiyat bashe (‘I wish you good health’) and the sneezer replies elahi shokr (‘thank God for my health’). After the first sneeze Iranians are then supposed to stop whatever they were doing for a few minutes before continuing. If the sneeze interrupts a decision it is taken as an indication not to go ahead. Ignoring the single sneeze means risking bad luck. However, a second sneeze clears the slate.
Falling ill
The miseries of the sick bed are universally known:
False friends
gem (Mongolian) defect
lavman (Turkish) enema
angel (Dutch) sting
bad (Arabic) amputation
bladder (Dutch) blister
santa (Egyptian Arabic) wart
turd (Persian) delicate or fragile
Bedside manner
Illness demands sympathy, but the Indonesian word besuk suggests that this is not always forthcoming. It means to refuse to visit a sick person. Possibly with good reason:
Impatient?
Perhaps the most telling word in the lexicon of sickness is the Chinese word huiji-jiyi – to avoid following your doctor’s advice for fear of being recognized as the sufferer of a disease.
On reflection
Vowelless
The Tashlhiyt dialect of Berber (North Africa) is known for its vowelless words: tzgr, she crossed, and rglx, I locked. Among the longest are tkkststt, you took it off, and tftktstt, you sprained it. And if we accept ‘r’ as a consonant (which is debatable in Czech, as ‘l’ and ‘r’ function as sonorants and so fulfil the role of a vowel) then words consisting entirely of consonants are common in their language: krk, neck; prst, finger or toe; smrk, pine tree; smrt, death. Words beginning with five consonants are not unknown: ctvrt, quarter and ctvrtek, Thursday. Likewise in Croatian/Bosnian/Serbian there are: crkva, church; mrkva, carrot; trg, market and zrtva, vinegar.
From Cradle to Grave
xian zhang de meimao, bi bu shang hou zhang de huzi (Chinese)
the eyebrows that started growing first can’t compare with the beard that started growing later
In the family way
Pregnancy can be something of a mixed blessing:
Birth pains
When it comes to childbirth, English tends to be coy. There is no English equivalent for the Inuit word paggiq, which describes the flesh torn as a woman delivers a baby, nor for the Japanese chigobami – bites inflicted on a mother’s nipple by a suckling baby. As for the less painful aspects of giving birth, we lack the Indonesian word uek, the sound of a baby crying when being born, the very precise Ulwa word from Nicaragua, asahnaka, to hold a child on one’s hip with its legs straddling the hipbone facing the mother’s side, let alone the Persian term kundamoya, which is the hair a child is born with.
Birthing partner
The Inuit have a word tunumiaq which denotes the person who supports a pregnant woman’s back during labour.
First steps in the deep Pacific
In Rapa Nui (Easter Island) there are five detailed words to describe a baby’s early progress: kaukau is a newborn baby first moving its hands and feet; puepue is when it begins to distinguish people and objects; tahuri is when it starts to move from side to side; totoro is when it’s learned to crawl; mahaga is when it is able to stand by itself.
Toddling
English is strangely deficient when it comes to observing the many stages of development:
Growing pains
The next few years are crucial:
Boys and girls
Some cultures go further than merely differentiating between children and adolescents. The Indonesian word balita refers to those under five years old; the Hindi term kumari means a girl between ten and twelve, while bala is a young woman under the age of sixteen. The Cook Islands Maoris continue the sequence with mapu, a youth from about sixteen to twenty-five.
False friends
compromisso (Portuguese) engagement
embarazada (Spanish) pregnant
anus (Latin) old woman
chin (Persian) one who catches money thrown at weddings
moon (Khakas, Siberia) to hang oneself
bath (Scottish Gaelic) to drown
hoho (Hausa, Nigeria) condolences
Mid-life crisis
Before we know it, the carefree days of our youth are just fading memories:
Getting older Hawaiian-style
The Hawaiians have a highly specific vocabulary to describe the effects of what the Germans call Lebensabend, the twilight of life:
Kicking the bucket
Other languages have highly inventive euphemisms for the tricky subject of passing on:
The final reckoning
Chinese whispers
Chinese has a rich vocabulary when it comes to the last moments of life:
Last rites
In the end the inevitable takes its course:
On reflection
The long of it
Among languages that build up very long words for both simple and complex concepts are those defined as ‘polysynthetic’, and many of them are found in Australia or Papua New Guinea. The Aboriginal Mayali tongue of Western Arnhem Land is an example, forming highly complex verbs able to express a complete sentence, such as: ngabanmarneyawoyhwarrgahganjginjeng, meaning ‘I cooked the wrong meat for them again’. (This breaks down into nga: I, ban: them, marne: for, yawoyh: again, warrgah: wrongly directed action, ganj: meat, ginje: cook, ng: past tense.) In the Australian language known as Western Desert, palyamunurringkutjamunurtu means ‘he or she definitely did not become bad’.
Germans are not the only ones who like to create complex compound words as nouns. Arbejdsløshedsunderstøttelse is Danish for unemployment benefit, while tilpasningsvanskeligheder means ‘adjustment difficulties’. Precipitevolissimevolmente is Italian for ‘as fast as possible’. And in the Tupi-Guarani Apiaká language of Brazil, tapa-há-ho-huegeuvá means rubber.
But maybe the laurels should go to the Ancient Greek playwright Aristophanes who devised the word lopado-temacho-selacho-galeo-kranio-leipsano-drim-hu-potrimmato-silphio-karabo-melito-katakechumeno-kichl-epikossuphophatto-perister-alektruon-opto-kephallio-kigklo-peleio-lagoio-siraio-baphe-tragano-pterugon, a dish compounded of all kinds of dainties, fish, fowl and sauces.
Otherworldly
zig then ma che; dam choe ma ha (Dzongkha, Bhutan)
do not start your worldly life too late; do not start your religious life too early
Beyond the veil
So what lies beyond the beauties of life, in sight, sound and smell? Do we live for ever? And if so, can any of us ever return?
Spooked in Sumatra
The Indonesians have a particularly varied vocabulary to describe the inhabitants of the spirit world and their attempts to menace the living:
Looking into the future
A cynical old Chinese proverb offers the thought ruo xin bu, maile wu; mai gua kou, mei liang dou: ‘if you believe in divination you will end up selling your house to pay the diviners’. But attempting to see into the future has been a constant in all societies for thousands of years:
Hide away
Scottish Highlanders formerly had an unusual way of divining the future, known as taghairm. This involved wrapping a man in the hide of a freshly butchered bullock and leaving him alone by a waterfall, under a cliff-face, or in some other wild and deserted place. Here he would think about his problem; and whatever answer he came up with was supposed to have been given to him by the spirits who dwelt in such forbidding spots.
False friends
monaco (Italian) monk
fish (Arabic) Easter, Passover
alone (Italian) halo
fall (Breton) bad
lav (Armenian) good
bog (Russian) god
God willing
The French have a term, bondieuserie, which means ostentatious piety. But for many the solace of prayer and faith is both necessary and private:
On reflection
The short of it
Among single letter words to be found among the world’s languages are the following:
u (Samoan) an enlarged land snail
u (Xeta, Brazil) to eat animal meat
u (Burmese) a male over forty-five (literally, uncle)
i (Korean) a tooth
m (Yakut, Siberia) a bear; an ancestral spirit
All Creatures Great and Small
meglio è esser capo di lucertola che coda di dragone (Italian)
better be the head of a lizard than the tail of a dragon
Animal crackers
‘Every dog has his day’; ‘you can take a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink’; ‘a cat may look at a king’. Animals crop up left, right and centre in English sayings and phrases, and in those of other languages too:
Dragon’s head
The Japanese are particularly fond of animal metaphors:
Ships of the desert
As you might expect, the more important an animal is to a particular culture, the more words there are for it. The cattle-herding Masai of Kenya and Tanzania, for example, have seventeen distinct words for cattle; the jungle-based Baniwa tribe of Brazil has twenty-nine for ant (with a range that includes the edible); while in Somali there are no fewer than forty-three words relating to camels of every possible variety. Here are a few:
Persian also has its own detailed camel vocabulary that suggests an even more recalcitrant beast:
Horses for courses
Many languages have very specific words to describe not only types of horse but also its activities and attributes. In the Quechuan language of Peru, tharmiy is a horse that stands on its hind legs and kicks out with its forelegs. The Bulgar lungur is an unfit horse, while the Malay kuda padi is a short-legged horse for riding. Dasparan, from the Khowan language of Pakistan, describes the mating of horses and the Russian nochoe means the pasturing of horses for the night. Persian has an extravagance of equine vocabulary:
Man’s best friend
The Indians of Guatemala have a word, nagual, which describes an animal, chosen at birth, whose fate is believed to have a direct effect on the prosperity of its owner.
Hopping mad
The Kunwinjku of Australia use a range of words to describe the way in which kangaroos hop; in part this is because, from a distance, the easiest way to identify a particular type of kangaroo is by the way it moves. Thus kanjedjme is the hopping of a wallaroo, kamawudme is the hopping of a male Antilopine wallaroo, and kadjalwahme is the hopping of the female. Kamurlbardme is the hopping of a black wallaroo and kalurlhlurlme is the hopping of an agile wallaby.
False friends
ape (Italian) bee
anz (Arabic) wasp
bum (Arabic) owl
medusa (Spanish) jellyfish
slurp (Afrikaans) elephant’s trunk
ukelele (Tongan) jumping flea
Shoo!
The Latin American sape, the German husch and the Pashto (of Afghanistan and Pakistan) tsheghe tsheghe are among the many similar-sounding words that mean ‘shoo’. Other animal commands refer to particular creatures: Pashto pishte pishte is said when chasing cats away; gja gja is the Bulgar driving call to horses; kur is the Indonesian call to chickens to come to be fed; and belekisi ontu (Aukan, Suriname) is an insult hurled at a dog. The Malays are even more specific, with song, the command to an elephant to lift one leg, and soh, the cry to a buffalo to turn left.
Peacocks’ tails
Many languages identify specific parts or attributes of animals for which there is no direct English equivalent. Kauhaga moa is the word used by Easter Islanders to designate the first and shortest claw of a chicken, while candraka in Tulu (India) is the eye pattern that appears on the feathers of a peacock’s tail and kannu is the star in the feather. In several languages there are particular words for different types of animal excrement: monkey urine in the Guajá language (Brazil) is kalukaluk-kaí; the liquid part of chicken excrement in Ulwa (Nicaragua) is daraba; while in Persian the little bit of sweat and dung attached to a sheep’s groin and tail is called wazahat.
Kissing and hissing
Other words describe the closely observed actions of animals, many of which we can instantly recognize:
Two Persian tricks
Tuti’i pas ayina is a person sitting behind a mirror who teaches a parrot to talk by making it believe that it is its own likeness seen in the mirror which is pronouncing the words. While kalb is the practice of imitating barking to induce dogs to respond and thus show whether a particular dwelling is inhabited or not.
Animal magnetism
Some animal words attract other meanings as well. Hausa of Nigeria uses mesa to mean both python and water hose, and jak both donkey and wheelbarrow. Wukur in Arabic signifies a bird of prey’s nest and an aircraft hangar and, intriguingly, zamma means both to put a bridle on a camel and to be supercilious. For the Wagiman of Australia wanganyjarri describes a green ants’ nest and an armpit, while for the French papillon is both a butterfly and a parking ticket.
The flying squad
In Hopi, an Amerindian language, masa’ytaka is used to denote insects, aeroplanes, pilots; in fact, everything that flies except birds.
Tamed
Humans have rarely been content to let animals run wild and free; using them in one way or another has defined the relationship between two and four legs:
Animal sounds
In Albanian, Danish, English, Hebrew and Polish, to name just a few languages, bees make a buzzing sound, and cats miaow. However, no language but English seems to think that owls go ‘tu-whit, tu-woo’ or a cockerel goes ‘cock-a-doodle-doo’. And not everyone agrees about the birds and the bees either:
Birds
Arabic (Algeria): twit twit
Bengali: cooho’koohoo
Finnish: tsirp tsirp
Hungarian: csipcsirip
Korean: ji-ji-bae-bae
Norwegian: kvirrevitt or pip-pip
Bees
Afrikaans: zoem-zoem
Bengali: bhonbhon
Estonian: summ-summ
Japanese: bunbun
Korean: boong-boong or wing-wing
Cats
Indonesian: ngeong
Malay: ngiau
Nahuatl (Mexico): tlatzomia
Chicks
Albanian: ciu ciu
Greek: ko-ko-ko
Hungarian: csip-csip
Indonesian: cip cip
Quechuan (Peru): tojtoqeyay
Slovene: čiv-čiv
Thai: jiap jiap
Turkish: cik cik
Cockerels
Chinese: gou gou
French: cocorico
Italian: chicchirichí
Portuguese: cocorococo
Thai: ake-e-ake-ake
Cows
Bengali: hamba
Dutch: boeh
Hungarian: bú
Korean: um-muuuu
Nahuatl (Mexico): choka
Crows
French: croa-croa
Indonesian: gagak
Korean: kka-ak-kka-ak
Spanish: cruaaac, cruaaac
Swedish: krax
Thai: gaa gaa
Turkish: gaaak, gaak
Cuckoos
Japanese: kakkou kakkou
Korean: ppu-kkook-ppu-kkook
Turkish: guguk, guguk
Elephants
Finnish: trööt or prööt
Spanish (Chile): prraaahhh, prrraaaahhh
Thai: pran pran
Frogs
Afrikaans: kwaak-kwaak
Estonian: krooks-krooks
Munduruku (Brazil): korekorekore
Spanish (Argentina): berp
Goats
Nahuatl (Mexico): choka
Norwegian: mae
Quechuan (Peru): jap’apeyay
Russian: mee
Ukrainian: me-me
Hens
Turkish: gut-gut-gudak
Arabic (Algeria): cout cout cout
Rapa Nui (Easter Island): kókokóko
Owls
Korean: buung-buung
Norwegian: uhu
Russian: ukh
Swedish: hoho
Thai: hook hook
Pigs
Albanian: hunk hunk
Hungarian: röf-röf-röf
Japanese: buubuu, boo boo boo
Dutch: knor-knor
Sheep
Mandarin Chinese: mieh mieh
Portuguese: meee meee
Slovene: bee-bee
Vietnamese: be-hehehe
French: bêê (h)
On reflection
Spellcheck nightmare
If only Scrabble allowed foreign words how much greater our wordscores could be:
3 consecutive vowels: aaa (Hawaiian) a lava tube
4 consecutive vowels: jaaaarne (Estonian) the edge of the ice; kuuuurija (Estonian) a moon explorer
6 consecutive vowels: zaaiuien (Dutch) onions for seeding; ouaouaron (Quebecois French) a bullfrog
7 consecutive vowels: hääyöaie (Finnish) – counting ‘y’ as a vowel – a plan for the wedding night
8 consecutive vowels: hooiaioia (Hawaiian) certified; oueaiaaare (Estonian) the edge of a fence surrounding a yard
5 consecutive consonants (and no vowels): cmrlj (Slovenian) a bumblebee
7 consecutive consonants: razzvrkljati (Slovenian) preparing the egg for baking, or making omelettes; opskrbljivač (Croatian) a supplier; ctvrtkruh (Czech) a quadrant
8 consecutive consonants: angstschreeuw (Dutch) a cry of fear; varldsschlager (Swedish) a worldwide music hit; gvbrdgvnit (Georgian) you tear us into pieces
11 consecutive consonants: odctvrtvrstvit (Czech) to remove a quarter of a layer
Whatever the Weather
chuntian hai’er lian, yi tian bian san bian (Chinese)
spring weather is like a child’s face, changing three times a day
And the forecast is …
Despite our obsession with the weather, the English language doesn’t cover all the bases when it comes to precise observations of the natural world …
… though, inevitably, there are some local phenomena that we have to struggle harder to imagine:
Meteorological metaphors
Our descriptions of the weather often use metaphors, such as raining cats and dogs, but some languages use the weather itself as the metaphor:
Those words for snow
The number of different Inuit words for snow has been the subject of endless debate, few people taking into account the fact that the now-offensive group name ‘Eskimo’ (from the French Esquimaux, derived from North American Algonquian and literally meaning ‘eaters of raw flesh’) covers a number of different language areas: Inuit in Greenland and Canada, Yupik in Eastern Siberia and Aleut in Alaska. Here is a selection of words for snow from some Inuit languages:
snow, kaniktshaq; no snow, aputaitok; to snow, qanir, qanunge, qanugglir; snowy weather, nittaatsuq, qannirsuq; to get fine snow or rain particles, kanevcir; first falling, apingaut; light falling, qannialaag; wet and falling, natatgo naq; in the air, falling, qaniit; feathery clumps of falling snow, qanipalaat; air thick with snow, nittaalaq; rippled surface of snow, kaiyuglak; light, deep enough for walking, katik-sugnik; fresh without any ice, kanut; crusty, sillik; soft for travelling, mauyasiorpok; soft and deep where snowshoes are needed for travel, taiga; powder, nutagak; salty, pokaktok; wind-beaten, upsik; fresh, nutaryuk; packed, aniu; sharp, panar; crusty that breaks under foot, karakartanaq; rotten, slush on sea, qinuq; best for building an igloo, pukaan-gajuq; glazed in a thaw, kiksrukak; watery, mangokpok; firm (the easiest to cut, the warmest, the preferred), pukajaw; loose, newly fallen which cannot be used as it is, but can provide good building material when compacted, ariloqaq; for melting into water, aniuk; that a dog eats, aniusarpok; that can be broken through, mauya; floating on water, qanisqineq; for building, auverk; on clothes, ayak; beaten from clothes, tiluktorpok; much on clothes, aputainnarowok; crust, pukak; cornice, formation about to collapse, navcaq; on the boughs of trees, qali; blown indoors, sullarniq; snowdrift overhead and about to fall, mavsa; snowdrift that blocks something, kimaugruk; smoky drifting snow, siqoq; arrow-shaped snowdrift, kaluto-ganiq; newly drifting snow, akelrorak; space between drifts and obstruction, anamana, anymanya; snowstorm, pirsuq, pirsirsursuaq, qux; violent snowstorm, igadug; blizzard, pirta, pirtuk; avalanche, sisuuk, aput sisurtuq; to get caught in an avalanche, navcite.
There are also a large number of Inuit words for ice, covering everything from icicles through ‘solidly frozen slush’ to ‘open pack ice in seawater’.
False friends
air (Indonesian) water, liquid, juice
blubber (Dutch) mud
shit (Persian) dust
nap (Hungarian) sun
sky (Norwegian) cloud
pi (Korean) rain
Highland mist
Either there is more weather in the cold, wet places of the world or people have more time to think about and define it. The Scots may not have as many words for snow as the Inuits, but they have a rich vocabulary for their generally cool and damp climate.
Dreich is their highly evocative word for a miserably wet day. Gentle rain or smirr might be falling, either in a dribble (drizzle) or in a dreep (steady but light rainfall). Plowtery (showery) weather may shift to a gandiegow (squall), a pish-oot (complete downpour), or a thunder-plump (sudden rainstorm accompanied by thunder and lightning). Any of these is likely to make the average walker feel dowie (downhearted) as they push on through the slaister (liquid bog) and glaur (mire), even if they’re not yet drookit (soaked to the skin). The track in front of them will probably be covered with dubs (puddles), as the neighbouring burn (stream) grows into a fast-flowing linn (torrent).
The very next day the weather may be different again, and the walker beset by blenter (gusty wind). Or if it’s grulie (unsettled), there’s always the hope that it might turn out leesome (fair) with a lovely pirl (soft breeze). And then, after the next plype (sudden heavy shower), there may even be a watergow (faint rainbow). In deepest winter it will generally be snell (piercingly cold), and sometimes fair jeelit (icily so) among the wreaths (drifts) of snow.
For a precious few fair days in summer, there may even be a simmer cowt (heat haze), though the more austere will be relieved that the likelihood of discomfort remains high on account of the fierce-biting mudges (midges).
On reflection
My underground oven
Riddles are found the world over. Here are some intriguing ones from Hawaii:
1 ku’u punawai kau i ka lewa my spring of water high up in the clouds
2 ku’u wahi pu ko’ula i ka moana my bundle of red sugarcane in the ocean
3 ku’u wahi hale, ‘ewalu o’a, ho’okahi pou my house with eight rafters and one post
4 ku’u imu kalua loa a lo’ik’i my long underground oven
Answers
1 niu a coconut
2 anuenue a rainbow
3 mamula an umbrella
4 he the grave
Hearing Things
quien quiere ruido, compre un cochino (Spanish)
he that loves noise must buy a pig
Sound bites
The sounds of most of the words we use have little to do with their meanings. But there are exceptions in other languages, too. For best results try saying the words out loud:
Making a splash
Local experience shapes local language. The Tulu people of India, for example, have a fine array of evocative, specific words to do with water: gulum describes a stone falling into a well; gulugulu is filling a pitcher with water; caracara is spurting water from a pump; budubudu is bubbling, gushing water; jalabala is bubbling or boiling water; salasala is pouring water; while calacala describes the action of children wading through water as they play.
Ding dong
The sound of an altogether noisier culture can be heard in Indonesian: kring is the sound of a bicycle bell; dentang, cans being hit repeatedly; reat-reot, the squeaking of a door; ning-nong, the ringing of a doorbell; jedar-jedor, a door banging repeatedly. But there are gentler moments, too: kecipak-kecipung is hands splashing water in a rhythm, while desus is a quiet and smooth sound as of someone farting but not very loudly.
Chirping cuckoos
The Basques of the Pyrenees also use highly expressive words. You might recognize such terms as kuku (a cuckoo), miau (miaou), mu (moo), durrunda (thunder), zurrumurru (a whisper) and urtzintz (to sneeze), but could you guess the meaning of these?
thu | to spit |
milikatu | to lick |
tchiuka | to chirp |
chichtu | to whistle |
uhurritu | to howl |
chehatu | to chew |
karruskatu | to gnaw |
False friends
rang (Chinese) to yell, shout
boo (Latin) to cry out, resound
hum (Ainu, Japan) sound, feeling
rumore (Italian) noise
bum (Turkish) bang
Sounds Japanese
The Japanese can be equally imitative: shikushiku is to cry continuously while sniffling, and zeizei is the sound of air being forced through the windpipe when one has a cold or respiratory illness. We can hear perhaps a gathering of Japanese women in kusukusu, to giggle or titter, especially in a suppressed voice; and of men in geragera, a belly laugh. Moving from the literal to the more imaginative, the Japanese have sa, the sound of a machine with the switch on, idling quietly; sooay sooay, fish swimming; susu, the sound of air passing continuously through a small opening.
Gitaigo describes a more particular Japanese concept: words that try to imitate not just sounds, but states of feeling. So gatcha gatcha describes an annoying noise; harahara refers to one’s reaction to something one is directly involved in; and ichaicha is used of a couple engaging in a public display of affection viewed as unsavoury by passers-by. Mimicry of feelings extends to descriptions of the way we see: so jirojiro is to stare in fascination; tekateka is the shiny appearance of a smooth (often cheap-looking) surface; pichapicha is splashing water; and kirakira is a small light that blinks repeatedly.
Sounds familiar
Not all words about sound are imitative; or perhaps it’s just that things strike the ear differently in other parts of the world:
On reflection
Top ten
In terms of numbers of speakers, the top ten world languages are as follows:
Seeing Things
cattiva è quella lana che non si puo tingere (Italian)
it is a bad cloth that will take no colour
Colourful language
We might well think that every language has a word for every colour, but this isn’t so. Nine languages distinguish only between black and white. In Dan, for example, which is spoken in New Guinea, people talk in terms of things being either mili (darkish) or mola (lightish).
Twenty-one languages have distinct words for black, red and white only; eight have those colours plus green; then the sequence in which additional colours are brought into languages is yellow, with a further eighteen languages, then blue (with six) and finally brown (with seven).
Across the spectrum
As with colours, so with the rainbow. The Bassa language of Liberia identifies only two colours: ziza (red/orange/yellow) and hui (green/ blue/purple) in their spectrum. The Shona of Zimbabwe describe four: cipsuka (red/orange), cicena (yellow and yellow-green), citema (green-blue) and cipsuka again (the word also represents the purple end of the spectrum). It is just Europeans and the Japanese who pick out seven colours: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet.
Welsh blues
The Welsh for blue is glas, as in the expression yng nglas y dydd, in the blue of the day (the early morning). But glas is a hard-working word. It’s also used in the expression gorau glas (blue best), to mean to do one’s best, and, changing tack rather dramatically, it appears as glas wen (blue smile), a smile that is insincere and mocking. In Welsh literature, glas is a colour that is somewhere between green, blue and grey; it also has poetic meanings of both youth and death.
False friends
blank (German) shiny
hell (German) clear, bright, light
cafe (Quechuan, Peru) brown
Thai dress code
Thais believe that if they dress in a certain colour each day it will bring them good luck. The code is: Monday, yellow (lueang); Tuesday, pink (chom poo); Wednesday, green (kiaw); Thursday, orange (som); Friday, blue (nam ngem); Saturday, purple (muang); Sunday, red (daeng). Black (dam) is not lucky for conservative people and is reserved for funerals; unless you are young, in which case it’s seen as edgy and sophisticated.
Colour-coded
We can be green with envy, see red, or feel a bit blue. Colours have a strong symbolic force, but not everyone agrees on what they stand for:
Red
makka na uso (Japanese) a deep red (outright) lie
aka no tannin (Japanese) a red (total) stranger
film a luci rosse (Italian) a red (blue) film
romanzo rosa (Italian) a pink (romantic) story
vyspat se do červena/růžova (Czech) to sleep oneself into the red (have had a good night’s sleep)
Yellow
jaune d’envie (French) yellow (green) with envy
gelb vor Eifersucht werden (German) to become yellow with jealousy
kiroi koi (Japanese) a yellow (particularly screeching) scream
gul och blå (Swedish) yellow and blue (black and blue)
Black
svartsjuk (Swedish) black ill (jealousy)
hara guroi (Japanese) black stomach (wicked)
être noir (French) to be black (drunk)
mustasukkainen (Finnish) wearing black socks (jealous)
White
andare in bianco (Italian) to go into the white (to have no success with someone romantically)
ak akce kara gun icindir (Turkish) white money for a black day (savings for a rainy day)
un mariage blanc (French) a white marriage (a marriage of convenience)
obléci bílý kabát (archaic Czech) to put on the white coat (to join the army)
Blue
aoiki toiki (Japanese) sighing with blue breath (suffering)
blau sein (German) to be blue (drunk)
en être bleu (French) to be in the blue (struck dumb)
aoku naru (Japanese) blue with fright
blått öga (Swedish) blue eye (black eye)
modré pondlí (Czech) blue Monday (a Monday taken as holiday after the weekend)
Green
al verde (Italian) in the green (short of cash)
vara pa gron kvist (Swedish) as rich as green (wealthy)
langue verte (French) green language (slang)
darse un verde (Spanish) to give oneself greens (to tuck into one’s food)
aotagai (Japanese) to buy green rice fields (to employ college students prematurely)
On reflection
Polyglossary
Two countries, Papua New Guinea with over 850 languages and Indonesia with around 670, are home to a quarter of the world’s languages. If we add the seven countries that each possess more than two hundred languages (Nigeria 410, India 380, Cameroon 270, Australia 250, Mexico 240, Zaire 210, Brazil 210), the total comes to almost 3,500; which is to say that more than half of the world’s spoken languages come from just nine countries.
If we look at it in terms of continents, North, Central and South America have around one thousand spoken languages, which is about 15 per cent; Africa has around 30 per cent; Asia a bit over 30 per cent; and the Pacific somewhat under 20 per cent. Europe is by far the least diverse, having only 3 per cent of the world’s languages.
Number Crunching
c’est la goutte d’eau qui fait déborder le vase (French)
it’s the drop of water that makes the vase overflow
Countdown
You might expect words to get longer as numbers get bigger, so perhaps it’s a surprise to find that in some languages the words for single digits are a real mouthful. In the Ona-Shelknam language of the Andes, for example, eight is ningayuneng aRvinelegh. And in Athabaskan Koyukon (an Alaskan language) you need to get right through neelk’etoak’eek’eelek’eebedee’oane to register the number seven.
Vital statistics
The world’s vocabulary of numbers moves from the precise …
… to the vague:
Counting in old China
From the very biggest to the very smallest, the Ancient Chinese were highly specific in their delineation of numbers, from:
right down to:
Double-digit growth
Counting in multiples of ten probably came from people totting up items on their outspread fingers and thumbs. Some cultures, however, have approached matters rather differently. The Ancient Greeks rounded things off to sixty (for their low numbers) and 360 (for their high numbers) and speakers of old Germanic used to say 120 to mean many. The Yuki of Northern California counted in multiples of eight (being the space between their two sets of fingers) and rounded off high numbers at sixty-four. Some Indian tribes in California based their multiples on five and ten; others liked four as it expressed North, South, East and West; others six because it added to those directions the worlds above and below ground.
Magic numbers
Different cultures give different significance to different numbers. Western traditions offer the five senses and the seven sins, among other groupings. Elsewhere we find very different combinations. The following list is drawn from the Tulu language of India unless otherwise stated:
Three
tribhuvara the three worlds: heaven, earth and hell
trivarga the three human objects: love, duty and wealth
Four
nalvarti the four seasons
Five
pancabhuta the five elements: earth, air, fire, water and ether
pancaloha the five chief metals: gold, silver, copper, iron and lead
pancavarna the five colours: white, black, red, yellow and green
pancamahapataka the five greatest sins: murdering a Brahman, stealing gold, drinking alcohol, seducing the wife of one’s spiritual mentor, and associating with a person who has committed such sins
pancavadya the five principal musical instruments: lute, cymbals, drum, trumpet and oboe
Six
liuqin (Chinese) the six relations (father, mother, elder brothers, younger brothers, wife and children)
Seven
haft rang (Persian) the seven colours of the heavenly bodies: Saturn, black; Jupiter, brown; Mars, red; the Sun, yellow; Venus, white; Mercury, blue; and the Moon, green
Eight
ashtabhoga the eight sources of enjoyment: habitation, bed, clothing, jewels, wife, flower, perfumes and betel-leaf/areca nut
Nine
sembako (Indonesian) the nine basic commodities that people need for everyday living: rice, flour, eggs, sugar, salt, cooking oil, kerosene, dried fish and basic textiles
Ten
dah ak (Persian) the ten vices – named after the tyrant Zahhak who was notorious for ten defects of body or mind: ugliness, shortness of stature, excessive pride, indecency, gluttony, scurrility, cruelty, hastiness, falsehood and cowardice
Expressed numerically
Specific numbers are also used in some colloquial phrases:
Kissing time
The adult understanding of the French number soixante-neuf (69) is well known. Less familiar is the other meaning of quatre-vingt-huit (88) – a kiss.
Take your time
Not everyone sees time in terms of past, present and future. The Kipsigis of the Nile region have three types of past tense: today’s past, yesterday’s past and the distant past. Several American Indian languages divide the past tense into the recent past, remote past and mythological past; other languages have different definitions:
Can’t say exactly when
In Hindi, the word for yesterday, kal, is the same as that for tomorrow (only the tense of the attached verb tells you which). And in Punjabi parson means either the day before yesterday or the day after tomorrow.
Time of day
Around the world different cultures have created highly specific loosely clock-related vocabulary that divides up the day. The Zarma people of Western Africa use wete to cover mid-morning (between nine and ten); the Chinese wushi is from eleven to one; and the Hausa (of Nigeria) azahar takes in the period from one-thirty to around three. The Samoan word afiafi covers both late afternoon and evening, from about 5 p.m. till dark. They call the period right after sunset afiafi po; this is then followed after a couple of hours by po, the dead of night. Of the various expressions for dusk, perhaps the most evocative is the French entre chien et loup – literally, between the dog and the wolf.
Elevenses
Dutch (and other Germanic languages) confusingly uses half twaalf for 11.30. While in Africa they are more long-winded for this specific time of day:
Shouting the distance
Krosa is Sanskrit for a cry, and thus has come to mean the distance over which a man’s call can be heard, roughly two miles. In the central forests of Sri Lanka calculations of distance are also made by sound: a dog’s bark indicates a quarter of a mile; a cock’s crow something more; and a hoo is the space over which a man can be heard when shouting the word at the highest pitch of his voice. While in the Yakut language of Siberia, kiosses represents a specific distance calculated in terms of the time it takes to cook a piece of meat.
Tip to toe
Parts of the body have long been used to define small distances – the foot in the imperial system of measuring, for example. The Zarma people of Western Africa find the arm much more useful: kambe kar is the length of the arm from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger and gande is the distance between two outstretched arms. Elsewhere we find:
The Micmac calendar
The Mikmawisimk language of the Micmac Indians is spoken by some eight thousand people in Canada and the USA. Their twelve months all have highly evocative names:
English | Mikmawisimk | Literal translation |
January | Punamujuikús | the cod are spawning |
February | Apunknajit | the sun is powerful |
March | Siwkewikús | maple sugar |
April | Penamuikús | birds lay eggs |
May | Etquljuikús | frogs are croaking |
June | Nipnikús | foliage is most verdant |
July | Peskewikús | birds are moulting |
August | Kisikwekewikús | it’s ripening time |
September | Wikumkewikús | it’s moose-calling time |
October | Wikewikús | our animals are fat and tame |
November | Keptekewikús | the rivers are about to freeze |
December | Kiskewikús | chief moon |
False friends
fart (Turkish) excess or exaggeration
dim (Welsh) zero
age (Hindi and Urdu, Pakistan) in the future
beast (Persian) twenty
slut (Swedish) end or finish
tilt (Cantonese) one-third
Caribou calendar
Similar charmingly named months make up the various Inuit calendars. January is siqinnaarut, the month when the sun returns; February is qangattaarjuk, referring to the sun getting higher and higher in the sky; March is avunniit, when premature baby seals are born: some make it, some freeze to death; April is natsijjat, the proper month for seal pups to be born; May is tirigluit, when bearded seals are born; June is manniit, when the birds are laying eggs; July is saggaruut, the sound of rushing water as the rivers start to run; August is akulliruut, when the summer has come and the caribous’ thick hair has been shed; September is amiraijaut, when the caribou hair is neither too thin nor too thick but just right for making into clothing; October is ukialliruut, when the caribou antlers lose their covers; November is tusaqtuut, when the ice forms and people can travel to see other people and get news; December is taujualuk, a very dark month.
Tea time
Tea is a fundamental part of Chinese culture, so it’s no surprise to find that there’s an elaborate calendar relating to the growth and preparation of it:
Chinese | Literal translation | Western Calendar |
Li Chun | spring starts | 5 February |
Yushui | the rains come | 19 February |
Jingzhe | insects wake up | 5 March |
Chunfen | spring equinox | 20 March |
Qingming | clear and bright | 5 April |
Guyu | grain rain | 20 April |
Lixia | summer starts | 5 May |
Xiaoman | grains fill out | 21 May |
Mangzhong | the grain is in ear | 6 June |
Xiazhu | summer solstice | 21 June |
Xiaoshu | little heat | 7 July |
Dashu | big heat | 23 July |
Liqiu | autumn starts | 7 August |
Chushu | limit to food | 23 August |
Bailu | white dew | 8 September |
Qiufen | autumn equinox | 23 September |
Hanlu | cold dew | 8 October |
Shuangjiang | frost descends | 23 October |
Lidong | winter starts | 7 November |
Xiaoxue | little snow | 22 November |
Daxue | big snow | 7 December |
Dongzhi | winter solstice | 21 December |
Xiohan | little cold | 6 January |
Dahan | big cold | 26 January |
Halcyon days
In 2002 President Saparmurat Niyazov of Turkmenistan decided to rename both the months of the year and the days of the week. Some months were to take the names of heroes of Turkmenistan’s past, but January was to become Turkmenbashi, after the president’s official name (‘Head of all the Turkmen’). In response to his suggestion that April should become known as ‘Mother’, one of his supporters suggested that instead it should be named after the president’s mother, Gurbansoltan-eje. The president heeded this advice.
The days of the week were also renamed: Monday became Major (main or first) Day; Tuesday, Young Day; Wednesday, Favourable Day; Thursday, Blessed Day; Friday remained as it was; but Saturday became Spiritual Day; and Sunday, Rest Day.
Revolutionary
Turkmenistan is not the only country to consider changing the months of the year at a single stroke. In 1793 the newly established French republic abandoned the Gregorian calendar in favour of a new, ‘rational’ calendar. It lasted thirteen years, until abolished by Napoleon in 1806.
Each season was divided into three months, and the name of the months in each season shared a common word ending.
These months quickly became nicknamed by the British as Showery, Flowery, Bowery, Wheaty, Heaty, Sweety, Slippy, Nippy, Drippy, Freezy, Wheezy and Sneezy.
Stages of the Hawaiian moon
The Hawaiians in earlier times named each of the thirty nights of a lunar month. The first night was called hilo, to twist, because the moon was like a twisted thread. The second was hoaka, a crescent. The third was ku-kahi, the day of a very low tide. The subsequent days described rough seas, light after moonset or days suitable for fishing with a torch. On the eleventh night, huna, the sharp points of the crescent were lost. On the twelfth, mohalu, the moon began to round. This was a favoured night for planting flowers; it was believed they would be round too. The thirteenth night was hua, the egg; the fourteenth, akua, the night of the perfectly rounded moon. On the sixteenth night, mahea-lani, the moon began to wane. More named days of rough seas followed until the twenty-ninth night, mauli, meaning that the last of the moon was visible. Muku, the thirtieth night, literally meant ‘cut off’as the moon had disappeared.
A time for celebration
njepi (Balinese, Indonesia) a national holiday during which everyone is silent
On reflection
Process of elimination
Not just words, but languages themselves change endlessly, some to the point where they go out of use altogether (on average one language a fortnight). Out of the (roughly speaking) 6,800 languages that comprise the global range, some recent victims have included Catawba (Massachusetts), Eyak (Alaska) and Livonian (Latvia). Many are from the jungles of Papua New Guinea, which still has more languages than any other country.
Others that run an imminent risk of extinction are: Abkhaz (Turkey/Georgia); Aleut (Alaska); Archi (Daghestan); British Romany; Apurina/Monde/Purubora/Mekens/ Ayuru/Xipaya (Brazil); Brapu (Papua New Guinea); Southern Chaco/Chorote/Nivacle/Kadiweu (South America); Diyari (South Australia); Eastern Penan (Sarawak and Brunei); Gamilaraay (New South Wales); Goemai (Nigeria); Guruntum (Nigeria); Iquito (Peru); Jawoyn (Southern Arnhem Land); Jiwarli/Thalanji (Western Australia); Khumi Chin (Western Myanmar); Sandaun (Papua New Guinea); Sasak (Eastern Indonesia); Lakota (The Plains, America); Maku (East Timor); Ngamini (South Australia); Rongga (Flores, Indonesia); Uspanteko and Sakapulteko (Guatamala); Takana and Reyesano (Bolivia); Tofa (Siberia); Tundra Nenets (Arctic Russia and Northwestern Siberia); Uranina (Peru); Vedda (Sri Lanka); Vures (Vanuatu).
What’s in a Name?
ming bu zheng; yan bu shun (Chinese)
if the name is not right, the words cannot be appropriate
Angry bumblebees
Most first names, if not derived from myth, place, flower or surnames, have a specific meaning. Patrick, for example, means noble, from the Latin patricius. Naomi means ‘pleasant’ in Hebrew, while the Irish Gaelic Kevin literally means ‘comely birth’. More unusual meanings of names from around the world include the following (m stands for a male name; f for female):
Astell (m) | sacred cauldron of the gods (Manx) | |
Delisha (f) | happy and makes others happy (Arabic) | |
Ebru (f) | eyebrow (Turkish) | |
Farooq (m) | he who distinguishes truth from falsehood (Arabic) | |
Fenella (f) | fair shoulder (Manx) | |
Lama (f) | with dark lips (Arabic) | |
Matilda (f) | strength in battle (German) | |
Xicohtencatl (m) | angry bumblebee (Nahuatl, Mexico) | |
Xiao-Xiao (f) | morning sorrow (Chinese) |
Eyes like hard porridge
A number of particularly evocative names are to be found in different parts of Africa. Sometimes they refer to pregnancy or birth:
U-Zenzo (m) | things happened in the womb (Ndebele, Southern Africa) | |
Anindo (m) | mother slept a lot during pregnancy (Luo, Kenya) | |
Arogo (m) | mother nagged a lot during pregnancy (Luo, Kenya) | |
Ige (f) | born feet first (Yoruba, Nigeria) | |
Amadi (m) | seemed destined to die at birth (Yoruba, Nigeria) | |
Haoniyao (m) | born at the time of a quarrel (Swahili) |
… to prophecy or destiny:
Amachi (f) | who knows what God has brought us through this child (Ibo, Nigeria) | |
U-Linda (f) | mind the village until the father’s return (Ndebele, Southern Africa) | |
Nnamdi (m) | my father is alive (when thought to be a reincarnation of his grandfather) (Ibo, Nigeria) | |
Sankofa (f) | one must return to the past in order to move forward (Akan, Ghana) |
… to appearance or behaviour:
Chiku (f) | chatterer (Swahili) | |
Masopakyindi (m) | eyes like hard porridge (Nyakyusa, Tanzania) | |
Masani (f) | has a gap between the front teeth (Buganda, Uganda) |
… or to the parental reaction:
U-Thokozile (f) | we are happy to have a child (Ndebele, Southern Africa) |
Abeni (f) | we asked for her and behold we got her (Yoruba, Nigeria) |
Guedado (m) | wanted by nobody (Fulani, Mali) |
Anele (f) | enough (given to a last born) (Xhosa, South Africa) |
Silent foreigners
Czechs describe people from outside their country in intriguing caricature. Originally all foreigners were called Nmec (from the adjective němý meaning ‘mute’); now the suggestion that outsiders are deprived of speech applies specifically to Germans, whose country is known as Německo. Hungary in Czech used to be Uhersko, and a Hungarian Uher, literally, a pimple.
The Italians, meanwhile, are called makaróni, for obvious reasons; while Australians are known as protinožcí, meaning ‘legs placed in an opposite direction’, as they would be on the other side of the globe. Other cheerfully frank generalizations include: opilý jako Dán, to be as drunk as a Dane; zmizet po anglicku, to disappear like an Englishman; and when the Czechs really don’t understand something, they say to pro mně španělská vesnice, it’s all a Spanish village to me.
False friends
handel (Polish and Dutch) trade
liszt (Hungarian) flour
berlin (Wagiman, Australia) shoulder
bengal (Malay) temporarily deaf or stubborn
malta (Italian) mortar
bach (Welsh) cottage
pele (Samoan) pack of playing cards
Skin and buttocks
Just for the record, and to avoid confusion abroad, here are the meanings of a variety of English names when written in other languages:
First person singular
Ben in Turkish, Ami in Bengali, Fi in Welsh, Jo in Catalan, Mimi in Swedish, Mama in Sinhala (Sri Lanka) and Man in Wolof (Senegal and Gambia) all mean I.
Speaking in tongues
British first names crop up as the names of languages, too:
Alan (Georgia); Ali (Central Africa); Dan (Ivory Coast); Dido (Russia); Karen (Myanmar and Thailand); Kim (Chad); Laura (Indonesia); Mae (Vanuatu); Maria (Papua New Guinea and India); Pam (Cameroon); Ron (Nigeria); Sara (Chad); Sonia (Papua New Guinea); Uma (Indonesia); Zaza (Iran).
And equally intriguing to English ears may be:
Afar (Ethiopia); Alas (Indonesia); Anus (Indonesia); Bare (Venezuela); Bats (Georgia); Bench (Ethiopia); Bile (Nigeria); Bit (Laos); Bum (Cameroon); Darling (Australia); Day (Chad); Doe (Tanzania); Eton (Vanuatu/Cameroon); Even (Russia); Ewe (Niger-Congo); Fang (Western Africa); Fox (North American); Fur (Sudan); Ham (Nigeria); Hermit (Papua New Guinea: extinct); Logo (Congo); Mango (Chad); Miao (South-East Asia); Moore (Burkina Faso); Mum (Papua New Guinea); Noon (Senegal); Pear (Cambodia); Poke (Congo); Puma (Nepal); Quiche (Guatemala).
Grand capital of the world
The capital of Thailand is abbreviated by all Thais to Krung Thep, and referred to as Bangkok, meaning literally ‘grove of the wild plums’. But, bearing in mind that there are no spaces between words in written Thai, its full correct name is:
Krungthephphramahanakhonbowonratanakosinmahinthara
yuthayamahadilokphiphobnovpharadradchataniburiromudo
msantisug
meaning: City of Angels, Great City and Residence of the Emerald Buddha, Impregnable City of the God Indra, Grand Capital of the World, Endowed with Nine Precious Gems, Abounding in Enormous Royal Palaces which resemble the Heavenly Abode where reigns the Reincarnated God, a City given by Indra and built by Vishnukarm.
It rather leaves the Welsh
Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwillantysilioogofgoch
(meaning St Mary’s Church by the pool of the white hazel trees, near the rapid whirlpool, by the red cave of the Church of St Tysilio) in the shade.
A to Y
At the other end of the scale are three places called A (in Denmark, Norway and Sweden), and two more, in Alaska and France, called Y.
Toujours Tingo
1.
Getting Acquainted
bie shi rongyi; jian shi nan (Chinese)
parting is easy but meeting is difficult
Hamjambo
However good or bad we’re feeling inside, we still have to communicate with each other. We come out of our front door, see someone and adopt the public face. ‘How are you?’ ‘Awright, mate?’ we ask at home. Abroad, greetings seem somehow more exotic:
stonko? | Muskogee (Oklahoma and Florida, USA) |
ah chop? | Aramaic (Maaloula, Syria) |
oli? | Koyo (Congo) |
hamjambo? | Kiswahili (South East Africa) |
‘Fine, thanks!’ we reply. They say:
bare bra | Norwegian |
dagu dad | Adyghe (North Caucasus, Russia) |
bash | Kurdi (Iran, Iraq) |
How is your nose?
The Onge of the Andaman Islands don’t ask ‘How are you?’ but ‘How is your nose?’ The correct response is to reply that you are ‘heavy with odour’. Around the world there are numerous other ways to meet and greet:
‘And this is …’
The Scots have a useful word, tartle, which means to hesitate in recognizing a person or thing, as happens when you are introducing someone whose name you can’t quite remember. They are not the only ones to suffer from this infuriating problem:
Tongue-tied
That little dilemma solved, not everyone finds it easy to continue:
Chatterbox
With others you sometimes wish they found self-expression harder:
On reflection
What’s in a name?
First impressions are important, particularly to the people visiting a place for the first time. The name of the Canary Islands (Islands of the Dogs) derives from the wild dogs (canes) that barked savagely at the Romans when they first arrived on Gran Canaria.
Cities
Cuzco (Quechuan, Andes) navel of the earth
Khartoum (Arabic) elephant’s trunk
Topeka, Kansas (Sioux Indian) a good place to grow potatoes
Countries
Anguilla: from the Spanish for eel, so named by Columbus due to its elongated shape
Cameroon: from the Portuguese
Rio de Camarões, River of Shrimps
Faroe Islands: from the Faroese
Føroyar, Sheep Islands
Barbados: from the name Os Barbados, the Bearded Ones: the island’s fig trees sported long roots resembling beards
Keeping in touch
Advances in technology have ensured that we are always on call, but whether that improves the quality of our lives is somewhat debatable:
Tower of Babble
Not that we should ever take communication of any kind for granted. At whatever pace, misunderstandings are all too easy:
False friends
Those who learn languages other than their own will sometimes come across words which look or sound the same as English, but mean very different things:
dating (Tagalog, Philippines) arrival
phrase (French) sentence
dating (Chinese) to ask about, enquire
Handy (German) mobile phone
Baloney
And sometimes people just speak rubbish anyway:
Q and A
Information is power, they tell us; but finding out what we need to know isn’t always as straightforward as we’d like. Sometimes we have to adopt special methods:
… although of course two can play at that game:
Mhm mmm
So sometimes it’s ‘yes’ …
mhm | Lithuanian | |
hooo | Agua Caliente (California, USA) | |
ow | Amharic (Ethiopia) | |
eeyee | Setswana (Botswana) | |
uh-uh-huh | Tamashek (West Africa) | |
… and other times ‘no’: | ||
mmm | Pulawat (Micronesia) | |
uh uh | Shimasiwa (Comoros, Indian Ocean) | |
yox | Azerbaijani | |
bobo | Bété (Cameroon) | |
doo-yee | Kato (California, USA) | |
halo | Chinook (North America) | |
pepe | Chitonga (Zambia) | |
hindi | Tagalog (Philippines) | |
yuk | Tatar (Russia) |
Just be sure you know which m(h)mm is which.
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
It’s all Greek to me
People fail to understand each other all the time it seems. The English idiom ‘it’s all Greek to me’ has counterparts throughout the languages of Europe. To the Germans it’s ‘Spanish’, to the Spanish and Hungarians it’s ‘Chinese’, to the French it’s ‘Hebrew’, to the Poles it’s ‘a Turkish sermon’. And, more unusually still, the Germans say
ich verstehe nur Bahnhof I only understand station
2.
The Human Condition
ge ru-wa nhagi mo choe
(Dzongkha, Bhutan)
the nose doesn’t smell the rotting head
Tightwad
However much we like to think that all those odd-looking, strange-speaking people around the world are different from us, the shocking evidence from language is that we are all too similar. Don’t most of us, whether we live in city, shanty-town or rural bliss, know one of these?
False friends
ego (Rapanui, Easter Island) slightly soiled
hiya (Tagalog, Philippines) bashful
incoherent (French) inconsistent
liar (Malay) undomesticated
um (Bosnian) mind, intellect
slug (Swedish) astute
Big-hearted
Fortunately, those are not the only kind of people on our beautiful and fragile planet:
Ulterior motive
If only people displaying such fine qualities were always pure of heart. But the Italians are not the only ones who understand carita pelosa, generosity with an ulterior motive:
Obligation
Then again, sometimes the totally sincere can be altogether too much:
On reflection
Watching the English
In Greek megla (derived from ‘made in England’) denotes elegance and supreme quality and jampa (derived from ‘made in Japan’) means very cheap. Other languages use rather different standards of Englishness in their idioms:
s kliden Angličana (Czech) as calm as an Englishman
ubbriaco come un marinaio inglese (Italian) as drunk as an English sailor
filer à l‘anglaise (French) to slip away like the English
Hat over the windmill
Rather than being a sucker who takes consideration for other people’s feelings too far, perhaps it would be better to be one of those enviable individuals who simply doesn’t give a damn?
Number one
On second thoughts, perhaps not. For the line between self-confidence and self-centredness is always horribly thin:
Warm showerer
The Germans have pinpointed some particularly egotistic types:
Nose in the clouds
And it’s another short step from egotism to conceit:
Impressing
Almost as irritating as the conceited and the pompous are those who fail to see that, as they say in the Kannada language of Southern India, ‘Tumbida koDa tuLukuvudilla’, the pot which is full does not splash:
Sucking up
And yet, despite their obvious failings, both snobs and show-offs are often surrounded by the human equivalent of a benign parasite. As the Spanish say, ‘La lisonja hace amigos, y la verdad enemigos’, flattery makes friends and truth makes enemies:
Eejit
Can it get worse? Unfortunately it can:
Salt in the pumpkin
‘It is foolish to deal with a fool,’ say the practical Japanese, though the Chinese wisely observe that ‘He who asks is a fool for five minutes, but he who does not ask remains a fool forever.’ Such observations reveal what the Catalans call seny, a canny common sense. Others value such qualities too:
Idiot savant
In Italy you are stupido come l’acqua dei maccheroni, as stupid as macaroni water; in Lithuania, kvailas kaip žąsis, as silly as a goose; while in France you can be as stupid as une cruche (a pitcher), un pot (a pot) or un chou (a cabbage). But even idiots are not necessarily all they seem:
Pregnant birds
Although the very young can delight us with their wonderful and surprising remarks, naivety is not, sadly, a state of mind that will work for a lifetime:
A piece of bread
How wonderful it is when we meet that rare person who just gets it right all the time:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
A leopard cannot change its spots
chassez le naturel, il revient au gallop (French) chase away the natural and it returns at a gallop
aus einem Ackergaul kann man kein Rennpferd machen (Swabian German) you cannot turn a farm horse into a racehorse
dhanab al kalb a ’waj walaw hattaytu fi khamsin galib (Arabic) the dog’s tail remains crooked even if it’s put in fifty moulds
vuk dlaku mijenja ali æud nikada (Croatian) a wolf changes his coat but not his attitude
die Katze lässt das Mausen nicht (German) the cat will not abandon its habit of chasing mice
chi nasce quadrato non muore tondo (Italian) if you are born square you don’t die round
karishkirdi kancha baksang dele tokoigo kachat (Kyrgyz) no matter how well you feed a wolf it always looks at the forest
gorbatogo mogila ispravit (Russian) only the grave will cure the hunchback
3.
Emotional Intelligence
wie boter op zijn hoofd heeft,
moet niet in de zon lopen (Dutch)
those who have butter on their head should not run around under the sun
Happy valley
Whatever kind of character we’ve been blessed with, we all still experience similar highs and lows of emotion. Pure happiness is a wonderful thing; and we should never take it for granted, for who knows how long it may last?
In the coal cellar
The opposite emotion is rarely sought, but it arrives all the same:
False friends
bang (Dutch) afraid
blag (Haitian Creole) joke
puke (Rotuman, South Pacific) to come strongly over one (of feelings)
drift (Dutch) passion
job (Mongolian) correct, good
meal (Gaelic) to enjoy
Boo-hoo
Sometimes the best course is just to let it all hang out:
Crocodile
Though even tears are never as straightforward as we might like them to be:
Smiley
‘Cheer up!’ we tell each other. And hopefully this brings the right results:
On reflection
German Blues
The idioms of the world are full of colour. But in Germany ‘blue’ has a rich range of uses:
blaue vom Himmel herunter lügen to lie constantly (literally, to lie the blue out of the sky)
grün und blau ärgern sich to see red (literally, to anger oneself green and blue)
blau machen to take a day off (literally, to make blue)
blau sein to be drunk (literally, to be blue)
mit einem blauen Auge davon kommen to get off unscathed (literally, to get away with a blue eye)
ein blaues Auge a black eye (literally, a blue eye)
die blaue Stunde the time before dusk especially during winter (literally, the blue hour)
Tee-hee
Sometimes, indeed, more than the right results:
No potato
In the Arab world they distinguish between those who are goodhumoured, damak khafeef, literally, their blood is light, and the opposite, damak tieel, their blood is heavy. But however wellmeaning, humour always carries the risk of failure:
Pulling your nose
The different expressions for ‘pulling someone’s leg’ reveal subtle distinctions in approaches to teasing. For the Germans it’s jemandem einen Bären aufbinden, literally, to fasten a bear onto someone; for the French it’s mettre en boite, to put someone in a box. The Spanish pull your hair (tomar el pelo), the Finns pull your nose (vetää nenästä), while the Czechs go one further and hang balls on your nose (věšet bulíky na nos).
Worry-wart
But better, surely, to laugh at your troubles than live on your nerves:
No balls
We all aspire to zanshin (Japanese), a state of relaxed mental alertness in the face of danger; but for most of us our reactions are all too human when bad things really do happen:
Spider on the ceiling
Then again, rather be healthily scared than driven round the bend:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
A sandwich short of a picnic
šplouchá mu na maják (Czech) it’s splashing on his lighthouse
hij heeft een klap van de molen gehad (Dutch) he got a blow from the windmill
ne pas avoir inventé le fil à couper le beurre (French) not to have invented the cheese wire to cut butter
hu khay beseret (Hebrew) he lives in a movie; his whole life is like a movie
non avere tutti i venerdì (Italian) to be lacking some Fridays
tem macaquinhos no sotão (Portuguese) he has little monkeys in the attic
udaren mokrom čarapom (Serbian) hit with a wet sock
ikke at være den skarpeste kniv i skuffen (Danish) not to be the sharpest knife in the drawer
4. Social Animals
ui mai koe ki ahau he aha te mea nui o te ao, māku e kī atu he tangata, he tangata, he tangata! (Maori)
ask me what is the greatest thing in the world, I will reply: it is people, it is people, it is people!
Most of us are sociable creatures, unable to avoid relying on those around us to keep us happy:
Hermit
Better that than being the odd one out:
Whacking aunt
When we do get together, are our conversations as morally improving as they might be?
False friends
sober (Estonian) male friend
drug (Russian) good friend
fun (Yoruba, Nigeria, Benin and Togo) to give
host (Czech) guest
Party spirit
For some the urge to socialize can get the better of their wiser instincts:
Storm-free shack
But then who can resist a really good bash?
After-parties
In Japan, the second, sometimes spontaneous gathering that happens after you have left the main party is called nijikai. If you move on after a while to a third place, it’s called sanjikai.
Looking over the fence
Some guests are obviously more welcome than others:
The sound of yoghurt
A little music often helps …
Wiggle your bucket
… and then things can really kick off:
Duck feet
Or not, as the case may be:
Keeping their bottle
Sometimes you just have to call in the professionals:
On reflection
National anthems
The title of a country’s officially chosen anthem can be very revealing about its history: the Czech Kde domov mů j (Where is My Home) reflects many years of shifting borders and invasions. Other interesting titles include:
Burkina Faso: Une seule nuit (Just One Night) Israel: Hatikvah (The Hope)
Kurdistan: Ey Reqîb (Hey Enemy or Hey Guardian)
Netherlands: Het Wilhemus (The William)
Norway: Ja, vi elsker dette landet (Yes, We Love This Country)
Romania: Deşteaptă-te, Române (Wake Up, Romanian)
Tuva, Siberia: Tooruktug Dolgay Tangdym (The Forest is Full of Pine Nuts)
Time, please
Always be wary of overstaying your welcome. As the Italians say, ‘L’ospite è come il pesce: dopo tre giorni puzza’, the guest is like a fish: after three days he smells bad:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Have your cake and eat it
auf zwei Hochzeiten tanzen (German) to dance at two weddings
aam ke aam, guthliyon ke daam (Hindi) you can have mangoes and sell the seeds as well
dikasih hati minta jantung (Indonesian) given the liver and demands the heart
avoir le beurre, argent du beurre et la crémière avec (French) to have butter, money from butter, and the woman who makes the butter
non si puo avere la botte piena è la moglie ubriaca (Italian) you can’t have a full cask of wine and a drunken wife
5.
Having an Argument
casa onde não há pão, todos ralham
e ninguém tem razão (Portuguese)
in a breadless home, everyone complains and nobody is right
Cold porridge
One downside to socializing is all the enforced jollity, often with people you might not choose to spend that much time with otherwise:
Being difficult
The German expression Fisimatenten machen, meaning to make things unnecessarily difficult, is a mangling of the French visiter ma tante (visit my aunt). It originates in the difficulty of imposing a curfew on occupied France during the Second World War. Visiter ma tante was the general excuse used by people arrested on the streets at night by French soldiers.
On the edge
Watch out for those snappy exclamations. They’re generally a sign of rapidly fading patience:
Looking for the hair
And some people just can’t help but provoke you:
Pig’s ribbon
Sometimes you can feel it all getting too much:
Cracking up
We must, of course, do our very best to be tactful and discreet, relying on our wits to keep us out of trouble:
On reflection
Hell is other people(s)
It’s always easier to describe unpleasant things or experiences in foreign terms; it makes them less immediate and it’s a good way of having a dig at another culture at the same time. When we can’t understand someone’s English we call it Double Dutch; while the Danes call a grey cloudy day Swedish Sunshine:
spaans benauwd (Dutch) lack of air when you are dead nervous (literally, Spanish lack of air)
une querelle d’Allemand (French) a quarrel started for no obvious or good reason (literally, a German argument)
kitaiskyi televizor (Russian) the manual examination of baggage at customs (literally, Chinese television)
mandras kaip prancū zu šuo (Lithuanian) proud as a French dog
avoir l’oeil americain (French) to have a sharp eye (literally, an American eye)
doccia scozzese (Italian) a shower that goes from very hot to very cold (literally, Scottish shower)
schwedische Gardinen (German) prison bars (literally, Swedish curtains – the Swedish had a reputation for fine quality steel)
Mexican rage
Mexican Spanish has expressions for each stage of losing your patience with someone. Alucinar a alguien is to be fed up with someone’s constant and not very welcome presence; estar como agua para (pa’) chocolate, to be absolutely furious (literally, to be as hot as the water needed to melt chocolate); and finally parar(se) de pestañas describes losing it completely (literally, to stand on your eyelashes).
Picking a fight
The typically polite Japanese use few insults and those they do use tend to be indirect. Baka (fool) is a combination of the words for ‘horse’ and ‘deer’, with the implication that anyone who cannot tell a horse from a deer is obviously a fool.
Get lost !
Other cultures get straight to the point:
… especially in the Spanish-speaking world:
Dumb as bread
The rest of the world is not short of colourful verbal insults. ‘May the fleas of a thousand camels infest your armpits,’ they say in Arabic; and many other languages compare people to animals when being rude. In French your object of scorn is a chameau (camel) or vache (cow); in Swahili, a punda (zebra); while in Vietnam you call the offender do cho de, literally, you dog birth. Other expressions of abuse have clearly exercised the full imagination of the truly upset:
Anger-hair
Now things are in danger of getting seriously out of control:
False friends
twist (Dutch) quarrel, dispute, altercation, wrangle
batman (Turkish) thrust
pee (Dutch) to be annoyed
hot (Swedish) threat
The blame game
When the blood is boiling things can get increasingly complicated:
Macho moment
Pray God, it doesn’t turn physical:
The female is the deadlier …
The Finnish have a wonderful word, knapsu, for anything that’s not male behaviour. Other cultures are quick to notice the gender-specific:
The flapping of wings
Whatever sex we are, we sometimes can’t resist having the last word:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
The pot calling the kettle black
c’est l’hôpital qui se moque de la Charité (French) it’s the hospital that mocks Charity
bagoly mondja a verébnek, hogy nagyfejű (Hungarian) the owl calls the sparrow big-headed
rugala se sova sjenici (Croatian) the owl mocked the tit
il bue che dice cornuto all’asino (Italian) the ox saying ‘horned’ to the donkey
rîde ciob de oală spartă (Romanian) the splinter laughs at the broken pot
al jamal ma yishuf sanamu (Arabic) the camel cannot see its own hump
ein Esel schimpft den anderen Langohr (German) a donkey gets cross with a rabbit
6.
The Rules of Attraction
a tola e à lettu alcunu rispettu (Corsican)
have no respect at the table and in bed
The Russian word for falling in love, oupast’, also means to be at a loss, to understand nothing. Other languages stress the magic of the early stages of the romantic encounter:
No-pan kissa
On summer evenings, in little towns in Italy, young men and women fare la passeggiata, perambulating the central square sizing each other up and flirting, or, as they say in that country, fare il galletto, to do like the rooster. Other societies offer other options:
Like a motorway
In Indonesia, they have a word for falling in love at first sight: kepincut. But when it comes to what’s most attractive in a woman, there seems to be no accounting for tastes:
Double take
Certainly, caution is advised in the early stages:
A face only a mother could love
And one should always be wary of a blind date:
Diving fish, swooping geese
In China, many hundreds of years ago, a poet said of the great beauty Hsi Chi that when she went for a walk fish dived deeper, geese swooped off their course, and deer ran into the forest before her beauty. Therefore, instead of saying a woman is as beautiful as Hsi Chi, in Chinese one simply says the four words ch’en yü, le yen, diving fish, swooping geese.
You beautiful creature
In other languages the comparison with animals may be even more direct. In Arabic, a beautiful woman is spoken of as having yoon al ghrazaali, the eyes of the gazelle. Similar metaphorical expressions abound:
And what do women want?
The men of the Wodaabe (a nomadic tribe of Central and East Africa) perform the yaake, a competition of charm and personality judged by young women. Performing the yaake, a man who can hold one eye still and roll the other is considered particularly alluring by the judges.
Double Valentine
In Japan, Valentine’s Day is celebrated on two different dates: 14 February, when girls are allowed to express their love to boys by presenting chocolate; and 14 March, known as White Day, when the male has to return the gift he received. Chocolates given sincerely on these days are honmei-choko, true-feeling chocolates. However, women are also obliged to give chocolates to all the men in their lives, meaning large numbers of co-workers, bosses, etc. These are known as giri-choko, obligatory chocolates.
My Japanese prints
The Hindi language has sandesh-kā vya, describing a poetic form where the lover sends his message of love and yearning to his beloved through clouds or birds. The Mailu language of Papua New Guinea has oriori, a boy’s song to attract a girl. Aspiring Western Romeos often prefer a more basic approach:
Hit by a basket
Not all approaches are necessarily welcome:
Octopussy
And there are some guys who just don’t get the message at all:
Gooseberry
However well or badly it’s going, in matters of romance, two’s company, but three is very definitely a crowd:
False friends
sleep (Afrikaans) girlfriend or boyfriend
titì (Tagalog, Philippines) penis
poluzzione (Italian) semen
Puff (German) brothel
spunk (Scots) a spark of fire
bite (French) penis
chain (Yiddish) charm
See-you-home wolf
Beware those for whom the habit has become more important than the object:
No sweat
For the less sophisticated, courtship can be full of confusing obstacles and hard work:
Peppery-hot
So we can only hope that sincere feeling will win the day:
Mouth relaxation
Comes the magic moment when the mental can at last become physical:
Spider feet
Then how easy life can be:
The Paraguayan way
One thing leads to another and soon events move to a whole new level. As the Russians say, ‘Snyavshi shtany, po volosam ne gladyat’, once you’ve taken off your pants it’s too late to look at your hair:
The little death
The Maguindanaon language of the Philippines uses the same word, lembu, to describe both an orgasm and the fat of animals, whereas descriptions in other languages dwell on the intensity of the experience:
Secrets and lies
Such compelling activity brings with it, in some societies, a whole new set of excitements and problems:
On reflection
In Rome love will come to you suddenly
Palindromes – words and sentences that read the same forwards and backwards – have been popular since ancient times. The Germans have even come up with a palindromic word – Eibohphobie – that means a fear of palindromes:
a dyma’r addewid diweddar am y da (Welsh) and here is the recent promise about the livestock
socorram-me, subi no onibus em Marrocos (Portuguese) help me I took a bus in Morocco
Selmas lakserøde garagedøre skal samles (Danish) Selma’s salmon red garage doors must be assembled
ein Neger mit Gazelle zagt im Regen nie (German) a Negro with a gazelle never despairs in the rain
Roma tibi subito motibus ibit amor (Latin) in Rome love will come to you suddenly
Thanks for the treat
In Japan, norokeru means to boast in an annoying way about your great relationship, while gochisosama is a sarcastic reply (literally, thanks for the treat). But good, bad or too-perfect-to-be-true, in reality relationships come in all varieties:
Fried fish enthusiasm
The Germans have come up with some very useful descriptions of the nuances of modern love:
Faded tomatoes
Relationships come in all lengths too. If it’s not going to end in marriage or a seemly long-term partnership without legal ties, there inevitably must come the brutal moment when one has to tell the other that things are no longer rosy in the garden of love:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Once bitten, twice shy
el gato escaldado del agua caliente huye (Spanish) the cat that has been scalded runs away from hot water
sütten ağizi yanan yoğurdu üfleyerek yer (Turkish) if hot milk burns your mouth, you’ll blow the yoghurt before you eat it
brændt barn skyer ilden (Danish) a burned child is shy of fire
puganaya vorona kusta/telezhnogo skripa/sobstvennoj teni/boitsya (Russian) a spooked crow is afraid of a bush/a carriage wheel’s squeak/its own shadow
mtafunwa na nyoka akiona unyasi hushtuka (Swahili) one who has been bitten by a snake startles at a reed
cão picado por cobra, tem medo de linguiça (Portuguese) a dog that has been bitten by a snake fears sausages
7.
Family Ties
žena se plaši prvog muža, a muž se plaši druge žene (Serbian)
a wife is frightened of her first husband;
a husband is frightened of his second wife
Matchmaking
Until relatively recently in the West, open relationships of a premarital kind were not the norm. The Dutch described unmarried couples who lived together as hokken, literally, living in a pigsty together. In many other parts of the world such a set-up still wouldn’t even be considered. The aim of society is to get a man and woman up the aisle, round the fire, or over the threshold:
Objecting
Not that the young people in question always agree:
Camel life
For women, at least, society could always hold the threat that they would end up alone:
Old hat
In France the expression for an unmarried woman was even backed up by a festival. Coiffer Sainte Catherine meant to remain single after the age of twenty-five (literally, to put a headdress on St Catherine). From the Middle Ages, St Catherine has traditionally been the patron saint of young girls. On 25 November each year, girls would make beautiful headdresses to decorate statues of the saint. Unmarried women over twenty-five would attend a dance, wearing hats that they had made specially for the occasion, while everyone around wished them a rapid end to their spinsterhood.
Bare branches
However, since the implementation of the Chinese ‘one child’ policy things are changing in one part of the world at least:
False friends
chosen (Yiddish) bridegroom
dig in (Armenian) wife
fear (Irish) man
he (Hebrew) she
mama (Hindi) uncle
self (Egyptian Arabic) brother-in-law
that (Vietnamese) wife
Stalker
Of course, in all societies there have always been determined suitors:
Regular footing
There are all kinds of reasons why people want to tie the knot:
Wedding lists
Female relatives of the Swahili groom perform a ritual called kupeka begi (send a bag) in which they bring to the bride gifts from her husband. In response, the bride’s female relations perform kupeka mswaki (bring the chewsticks), whereby they deliver to the groom a tray of toiletries. This is particularly important because the bride and groom are forbidden to meet before marriage.
The bride wore black
In the Tsonga language of South Africa qanda refers to the traditional bringing of an ox along with the bride as a symbol or guarantee of her future progeny. The ox is then eaten by her new husband’s family. She is not allowed to see any part of it; if she does she should say, ‘They killed my child.’ If language is our evidence, this is by no means the weirdest wedding event in the world:
Apron strings
Wives come in all styles:
As do husbands:
Green hat
We can only hope that neither of them has an urge to misbehave:
Recognized
Though sometimes such potentially destructive liaisons can be defused by being formalized:
Three’s a crowd
In some societies, of course, monogamy doesn’t even exist as an ideal, throwing up a whole new set of complications:
Hope springs eternal
In these days of rikonmiminenzo (Japanese), the divorce-promotion generation, things are never that simple in any case:
On reflection
Workbox or housewife
Various languages have words with surprising double meanings, creating some thought-provoking associations:
mjall (Swedish) dandruff or tender
varik (Buli, Ghana) castrated or huge and strong
váram (Tamil) friendship or a week
dánamu (Telugu, India) a gift or elephant semen
ola (Samoan) fishing basket or life
panjitkori (Korean) workbox or housewife
turba (Italian) crowd or trouble
toil (Mongolian) mirror or dictionary
rooie (Dutch) carrots or ginger
saje (Hausa, Nigeria) side whiskers or a sergeant
hege’ (Hebrew) steering wheel or murmur
Relative values
Let’s look on the bright side. Though often derided in our fickle age, family life can bring many and varied benefits:
Dirt on the nest
Although those who hold up the family as the answer to all things are probably sadly deluded:
Congo confusion
As every son-in-law knows, you’ve got to be very careful what you say about one particular family member. In the Lokele language of the Congo there is only a tonal difference (shown by the capital letters) between aSOolaMBA boili, I’m watching the riverbank, and aSOoLAMBA boIli, I’m boiling my mother-in-law.
Auntie
In the Pakistani language of Urdu a woman is addressed in the following way:
apa (or baji ) | by her younger sisters or brothers |
khala | by her sister’s children |
mani (or momani ) | by the children of her husband’s sisters |
ch’ hachi | by the children of her husband’s younger brothers |
ta’i | by the children of her husband’s elder brothers |
p’ huppi | by the children of her brother |
bahu | by her parents-in-law |
nani | by the children of her daughters |
dadi | by the children of her sons |
bhabi | by her sisters-in-law and brothers-in-law |
patiji | by her aunts and uncles |
sas | by her daughter-in-law |
nand | by her brother’s wife |
sali | by the husband of her sister |
Prodigal son
In Fiji, they observe the custom of vasu which gives a son certain powers over his mother’s native place. He may take anything he covets from the houses, tear down the fruit trees, and generally behave in such a way that if he were a stranger he would be clubbed to death.
Family tree
Of course, however much you try to escape the familial bond, there’s really no getting away from who you are and where you’re from:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Between the devil and the deep blue sea
telan mati emak, luah mati bapa (Malay) if you swallow it your mother will die, if you throw it up your father will die
estar entre a espada e a parede (Portuguese) to be between the sword and the wall
tussen twee vuren staan (Dutch) to be between two fires
byt mezhdu molotom i nakovalnyei (Russian) between hammer and anvil
wählen zwischen Hölle und Fegefeuer (German) to choose between hell and purgatory
se correr o bicho pega e se ficar o bicho (Portuguese) if you run, the animal will catch you, if you stay it will eat you
eddyr daa stoyl ta toyn er laare (Manx, Isle of Man) between two stools your arse is on the floor
8.
Kids
ogni scarafone è bello a mamma sua (Italian)
every mother likes her own beetle
Pragmatic future
When it comes to the prospect of having children, the Japanese have brought the vocabulary firmly into the twenty-first century:
Warped
From the moment a woman conceives, a new life has begun – for the one in the womb, obviously, but also for the mother. French metaphors take particular notice of her difference in appearance: she has tombée sur un clou rouillé, fallen on a rusty nail, and thus swollen; or, to put it another way, she has begun gondoler sur la devanture, to warp from the display window:
Longings
She starts to feel differently too:
A mark of frustration
When a Maltese pregnant woman has a wish, one should try to satisfy her, or else the baby will be born with a large mole on its face; this is known as it-tebgħa tax-xewqa, the wish mark.
Paternity leave
In some African tribes the men will take to their beds for the entire duration of their wife’s pregnancy, while the women continue to work as usual until a few hours before giving birth. This is called couvade (from the French word meaning, literally, brooding or hatching). The men believe that they are cleverer and stronger than women and so are better able to defend unborn children against evil spirits. Prone in his bed, the husband simulates the pains that the wife actually undergoes. Following the birth of the child, he keeps to his bed and receives all the attentions which in other societies are bestowed upon the mother. Variations of this behaviour have been seen in such diverse places as Papua New Guinea, Bolivia and the Basque districts of Northern Spain and South-West France.
Those who comes divided
The Fon people of Benin are particularly enthusiastic about twins. All twins are regarded as separate parts of a single being so their birth signals the arrival of mabassa, those who comes divided. They also believe that some babies may refuse to be born. Just before birth, the elder of a set of twins is said to peek out of the womb to survey the outside world. If it determines that the world is unsafe, it returns to the womb to report to its sibling. The twins may then refuse their delivery. If one twin dies, a small wooden image of the deceased must be carried by the mother and cared for at all times. All gifts to the survivor must be duplicated: one for the living twin and one for the dead.
Breast water
Caring for a helpless baby has inspired some charming words around the world:
We will rock you
In Southern Africa they certainly have ways and means of keeping a baby quiet:
Babygrow
All too soon the little creature wants to go its own way:
Draggling
Despite its best intentions, it’s still a long way from being independent:
A desk job
In Malta, the baby’s first year is regarded as dangerous, so the first birthday – Il-Quccija – is a happy event. On this day the child’s future is suggested when a tray of small objects is carried in and placed on the floor. The baby is then put down and allowed to crawl in any direction it wants. What it picks up from the tray signifies its future. The traditional objects include an egg (bajda) for an abundance of happiness, a pen (pinna) for a desk job, some coins (muniti) for wealth, a ball (ballun) for sport, rosary beads (kuruna) for the church, scissors (mqass) for tailoring, a book (ktieb) for a lawyer, a hammer (martell) for a carpenter, and these days other items such as a stethoscope (for a doctor) or a CD (for a disc jockey).
Mother love
As the Nigerian saying goes, nwanyi umu iri o dighi ihe mere nabali o naghi ama, when a woman has ten children there is nothing that happens in the night that she does not know about:
Cuckoo
With all this vulnerability at stake, one can only pray for decent parents …
False friends
taxi (Greek) classroom
Gymnasium (German) grammar school, high school
son (Vietnamese) to be still childless
Daughter in a box
… but not to the point where they overdo it:
Impossible child
‘The child who is one night old,’ say the Arabs, ‘has already learned to annoy its parents.’ It doesn’t stop there:
Dolls’ house
Distractions must be found; and the Yamana speakers of Chile have several delightfully specific words to describe the making of toys for children and how they play with them:
Junken a munken
But who needs toys when kids are so delightfully inventive anyway?
Cheese head
The years race by; things seem to change so fast:
On reflection
My sister’s toenails look like my grandfather’s
From ‘Around the rugged rock, the ragged rascal ran’ to ‘red leather, yellow leather’, a key part of learning a language is being able to master its tongue-twisters. They are always decidedly odd sentences. One French example featuring the s sound focuses on food:
Combien de sous sont ces saucissons-ci? Ces saucis-sons-ci sont six sous (How much are these sausages here? These sausages here are six cents.)
While a German tongue-twister that offers a lot of practice in the pronunciation of sch portrays a rather dangerous situation:
Zwei schwartze schleimige Schlangen sitzen zwischen zwei spitzigen Steinen und zischen (Two black slimy snakes sit between two pointed stones and hiss.)
Other favourites include:
Kuku kaki kakak kakak ku kayak kuku kaki kakek kakek ku (Indonesian) My sister’s toenails look like my grandfather’s.
Méla babka v kapse brabce, brabec babce v kapse píp. Zmáčkla babka brabce v kapse, brabec babce v kapse chcíp (Czech) Grandma had a sparrow in her pocket and the sparrow made a sound. Grandma pressed the sparrow and it died.
Als vliegen achter vliegen vliegen, vliegen vliegen vliegensvlug (Dutch) If flies fly behind flies, flies will fly like lightning.
Król Karol kupil Królowej Karolinie korale koloru koralowego (Polish) King Karl bought Queen Caroline a coral-coloured bead.
Saya sebal sama situ sebab situ suka senyum-senyum sama suami saya saya sehingga sekarang suami saya suka senyum-senyum sendiri sembari sama (Indonesian) I hate you because you used to smile at my husband; now he likes to smile for no obvious reason when he is with me.
Far, får får får? Nej, inte får får får, får får lamm (Swedish) Father, do sheep have sheep? No, sheep don’t have sheep, sheep have lambs.
Kan-jang-kong-jang kong-jang-jang-eun kang kong-jang-jang-ee-go, dwen-jang-kong-jang kong-jang-jang-eun kong kong-jang-jang-ee-da (Korean) The president of the soy-sauce factory is president Kang and the president of the bean-paste factory is president Kong.
Learning curve
Soon enough it’s time to start getting to grips with the ways and means of the adult world …
Target practice
… with all the unpleasant ordeals that that entails:
Hanging out
What every parent fears is slynaldern (Swedish), the awkward age, when their once innocent and biddable child starts rebelling against their authority:
Filial
The good parent can only hope that all their love and hard work is reciprocated:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Like father like son
kakov pop takov i prikhod (Russian) like priest like church
æblet falder ikke langt fra stamen (Danish) the apple doesn’t fall far from the trunk
ibn al bat ’awwam (Arabic) the son of a duck is a floater
filho de peixe sabe nadar (Portuguese) a fish’s child knows how to swim
de tal palo tal astilla (Spanish) from such stick comes such splinter
hijo de tigre sale rayado (Central American Spanish) the son of the tiger turns out striped
barewa tayi gudu danta ya yi rarrafe? (Hausa, Nigeria) how can the offspring of a gazelle crawl when its mother is a fast runner?
9.
Body Beautiful
kozla boysya speredi, konya – szadi, a likhogo cheloveka – so vsekh storon (Russian)
beware of the goat from its front side, of the horse – from its back side, and the evil man – from any side
Mugshot
Our face is our fortune, they say, but some are undeniably more fortunate than others:
False friends
ache (Bashgali, India) eye
flint (Swedish) bald head
glad (Dutch) smooth, sleek
groin (French) snout
honk (Armenian) eyebrow
mute (Latvian) mouth
pea (Estonian) head
pong (Khowar, Pakistan) foot
Gobstruck
Of course it’s all too easy to spoil the appearance of what we’ve been given …
… especially if we’re putting it to good use:
Lippy
With the fleshiest part of that useful opening, emotion can easily get the better of appearance:
Tsk tsk
In many parts of the world, the tongue is not used just for speaking or eating:
Trouble gum
Americans talk disparagingly of ‘English teeth’, but England is not the only country in the world where dental radiance could be improved:
Smiling, squirting, stripping
The Italians say, ‘Teeth placed before the tongue give good advice’; and whatever your gnashers look like, you can always put them to good use:
Long teeth
When the French talk of aiming for the impossible, they say they are trying to prendre la lune avec les dents, literally, to seize the moon with one’s teeth; to be very ambitious, likewise, is avoir les dents qui rayent le parquet, to have teeth that scratch the floor. For the Finns, to do something unwillingly is pitkin hampain, with long teeth; while for the Spanish, andar con el diente largo, walking around with long teeth, means to be very hungry.
Copping an eyeful
‘The eyes are the mirror of the soul,’ say the Japanese, echoing an English saying. But often it’s the more mundane aspects of these organs that people worry about:
Bewitching
As with the teeth, our peepers are at their best when they’re put to use:
Cyrano
The French say that ‘a big nose never spoiled a handsome face’, a charitable judgement, perhaps influenced by the many fine probosci to be found in that country. But others have more serious problems than mere size:
Lughole
Big or small, flat or sticky-out, our final external organs on the head are also closely observed by our worldwide languages:
Grass belong head
In the Tok Pisin language of Papua New Guinea, they call hair gras bilong het. Such grass may take different forms, quite apart from appearing in all the wrong places:
Octopus monk
For many men age brings a related and inescapable problem:
Oeuf-tête
The French, in particular, have a fine range of expressions for this challenging condition:
Well-armed
We have upper and lower arms and elbows, but the Swedes have a word for the opposite side of the arm from the elbow – armveck. Other useful words stress the practical uses of these appendages:
On reflection
Japanese birthdays
In the West, the birthdays that are particularly celebrated are those of coming of age: 18 and 21. In Japan, the older you get the more solemnly your birthday (sanga) is celebrated. The birthdays of especial importance are:
40: shoro, the beginning of old age, since Confucius said: ‘When I was forty I did not wander.’
61: kanreki, the completion of the sixty-year cycle; the celebrant wears a red cap and a red kimono and is congratulated by everybody for having become ‘a newborn baby once more’
70: koki, rare age, so called because the poet Tu Fu said that it was a privilege for a person to reach the age of seventy
77: kiju, long and happy life
88: beiju, the rice birthday
These last two birthdays gain their names from the similarity of the Japanese ideograms for ‘joy’ and ‘rice’ to those for the numbers 77 and 88 respectively.
Handy
In the Tsonga language of South Africa they have the expressive word vunyiriri, the stiffness of hands and feet felt on cold wintry mornings; while the Telugu language of India describes kamikili, the hand held with fingers bent and separated. However they’re positioned, their uses are manifold:
And two are even better than one:
Digital
‘Without fingers,’ say the Moroccans, ‘the hand would be a spoon.’ And where indeed would we be without our essential digits?
Doigt de seigneur
In French, starting from the one nearest the thumb, you have index; majeur – biggest finger; annulaire – ring finger; and, last but not least, auriculaire – literally, the ear finger, because it’s the only one small enough to stick in your ear. But if your digits don’t stop there, you have to go to the Luvale language of Zambia for the sambwilo, the sixth finger or toe.
Expansive
In the Malay language, they use the space between the fingers for a series of useful measurements:
Classified
Further down the body, one reaches those parts generally described as private. In Southern Africa, they appear to have thought more than most about keeping it that way:
Peppers and Parasols
The Japanese have a memorable vocabulary to describe their (male) genitalia:
Map of the world
French slang uses even more elaborate metaphors. A penis is either une anguille de calecif, an underwear eel, or un cigare à moustache, a cigar with a moustache. In similarly fanciful fashion, breasts are described as une mappemonde, literally, a map of the world (spread across two hemispheres).
Bum deal
Round the back, it seems, we are free to be frank, especially in East Africa and the Philippines:
Milk bottles
When it comes to the legs, English has no word to describe the back of the knee. Irish Gaelic calls it the ioscaid, the Swedes knäveck, while the Native American Dakota language calls it hunyoka-khmin. Other languages are similarly descriptive about both the appearance and the movement of our lower half:
Thin as a rake
When it comes to the whole package, there are differences of opinion about how substantial you should be. In general, the modern world applauds the skinny, even as our languages hark back to a less prosperous age in their comparisons:
Bacon buoy
While fatties come in for all kinds of criticism:
Illusory
Not, of course, that you can always judge from appearances:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
You cannot make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear
rozhdennyj polzat letat ne mozhet (Russian) if you’re born to crawl you can’t fly
on ne peut faire d’une buse un épervier (French) you can’t turn a buzzard into a sparrowhawk
al draagt een aap een gouden ring, het is en blijft een lelijk ding (Dutch) even if the monkey wears a golden ring it remains ugly
fare le nozze con i fichi secchi (Italian) to celebrate a wedding with dried figs
10.
Dressed to Kill
siku utakayokwenda uchi ndiyo siku utakayokutana na mkweo (Swahili)
the day you decide to leave your house naked is the day you run into your in-laws
A memorable smile
Whatever Nature has provided you with, you always have the chance to make your own improvements:
False friends
Rock (German) skirt
veste (French) jacket
romp (Afrikaans) skirt
cilinder (Hungarian) top hat
gulp (Dutch) fly (in trousers)
Hairdressed to kill
And hair is one very obvious place for the drastic makeover:
Frigate
Make sure not to overdo it:
On reflection
Ugly beautiful
Though there are hundreds of poetic English words for different beautiful colours, there are very few for those at the less pleasant end of the spectrum. The Ojibway of North America say osawegisan, which means making something yellow with smoke, nicotine-stained. The Pali of India have a word for the bluish-black colour of a corpse – vinilaka – which literally means resembling neither father nor mother. The Amerindian Mingo words for the basic colours are just as evocative:
uiskwanyë’ta’ê’ the colour of rotten wood (brown)
unöwö’ta’ê’ the colour of limestone or plaster (white)
uyë’kwææ’ê’ the colour of smoke (grey)
tsitkwææ’ê’ the colour of bile (yellow)
Berlin backsides
Just because you can’t see your own backside doesn’t mean that others can’t. The Germans certainly notice these things:
Sails set
All over the world, people enjoy escaping from their intractable shape in a fine outfit:
Kangaroo teeth
Though what works in one place won’t necessarily work in another:
Hand-me-downs
‘Those who have fine clothes in their chests can wear rags,’ say the Italians, but in other parts of the world it’s not always true that the higher up you are in society the more likely you are to dress down:
Designer knitwear
The two extremes of women’s intense relationship with clothes are chronicled by the Japanese. At one end there is nitto-onna, a woman so dedicated to her career that she has no time to iron blouses and so resorts to dressing only in knitted tops; and at the other there are ippaiyoku, women whose every garment and accessory are made by the same designer.
Fashionista
Most try to keep up with what everyone else is wearing, but there will always be some, thankfully, who remain gloriously independent:
So village
For as long as clothes have been around, people have sneered or laughed at what others have chosen to wear:
Clodhoppers
Though hopefully not what they put on their feet:
Barely there
But then again isn’t one of the most enjoyable things about dressing up coming home and stripping off ?
Just make sure that when you get dressed again there’s no confusion …
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Don’t judge a book by its cover
ngam tae rup, jub mai horm (Thai) great looks but bad breath
l’abito non fa il monaco (Italian) clothes do not make the monk
quem vê caras não vê corações (Portuguese) he who sees face doesn’t see heart
odijelo ne čini čovjeka (Croatian) a suit doesn’t make a man
het zijn niet alleen koks die lange messen dragen (Dutch) it’s not only cooks who carry long knives
11.
Stretching Your Legs
zemheride yoğurt isteyen, cebinde bir inek taşir (Turkish)
he who wants yoghurt in winter must carry a cow in his pocket
Travel broadens the mind, they say. But in these days of mass tourism and carbon footprints there’s a lot to be said for staying exactly where you are:
Presiding
Not that you have to remain entirely supine to relax:
On reflection
Go to hell
‘See Naples and die’ we’re all told, but what do you do after you’ve visited these admirably named places?
Ecce Homo, Switzerland
Egg, Austria
Hell, Norway
No Guts Captain, Pitcairn Island
Saddam Hussein, Sri Lanka
Sexmoan, Philippines
Silly, Belgium
Starbuck Island, Polynesia
Wedding, Germany
Enviable
The Yamana people of Chile have clearly had plenty of time to think about the many permutations of sitting: utapanus-mutu is to sit by the side of a person but not close to him; usata-ponur mutu is to turn round and sit facing someone; mumbu-moni is to sit holding anything between one’s lips; while kupas-aiiua-mutu is to sit envying a person.
Upright
If you get to your feet it doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re on the move:
Pedestrian
But once you’ve put one foot in front of the other there’s really no going back:
Tip-tip-toe
Although this simple action comes in many different styles:
The trees are blazed
Be sure you know where you’re going…
… that the way ahead is clear:
… that you’ve decided whether to cover your tracks:
… and that the conditions are suitable:
False friends
lost (Cornish) tail, queue
halt (Swedish) lame, limping
loop (Dutch) walk, gait
murmur (Persian) to creep
silk (Bashgali, India) to be slippery
That sinking feeling
As what could be worse than losing your footing …
… mistaking the ground:
… or otherwise getting into difficulties:
Beard in the postbox
Oh dear, you’re back where you started:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
To carry coals to Newcastle
Eulen nach Athen tragen (German) taking owls to Athens
yezdit’ b Tulu s svoim samovarom (Russian) he’s going to Tula, taking his own samovar
vendere ghiaccio agli eschimesi (Italian) selling ice to the Eskimos
echar agua al mar (Spanish) to throw water into the sea
es como llevar naranjas a Valencia (Spanish) it is like taking oranges to Valencia
vizet hord a Dunába (Hungarian) he is taking water to the Danube
gi bakerbarn brød (Norwegian) to give bread to the child of a baker
vender mel ao colmeeiro (Portuguese) to sell honey to a beemaster
12.
Upping Sticks
suusan tsetsnees yavsan teneg deer (Mongolian)
a travelling fool is better than a sitting wise person
You can’t spend your whole life flopping around in one place. Sooner or later, whatever traveller’s nerves you may feel, you just have to up sticks and go:
Reindeer’s piss
A journey’s a journey whether you are going near …
… or far:
False friends
travel (Norwegian) busy
crush (Romani) to get out
bias (Malay) deflected from its course
grind (Dutch) gravel
Wanderlust
Some people just can’t wait to get going:
Tag-along
But it can get lonely out there, so consider taking a companion:
Wire donkey
Travel on two wheels is always economical, and can be more or less environmentally sound:
Loosely bolted
And though four wheels are faster, there is many a pitfall:
Highway code
Sometimes the greatest danger on the road comes from other users:
On reflection
Lucky number plates
The Chinese particularly like car number plates with 118, which is pronounced yat yat fatt in Cantonese and sounds like ‘everyday prospers’; 1128 sounds like ‘everyday easily prospers’; and 888 ‘prosper, prosper, prosper’. A number plate with 1164 is not popular because it sounds like yat yat look say, which can mean ‘everyday roll over and die’.
A Hong Kong owner (i.e. a Cantonese speaker) would favour a number plate with just 32168, which sounds like sang yee yat low fatt, meaning ‘a very profitable business all the way’.
Japanese cars can’t have the licence plate 4219 because that could be read as shi ni i ku, which means something along the lines of ‘going to death’.
Jesus’s magimix
If all else fails there’s always public transport (with all the delights that that entails). As the Germans say, ‘We are all equal in the eyes of God and bus drivers’:
Or perhaps it’s time to splash out on something special:
Pushmepullyou
Japanese subways are so crowded that they employ special packers to push people on and others to untangle them and get them off when they get to a station. The pushers-on are addressed as oshiya-san (honourable pusher) and the pullers-off as hagitoriya-san (honourable puller).
Unknown and uneasy
The truth is that travel is rarely as glamorous as it’s portrayed. So whatever happens, keep your nerve:
Empty trip
And sometimes you will be surprised by unexpected rewards:
Even if you never actually go:
Travellers’ tales
Always remember that, as the French say, ‘À beau mentir qui vient de loin’, travellers from afar can lie with impunity:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
To beat about the bush
y aller par quatre chemins (French) to get there by four paths
iddur mal-lewz a (Maltese) to go round the almond
å gå som katten rundt den varma grøten (Norwegian) to walk like a cat around hot porridge
menare il can per l’aia (Italian) to lead the dog around the yard
emborrachar la perdiz (Spanish) to get the partridge drunk
13.
Home Sweet Home
Padres, primos e pombos.
Os dois primeiros, não servem para casar. Os dois últimos só servem para sujar a casa (Portuguese)
Priests, cousins and pigeons. The first two are not good to marry. The last two only make the house dirty
Location, location, location
‘Choose the neighbour before the house’ goes an old Syrian proverb; and it’s as well to check out the people living nearby before you move in:
Nesting
If you have space and time, and hopefully some good materials, your best bet is probably to build your own:
Pulling together
Things always work out better if you’ve got people to help you:
False friends
abort (German) lavatory
bang (Korean) room
dig (Gaelic) ditch
sir (Arabic) crack of the door
gate (Norwegian) street
rub (Croatian) edge
Flagging the beam
In Surinam, when the main roof beam of a new house is in place they have a celebration they call opo-oso, at which a flower or flag is nailed to the end of the beam, some beer is sprayed on the front of the building and then the builders, owner and others have a drink to celebrate.
Dutch decor
The Dutch have two useful expressions: kneuterig describes a particularly bourgeois type of stinginess which someone might display if they spent a fortune buying a new house and then furnished it with the cheapest fittings available, all in the name of saving money; and its opposite een vlag op een modderschuit, excessive decoration of a common thing, or trying to make the ugly beautiful (literally, a flag on a mud barge).
On reflection
Chinese whispers
It is an increasingly common practice to transliterate foreign proper nouns into Chinese characters that sound similar to the original word but give the Western name a highly positive connotation to Chinese ears:
adian | Athens | proper law |
zhili | Chile | wisdom benefit |
deli | Delhi | virtue hometown |
faguo | France | method country |
henghe | Ganges | everlasting river |
haiya | The Hague | sea tooth |
ingguo | England | country of heroes |
lundun | London | matching honest |
meiguo | America | beautiful country |
niuyue | New York | bond agreement |
taiguo | Thailand | peaceful country |
Frog in a well
The Germans have the wonderful word Gemütlichkeit for that particular quality of cosiness you can only ever feel at home. In that always-descriptive language, someone who prefers to stay at home is a Stubenhocker, literally, a room sitter; and in the end, however splendid the house, it’s our intimate individual eyries we actually spend our time in:
The emperor’s throne
Different cultures have very different approaches to what we euphemistically call the smallest room in the house. The Spanish have excusado, with its polite suggestion of excusing yourself, whereas the German term wo sogar der Kaiser von China allein hingeht literally means ‘where the emperor of China goes by himself’. Once there, though, we all go through the same motions:
Toilet museum
Some insist on trying to make us forget why we’re there at all:
Spatially aware
We all know these domestic places and spaces; but not all languages have such precise words for them:
Crumb thief
The same is true of the clutter we fill our rooms up with; until, as the Russians say, ‘Igolku nygde votknut’, there’s nowhere you can throw a needle:
Whatever our circumstances, in the end, perhaps, we should just be grateful that we are á-panna-griha (Sanskrit), someone whose house has not fallen in.
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
To make a mountain out of a molehill
tehdä kärpäsestä härkänen (Finnish) to make a bull out of a fly
se noyer dans un verre d’eau (French) to drown oneself in a glass of water
til ka taad banaana or rai ka pahaad banana (Hindi) to turn a sesame seed into a large tree or to turn a mustard seed into a mountain
arcem e cloaca facere (Latin) to make a stronghold out of a sewer
narediti iz muhe slona (Slovenian) to make an elephant from a fly
14.
Dinner Time
kopeklerin duası kabul olsa gökten kemik yağardı (Turkish)
if dogs’ prayers were accepted it would rain bones from the sky
Rushed breakfast
When it comes to eating there is, of course, no such thing as a typical meal:
My tapeworm is talking
And there are still many parts of the world where you can’t take any kind of refreshment for granted:
Sampling
Particular skills are often required to make sure you’ve got the very best of the ingredients available:
Stirring it up
And then time must be taken to get things correctly and thoroughly prepared:
Surprise water
Now is the moment when a cook’s individual skills can make all the difference to the end result. As the Chinese wisely say, ‘Never eat in a restaurant where the chef is thin’:
Dead dog
‘Hunger is the best cook,’ say the Germans, and it’s true that when you’re starving even the lightest snack will taste as good as anything you’ve ever eaten:
Xoox
For the fuller meal, what fine and varied ingredients the world offers:
Slug in the hole
Some ingredients might not be to everyone’s taste:
Cabbage or cheese
The Italians even approve or disapprove in terms of food:
Your legs are long
The actual nosh itself is only part of it. Company is equally important, and in many parts of the world you simply have no idea who’s going to show up:
On reflection
Say cheese
When trying to catch a person’s attention and have him/her look into the lens, the old Czech photographers’ phrase was pozor, vyleti ptacek, which literally means ‘watch out, a bird will be released/fly out’ (from the camera). In Serbia, people are asked to say ptica, ‘bird’. Danish photographers have a variety of phrases they can use, but their favourite is sig appelsin, ‘say orange’.
The English word cheese is often used because pronouncing it shapes the mouth into a smile. Other languages have adopted this method, with different words that have a similar sound or effect:
kimchi (Korean) a traditional fermented dish made of seasoned vegetables
qiezi (Mandarin) aubergine
cerise (French) cherry
whisky (Argentinian Spanish)
In Malta, people sometimes jokingly say ġobon, their word for cheese, which will obviously result in the exact opposite facial expression.
Gobbling it down
Sometimes your guests are so busy filling their faces that they forget about the politer aspects of sharing a meal:
Miss Manners
Scoffing too fast can be just the start of the problem:
False friends
sky (Swedish) gravy
tuna (Tuvaluan, Polynesia) prawn or eel
binlíd (Tagalog, Philippines) small broken particles of milled rice
dark (Albanian) evening meal
fig (Caribbean Creole) banana
Slow Food
So, instead, take your time and fully savour the experience:
Menu envy
For some, the salad next door is always greener:
Picky
Others could do with feeling a bit hungry once in a while:
My mouth is lonely
And some greedy pigs just don’t know when to stop:
Angel cake
In the end, though, it’s all in the eye – or rather mouth – of the beholder. For better …
… or worse:
Restaurant review
Tired of cooking at home, not to mention doing the washing-up and putting-away, we may tell ourselves how nice it is to eat out. But though the fantasy is great, the reality is often less so:
The condemned man is a final meal
Possibly the strangest takeaway of all is described by the Russian word korova: this is the unfortunate person that prison camp escapees take with them to eat over their period of flight and in their hideout (it literally means ‘a cow’).
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Too many cooks spoil the broth
sendou ooku shite fune yama ni noboru (Japanese) too many captains and the boat will go up a mountain
qi shou, ba jiao (Chinese) seven hands, eight feet
idha kathira ar-rababina gharigat as-safina (Arabic) too many captains sink the ship
zo mangna go lhong mi tshu (Dzongkha, Bhutan) when there are too many carpenters the door cannot be erected
seul mui à vugulion a vez, e vez falloc’h gouarnet ar saout (Breton, France) the more cowherds there are, the worse the cows are looked after
puno baba, kilavo dijete (Croatian) with many midwives, the child will be lazy
veel varkens maken de spoeling dun (Dutch) many pigs make the slops sparse
zyada jogi math ujaad (Hindi) too many saints can ruin the monastery
troppi galli a cantar non fa mai giorno (Italian) with too many cocks singing it is never going to dawn
zuun yamaand jaran uhana (Mongolian) one hundred goats for sixty billy goats
u pyati nyanek dyetya byez glaza, u cemyorykh – byez golovy (Russian) when there are five nurses the child loses an eye – with seven nurses the child is finally found to lack a head
haber más capeadores que toros (Costa Rican Spanish) there are more bullfighters than bulls
15.
One for the Road
fra børn og fulde folk skal man høre sandheden (Danish)
from children and drunks you will hear the truth
The towel of a hippy
The quenching of thirst is another sensation that brings out evocative descriptions. In Chilean Spanish they say they are tener mas sed que piojo de muneca, thirstier than a louse on a doll; or again, in more contemporary usage, toalla hippy, than the towel of a hippy:
The milky way
The men of the African Toubari and Massa tribes observe a rite called gourouna in which they retire for several months from ordinary pursuits and restraints and drink prodigious amounts of milk.
Social drinking
No one should boire en Suisse (French), drink alone in secret (literally, drinking in the Swiss way). It’s always healthier to share the experience:
Altered states
Soft drinks will satisfy our thirst, but are never as exciting as those which are a bit stronger. It’s surely no coincidence that most of the best words about drinks and drinking involve alcohol. As the literal meaning of the Amerindian Mingo word for alcohol, teka’niköëtényös, has it, it changes minds from one way to another: whether it’s beer you’re drinking …
On reflection
To your good health?
Around the world the commonest drinking toast is to good health: Na zdravje (Slovenian), Salud (Spanish), Saúde (Brazilian Portuguese), Kia Ora (Maori), Egészségedre (Hungarian), Gezondheid (Flemish). The Ukrainians take this to the next level with Budmo!, which means ‘let us live forever!’
In contrast, the Scandinavian drinking toast Skål! (pronounced ‘skoal’) has a much more macabre background, as it originally meant ‘skull’. The word is alleged to have come down from a custom practised by the warlike Vikings who used the dried-out skulls of their enemies as drinking mugs.
… or something rather more powerful:
Vodka vocabulary
The Russians, in particular, have a fine set of words for the many styles of tippling:
False friends
full (Norwegian) drunk
grogi (Finnish) whisky and soda
pickle (Chilean Spanish) a person who drinks too much
jaw (Zarma, Nigeria) to be thirsty
On a slippery road
And all languages have evocative expressions for being drunk …
… and for the inevitable results of overdoing it:
Under the monkey
For the French you are as sober as un chameau (a camel) but as drunk as un cochon (a pig), une grive (a thrush), or even une soupe (a soup). In Lithuanian you can also be drunk as a pig (kiaulė), or then again as a bee (bitelė) or a shoemaker (šiaučius). Elsewhere you can be drvo pijan (Macedonian) drunk as a tree; jwei ru ni (Mandarin) drunk as mud; orracho como una uva (Cuban Spanish) drunk as a grape; bull som en kaja (Swedish) drunk as a jackdaw; itdek mast (Uzbek) drunk as a dog; or einen Affen sitzen haben (German) to be dead drunk (literally, to have a monkey sit on one).
The morning after
It’s only when you get home that you may start to wonder what on earth possessed you:
Vineyard flu
And all drinking cultures have inventive expressions for the horrors of the morning after:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Don’t cry over spilt milk
paid â chodi pais ar ôl piso (Welsh) don’t lift a petticoat after peeing
kusat sebe lokti (Russian) to bite one’s elbows
nasi sudah menjadi bubur (Indonesian) the rice has become porridge
eső után köpönyeg (Hungarian) coat after rain
16.
All in a Day’s Work
yesli khochetsya rabotat’ lyag pospi i vsyo proydyot (Russian)
if you feel an urge to work take a nap and it will pass
Pounce and decoy
Time was when going out to work meant leaving the cave or hut to forage for food:
Point blank
In our rapidly developing world, this is obviously less and less the case, as age-old skills are replaced by a more up-to-date weapon:
Dodo
Even if the matching cunning of animals remains much the same:
Spear hurling
Out on the seas and oceans, however, the traditional tools of hook and net have not been seriously superseded; nor have the associated skills:
Eel dribbling
In the countless islands of the Pacific, such techniques have been carefully honed:
Sea women
In Japan, abalone fishing is often done in husband and wife teams. The women, who are thought to be better at holding their breath and withstanding the cold for long periods, do the pearl diving, while the husbands take charge of the boat and the lifeline. The wives are known as ama – ‘sea women’.
Bamboo cutters
Once the world moved on from hunting and gathering, a degree of occupational specialization was bound to creep in:
Angel makers
As societies became more developed, so jobs became more rarified …
False friends
trafik (Hungarian) tobacconist
agenda (French) notebook, diary
basin (Turkish) the press
fabric (Russian) factory
pasta (Portuguese) briefcase, folder
Soul plumbers
… until we end up with occupations that are entirely sophisticated and modern:
On reflection
Hippopotomonstrosesquipedalianism
(the practice of using long words)
The Germans are renowned for their love of long words where several words are compounded to form an extremely specific word, often to do with the world of work, such as:
Donaudampfschifffahrtsgesellschaftskapitänsjackenknopfloch the buttonhole in the jacket of a captain of the Danube steam boat company
or Reichseisenbahnhinundherschiebershäuschen the little house of the state railway track shunter
But other languages also have their own lengthy words:
megszentségtelenithetetlenségeskedéseltekért (Hungarian) for your unprofaneable actions
kindercarnavalsoptochtvoorbereidingswerkzaamheden (Dutch) preparation activities for a children’s carnival procession
inconstitucionalissimamente (Portuguese) very unconstitutionally
prijestolonaslijednikovica (Croatian) wife of an heir to the throne
Low profile
Of course, to do a job properly, certain key skills are useful:
Horn diggers
However, we should never underestimate the virtue of good, old-fashioned graft:
Mice milkers
Even so, diligence isn’t everything. There are some poor workers who bust a gut but fail to please simply because they can’t see the bigger picture. The French describe this as chercher midi à quatorze, literally, to look for midday at two o’clock in the afternoon. To the Dutch, a person who pays excessive attention to detail is a mierenneuker – literally, an ant fucker; or, more charitably, a muggenzifter (mosquito sifter) or a punaisepoetser (pin polisher). But all cultures are colourful in their criticism:
Jobsworth
Other colleagues bring other problems:
Promises, promises
At least you can rely on the hopeless, spiteful and devious to be counterproductive. Worse are those who promise to help but never deliver, or who rush around frantically but never get anywhere:
Pedalling in yoghurt
The French, in particular, have a fine range of metaphors for not getting things done for one reason or another. Brasser de l’air is to give the impression of being busy (literally, to shuffle the air); peigner la girafe is to waste time in idle pursuits (literally, to comb the giraffe); pedaler dans le yaourt means to be getting nowhere fast (literally, to be pedalling in yoghurt); while un coup d’épée dans l’eau is a wasted effort (literally, a sword blow into water).
Counting the stars
One would almost prefer to work alongside those who model their lives on the Mexican Spanish expression el trabajo embrutece, work brutalizes …
The company tribe
… or are perhaps waiting in hope for those sought-after positions that will surely, eventually, come up:
Sell out
Although it’s wise to remember that blind loyalty to the organization is much overrated:
Lilies of the field
Perhaps the luckiest are those who don’t have to do anything at all:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Bad workman blames his tools
el mal escribano le echa la culpa a la pluma/el cojo le echa la culpa al empedrado (Spanish) the poor writer blames the pen/the limping man blames the pavement
zlej baletnicy przeszkadza rąbek u spódnicy (Polish) a poor dancer will be disturbed even by the hem of her skirt
’araj al jamal min shiffatu (Arabic) the camel limped from its split lip
plokhomu tantsory (i) yaytsa meshayut (Russian) a poor dancer is impeded (even) by his own balls
17.
Game Theory
kush nuk di ç’është lodhja, ai nuk di ç’është çlodhja (Albanian)
who does not know tiredness, does not know how to relax
Celebrating Monday
However hard we work, it’s important to take time off, even if we have to be clever about how we arrange it:
Slow start
How wonderful to let slip the usual routines, take your time, take it easy:
Idle time
Even when one has fully woken up there’s no pressure to do anything:
Although sometimes the lack of pressure can be pressurizing in itself:
False friends
black (Swedish) ink
brief (German) letter
fart (French) ski wax
gong (Balinese) orchestra
war-side (Somali) newspaper
urinator (Latin) diver
rust (Dutch) rest or tranquillity
Cucumber troop
There are all kinds of things one can do with time off. What about watching some football? Fans would surely agree that few players can be a peleon (Puerto Rican Spanish), one who plays like Pele, but the Germans have gathered an evocative vocabulary for the highs (and lows) of watching a match:
Aggro
Or one could take up a heavier or more demanding sport:
Ski-lane terror
Up in the mountains, it’s fast, dangerous, but always fun:
On reflection
The sound of your heart racing
Every language has onomatopoeic words, whose sound and rhythm vividly describe the sound or action they describe:
hara hara doki doki (Japanese) the feeling of your heart racing when you’re scared or nervous
nyurrugu (Yidiny, Australia) the noise of talking heard a long way off when the words cannot be made out
vuhubya-hubya (Tsonga, South Africa) the flapping of pendulous breasts of a woman hurrying
krog-krog (Tibetan) a sound produced by grinding hard brittle objects together
empap (Malay) the sound of a flat object falling on a soft surface
mswatswa (Chichewa, Malawi) the sound of footsteps on dry grass
ndlangandzandlangandza (Tsonga, South Africa) the sound of drums during an exorcism ritual, beaten to cure a possessed person
geeuw (Dutch) a yawn
guntak (Malay) the rattle of pips in a dry fruit
gwarlingo (Welsh) the rushing sound a grandfather clock makes before striking the hour
phut (Vietnamese) the noise of string or rope that snaps
zhaghzhagh (Persian) the noise made by almonds or by other nuts shaken together in a bag
schwupp (German) quick as a flash (short for
schwuppdiwupp)
szelescic (Polish) the sound when someone folds paper (pronounced scheleshchich)
Taking a dip
Down by the sea, river or lakeside, the activity on our day off is altogether gentler:
Dizzy dancing
In many parts of the world, though, resources dictate that they have to make their own fun:
Taking part
The Tagalog language of the Philippines has some great words to describe how – literally speaking – to play the game:
Suits and tricks
If you’re grebleyi na kon’kakh (Russian) incompetent at sports (literally, to row on skates), perhaps it’s wiser to seek alternative thrills:
Live entertainment
‘Those who have free tickets to the theatre have the most criticism to make,’ say the Chinese, but live entertainment can often be surprisingly enjoyable (for those taking part, that is):
One is fun
For the Japanese, gentler pleasures suffice:
Stories with bears
Or one could indulge one’s creative urges:
Bookmark
Or just kick back and enjoy the efforts of others:
Drooping tongue
However hard you try to prevent it, our day of recreation draws to its inevitable end:
Nodding off
And in different postures and places we drift into blessed oblivion:
Staying up
Among the Cheyenne people of the USA, sleep may be the last thing they get up to at night:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
To take a sledgehammer to crack a nut
mogi jabeeryuda chogasamgan da taewonda (Korean) burning your whole house trying to catch a mosquito
tuo kuzi fang pi (Mandarin) to take your trousers off to fart
pire için yorgan yakmak (Turkish) to burn the duvet because of one flea
kee chang jahb thak-a-thaen (Thai) ride an elephant to catch a grasshopper
met een kanon op een mug schieten (Dutch) to shoot a mosquito with a cannon
gubbi mEle bramhAstravE? (Kannada, India) a nuclear weapon on a sparrow?
18.
Animal Magic
hilm il-’utaat kullu firaan (Arabic)
the dream of cats is all about mice
When humans looked around them and saw the animals that inhabited their world they often came up with names that described what each animal looked or sounded like, or how it behaved. Among the Amerindian tribes the Navaho word for squirrel is the phrase ‘it has a bushy tail’ and the word from the Arapaho for elephant is ‘it has a bent nose’. The Mingo language was particularly expressive in this regard:
The great rat with a pocket
Likewise, when Chinese voyagers first saw the kangaroo they described the way it looked to them: dai shu, pocket rat, or great rat with a pocket. The Yoruba of West Africa, unused to zebras, called them ‘striped horses’. The Indian nations of the Americas were astounded at the sight of the horse when it appeared, brought by the early Spanish conquerors. The Aztecs thought it was a hornless deer. The Sioux named it shuñka wakãn, supernatural dog, and the Cheyenne referred to it as mo-eheno’ha, domesticated elk. Another animal new to the Cheyenne, the pig, joined their language as eshkoseesehotame, dog with sharp nose.
False friends
snog (Danish) grass snake
asp (Pahlavi, Iran) horse
dud (Arabic) caterpillar, worm
formica (Latin) ant
hunt (Estonian) wolf
hunt (Yiddish) dog
lamb (Amharic, Ethiopia) cow
long (Chinese) dragon
moron (Munduruku, Brazil) toad
Fluttering and kicking
Those peoples living closely with animals developed vocabulary to describe all sorts of precisely observed behaviour on land …
… of fish and other creatures at sea:
… and of birds and insects on the ground and in the air:
Scratch, chew, tear, beat
Some actions are common to many creatures:
Wriggle, wriggle
There are words for sounds too, even those surely heard only by those who live cheek by jowl with the fauna of the world:
Sunday roast
There are words to describe the most detailed aspects of an animal’s appearance …
Tucked away
… how they store their food:
Crocodile skid
… even how they behave in specific and group ways:
Wa!
Originally, humans began by treating animals as hostile, to be hunted, chased away or killed:
Down on the farm
But then came the thought of using certain breeds to their advantage:
Commanding
With this came a new range of calls and cries:
To the hand
The Scots, in particular, have a fine collection of animal instructions:
On reflection
Animals online
In these days of intense email use, it seems amazing that there is still no official name for @. It is generally called the ‘at’ symbol. Other languages have come up with all kinds of mostly animal nicknames. Polish calls it malpa, monkey; in Afrikaans it is aapstert, monkey’s tail; in German it is Klammeraffe, clinging monkey. The Finns and Swedes see it as a cat curled up with its tail. Swedish has kattsvans, and Finnish has at least three names for this idea: kissanhäntä, cat tail, miaumerkki, meow sign, and miukumauku, which means something like meow-meow. In French, Korean, Indonesian, Hebrew and Italian it’s a snail. In Turkish (kulak) and Arabic (uthun) it’s an ear, in Spanish it’s an elephant’s ear (elefantora), in Danish it’s an elephant’s trunk (snabel), and elsewhere:
zavinac (Czech) pickled herring
xiao lao-shu (Taiwanese) little mouse
kukac (Hungarian) worm or maggot
sobachka (Russian) little dog
papaki (Greek) duckling
grisehale (Norwegian) curly pig’s tail
kanelbulle (Swedish) cinnamon roll
gül (Turkish) rose
Aw, aw !
As does the Pashto language of Afghanistan and Pakistan:
drhey | when addressing sheep |
eekh eekh | when addressing camels |
asha asha | when addressing donkeys |
aw aw | when addressing oxen |
tsh tsh | when addressing horses |
kutsh kutsh | when addressing dogs |
How to count on your chickens
In the Gallo dialect in France there is some very specific vocabulary about ensuring that there are always enough eggs:
Man’s best friend
It’s hardly surprising that that species thought of as closest to humans is described in the most loving detail:
Roof-gutter rabbit
Our second favourite animal is less loyal and more selfish, but brings us luck if it crosses our path:
Gee gee
Next up has to be the one that has always helped us get around, and has also let us experience speed, excitement and other less welcome sensations:
Moo
Fourth on our list is free to roam in India, enjoying its sacred status, while elsewhere it offers sustenance of more than one kind:
Drinking twice
We rarely see our fifth and last away from a zoo or safari park, but in the wild this creature certainly lives up to the poet’s description as ‘Nature’s great masterpiece’:
Flying low
And then there are those others that we admire, but generally only from a distance:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched
Swahili advises us not to curse the crocodile before we’ve crossed the river and there are all kinds of similar warnings from around the world about not being too hasty:
mithl ilh yibi’ samak fi al bahar (Arabic) it’s like selling fish still in the sea
man skal ikke sælge skindet, før bjørnen er skudt (Danish) one should not sell the fur before the bear has been shot
älä nuolaise ennen kuin pöydällä tipahtaa (Finnish) don’t start licking it up before it drops onto the table
guthimba ti kuura (Kikuyu, Kenya) having rain clouds is not the same as having rain
na neroden Petko kapa mu skroile (Macedonian) they sewed a hat to Peter who is not born yet
tsiplyat po oseni schitayut (Russian) one should count chicks in autumn
ne govori gop, poka ne pereskochish (Russian) don’t say hop until you jumped over
ino manga ondjupa ongombe inaayi vala (Ndonga, Namibia) don’t hang the churning calabash before the cow has calved
non dire gatto se non l’hai nel sacco (Italian) never say ‘cat’ if you have not got it in your sack
dereyi görmeden paçalari sivama (Turkish) do not roll up your trouser legs before you see the stream
19.
Climate Change
gode ord skal du hogge i berg, de dårligere i snø (Norwegian)
carve your good words in stone, the bad in snow
Tiwilight
The world goes round, and at innumerable different times, the day begins. Down in the Antipodes, the Tiwi people of northern Australia describe the sequence before the sun finally appears:
The dawn chorus
The Hungarians have a specific word – hajnalpir – for the first blush of dawn; the Japanese distinguish ariake, dawn when the moon is still showing; while the German word Morgengrauen (literally, morning greying) describes both the horror of the morning and its grey and sunless colour.
Sun’s up
In the Dakota language of the USA, the moon is hangyetuwi, the night-sun. Come dawn it can no longer compete with anpetuwi, the day-sun:
Weather report
Ah, that famous topic, food for hundreds of thousands of conversations every day. And we are not alone in observing and describing its many moods:
Heat haze
The secondary meanings of weather terms are often very evocative of the climate they describe. For instance, the Scots description of heat haze – summer-flaws – is also used for a swarm of gnats dancing in the air; while the Yamana of Chile unda-tu also describes the wavy appearance of the air seen over a fire.
The wind of change
Beautifully still conditions never last for long, certainly not in this country:
False friends
dim (Bosnian) smoke
estate (Italian) summer
lung (Sherpa, Nepal) air
santa (Bosnian) iceberg
tall (Arabic) hill, elevation
Storm warning
We can always sense that moment when things are on the turn:
Sunshine shower
After the storm, the rain is lighter, subtler; indeed, it may not be clear quite what’s going on:
In a flood
Down on the ground, everything changes:
Soaking up the weather
And all kinds of fun can be had:
On reflection
You fish on your side…
Several places in Norway and Sweden are simply called Å. It means river in various Scandanavian languages, but that’s all the name tells us about them. But if you go for something rather longer, an awful lot of information can be contained in a name. For instance, Webster Lake in Massachussetts, USA, is also known as
Chargoggagoggmanchauggauggagoggchaubunagungamaugg
which was a native word for a neutral fishing place near a boundary, a meeting and fishing spot shared by several tribes. A popular interpretation is: ‘You fish on your side, I fish on my side, nobody fishes in the middle.’ The longest placename still in regular use is for a hill in New Zealand. The ninety-letter Maori name
Taumatawhakatangihangakoauaotamateaurehaeaturi
pukapihimaungahoronukupokaiwhenuaakitanarahu
means ‘The brow of the hill where Tamatea, the man with the big knees, who slid, climbed and ate mountains, the great traveller, sat and played on the flute to his beloved.’
Compass comparisons
The sun features strongly in how other cultures have described the compass points. The Mingo of the USA describe north as te’kææhkwææhkö, the sun isn’t there; and west as hekææhkwë’s, the sun habitually drops down over there. The Bambara people of Mali have more complicated associations:
Coucher de soleil
Rain or shine, windy or still, the sun sinks down towards the horizon, and the day winds towards its close:
Silver goddess
Darkness falls, and the night-sun reappears, bringing with it mystery and magic:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
It’s raining cats and dogs
ou vrouens met knopkieries reen (Afrikaans) it’s raining old women with clubs
padají trakaře (Czech) it’s raining wheelbarrows
det regner skomagerdrenge (Danish) it’s raining shoemakers’ apprentices
het regent pijpenstelen (Dutch) it’s raining pipestems
baron mesleh dobeh asb mirized (Persian) it’s raining like the tail of the horse
brékhei kareklopódara (Greek) it’s raining chair legs
il pleut comme vache qui pisse (French) it’s raining like a pissing cow
es regnet Schusterbuben (German) it’s raining young cobblers
estan lloviendo hasta maridos (Spanish) it’s even raining husbands
20.
The Root of All Evil
ahjar habib fis-suq minn mitt skud fis-senduq (Maltese)
a friend in the market is better than one hundred gold coins in the chest
A frog’s armpit
‘Don’t offer me advice, give me money,’ say the Spanish – and who would disagree, certainly if they’re in a tight spot financially:
Cutting gold
Most of us would be more than happy with an easy escape from such an unfortunate predicament:
Gifted
While others find different ways to stay afloat:
Up against it
It’s certainly true that the folding stuff can be elusive; and the occasion when you really need it may be the one time you are unable to find it:
On the floor
When you do finally get some, for heaven’s sake be careful with it:
It’s the thought that counts
To demonstrate their wealth, the Kwakiutl Indians of Vancouver Island destroyed it. Their chiefs publicly burned food, blankets, canoes and ornaments in the ceremony of potlatch, a word that means ‘giving’. A potlatch might be held for a variety of reasons, which varied from group to group, but included puberty rites and death commemorations. It involved a great feast at which the host lavishly distributed valuable property to all the assembled guests. The hitch was that the guests had to reciprocate at some future date – with interest of up to 100 per cent.
An umbrella at midnight
Two proverbs from the Kannada language of Southern India speak eloquently of the paradoxes of getting rich. HalliddAga kaDle illa; kaDle iddAga hallilla – there are no nuts when one has teeth and there are no teeth when there are nuts; in other words, when you are young you have no money, and when you have money the chance of enjoying it is often gone. But perhaps this is all as it should be. For the second proverb points up the absurdity of some people’s behaviour when they are in a fit state to enjoy their money: Aishwarya bandre ardha rAthrili koDe hiDkonDa – when a poor fellow gets rich, he has an umbrella over his head at midnight; which is to say that a newly wealthy man will flaunt the symbol of the well-off, a parasol to shield him from the sun, even in the dark.
False friends
Reformhaus (German) health food store
top (Dutch) done! agreed! it’s a bargain!
stershit (Albanian) to sell everything that one has
Detail (German) retail
hamstring (Swedish) hoarding (derives from hamster)
male (Italian) bad, wicked
Cowherd’s cake
Sometimes the destitute may just have to make do with a payment in kind:
On reflection
To see thirty-six candles
The French refer to many things in terms of the number thirty-six:
j’ai trente-six choses à faire I have many things to do
tous les trente-six du mois once in a blue moon (literally, each thirty-sixth of the month)
faire les trente-six volontés de quelqu’un to be at someone’s beck and call (literally, to do the thirty-six wills of someone)
voir trente-six chandelles to see stars after getting hit on the head (literally, to see thirty-six candles)
Stall
‘Gol’ na vydumku khitra,’ say the Russians – poverty is crafty; and it’s surely true that having no money can become the spur for entrepreneurial activity, even of the most basic kind:
Red shells out, white shells back
The Kiriwina of the Trobriand Islands in the Pacific have an elaborate gift exchange system called the kula. The islanders set off round the islands in large, ocean-going canoes and trade red shell necklaces (veigun) in a clockwise direction, and white shell bracelets (mwali) in an anti-clockwise direction. The round trip is several hundred miles.
The art of selling
There’s a lot of skill (even magic) in encouraging people to part with their hard-earned dosh:
Smoke and mirrors
Although the further up the scale you go, the less need you have for actual goods:
One-armed bandit
There are, of course, other ways of making money, if you’re prepared to take a chance:
Losers
However, even the most hardened practitioners know that in the long run the betting tables don’t pay. As the Germans say, ‘Young gamblers, old beggars’:
Tokyo tricks
The Japanese have two words to describe what happens as the temptation to cheat gets stronger:
Retail therapy
So what to do with it when you finally have it? Why, hit the streets, of course; and this is an occupation, if not an art, in itself:
You’re safer with prison
What a fine array of products the world has in its shop window:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
As easy as falling off a log
så let som at klø sig i nakken (Danish) as easy as scratching the back of your neck
semudah membalikkan telapak tangan (Indonesian) as easy as turning your palm around
facile come bere un bicchier d’acqua (Italian) as easy as drinking a glass of water
asameshi mae (Japanese) before breakfast (something that’s so easy, you could finish it before breakfast)
nuwoseo tdeokmeokki (Korean) lying on one’s back and eating rice cakes
tereyağýndan kýl çeker gibi (Turkish) as if pulling a strand of hair from butter
ežiku ponjatno (Russian) understandable to a hedgehog
21.
The Criminal Life
le diable chie toujours au même endroit (French)
the devil always shits in the same place
Tea leaf
Why work, or even gamble for that matter, when there are far easier ways of enriching yourself ?
False friends
bait (Arabic) incentive or motive
egg (Norwegian, Swedish) knife edge
gulp (Afrikaans) to slit, gush, spout
guru (Japanese) a partner in crime
plaster (Hebrew) deceitful or fraudulent
roof (Dutch) robbery
Gangland
Although once you step over that line, who knows what company you may be forced to keep:
Scissorhand
Considerable skill, experience and bravado may be required for success:
And sometimes even magic:
On reflection
Lost in translation
In their eagerness to move into and conquer new markets, many huge Western companies forgot to do their homework. When the name Microsoft was first translated into Chinese, they went for a literal translation of the two parts of the name which, unfortunately, meant ‘small and flaccid’.
Pepsi’s famous slogan ‘Come Alive with Pepsi’ was dropped in China after it was translated as ‘Pepsi brings your ancestors back from the grave’.
When American Airlines wanted to advertise its new leather first-class seats in the Mexican market, it translated its ‘Fly in Leather’ campaign literally, but vuela en cuero meant ‘Fly Naked’ in Spanish.
Colgate introduced in France a toothpaste called Cue, the name of a notorious pornographic magazine.
Coca-Cola was horrified to discover that its name was first read by the Chinese as kekoukela, meaning either ‘bite the wax tadpole’ or ‘female horse stuffed with wax’, depending on the dialect. Coke then researched 40,000 characters to find a phonetic equivalent – kokou kole – which translates as ‘happiness in the mouth’
Kindling
Their trains and tubes are punctual to the nearest second; equal efficiency seems to characterize those Japanese who take criminal advantage of such crowded environments:
Descending spiders
Nor does this fine vocabulary dry up when describing the activity of Japanese burglars: maemakuri, lifting the skirt from the front, means they enter through the front gates; while shirimakuri, lifting the skirt from behind, describes entry through a gate or fence at the rear of the house. One obvious hazard is the gabinta, the dog, that starts barking or snarling at the intruders (the word literally means ‘this animal has no respect for its superiors’). There is only one way to deal with such an obstacle: inukoro o abuseru, the deadly pork chop, otherwise known as shū tome o kudoku, silencing one’s mother-in-law. Once at the door you confront the mimochi musume, the lock (literally, the pregnant daughter), who must be handled with the softest of touches, unless of course you are in possession of the nezumi, the mice (or master keys).
As for the crooks themselves, they come in all varieties. There is the sagarigumo, or descending spider, the man or woman who braves the slippery tiles of the roof to reach their target; the denshinkasegi, the telegram breadwinners, who get there by shinning up telephone poles; the shinobikomi, thieves who enter crawling; the odorikomi, who enter ‘dancing’, i.e. brash criminals with guns; the mae, or fronts, debonair thieves who simply walk up to the main door; or the super-sly ninkātā , who leaves no trace: the master thief.
There is the ichimaimono, the thief who works alone; and the hikiai, those who pull together, i.e. partners in crime. There are nitchū shi, broad-daylight specialists, and yonashi, night specialists; even miyashi, shrine specialists. There are akisunerai, empty-nest targeters, those who specialize in targeting unattended houses; neshi, sleep specialists, the men who target bedrooms after the loot has been assembled and packed; and even evil tsukeme, literally, touching eyes: thieves who barge into bedrooms to rape sleeping victims.
Radish with glasses
Not content with colourful descriptions of robbers, the Japanese have an extensive vocabulary for cops too: there are the gokiburi, the cockroaches, policemen on motorcycles, who can follow burglars over pavements and through parks; the kazaguruma, the windmill, an officer who circles the streets and alleys, getting closer and closer to the area where the criminals are working; the daikon megane, the radish with glasses, the naive young officer who’s not going to be a problem for the experienced crook; or the more problematic oji, the uncle, the dangerous middle-aged patrolman who knows all the members of the gang by name and is liable to blow the whistle first and ask questions later.
As if that wasn’t enough, policemen on those overcrowded islands can also be described as aobuta (blue pigs), en (monkeys), etekō (apes), karasu (crows), aokarasu (blue crows), itachi (weasels), ahiru (ducks), hayabusa (falcons), ahō dori (idiotic birds, or albatrosses), kē (dogs), barori (Korean for pig), and koyani (cat, from the Korean koyangi). Officers even turn into insects such as hachi (bees), dani (ticks), kumo (spiders), mushi (bugs) and kejirami (pubic lice).
When crimes go wrong
‘Punishment,’ say the Spanish, ‘is a cripple, but it arrives.’ Criminals may get away with it for a while, but in the end justice of some kind generally catches up with them:
Pig box
All except the perpetrator are happy to see that anyone taking the immoral shortcut to personal enrichment ends up in a very bad place:
Into the pit
And society may exact its just deserts:
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
As thick as thieves
aralarindan su sizmaz (Turkish) not even water can pass between them
entendre comme cul et chemise (French) to get along like one’s buttocks and shirt
uni comme les doigts de la main (French) tied like the fingers of a hand
una y carne ser como (Spanish)/como una y mugre (Mexican Spanish) to be fingernail and flesh/like a fingernail and its dirt
sange paye ghazwin (Persian) as thick as volcanic stone
22.
Realpolitik
em rio que tem piranha, jacaré nada de costas (Brazilian Portuguese)
in a piranha-infested river, alligators do backstroke
Pipe and sunshade
Once upon a time life was straightforward: the chief ran the show and everyone fell in behind:
A gift
Things weren’t so great for those at the bottom of the pile, however interesting their duties:
False friends
tank (Tocharic, Turkey) to interfere
tilts (Latvian) bridge
Transparent (German) banner, placard
bingo (Kapampangan, Philippines) chip in a blade
doshman (Romani) enemy
exito (Spanish) success
Parole (German) motto, slogan
Changing shirts
Democracy freed us from the old hierarchies and gave us the power to choose our own destinies …
Full poodle
… with leaders directly answerable to us and our interests:
Muffled
Perhaps we just have to accept that the political mindset is never going to change that radically:
Power corrupts
It’s commonly accepted that there are all kinds of unofficial extra benefits to being in power. The phrase in the Sinhala language of Sri Lanka for a local member of parliament, dheshapaalana adhikaari, also means crook and someone born out of wedlock:
On reflection
Tail between legs
Many everyday English words are derived from other languages. Finding out more about their roots often casts a fascinating new light on the word itself:
accolade derives from the French accoler (to embrace) because knighthoods were initially conferred with an embrace
agony comes from the Ancient Greek agonia (contest): the athletes in training for the Olympic Games put their bodies through intense discipline to reach the peak of fitness, denying themselves normal pleasures and enduring punishing physical tests
coward comes from the Old French couard (tail) and thus we have the image of a dog retreating with its tail between its legs
jargon comes from the Old French word jargoun (twittering), the sound made by birds, incomprehensible to others
muscle is descended from the Latin word musculus (little mouse), a rather apt description of the moving and changing form under the skin, especially of the arms and legs
Talk box
The language of politics is famous for both rollo (Spanish), the long boring speech (literally, a paper roll), and for double speak. All round the world it’s very important to listen extremely closely to what politicans say – and to what they don’t:
Problem solving
The Bambuti people of Congo have no chiefs or formal system of government; problems and disputes are solved by general discussion often involving the use of humour. Elsewhere, people have other ways of achieving agreement:
War elephants
What a shame that such delightful methods can’t be universally employed. But from the start of time dispute-resolution has often been alarmingly violent:
Cancer forces
All that’s changed over the years is the deadliness of the weapons used:
Heroes
On the battlefield itself individuals make extraordinary sacrifices …
Yellow-bellies
… or not, as the case may be:
War trophies
There are no limits to cruelty, savagery and treachery:
Legacy
But when it’s all over, what are we left with?
Cucumbers and shaving brushes
And, all too often, a large standing army. Who better than the Russians to tell us all about the realities of that sort of organization?
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Something is rotten in the state of Denmark
hay un gato encerrado (Spanish) there’s a cat shut up
les dés sont pipés (French) the dice are cheated
il y a anguille sous roche (French) there is an eel under the rock
iskat’ igolku v stoge sena (Russian) there is a needle in the haystack
hayya min taht tibn (Arabic) a snake under the hay
23.
From Better to Hearse
Dios es el que sana, y el medico lleva la plata (Spanish)
God cures the patient and the doctor pockets the fee
Fagged out
We have all kinds of habits that aren’t exactly good for us. As the Italian proverb cheerily goes: ‘Bacco, tabacco e Venere, riducon l’uomo in cenere’, Bacchus, tobacco and Venus make men into ashes:
Peaky
The simplest symptoms can announce forthcoming suffering:
Hypo
Some people are more likely to succumb to illness than others:
STD
Love is often described using the terminology of disease, as with dongai (Fijian) love sickness; while sex is seen both as a cause of sickness and as a cure:
Sweating carrots
All too soon things become more serious:
Quack remedies
Routine must be interrupted and steps must be taken:
Docteur, docteur
Few enjoy handing themselves over to doctors, but sometimes it’s unavoidable; or, as they say in France, inévitable:
Surgical spirit
In some societies recommended cures may not be primarily medical:
Hex
A Chilote Indian, who has gathered up the spittle of an enemy, will put it in a potato, hang it in the smoke, and utter certain spells in the belief that his enemy will waste away as the potato dries in the smoke. And many others, likewise, believe that one person can be responsible for another’s physical decline:
The devil’s in the detail
If it’s an evil spirit to blame, it will need to be expelled. Methods differ:
On reflection
Corpse in the middle
The Koreans, Japanese and Chinese (both in Cantonese and Mandarin) avoid the number 4 since in all these languages it has a very similar pronunciation to the word for death. Chinese and Korean buildings often do not have a fourth floor, replacing the number 4 (sa) with the letter F. This is not the only number that the Chinese are wary of: the number 1414 is especially avoided because when spoken it sounds just like the words ‘definite death, definite death’. Many traditional Chinese people believe that having an uneven number of people in a photograph brings bad luck. To have three people is of greater consequence as the person in the middle will die.
Recuperation
With luck, however outlandish it is, the cure will work and time will do the rest:
Curtains
But nothing can ever be taken for granted:
Clogs and slippers
We kick the bucket or turn up our toes. The Russians play the snake, throw their hooves outwards, glue up their slippers, or throw out their best skates. The theme of no longer being shod and upright on your feet is widespread …
… but not exclusive:
A thousand cuts
To die of an illness is not ideal, but in comfortable surroundings, with loved ones around us, perhaps better than some of the alternatives:
Another way to go
The Fore tribe of New Guinea suffer from a terrible disease called kuru, which means shaking death. It is also known as the laughing sickness from the disease’s second stage in which the sufferers laugh uncontrollably. It has a 100 per cent fatality rate.
Stiff
There’s no saving us now; the best we can hope for is a little dignity:
False friends
arm (Estonian) scar
cocoa (Nahuatl, Mexico) to suffer pain
halal (Hungarian) death
kill (Amharic, Ethiopia) skull
kiss (Swedish) pee
men (Thai) a bad smell
rib (Somali) contraction
rat (Romani) blood
safari (Zarma, Nigeria) medicine
wish (Bashgali, India) poison; medicine
Feet first
Every culture attaches importance to a respectful disposal of the dead; but how exactly they do it is different all over:
Funeral crashers
‘A beautiful funeral does not necessarily lead to paradise,’ runs a Creole proverb and, were we still able to care, such a thought might be reassuring:
In loving memory
Now all that’s left is for those who remain to remember and express their feelings:
Hex revenge
While some love and remember, there are others who believe that if someone is ill and dies there must be someone to blame; and appropriate action may have to be taken:
Radish tips
Once under the ground we say we are ‘pushing up daisies’. For the French, though, to be dead and buried is either engraisser les asticots, fattening the maggots, or manger les pissenlits par la racine, eating dandelions by the roots. Even more imaginatively the Germans have sich die Radieschen von unten angucken, he’s looking at the radishes from below.
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
Out of the frying pan and into the fire
min taht al dalf lataht al mizrab (Arabic) from under the drip to under the spout
dostat se z bláta do louie (Czech) out of the mud into the puddle
aasmaan se gire khajoor mein atke (Hindi) down from the skies into the date tree
takut akan lumpur lari ke duri (Indonesian) afraid of mud, escape to thorns
sudah jatuh tertimpa tangga pula (Indonesian) already fallen and hit by the stairs as well
lepas dari mulut harimau masuk ke mulut buaya (Indonesian) freed from the tiger’s mouth to enter the crocodile’s mouth
iz ognya da v polymya (Russian) from fire to flame
yağmurdan kaçarken doluya yakalanmak (Turkish) caught by the hail while running away from the rain
24.
The Great Beyond
człowiek strzela, Pan Bóg kule nosi (Polish)
man shoots, God carries the bullets
So where do we go once the body has been burned, buried or, as with the Zoroastrian Parsees of India, pecked off the skeleton by vultures? It’s hard for us to believe that the particular vitality that once animated the face of a loved one hasn’t gone somewhere:
Fancy meeting you again
For Hindus, Buddhists and Native Americans, among others, the afterlife is not necessarily another place:
Just a jealous guy
For others, the spirits of the dead may well stick around and remain animate enough to be called on in times of need:
False friends
sad (Sanskrit) being
pop (Bosnian) priest
bigot (French) sanctimonious
eleven (Hungarian) the living
fun (Lao) dream
hell (Norwegian) luck
Holy cockerel
Sometimes mere spirits aren’t enough and stronger supernatural agents have to be called on. Many and varied are the prayers and rituals offered to the world’s deities:
Broken sewing needles
Many and varied too are the building of their shrines and how they are decorated:
One who understands
In most cultures, one spirit stands pre-eminent above all others and is always the One to be both consulted and worshipped:
Candle cormorant
‘He who is near the church is often far from God,’ say the French; and there is always a risk of substituting religiosity for virtue:
On a hedgehog’s back
The English language is full of relics of our former, more religious days. The expression ‘crikey’ is a truncation of the oath ‘by Christ’s key’ and ‘bloody’ of ‘by our Lady’. Socrates swore ni ton kuna, by the dog; and Pythagoras is said to have sworn ma tin tetrakton, by the number four. Even atheistic Baudelaire swore by the sacred St Onion. The following expressions of astonished disbelief are just as outlandish:
Sounds better
Japanese monks invented pious euphemisms so as not to taint the inner sanctum with jarring worldly words. Whipping came to be called nazu (caressing), tears shiotaru (dropping salt), money moku (eyes), testicles ryō gyaku (spiritual globes), and toilets kishisho (a place of truth).
Charismatic
However much some would prefer it if none of us believed in anything, it seems that holy men (and women) are here to stay:
On reflection
Magic numbers
Certain groupings have particular significance, particularly in Southern Asia.
3 tam-cuong (Vietnamese) the three fundamental bonds – prince and minister, father and son, husband and wife
4 tu-linh (Vietnamese) the four supernatural creatures – dragon, unicorn, tortoise, phoenix
5 bani khoms (Yemeni) practitioners of the five despised trades (barber, butcher, bloodletter, bath attendant and tanner)
6 luc-nghe (Vietnamese) the six arts – propriety, music, archery, charioteering, writing and mathematics
7 saptavidha-ratnaya (Sinhala, Sri Lanka) the seven gems or treasures of a Chakrawarti king – chariot wheel, wife, jewel, elephant, horse, son, prime minister
8 ashtāng (Hindi) prostration in salutation or adoration, so as to touch the ground with the eight principal parts of the body, i.e. with the knees, hands, feet, breasts, eyes, head, mouth and mind
9 nasāya-ratna (Sanskrit) the nine precious gems (pearl, ruby, topaz, diamond, emerald, lapis lazuli, coral, sapphire and garnet) which are supposed to be related to the nine planets
10 dasa-mūtraka (Sanskrit) the urine of ten (elephant, buffalo, camel, cow, goat, sheep, horse, donkey, man and woman)
Whistling in the wind
If your god isn’t interested you may just have to fall back on other means:
The crystal ball
You might think that the advice of spirits and gods would be enough to comfort and direct humankind, but not a bit of it. We are so desperate to know what the future holds for us that almost anything will do:
Fringed with noodles
We all hope things will turn out well but there are all kinds of superstitions that wishing each other good luck might bring its reverse. When someone in Norway goes fishing, he is wished skitt fiske, lousy fishing.
German has two expressions for being lucky: Schwein haben, to have a pig – as a pig symbolizes good luck and lots of sausages; and Sott haben, to have soot – because, according to folklore, touching a chimney sweep brings luck. The French describe someone who is incredibly lucky as il a le cul bordé de nouilles, literally, his arse is fringed with noodles.
IDIOMS OF THE WORLD
When pigs fly
na kukovo ljato (Bulgarian) in a cuckoo summer
kad na vrbi rodi grože (Croatian) when willows bear grapes
når der er to torsdage i en uge (Danish) when a week has two Thursdays
quand les poules auront des dents (French) when hens have teeth
am Sankt Nimmerleinstag (German) on St Never-ever-day
majd ha piros hó esik (Hungarian) when it’s snowing red snowflakes
quando Pasqua viene a maggio (Italian) when Easter falls in May
tuyaning dumi yerga tekkanda (Uzbek) when the camel’s tail reaches the ground
când o fi bunica fată mare (Romanian) when my grandma will be a virgin again
kag-da rak svist-nyet (Russian) when the crayfish whistles
balik ağaca / kavağa çikinca (Turkish) when fish climb trees/poplar trees
cuando las ranas críen pelos (Spanish) when frogs grow hair
The Wonder of Whiffling
CLATTERFARTS
AND JAISIES
Getting acquainted
Great talkers should be crop’d,
for they have no need of ears
(Franklin: Poor Richard’s Almanack 1738)
Once upon a time, your first contact with someone was likely to be face to face. These days you’re as likely to get together via the computer:
DOG AND BONE
Possibly the most used English word of greeting – hello – only came into common usage with the arrival of the telephone. Its inventor, Alexander Graham Bell, felt that the usual Victorian greeting of ‘How do you do?’ was too long and old-fashioned for his new device. He suggested the sailor’s cry ahoy! as the best way to answer his machine and operators at the first exchange did just that. But ahoy! didn’t prove popular because it felt too abrupt. Compromise was soon reached with hello!, a word that came straight from the hunting-field. But could Bell ever have foreseen some of the ways in which his device would come to be used?
SNAIL MAIL
Of course, the old-fashioned letter still has its uses, as these Service slang words indicate: the key one being, in these days of retentive hard drives, that once you’ve destroyed your message, it leaves no trace:
VISITING HOURS
Or you can do that wonderfully traditional thing and pay a call in person:
GR8
The arrival of mobile phones on the scene led immediately to some interesting usages. In the first wave of texting came shortened versions of much-used phrases:
F2T | free to talk |
AFAIK | as far as I know |
T+ | think positive |
BCNU | be seeing you |
HAND | have a nice day |
KIT | keep in touch |
CUL8R | see you later |
ZZZ | tired, bored |
When people switched to predictive text, they discovered the phenomenon of the phone’s software coming up with the wrong word; most famously book for cool (so teenagers started describing their hipper friends as ‘book’). Other textonyms include:
A LITTLE SOMETHING
A gift, however small, will always go down well:
DIGNITY AND PRIDE
In the US, the knuckles touched together are called, variously, closed-fist high fives, knuckle buckles or fist jabs. Done horizontally, the gesture is called a pound; vertically it’s the dap (which some say is an acronym of ‘dignity and pride’). Other greetings, of course, involve words, but hopefully not misunderstandings:
ALL RIGHT, MATE?
You never get a second chance to make a first impression, so be aware of how you’re coming across:
RABBIT, RABBIT
Though there are always those who just can’t help themselves:
SMOOTH CUSTOMER
Chit-chat apart, good manners always go down well (however bogus they may be):
PETER PIPER: TONGUE TWISTERS
There are tongue twisters in every language. These phrases are designed to be difficult to say and to get harder and harder as you say them faster. They’re not just for fun. Therapists and elocution teachers use them to tame speech impediments and iron out strong accents.
Repeat after me (being particularly careful with the last one) …
Sister Sue sells sea shells. She sells sea shells on shore. The shells she sells. Are sea shells she sees. Sure she sees shells she sells
You’ve known me to light a night light on a light night like tonight. There’s no need to light a night light on a light night like tonight, for a night light’s a slight light on tonight’s light night
I’m not the pheasant plucker. I’m the pheasant plucker’s son. I’m only plucking pheasants till the pheasant plucker comes
Some short words or phrases ‘become’ tongue-twisters when repeated, a number of times fast:
Thin Thing
French Friend
Red Leather, Yellow Leather
Unique New York
Sometimes Sunshine
Irish Wristwatch
Big Whip
CLEVER CLOGS
But let’s not go too far. Nothing, surely is worse than those people who put on airs and graces …
… or claim to know more than they do:
MANNER OF SPEAKING
All’s fair in love and war, but a good classical education provides a conversational armoury that is hard to match:
IRONY IN THE SOUL
Other tricks can leave the Average Joe standing …
… and make the rest of us look like idiots:
WORD JOURNEYS
Originally these common words and phrases meant something very different:
constipate (16C from Latin) to crowd together into a narrow room
anthology (17C from Ancient Greek) a collection of flowers
round robin (17C) a petition of protest whose signatures were originally arranged in a circle so that no name headed the list and no one person seemed to be the author (the robin does not refer to the bird but to the French rond for round and ruban for ribbon)
costume (18C) manners and customs belonging to a particular time and place
STICKYBEAK
Character
Let him that would be happy for a day,
go to the barber; for a week, marry a wife;
for a month, buy him a new horse; for a
year, build him a new house; for all his
life time, be an honest man
(1662)
According to legal statute an idiot is an individual with an IQ of less than 20, an imbecile between 21 and 49 and a moron between 50 and 70. As you cast around for insults it may be worth remembering these categories. But then again, the English language has never been short of slurs for the stupid. Historically, you could have been a clumperton (mid 16C), a dull-pickle or a fopdoodle (both 17C); and more recently, two ants short of a picnic, two wafers short of a communion or even a few vouchers short of a pop-up toaster.
Over the centuries, some other fine reproaches have included:
LOOSE KANGAROOS
Australians, in particular, specialize in scorn for the intellectually challenged. In the 1950s you could have been as mad (or silly) as a cut snake, a hatful of worms or a Woolworth’s watch. More recently, in the 1980s, you might have been a couple of tinnies short of a slab or a few snags short of a barbie (where a tinnie is a beer can, a slab is a stack of cans and a snag is a sausage). Then again, a real idiot or drongo couldn’t blow the froth off a glass of beer, knock the skin off a rice-pudding, pick a seat at the pictures, find a grand piano in a one-roomed house, or tell the time if the town-hall clock fell on them. Other memorable expressions of Antipodean scorn include there’s a kangaroo loose in the top paddock and the wheel is turning, but the hamster is dead.
MEN OF STRAW
Fools can often be enthusiastic in their idiocy. Arguably more irritating are those whose marbles are all present, but who somehow just lack the drive:
WHAT NOW?
Other types it’s as well to steer clear of include the mean …
the moaning …
the nosey …
the elusive …
the unattractive …
the tedious …
and the just plain impossible …
TWO GENTLEMEN
In the early nineteenth century two gentlemen in particular were to be avoided. Though both types persist, social developments may mean we see more of the second than the first these days. A gentleman of three ins was ‘in gaol, indicted, and in danger of being hanged in chains’. While a gentleman of three outs was ‘without money, without wit, and without manners’.
HIGH HAT
Foppish, conceited behaviour – once known as coxcombical (1716) – seems too to be a persistently male trait:
WITCH’S BROOM
Women, by contrast, have come in for all kinds of criticism:
YUPPIES
Everyone’s so used to the word yuppie now that they forget that only twenty-five years ago it was a brand new acronym for Young Urban Professional. Here are some other acronyms coined subsequently to that famous first:
SLYBOOTS
Better, perhaps, those who assume airs than those who seem straightforward but aren’t:
REGULAR GUY
Such characters make one long for that remarkable thing: the straightforward, decent, or just thoroughly good person …
… this is someone we all want to spend time with, and stay loyal to …
WORD JOURNEYS
amnesty (16C from Ancient Greek) forgetfulness, oblivion
nice (13C from Latin nescire: to be ignorant) foolish; then (14C) coy, shy; then (16C) fastidious, precise; then (18C) agreeable, delightful
obnoxious (16C from Latin) exposed to harm
generous (16C from Latin via Old French) nobly born
GOING POSTAL
Emotions
Be not too sad of thy sorrow,
of thy joy be not too glad
(c.1450)
Throughout the world the British were once famed for their stiff upper lip; but is this sort of imperturbability really no more than a paper-thin façade for some extremely strong feelings beneath?
HOPPING MAD
It’s now generally agreed that it’s better to let it all out than keep it in:
JESUS WEPT
Tears, too, are regarded as a good thing these days. But it doesn’t stop them sometimes making for a kankedort (Chaucer: Troylus 1374) an awkward situation:
BRING ME SUNSHINE
Luckily sunshine eventually follows rain. Words describing happiness offer fascinating barometers into history. For instance, the Old English word for joy, dream, also describes music and ecstasy – an intriguing view into the mind-frame of our ancestors …
MAKE ‘EM LAUGH
We can’t all be a grinagog (1565), one who is always grinning. But the contrast is all the better when we do finally get to see the funny side:
HA HA BONK
Humour is often cruel. At the heart of slapstick is a series of jokes that amuse only those who set them up:
WORD JOURNEYS
jest (13C from Latin and French) a deed or exploit; then (15C) idle talk
engine (13C from Latin via Old French) contrivance, artifice; then (14C) genius
frantic (14C) insane
negotiate (16C from Latin) ill at ease; not at leisure
to have a chip on one’s shoulder (US 19C) of a custom in which a boy who wanted to give vent to his feelings placed a chip of wood on his shoulder in order to challenge any boy who dared to knock it off
TWIDDLE-DIDDLES
Body language
Keep the head and feet warm,
and the rest will take nae harm
(1832)
In the developed world these days, one of the greatest concerns is being overweight, whether you are an adult or a child. But the evidence of language is that not being thin is hardly a new thing. Nor are people’s reactions:
CHUBBY CHOPS
It’s not just the whole but the parts that get labelled. In the UK people talk about bingo wings for flabby upper arms, a muffin top to describe that unsightly roll of flesh above tight jeans, a buffalo hump for an area of fat in the upper back and cankles for ankles so thick that they have no distinction from the calf. Over the pond recent slang is just as critical:
MODEL FIGURES
So it must be reassuring to some that being skinny can also attract unfavourable notice (especially when combined with height):
NAPOLEON COMPLEX
The awful truth is that from the playground onwards, people who don’t meet the average have always had to put up with mockery. Luckily, vertically challenged role models from Alexander the Great to Napoleon have often had the last laugh:
NIP AND TUCK
So in the short term what can you do to change things? Wear platform shoes. Go on a diet. Or consider having some ‘work’ done:
MAKEOVER
Then again, you could just pop down to the salon and have a less final and painful sort of revamp:
FACE FUNGUS
Ever since William the Conqueror passed a law against beards, facial hair has gone in and out of fashion. After the return of the heroic soldiers from the Crimea in the 1850s, the hirsute look became wildly popular:
THREADBARE
From five o’clock stubble to the pudding ring (Florida slang), a facial decoration made up of a moustache and a goatee, many men cherish their beards because it’s the only kind of hair they have left:
Better such terms as these than being fingered for having a brillo (UK playground slang), a merciless expression for the style of a middle-aged male who is attempting to fluff up every hair to disguise his ever-expanding pate.
SNIFFER
air can do only so much to frame a face. You can’t escape the features you’ve been given, especially that one in the middle:
A WORD IN YOUR SHELL-LIKE
Even the highest in the land have to learn to live with the particular shape of their auditory nerves:
PEEPERS
Eyes are more than mere features, they are extraordinary organs we should do our very best to look after:
especially if there’s only one of them …
CAKE HOLE
The glabella (Latin 1598) is the gap between the eyebrows, and the philtrum (Latin 17C) the groove below the nose. But though the mouth below attracts such crude names as gob, gash and kisser, its features and actions are more delicately described:
GNASHERS
An evocative Australian expression describes teeth like a row of condemned houses. In this state, the only cure is to have them out and replaced with graveyard chompers, a Down Under phrase for false teeth, intriguingly similar to the Service slang dead man’s effects. But dental problems persist from the earliest night-time cries onwards:
CHEEK BY JOWL
What face would be complete without all those interesting bits in between?
… not to mention other decorative surface additions:
BOTTLING IT
Having broad shoulders has generally been seen to be a good thing, both literally and metaphorically. Other shapes are for some reason considered less reliable:
SINISTER
Most of us are right-handed. Once again, it’s the odd ones out who get noticed, and not kindly. Left-handed people have been variously described as molly-dukered , corrie-fisted and skerry-handit (Scotland); car-handed, cack-handed and cowie-handed (North East); kay-fisted, kibbo, key-pawed and caggy-ont (Lancashire); cuddy-wifter (Northumbria); kay-neeaved or dolly-posh (Yorkshire); keggy (East Midlands) and Marlborough-handed (Wiltshire); while awk (1440) is an old English word which means ‘with or from the left hand’ and thus the wrong way, backhanded, perverse or clumsy (hence awkward).
PAWS
But all hands are carefully observed, both for how they are and for what they’re doing:
… right down to the detail of specific digits:
JOHN THOMAS
Further down are those parts often described as ‘private’, but subject also to any number of other euphemisms and nicknames:
BUNS
The Ancient Greek-derived word callipygian (1646) has long been used to describe shapely buttocks, while in US slang badonkadonk indicates a bottom of exceptional quality and bounce. Unfortunately, rather more ubiquitous are displays of a less appealing kind:
LEGS ELEVEN
Below that, it’s good to have shapely stumps and elegant plates of meat, whatever the individual components look like:
NOISES OFF
Cock-throppled (1617) describes one of those people whose Adam’s apple is largely developed; noop (1818) is Scottish dialect for the sharp point of the elbow; and both axilla (1616) and oxter (1597) are names for the armpit. But perhaps the oddest words of all are those describing the noises that bodies can make:
WORD JOURNEYS
handsome (1435) easy to handle; then (1577) convenient; then (Samuel Johnson 1755) beautiful, with dignity
fathom (Old English) the span of one’s outstretched arms
shampoo (18C from Hindi) to massage the limbs
complexion (from Latin) woven together; then (14C) the bodily constitution, the combination of the four humours
cold shoulder (from Medieval French) relating to a chateau guest who was served a cold shoulder of beef or mutton instead of hot meat, as a not-so gentle hint that he had overstayed his welcome
PRICK-ME-DAINTY
Clothes
Under greasie clothes,
are oft found rare virtues
(1666)
Even if you’re not, as the Australians say, as flash as a rat with a gold tooth, you can still make time to be well turned out:
UNMENTIONABLES
Not that all clothes are inherently smart:
SKIMPIES
Garments that leave less to the imagination often attract greater interest:
TREWS
But even slinging on a pair of trousers may not stop the ogling:
GYM SHOES
Here at home we mainly call them trainers these days. But around the country and the English-speaking world the slang varies widely. In Newcastle they’re known as sandshoes; in Liverpool gollies; in Bristol and into Wales daps; in Nottingham pumps; in London plimsolls; in Dublin whiteslippers; and in Belfast gutties. Other types of footwear vary widely:
KITTED OUT
Some occupations leave little choice as to what you wear:
SUITS YOU
There are all kinds of useful names for specific parts of clothing. Imagine how much easier life could be if you could define which pocket your keys are kept in or why exactly you have to turn down that fourth helping of turkey …
REBELS IN BOATERS
Boys at Winchester College developed a rich lingo to describe how they wore their uniform. You could sport …
Or more precisely:
PERUKE
Looking round at all the shaven heads and brillos of today, perhaps men should consider a return to something that was once an essential accessory, even if the language used to describe it was somewhat less than heroic:
TOPPING
Or else, fly in the face of contemporary fashion and sport some other headgear:
WORD JOURNEYS
corset (14C from Latin and Old French) a little body
mitten (14C from Old French) divided in the middle
garter (14C from Old French) the bend in the knee
tuxedo (from Amerindian) a wolf; then the name of a lake near New York whose residents in 1886 became so socially important that its name was given to a new style of dinner coats
GOING WEST
Illness, death and
spiritual matters
Sicknesse doth wound or afflict the flesh,
but it cures the soule
(1624)
The idealized body is all very well to look at, in a painting or beautiful photograph. But in life, of course, bodies are constantly working organisms, managing repetitive functions that we often try and pretend are not actually happening to us. Just look at the string of euphemisms for our regular trips to the loo or restroom. We go and check the price of wheat in Chicago (Fife), see the vicar and book a seat for evensong (Isle of Wight), shake the dew from one’s orchid (Cumbria) or wring out one’s socks (Kent).
WIND AND WATER
Related functions can cause us huge embarrassment, as we attempt to ignore the fact that air needs to be released or that sometimes the body will reject what we try and put into it:
ELF WARNING
Nor, sadly, can we rely on the body always to be in tip-top condition:
MENS SANA
Though sometimes malfunction of the body has more to do with the mind that controls it …
DOCTOR IN THE HOUSE
Calling in professional assistance is sure to be a good plan, even if the treatment prescribed may sometimes seem a bit unusual:
GOD KNOWS
Irreverent medical acronyms are used by some doctors on patients’ charts:
It has been known that certain medics use the letters O and Q to describe their very oldest patients, with respectively, their mouths open, and their tongues out.
PULLING THROUGH
The sad fact remains that in the lottery of illness, some are fortunate …
… while others are less so (whatever their visitors think):
LAST WORDS
Your time has come, and this is a journey with no return ticket:
THE GOLDEN STAIRCASE
This final action of the body is also something that people prefer not to refer to directly, as the following euphemisms for dying attest:
DEATH BY HONEY
Not of course that illness is the only way to go:
A HEARTY JOKE
When hanging was the ultimate penalty in this country, as it was for many centuries, a particular kind of gloating black humour went along with the licensed murder of wicked people:
DUST TO DUST
However you meet your end, it’s off to church for one last time:
KNOCKING-ON
Not that death is necessarily the end of your consequence on earth:
ELYSIAN FIELDS
The spirit has most definitely left the body, but to travel who knows where? Over the centuries there have been many different answers to this fascinating question:
GOD’S IN HIS HEAVEN
Back on earth, those left behind try and make sense of this alarming flight. Many find a visit to a church helpful in all kinds of ways …
… though some motives are more suspect than others:
SPEAK OF THE DEVIL
God is known by few names: God, Allah, Jehovah. But his old adversary has any number of monikers: author of evil, black gentleman, fallen angel, old scratch, old split-foot and the noseless one. Just in the north-east of England he’s been Clootie, Awd Horney, Auld Nick and the Bad Man, while Yorkshire has had him as Dicky Devlin; Gloucestershire as Miffy and Suffolk as Jack-a-Dells.
THE UNCERTAIN FUTURE
Religion asks us to accept our fate, whatever that may be. For many that’s not good enough. They need more concrete assurance of the good or bad things to come:
WORD JOURNEYS
juggernaut (17C) from Hindi jagannath: a title of the god Vishnu ‘lord of the world’. It was believed that devotees of Vishnu threw themselves beneath the wheels of a cart bearing his image in procession
mortgage (14C from Old French) a death pledge, a promise to pay upon a person’s death
bask (14C) to bathe in blood
bless (Old English) to redden with blood; then to consecrate
SLAPSAUCE
Food
An apple pie without the cheese is like
the kiss without the squeeze
(1929)
British food is often unfavourably compared with the cuisines of other nations. But why on earth should this be?
HORSE FODDER
Dr Johnson famously described oats as ‘a grain which is in England given to horses, but in Scotland supports the people’. Turnips on the other hand have long sustained people on both sides of the border. In the dialect of north-east England they have been known as bagies, naggies, narkies, nashers, snadgers, snaggers, snannies, snarters, tungies and yammies. In Scotland they’re called neeps, as in bashed neeps (mashed turnips) the traditional accompaniment to haggis.
KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL
Pig-months (19C) are those months in the year which have an ‘r’ in their name: that is, all except the summer months of May, June, July or August, when it was traditionally considered unwise to eat pork (or shellfish). But however safe your ingredients, correct preparation is essential:
CAT’S PRAYERS
Fancy names abound for different types of food, whether they be barely edible, plain or thought of as a delicacy:
GIVE AND TAKE AND EAT IT –
RHYMING SLANG
Some rhyming slang simply rhymes but the best stuff takes it further, with the meaning carried across:
PLUS ONE
Whatever you put on your table, you can be fairly sure that there’ll be someone around to hoover it up:
STOP PINGLING
Perhaps the best you can hope for is reasonable table manners:
… or at least guests who aren’t fussy eaters:
POST-PRANDIAL
And then, hunger sated, you have the opportunity to sit back, digest and relax. Just keep an eye on all your guests …
WORD JOURNEYS
omelette (17C from French via Latin) a thin flat blade
pittance (13C from Latin via Old French) originally a pious request; then (14C) donations to monastic orders on a person’s death to be spent on food and wine to be served on the anniversary of the donor’s death; then (16C) these diminished to the extent of meaning a sparing allowance
bulb (17C from Ancient Greek via Latin) an onion
companion (18C from Latin) someone who eats bread with you
CRAMBAZZLED
Drink
It’s all right to drink like a fish
– if you drink what a fish drinks
(1938)
After your meal, what could be better than a cup of tea. Just make sure you’ve remembered to warm the pot and observe all the other niceties:
DOWN AT THE OLD BULL AND BUSH
In Britain the drinking of alcohol has always been, for better or worse, at the heart of the community. The Romans had tabernae (the origin of our word tavern), which turned into the Anglo-Saxon alehouses, where a brewer would put a green bush up on a pole when the ale was ready to drink:
MINE’S A NIPPITATUM
The traditional pint comes in many forms:
ON THE NAIL
Though for refined types more Continental beverages may be preferred, whatever their quality:
PEARLY GATES
The names of British pubs are not all that they seem – certainly if you’re looking at the picture on the sign hanging outside them. The Cat and Fiddle didn’t derive from a music-loving publican who kept cats, but is a corruption of Catherine le Fidèle, which refers to the faithfulness of Catherine of Aragon, Henry VIII’s first wife. The Hope and Anchor comes from the Biblical text ‘We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope’; The Cross Keys is the symbol of St Peter, the gatekeeper of heaven; and The Royal Oak commemorates the tree that hid Charles II from Oliver Cromwell’s forces after his defeat at Worcester.
LAST GASPER
In Tudor times drink actually meant to smoke tobacco, something you could once do inside the bar. Now the misocapnists (1839), those who hate the smell of smoke, are in charge, so that’s a pleasure restricted to the pavements outside:
JUST THE ONE
Take it or leave it, boozing is a serious business:
SPEAKEASY
Just make sure your companions understand the importance of paying their way:
DRINK AND BE MERRY?
Soon, if you’re not exactly zig-zag – Tommies’ slang from the First World War for the state where it’s impossible to walk in a straight line – the booze will certainly be making itself felt:
FROM SHEEP TO SOW
In Lincolnshire they marked out four distinct phases of intoxication. A man was sheep drunk when he was merry and easily handled; then lion drunk when he was brave and boastful; ape drunk when he got up to silly, irresponsible tricks; and finally sow drunk when he fell to the ground in an alcoholic stupor.
TWO TOO MANY
Sailors are legendary for their drinking prowess but watch out for these two:
THE MOURNING AFTER
Being drunk means never having to say you’re sorry, until the next morning of course when you forswear alcohol for tea again:
WORD JOURNEYS
bonkers (early 20C) slightly tipsy
tobacconist (16C) a tobacco smoker grape (11C from Old French) a hook for gathering fruit; then a cluster of fruit growing together
stale (13C) old and strong (applied to wine and ale having stood long enough to clear of sediment)
FOOTER-FOOTER
Taking off
A traveller must have the backe of an asse
to beare all, a tung like the taile of a dog to
flatter all, the mouth of a hogge to eate what
is set before him, the eare of a merchant
to heare all and say nothing
(1594)
Going for a walk is the quintessential English form of relaxation; but there are many varieties within the basic idea of putting one foot in front of another …
… and sometimes it can all seem a bit too much:
BONE-BREAKER
So why not take up that efficient, ecological and highly fashionable way of getting around – just be sure not to flirt with its dangers:
GO CART
Once upon a time more substantial vehicles moved slowly and with difficulty:
Now the opposite is too often the case:
TICKET TO RIDE
Not that you need to have your own transport to get around:
I SPY
Travelling piquet (1785–1840) was one way bored travellers amused themselves when riding together in a carriage. Scores were given for people and objects passing by on their side of the carriage, as follows:
GRICER’S DAUGHTER
Let’s not forget those who are happy just to watch. Trainspotters may be mocked by the outside world, but they don’t take criticism lying down: the language of gricing is notable for its acidic descriptions of outsiders.
ELSEWHERE
Hopefully you will arrive safely at your destination. Though some places, traditionally, have been more euphemistic than real. You could go to …
WORD JOURNEYS
muddle (17C) to wallow in mud
walk (from German) to press cloth, knead or roll paste; then (Old English) to roll, toss, move about
insult (16C from Latin) to leap upon; then (16C) to glory or triumph over
random (15C) great speed, violence; then (17C) of a shot: haphazard, without purpose, fired at any range other than point blank
MUTTONERS AND
GOLDEN FERRETS
Sport
Sport is sweetest when
there be no lookers on
(1616)
Sport has always been a part of British national life. In the beginning were the informal games that anyone could play anywhere:
IN TOUCH
Many of our best-known sports started life in similar fashion. The earliest games of football involved one village taking on another, in violent, day-long combats where broken legs and bruised heads were common. Current slang reveals that underneath, perhaps, little has changed:
SECONDS AWAY
Another of our oldest sports had similar rough-and-tumble beginnings:
FROM LAND’S END TO BROADWAY
Wrestling, too, has become less violent and more theatrical over the years, with a terminology that dates back to its origins, supplemented by more recent slang from around the world …
OVER AND OUT
Another quintessentially English game has a host of extraordinary terms, from the yorker (a ball pitched directly at the batsman’s feet) to silly mid-off (a fielding position close to and in front of the batsman). Other words have fallen out of fashion:
TO THE 19TH
For the more senior sportsman, another gentler but equally demanding game with British (well Scottish, strictly) roots has been successfully exported around the world. First comes the teeing off, with all the problems that that entails:
then the slow or fast progression down the fairway:
before the triumphant arrival at the green:
TOUCHÉ
Fencing, by contrast to all of the above, originated on the Continent and so has a language with a very European feel:
TOUR DE FRANCE
Since their invention in France in 1860, bicycles have been eagerly embraced by our Gallic neighbours. So it’s hardly surprising that cycling is a sport with French jargon:
But as soon as things start going wrong, we’re back to good old English:
HEY DUDE!
Surfers follow the waves; and though you can find something to ride on in Newquay, they’re altogether bigger, better and harder to stay on in Big Sur and Bondi …
COLORADO CLIFFHANGER
Climbing terms, likewise, come from mountainous places:
TROLLING AND YUMPING
Every sport, indeed, has both specialized terminology and also the kind of insiders’ slang that makes seasoned practitioners feel quietly different, whether that be …
Rowing …
Tennis …
Gymnastics …
Billiards …
or any of the other ways active people have found to pass their time, from long ago …
to right now …
WORD JOURNEYS
upshot (16C) the final shot in archery that decided a match
racket (16C from Arabic via French) the palm of the hand
umpire (15C from Latin: non par, via Old French) not equal
gymnasium (16C from Ancient Greek via Latin) a school for exercising in the nude
RUBBY-DUBBY
Country pursuits
He that would have good luck in
horses must kiss the parson’s wife
(1678)
By long tradition in Britain, certain outdoor activities have been elevated to a higher category, that of ‘field sports’. The most controversial of these is currently banned by law, though what this ban actually amounts to is anyone’s guess:
TALLY HO!
Since 2004 deer can no longer be pursued with hounds in the UK, marking the end of a tradition dating back well before these terms from the Tudor–Stuart period:
GAME ON
You may however still stalk and shoot these animals, as you may game birds such as pheasant or grouse. Which is perhaps ironic when you consider how much more efficient an instrument a gun is than a pack of hounds. As the Victorian dramatist W. S. Gilbert put it, ‘Deer stalking would be a very fine sport if only the deer had guns’.
BIRDING
A gentler approach to our feathered friends has its own special terminology. And as any birder will tell you, it’s simply not accurate to call them all twitchers:
GETTING HOOKED
Another ancient field sport remains highly unlikely to be banned (at least while Britain remains a democracy):
ROYAL FLUSH
One pursuit of folk from country and town alike is known also as ‘the sport of kings’, a moniker that certainly remains appropriate with our current crop of royals:
GIFT HORSES
With large sums of money involved, the temptation to tamper with the proper result is as old as racing itself:
ODDS ON
Down by the track, there’s little that passes the bookies by:
They’ve even developed their own method of communication without words, known as tic-tac, where they signal with their arms to communicate complicated changes in the odds to outside bookmakers. To these professionals, there’s slang for any bet you care to make:
VERY GOOD GOING
In the US and Australia (amongst other places) they have their own words for particular combinations of winners:
WORD JOURNEYS
jockeys (16C) horse traders (once called Jocks: men of the people)
allure (15C from Old French) to bait: a device in falconry used by hunters to call back their hawks
relay (15C from Old French) to loose the hounds; a pack of fresh hounds held in reserve to relieve a previous pack
croupier (18C from French) a pillion rider, a rider on the croup of a horse; then someone who stood behind a gambler and gave advice
MADHOUSE
Indoor games and hobbies
Cards and dice … the devil’s books
and the devil’s bones
(1676)
There’s no shortage of enjoyable activities for those who would rather not brave our famously awful weather. Even the simplest-seeming have a complex terminology worth getting to know:
LOW ROLLERS
The number of nicknames for marbles indicates what a popular game this is too (and still so in the age of the Game Boy® and the computer). In the dialect of the north-east of England, for example, marbles have been known as alleys, boodies, glassies, liggies, marvels, muggles, penkers, parpers and scudders. That’s just the start of it:
DICEMAN
When you get a little older, it becomes more interesting to throw objects with a more challenging set of possibilities:
ARRERS
Many grown-up indoor games are found in that fine old British institution, the pub. One pastime in particular speaks of generations of players with fine imaginations and plenty of time on their hands:
FEVVERS
And that’s just a fraction of the jargon. All the scores in darts have their own names too. Remember, when playing darts you’re counting down, not up, starting from a set 301 or 501 and trying to end up with exactly zero, a process which is known as doubling out:
POKER FACE
A cool head and an expressionless face will serve you well in a game that otherwise relies on luck – unless of course you have other tricks up your sleeve:
BIDDING WAR
The king of card games requires not just luck, but skill of the highest level:
FULL HOUSE
For those habitués of the pack, there’s a fine range of nicknames for individual cards:
HIGH STAKES
When you start to bring money into the picture, of course, both dice and cards can easily lose their innocence:
DESPERATE BIDS
For some unfortunates, the impulse to win can stop being a game and become more a part of their lives. As the Aussies say, there are some people who would bet on two flies walking up the wall:
MONTE CARLO OR BUST
For people like this, home games are soon no longer enough; a professional arena for their habit beckons; and there, of course, under the patina of respectability, pretty much anything goes:
BINGO LINGO
Better to switch to a sociable game often favoured by the older woman, which comes with its own inimitable terminology. Two fat ladies (88) and legs eleven are well-known but there are many other traditional coinages:
ANORAKS
Or else give it up entirely and settle on a worthwhile and productive hobby:
WORD JOURNEYS
hazard (13C) a game of dice
forfeit (13C from Latin via Old French) ‘done beyond the bounds of’ the law, a crime
depart (13C from Latin via Old French) to divide into parts, distribute
MUSH FAKERS AND
APPLESQUIRES
The world of work
He that hopes to thrive must rise at five;
he that has thriven, may lie till seven;
but he that will never thrive
may lie till eleven
(1640)
Even in these days of welfare, or national handbag as Polari slang (see page 157) evocatively has it, most of us have to work at something to make ends meet. However specialized or odd our occupation may be, we can take comfort from the fact that in harsher times, jobs came in all shapes and sizes:
COLOUR CODED
Nowadays many jobs can be seen as either white or blue collar, where the former are those who wear a suit and work in offices, and the latter those getting their hands dirty in a boilersuit. The designation white came first, in 1921, and blue followed in 1950. Since then imaginative business writers and others have added yet more categories:
ELBOW GREASE
But whatever your job, whether it be typing at a word-processor or hauling coal, there is one element in common: at some point you have to get stuck in to doing the work:
JOBSWORTH
Of course there are always those who manage to slow productivity in some way or other. As the Australians say, they’re as useless as an ashtray on a motorbike:
BRAINSTORMING
Ideas, as they say, are two a penny. But a sudden brainwave can be worth a month of pointless toil:
NO-DAY
However hard we try not to, we all have those days where our hard work seems to come to nought:
PUSHING THE ENVELOPE
The jargon of contemporary corporate life may seem absurd to the outsider, rich as it is in the most colourful of metaphors. But it’s certainly guaranteed to brighten up even the dullest day:
MANAGERIE
Why are things so often discussed in animal terms? Is it because of a desperate subliminal desire to get out of the office?
THANK GOD IT’S FRIDAY – OFFICE ACRONYMS
BULLS AND BEARS
In good times and bad, the highly paid practitioners of both the City London and Wall Street have couched their dubious activities in their specialized jargon:
ROOM AT THE TOP
If you have ability, however, and enough patience to continue to play the game, you will slowly but surely make your way up the corporate ladder:
FIRM HAND
Though we’d all like to believe that hard work is always rewarded, with the best jobs going to the most productive people, the sad fact is that the realities of employing people are not always so straightforward:
THE SACK
So unpleasant is it to ask people to clear their desks and take their skills elsewhere, that a huge number of words and phrases has grown up to euphemistically describe the simple fact of redundancy. You might have been handed your cards or perhaps you’re clearing your desk, considering your position or maybe becoming a consultant. Maybe you’ve been deselected or you’re taking an early bath. Then again, perhaps you’re excess to requirements or you’ve even been excluded. You’re leaving to give time to your other commitments or else you’re off on gardening leave. If you’re lucky you’ll have negotiated a golden handshake rather than merely being given a leave of absence or let go. When you’re given notice let’s hope they don’t say it’s natural wastage or that you’ve been stood down. No, you’re spending more time with your wife and family, as it’s your right to do, even if your contract has been terminated and nobody could really describe this as a voluntary relocation.
SMALL IS BETTER
As for the ruthless companies themselves, why, they’re doing nothing more unnatural than a bit of decruitment. They are in fact degrowing, dehiring, delayering and destaffing. In a process of downsizing some employees have had to take early release. Yes, there is a bit of executive outplacement and force reduction going on. Shall we call it internal reorganization? Nobody is being put out to grass. There’s been a personnel surplus reduction, indeed a straightforward rationalization of the workforce. Some people have been redeployed. There’s been a bit of restructuring, some retrenching and rightsizing, not to mention schedule adjustment, selective separation and skill-mix adjustment. It’s all nothing more than a bit of transitioning, vocational relocation and workforce imbalance correction.
MY OLD MAN’S A …
Once upon a time, we were all quite happy to say exactly what it was we did. But as status has become ever more important, some quite straightforward occupations have developed some quite preposterous titles:
HAWKERS AND HUCKSTERS
However you dress him (or her) up, there’s no denying that a salesman is always a salesman. It’s an occupation that’s been around since men first started trading beads and barley:
WIDOWS AND ORPHANS
These guys know the price of everything, and its value too, and they’ve plenty of lingo to describe what they’re trying to get rid of …
… how they do it …
… and those to whom they’re pitching their spiel …
THE READIES
At the end of it there’s one glorious commodity that makes it all worthwhile:
LILIES OF THE FIELD
Although for some fortunate people, such vulgar considerations really don’t figure:
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robot (20C from Czech) servitude, forced labour
cattle (13C) property, wealth; then (16C) moveable property; then livestock
up the spout (UK slang b1894) from the spout (lift) used in pawnbrokers’ shops; when items were handed over in return for money they were sent ‘up the spout’ to the storeroom where they stayed until their owner could afford to redeem them
customer (14C) a customs house officer; then (16C) someone the customs officer had to deal with
BULK AND FILE
Crime and punishment
He that helpeth an evill man,
hurteth him that is good
(1597)
The line between making money by sheer hard work and from more dubious practices has always been thin:
MY DEAR FELLOW!
Other ways of getting booty out of people may be more extreme:
NOT QUITE MY COLOUR
Even the most upright of us may not be totally straight all the time:
PANHANDLER
Just because you’ve been reduced to begging, it doesn’t mean that you’re dishonest. Having said that, some bums have always known that cheating pays:
CUTPURSE
Others, fitter and more fleet of foot, make better boodle by being proactive:
SLEIGHT OF HAND
As in many another career paths, the professional pilferer, too, likes to develop his expert knowledge:
ARTFUL DODGERS
Other tricks of the trade definitely make a crook’s life easier and more productive:
DOLPHINS AND TURTLES
Underworld slang, old and new, covers a whole range of dodgy activity, from the relatively harmless to the downright evil:
OLD BILL
One gang who know more about all this than most are society’s upholders of the law, who have a few tricks of their own up their sleeves:
BAD APPLES
Upstanding members of society can only hope that their local rozzers are worthy of the power entrusted in them:
JUST DESERTS
There are some who would prefer that criminals were treated with the summary justice of yesteryear; without faffing around with all that tedious business of innocent until proved guilty:
PETTIFOGGERS
Undoubtedly the intervention of the legal profession does complicate matters, and sometimes completely unnecessarily:
PORRIDGE
A spell inside should be enough to make anyone think twice about reoffending:
Although not necessarily so:
CLEAN SHIRT
Career criminals have always had to make calculations about the possible punishment they may have to endure, leading to a wide range of names for different prison sentences. Here’s a selection:
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to pay on the nail (1596) from a practice in medieval markets where instant justice was dealt to those who reneged on agreements or cheated their customers. Eventually it was decided that accounts be settled at counters (short pillars known as nails) in the open market place and in front of witnesses. Payments were placed on these counters for everyone to see that all was correct
not enough room to swing a cat (1771) refers to the whip used on board ships for dealing out punishment (the whip started as a cat-of-three-tails but became a cat-of-nine-tails by the end of the seventeenth century; this method of punishment continued until 1875)
nipper (16C) a thief, person who nipped or pinched; then (19C) a costermonger’s boy attendant
villain (14C from Latin via Old French) a worker on a country estate (in feudal terms the lord was the great landowner, and under him were a host of tenants called villains; the notion of wickedness and worthlessness is simply the effect of aristocratic pride and exclusivity)
BUNTING TIME
Matters of love
After your fling,
watch for the sting
(1917)
The beginning of love is often physical. In hiphop male attractiveness is described as pimp-juice and its female counterpart as milkshake, contemporary versions of a long tradition:
DISCO JUDGES
Women have long known just how critical others can be of their looks, whether they be English country folk or American teenagers:
ZEPPELINS
One aspect in particular often receives close attention:
SUPERSIZE ME
So how do you get your feelings across? Do fries go with that shake? was a phrase called out by black men in 1970s America to a passing woman they fancied; while the object of admiration might mutter to her friend: He can put his shoes under my bed anytime …
HUNTER DITHERERS
Not that everyone finds it easy to be so forward:
FAINT HEART
Sometimes one just has to take the risk and get a bit proactive:
DELIGHTFUL
Until 1958 debutantes and their mothers exchanged information about the respectable young men to whom they were introduced by using a special code:
THE WILDER SHORES OF LOVE
As homosexuality was illegal in the UK until 1967, the secret language of Polari was used to disguise gay subculture from the disapproving gaze of the law. It was originally used by circus and fairground performers who were equally keen to communicate with each other without their audience understanding. Drawn from Italian, Yiddish, Cockney rhyming slang and full of backwards words (such as ecaf for face) Polari provided various terms that we all use today, such as drag, camp and bimbo, as well as some less well-known but equally colourful expressions:
CHEAP DATE
Whatever your proclivities, there are numerous reasons why one should beware of giving too much too soon:
GETTING DOWN TO IT
In the less permissive 1950s, a Nottingham goodnight was the phrase used of a courting couple who had got back from their date, and then slammed the door and said ‘goodnight’ loudly before retiring quietly to the sofa, hoping they would not be disturbed for some time …
COUNTRY LOVING
But if the weather’s good, why bother to go home at all?
SEALED WITH A LOVING KISS – LOVE LETTER ACRONYMS
During the Second World War all mail was opened and read by the offcial Censor. So acronyms of places written on the backs of envelopes were used to convey secret messages of love (and lust) between servicemen and their wives or girlfriends:
ALL LOVED UP
Limerence (US Connecticut 1977) is the word for that initial exhilarating rush of falling in love, the state of ‘being in love’. During that time the besotted of either sex should be careful not to deff out, the American slang for women who immediately lose contact with their female friends after acquiring a steady boyfriend. And this is just one of the pitfalls of sudden love:
THEY FLEE FROM ME
Once things start to go wrong, the slide can be all too rapid …
… so do try and avoid being cynical …
… or sentimental …
DROIT DE SEIGNEUR
Take heart from the fact that anything goes; and the history of love tells of some decidedly odd arrangements:
HE DOESN’T UNDERSTAND ME
Just beware the types for whom lovemaking has become habitual (or even professional):
WORD JOURNEYS
boudoir (French 18C) a place to sulk or pout in
friend (Old English) a lover; then (12C) a relative or kinsman
buxom (12C) obedient, compliant; then (16C) plump and comely
harem (17C from Turkish via Arabic) forbidden to others; then sacred to the women and their apartments
WITTOLS AND
BEER BABIES
Marriage and family life
Marriage halves our griefs,
doubles our joys,
and quadruples our expenses
(1902–4)
However giddy and capricious at first, it’s certainly true that Love moves, inexorably, towards the recognized and the formalized:
IN THE PAPERS
In the UK, people of a certain class have traditionally advertised marriage, just as they do births and deaths, with an announcement in their newspaper of choice. This trio defining a person’s life is colloquially known as hatched, matched and dispatched (with some believing that these really are the only times your name should appear in the papers). In Australia, similar announcements are known as yells, bells and knells. But though established through long custom, marriage has come in many varied and interesting forms …
VIRAGO
Maritality (1812) is a charming word, meaning ‘the excessive affection a wife feels for her husband’, while levament (1623) describes one of the best aspects of a good marriage, ‘the comfort a man has from his wife’. But in general the words and phrases our language has thrown up speak of more demanding realities, with wives all too often in the frame:
AFTERPLAY
Love and marriage, the song goes, go together ‘like horse and carriage’. So why doesn’t fidelity always fit so easily into the equation?
UP THE DUFF
The desire to expand the family is all too natural; though the actual circumstances of conception may vary considerably:
THE STORK DESCENDS
In parts of America they say you have swallowed a watermelon seed when you become pregnant. In Britain, children were once told that the new baby boy in the family had been found under the gooseberry bush, while the girl was found in the parsley bed:
PRIVATE VIEWS
As soon as Baby appears, of course, there is much excitement. Relatives and friends crowd round to check out the new arrival, and any gossip about the timing of the pregnancy melts away:
FIRST STEPS
Then there is the long, slow process of bringing up the little darling; beset with many dangers, but not, fortunately, as many as in the past …
CHIPS OFF THE OLD BLOCK
It’s an exhausting time, but hopefully rewarding, whatever the extra commitments:
POPPING OFF
Sadly, not all men seem able to stay the course:
EARLY PROMISE
And what a course it can prove to be …
COLTISH
ot necessarily made any easier as the offspring grow older …
… though getting them outside in the fresh air is always a good plan …
ABC
School can take some of the heat off the parents …
MANNERS MAKYTH MAN
At Winchester College, as elsewhere in times gone by, discipline was strictly maintained by corporal punishment. If it wasn’t from the authorities, you could count on the bullies for trouble:
FIGHTING YOUR BATTELS
Similar slang was adopted at many universities. At Oxford, your battels (Tudor–Stuart) were (and still are) your college bills; if you didn’t get to an exam you ploughed (1853) it; and academic nudity (b.1909) was appearing in public without a cap or gown. At Cambridge, in Victorian times, a brute (19C) was one who had not matriculated and a sophister (1574) was an undergraduate in his second or third year. In both places a whiffler (c.1785) was one who examined candidates for degrees, while at Dublin a sizar (1588) was one who got a college allowance. At Aberdeen, from the eighteenth century on, you were a bajan in your first year, a semi in your second, a tertian in your third, and a magistrand (1721) if staying for a fourth year to sit an MA.
JUST MISSED A GEOFF
Much more recently, a new slang has grown up to describe the various kinds of degrees that one may hope to get. The much-prized First has been known as a Geoff (Hurst), a Damien (Hirst) or a Patty (Hearst), a raging (thirst) or a James (the First). A 2:1 is known as an Attila (the Hun) or a Made-In (Taiwan). A 2:2 is known as a Desmond (Tutu) and a Third as a Douglas (Hurd), a Thora (Hird), or even a Gentleman’s Degree, though who would admit to having one of those these days?
RETURN TO THE COOP
Education over, for more than a few the appeal of moving back home can be strong, especially in these days of high rents and generous parental expectations:
LIFE IS SHORT
Life races on, and all too soon comes that point when some feel the need to start lying about their age …
… a pointless activity, for your years will always catch up with you:
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debonair (13C from Old French: de bonne aire) of good disposition or family
puny (16C from Old French: puis né) born later, a junior; then inexperienced
husband (Old English) master of a house; then (13C) husbandman: tiller of the soil (an extension of his duties); then (15C) housekeeper or steward; then (16C) a man who managed affairs generally
OYSTER PARTS
Culture
Literature should be my staff
but not my crutch
(Scott: Lockhart’s Life 1830)
here’s little doubt that as a culture we have a passion for a good story well told:
THE BEST WORDS IN THE BEST ORDER
Poetry too seems to be in the blood, and judging by the activity in pubs around the nation, in no danger of declining:
PENMEN
Scribblers still throng a land where people have long been under the illusion that there is something glamorous about the business of writing:
CRITICAL MASS
The best advice for authors is Somerset Maugham’s: ‘Don’t read your reviews, dear boy. Measure them’ …
BOOKS DO FURNISH A ROOM
here remains one important group that no one in the business can afford to take for granted – the dear old readers:
ARE YOU WORKING?
Sitting in a corner with a mere book has never been enough for another creative group who flourish in our supposedly inhibited culture:
AGAIN FROM THE TOP
Many are the tricks of the trade to be learnt in this most demanding of callings; and theatre has developed a fine jargon to describe it:
SMOKE AND MIRRORS
Normal costume apart, a range of cunning accessories assist the thespian’s art:
LIGHTS UP
But once you’re out there, darling, all you can do is stick to the script and hope for the best:
BUMS ON SEATS
Though you may be deep into your role, you’ll still have one eye on the view beyond the footlights:
MAGIC CIRCLE
But let’s please never forget that the stage is not simply a venue for actors. Other fine artists offer equally enjoyable entertainment:
MORE WHIFFLE
Other performers don’t even need a stage. From break to Morris dance, a pavement or floor is more than enough:
CROONERS
Singers, too, can operate anywhere:
ROCK FOLLIES
Though why be a busker when you could be a star? Or at least get as near to one as possible …
GOGGLE BOX
There is one contemporary venue where almost all performers are happy to be seen; and behind the scenes in TV land, too, a whole rich lingo has grown up:
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explode (16C from Latin) to reject; then (17C) to drive out by clapping, to hiss off the stage
tragedy (16C from Ancient Greek) a goat song
anecdote (from Ancient Greek) unpublished things; then (17C) secret history
charm (from Latin carmen) a song; then (13C) an incantation, the singing or reciting of a verse that was held to have magic power
enthusiasm (from Ancient Greek) divinely inspired; then (17C) possession by a god, poetic frenzy; misguided religious emotion
DIMBOX AND
QUOCKERWODGER
Military and political concerns
Soldiers in peace are like
chimneys in summer
(1598)
We all claim to love a peaceful time, but somehow squabbles keep breaking out:
SHADOW DANCING
Fights come in all shapes and sizes:
… and brave the person who tries to come between the opposing parties:
GOING REGIMENTAL
When it comes to the bigger disagreements between nations, we still, it seems, need armies to protect us – the perfect breeding ground for specialized lingo and tradition:
YELLOW-BELLY
Not that everyone is equally eager to join the battle:
WEIGHING ANCHOR
The navy, too, has developed some colourful jargon over the years:
MAGNIFICENT MEN
Our newest military service was at first rather looked down on by the other two. But it didn’t take long to prove its usefulness:
Whatever the difficulties …
or the dangers …
at least it had its compensations:
SHOCK AND AWE
As the airforce role becomes ever more important, and the machines more powerful and hi-tech, the lingo just keeps on coming:
PANCAKE! – SERVICES’ WATCHWORDS
SPOOKS
Our fourth service lurks in the shadows, complete with its own covert terms of communication:
POLITICOS
We can only hope that all these fine operatives are given wise and honourable direction by that class of men and women we choose to run things for us:
TWO CHEERS FOR DEMOCRACY
We live, after all, in the finest political system yet devised by man:
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opportune (15C from Latin via Old French) (of wind) driving towards the harbour; seasonable
bounce (13C) to beat, thump; then (16C) a loud, exploding noise
borough (Old English) a fortress
the devil to pay (1783) from the time of old sailing ships when the devil was a long seam beside the keel of a ship which was sealed with tar (if there was no hot pitch ready the tide would turn before the work could be done and the ship would be out of commission longer)
SCURRYFUNGE
Domestic life
A lyttle house well fylled,
a lytle ground well tylled and
a little wife well wylled
is best
(1545)
Pundits talk of the global village, but the world is still a huge and deeply varied place, offering any number of environments for people to settle in:
BRIGHT LIGHTS
Countryside, town or something in between, take your pick:
HIGHLY SOUGHT AFTER
Local features may add to or subtract from the desirability of one’s residence:
SOILED BY ASSOCIATION
If you stay too long in one place you might saddle your children with a nickname they never asked for:
LOVE THY NEIGHBOUR
It’s generally wisest to try and meet the neighbours before you actually move in; though the horrid truth is that the people next door can change at any time:
HOUSEPROUD
Once you’ve settled in, though, you’re free to make what you like of the rooms …
though you’re all too likely to become swamped in the details of domesticity:
just make sure you don’t take it so far that that you upset your cohabitants …
HOUSEWARMING
With the place spick and span, perhaps it’s time to throw that party:
THE THREE NIGHT RULE
A well-known proverb says that fish and guests go off after three nights, so if you ask people to stay for longer, make sure you have some way of getting rid of them if need be:
BATHTIME
Because, in the end, what could be nicer than closing the front door to all outsiders and taking the relaxing ablution of your choice:
BEDDY-BYES
Before sinking into a well-deserved rest, wherever in the house the fancy takes you:
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detect (15C from Latin) to unroof
climax (from Ancient Greek) a ladder; then (16C) in rhetoric, an ascending series of expressions
curfew (13C from Old French: couvre feu) to cover the fire
AW WHOOP
Animals
You may beat a horse till he be sad,
and a cow till she be mad
(1678)
In a world where dogs are unclean in some cultures and on the menu in others, the British Isles is one place where the life of the average mutt might not be so bad:
GRIMALKIN
Our other favourite domestic animal is supposed to have nine lives and knows how to enjoy all of them:
PRANCERS AND DOBBINS
The Queen is said to prefer horses to people, and there’s little doubt they get to mix in the best of company:
LIVESTOCK
It’s all very well going to the races, but where would we be without the milk and cheese from our herds of Jerseys and Guernseys (to say nothing of the beef from Herefords, Galloways and Lincolns)?
LAND OF THE LONG WHITE FLEECE
Sheep are the animal most mentioned in the bible (lions and lambs came in second and third). In New Zealand, where there have long been more sheep than people, a whole separate language grew up for talking about them:
PORKER
In strong competition with the Danes, our hogs and sows do their level best to bring home the bacon:
FOWL PLAY
Some birds we keep as hunters or pets, some we breed to mow down with guns, a few we eat …
… but they’re always worth listening to:
QUEENS AND WORKERS
In other parts of the world they eat fried grasshopper and chocolate-coated ants; but with one glorious exception, insects are not much help in our national diet:
GREAT AND SMALL
The ordinary garden mole was known in Middle English (1100–1500) as a mowdiwarp. Later he became known as the little gentleman in black velvet (early 18C), the subject of a famous Jacobite toast to the mole that raised the hill that caused their oppressor King William to fall from his horse and die. Other animals have avoided such glorification …
… but nonetheless their most obscure parts have been carefully noted …
… not to mention their intriguing behaviours …
… to say nothing of their mating habits …
YELLS BELLS
At rutting time a badger shrieks or yells; a boar freams; a buck groans or troats; a ferret or stoat chatters; a fox barks; a goat rattles; a hare or rabbit beats or taps; a hart bells; an otter whiles; a roe bellows and a wolf howls.
SAFETY IN NUMBERS
Most of us know that geese on the ground come in gaggles. But were you aware that when they take to the air they become a skein? The collective nouns for other animals are often bizarre in the extreme:
JUG JUG IN BERKELEY SQUARE
When it comes to the sounds of animals, some of our attempts at mimicry may leave something to be desired:
PEN AND INK
In Lincolnshire, the sounds of horses’ hoofs were onomatopoeically described as butter and eggs, butter and eggs for a horse at a canter. If the animal happened to be a clicker, that is, it caught its front hoofs on its rear ones when it was running, there were extra beats in the rhythm and it went hammer and pinchers, hammer and pinchers. A horse at a gallop went pen and ink, pen and ink.
RUTH RUTH
And who knows how this strange variety of human calls to animals developed over the years?
RSPCA
However good we are as a nation to our furry and feathered friends, there’s certainly no room for complacency:
EXCREMENTAL
American slang has the phrase alley or road apple for a lump of horse manure. Back home in the Middle Ages the language of hunting meant that you didn’t need slang to describe the specific faeces of an animal: there were the crotels of a hare, the friants of a boar, the spraints of an otter, the werderobe of a badger, the waggying of a fox and the fumets of a deer.
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mawkish (17C) from a maggot; nauseated
tabby (1630s) from Attabiyah, a quarter of Baghdad, renowned for its production of striped cloth
rostrum (16C from Latin) a bird’s beak; then from the orator’s platform in the Roman forum which was adorned with the prows of captured ships
white elephant (1851) from successive kings of Thailand who gave a white elephant to any courtier who irritated them; although the animals were considered sacred, their maintenance was so expensive that anyone who was given one was inevitably ruined
SWALLOCKY
Rural life and weather
Spring is here when you can
tread on nine daisies at once
on the village green
(1910)
Out in the sticks are things not dreamt of by those who remain in town:
FIGHTING FOR THE CLAICK
Dialects and local language identify particular aspects important to rural folk …
… as well as gadgets and techniques that have been developed over long years of experiment:
GREEN FINGERS
On a smaller scale, gardeners always have plenty to talk about …
… and things can get pretty technical on occasion:
BOSKY
Out on the slopes beyond the hedge the trees too need careful categorizing:
… and beyond that, Nature may be wilder and more magnificent still:
UP ON THE DOWNS
Critics from abroad often claim that English weather is dreadful. But this is only one point of view; for others relish the huge variety of effects to be found in such a changeable climate. These are just those found in Sussex:
THE RAIN IT RAINETH EVERYDAY …
It may rain often but that’s not to say that there aren’t some happy aspects to the experience:
although its less enjoyable side is also well documented …
BLOWN AWAY
or those who live on coasts and hills, the wind has always been a constant presence:
not to be trifled with if you’re out on the water …
or a storm is imminent …
THE LIVING IS EASY
Every now and then the sun appears, and everyone goes crazy with delight:
SNOW ON THE LINE
While at the other end of the year the country grinds to a halt for another reason:
although the novelty does often rather pass after the building of the second snowman:
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aftermath (16C) after mowing (i.e. the second crop of grass in autumn)
derive (14C from Latin via Old French) to draw away from the river bank
damp (14C) noxious vapour, gas; then (16C) fog, mist, depression, stupor
sky (13C from Old Norse) a cloud
aloof (nautical 16C) windward
FEELIMAGEERIES
Paraphernalia
None are so great enemies to knowledge
as they that know nothing at all
(1586)
The English language has a name for pretty much everything, even things you’ve never imagined needing to describe:
DRIBS AND DRABS
If that wasn’t enough, dialect supplies a few more:
ROUGHLY SPEAKING
When it comes to describing other aspects of objects, there are some surprisingly useful words out there:
… as there are for directions too:
COUNTING SHEEP
Being able to count was a matter of survival long before education for all. Yan Tan Tethera is a numerical sequence once used widely by shepherds in northern England and southern Scotland to count their sheep. It was also used in knitting to count stitches. The words differ according to accent and locale (in the Lake District versions alter according to which valley you find yourself in). In Westmorland it goes like this:
The monotonous nature of the rhyme, which would have been repeated many times during the day, also supposedly gave rise to the idea of ‘counting sheep’ in order to get off to sleep.
WHO WANTS TO BE A VIGINTILLIONAIRE?
When numbers give way to mathematics, things start to get a bit more daunting:
EVEN STEVENS
Colloquial English takes delight in rhyming expressions, offcially known as Reduplicative Rhyming Compounds:
Shropshire, in particular, has some fine examples:
This is not just a local phenomenon, as these transatlantic modern versions demonstrate:
YOUR NUMBER’S UP
In the drugstores of 1930s America, staff often found it easier to talk in numerical code about certain sensitive matters:
13 | a boss is roaming |
14 | a special order |
86 | we’re out of what was just ordered; to refuse to serve a customer |
87½ | a pretty woman just walked in |
95 | a customer is walking out without paying |
98 | the manager is here |
MMMMM …
We all know there are twenty-six letters in the alphabet. But don’t think that’s the end of it:
NEVER ODD OR EVEN: PALINDROMES
The English word palindrome was coined by the playwright Ben Jonson in around 1629 to describe words that read the same forwards as backwards; an ongoing source of fun with phrases too:
no, it is opposition
Niagara, o roar again!
rats live on no evil star
nurse, I spy gypsies, run!
murder for a jar of red rum
harass sensuousness, Sarah
a man, a plan, a canal, Panama
sums are not set as a test on Erasmus
sir, I demand - I am a maid named Iris
a new order began, a more Roman age bred Rowena
SOUND EFFECTS
Noises sometimes seem to defy description. But not in this language:
TINCTURE
We can all name the primary colours: red, yellow and blue; not to mention the secondaries: purple, green and orange; after that, it’s anyone’s guess:
VERY FLAT, NORFOLK
Dialects have their own words for colour, often reflecting the landscapes they come from:
UP BETIMES
Time waits for no man. So we might as well be certain precisely what we mean:
PROVIDENTIAL
If you want something to come off well, choose your date with care:
THINGUMMY
When all is said and done, however, there are just some things that remain very hard to put your finger on:
WORD JOURNEYS
point-blank (16C from French) a white spot (as in a target)
punctual (14C from Latin) pertinent to a point or dot
normal (17C from Latin via French) rectangular, perpendicular
paraphernalia (17C from Ancient Greek) articles of personal property which the law allows a married woman to regard as her own
algebra (14C from Arabic via Medieval Latin) the reunion of broken parts
* Obviously, not to be confused with hangouderen (Dutch), pensioners who have nothing to do but hang around in considerable numbers in shopping malls and hamburger bars (literally, hanging elderly)
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From Cradle to Grave
In the family way
Birth pains
Birthing partner
First steps in the deep Pacific
Toddling
Growing pains
Boys and girls
Mid-life crisis
Getting older Hawaiian-style
Kicking the bucket
The final reckoning
Chinese whispers
Last rites
Otherworldly
Beyond the veil
Spooked in Sumatra
Looking into the future
Hide away
God willing
All Creatures Great and Small
Animal crackers
Dragon’s head
Ships of the desert
Horses for courses
Man’s best friend
Hopping mad
Shoo!
Peacocks’ tails
Kissing and hissing
Two Persian tricks
Animal magnetism
The flying squad
Tamed
Animal sounds
Whatever the Weather
And the forecast is …
Meteorological metaphors
Those words for snow
Highland mist
Hearing Things
Sound bites
Making a splash
Ding dong
Chirping cuckoos
Sounds Japanese
Sounds familiar
Seeing Things
Colourful language
Across the spectrum
Welsh blues
Thai dress code
Colour-coded
Number Crunching
Countdown
Vital statistics
Counting in old China
Double-digit growth
Magic numbers
Expressed numerically
Kissing time
Take your time
Can’t say exactly when
Time of day
Elevenses
Shouting the distance
Tip to toe
The Micmac calendar
Caribou calendar
Tea time
Halcyon days
Revolutionary
Stages of the Hawaiian moon
A time for celebration
What’s in a Name?
Angry bumblebees
Eyes like hard porridge
Silent foreigners
Skin and buttocks
First person singular
Speaking in tongues
Grand capital of the world
A to Y
Toujours Tingo
1. Getting Acquainted
Hamjambo
How is your nose?
‘And this is …’
Tongue-tied
Chatterbox
Keeping in touch
Tower of Babble
Baloney
Q and A
Mhm mmm
2. The Human Condition
Tightwad
Big-hearted
Ulterior motive
Obligation
Hat over the windmill
Number one
Warm showerer
Nose in the clouds
Impressing
Sucking up
Eejit
Salt in the pumpkin
Idiot savant
Pregnant birds
A piece of bread
3. Emotional Intelligence
Happy valley
In the coal cellar
Boo-hoo
Crocodile
Smiley
Tee-hee
No potato
Pulling your nose
Worry-wart
No balls
Spider on the ceiling
4. Social Animals
Hermit
Whacking aunt
Party spirit
Storm-free shack
After-parties
Looking over the fence
The sound of yoghurt
Wiggle your bucket
Duck feet
Keeping their bottle
Time, please
5. Having an Argument
Cold porridge
Being difficult
On the edge
Looking for the hair
Pig’s ribbon
Cracking up
Mexican rage
Picking a fight
Get lost!
Dumb as bread
Anger-hair
The blame game
Macho moment
The female is the deadlier …
The flapping of wings
6. The Rules of Attraction
No-pan kissa
Like a motorway
Double take
A face only a mother could love
Diving fish, swooping geese
You beautiful creature
And what do women want?
Double Valentine
My Japanese prints
Hit by a basket
Octopussy
Gooseberry
See-you-home wolf
No sweat
Peppery-hot
Mouth relaxation
Spider feet
The Paraguayan way
The little death
Secrets and lies
Thanks for the treat
Fried fish enthusiasm
Faded tomatoes
7. Family Ties
Matchmaking
Objecting
Camel life
Old hat
Bare branches
Stalker
Regular footing
Wedding lists
The bride wore black
Apron strings
Green hat
Recognized
Three’s a crowd
Hope springs eternal
Relative values
Dirt on the nest
Congo confusion
Auntie
Prodigal son
Family tree
8. Kids
Pragmatic future
Warped
Longings
A mark of frustration
Paternity leave
Those who comes divided
Breast water
We will rock you
Babygrow
Draggling
A desk job
Mother love
Cuckoo
Daughter in a box
Impossible child
Dolls’ house
Junken a munken
Cheese head
Learning curve
Target practice
Hanging out
Filial
9. Body Beautiful
Mugshot
Gobstruck
Lippy
Tsk tsk
Trouble gum
Smiling, squirting, stripping
Long teeth
Copping an eyeful
Bewitching
Cyrano
Lughole
Grass belong head
Octopus monk
Oeuf-tête
Well-armed
Handy
Digital
Doigt de seigneur
Expansive
Classified
Peppers and Parasols
Map of the world
Bum deal
Milk bottles
Thin as a rake
Bacon buoy
Illusory
10. Dressed to Kill
A memorable smile
Hairdressed to kill
Frigate
Berlin backsides
Sails set
Kangaroo teeth
Hand-me-downs
Designer knitwear
Fashionista
So village
Clodhoppers
Barely there
11. Stretching Your Legs
Presiding
Enviable
Upright
Pedestrian
Tip-tip-toe
The trees are blazed
That sinking feeling
Beard in the postbox
12. Upping Sticks
Reindeer’s piss
Wanderlust
Tag-along
Wire donkey
Loosely bolted
Highway code
Jesus’s magimix
Pushmepullyou
Unknown and uneasy
Empty trip
Travellers’ tales
13. Home Sweet Home
Location, location, location
Nesting
Pulling together
Flagging the beam
Dutch decor
Frog in a well
The emperor’s throne
Toilet museum
Spatially aware
Crumb thief
14. Dinner Time
Rushed breakfast
My tapeworm is talking
Sampling
Stirring it up
Surprise water
Dead dog
Xoox
Slug in the hole
Cabbage or cheese
Your legs are long
Gobbling it down
Miss Manners
Slow Food
Menu envy
Picky
My mouth is lonely
Angel cake
Restaurant review
The condemned man is a final meal
15. One for the Road
The towel of a hippy
The milky way
Social drinking
Altered states
Vodka vocabulary
On a slippery road
Under the monkey
The morning after
Vineyard flu
16. All in a Day’s Work
Pounce and decoy
Point blank
Dodo
Spear hurling
Eel dribbling
Sea women
Bamboo cutters
Angel makers
Soul plumbers
Low profile
Horn diggers
Mice milkers
Jobsworth
Promises, promises
Pedalling in yoghurt
Counting the stars
The company tribe
Sell out
Lilies of the field
17. Game Theory
Celebrating Monday
Slow start
Idle time
Cucumber troop
Aggro
Ski-lane terror
Taking a dip
Dizzy dancing
Taking part
Suits and tricks
Live entertainment
One is fun
Stories with bears
Bookmark
Drooping tongue
Nodding off
Staying up
18. Animal Magic
The great rat with a pocket
Fluttering and kicking
Scratch, chew, tear, beat
Wriggle, wriggle
Sunday roast
Tucked away
Crocodile skid
Wa!
Down on the farm
Commanding
To the hand
Aw, aw !
How to count on your chickens
Man’s best friend
Roof-gutter rabbit
Gee gee
Moo
Drinking twice
Flying low
19. Climate Change
Tiwilight
The dawn chorus
Sun’s up
Weather report
Heat haze
The wind of change
Storm warning
Sunshine shower
In a flood
Soaking up the weather
Compass comparisons
Coucher de soleil
Silver goddess
20. The Root of All Evil
A frog’s armpit
Cutting gold
Gifted
Up against it
On the floor
It’s the thought that counts
An umbrella at midnight
Cowherd’s cake
Stall
Red shells out, white shells back
The art of selling
Smoke and mirrors
One-armed bandit
Losers
Tokyo tricks
Retail therapy
You’re safer with prison
21. The Criminal Life
Tea leaf
Gangland
Scissorhand
Kindling
Descending spiders
Radish with glasses
When crimes go wrong
Pig box
Into the pit
22. Realpolitik
Pipe and sunshade
A gift
Changing shirts
Full poodle
Muffled
Power corrupts
Talk box
Problem solving
War elephants
Cancer forces
Heroes
Yellow-bellies
War trophies
Legacy
Cucumbers and shaving brushes
23. From Better to Hearse
Fagged out
Peaky
Hypo
STD
Sweating carrots
Quack remedies
Docteur, docteur
Surgical spirit
Hex
The devil’s in the detail
Recuperation
Curtains
Clogs and slippers
A thousand cuts
Another way to go
Stiff
Feet first
Funeral crashers
In loving memory
Hex revenge
Radish tips
24. The Great Beyond
Fancy meeting you again
Just a jealous guy
Holy cockerel
Broken sewing needles
One who understands
Candle cormorant
On a hedgehog’s back
Sounds better
Charismatic
Whistling in the wind
The crystal ball
Fringed with noodles
The Wonder of Whiffling
CLATTERFARTS AND JAISIES
DOG AND BONE
SNAIL MAIL
VISITING HOURS
A LITTLE SOMETHING
DIGNITY AND PRIDE
ALL RIGHT, MATE?
RABBIT, RABBIT
SMOOTH CUSTOMER
CLEVER CLOGS
MANNER OF SPEAKING
IRONY IN THE SOUL
STICKYBEAK
LOOSE KANGAROOS
MEN OF STRAW
WHAT NOW?
TWO GENTLEMEN
HIGH HAT
WITCH’S BROOM
SLYBOOTS
REGULAR GUY
GOING POSTAL
HOPPING MAD
JESUS WEPT
BRING ME SUNSHINE
MAKE ‘EM LAUGH
HA HA BONK
TWIDDLE-DIDDLES
CHUBBY CHOPS
MODEL FIGURES
NAPOLEON COMPLEX
NIP AND TUCK
MAKEOVER
FACE FUNGUS
THREADBARE
SNIFFER
A WORD IN YOUR SHELL-LIKE
PEEPERS
CAKE HOLE
GNASHERS
CHEEK BY JOWL
BOTTLING IT
SINISTER
PAWS
JOHN THOMAS
BUNS
LEGS ELEVEN
NOISES OFF
PRICK-ME-DAINTY
UNMENTIONABLES
SKIMPIES
TREWS
GYM SHOES
KITTED OUT
SUITS YOU
REBELS IN BOATERS
PERUKE
TOPPING
GOING WEST
WIND AND WATER
ELF WARNING
MENS SANA
DOCTOR IN THE HOUSE
PULLING THROUGH
LAST WORDS
THE GOLDEN STAIRCASE
DEATH BY HONEY
A HEARTY JOKE
DUST TO DUST
KNOCKING-ON
ELYSIAN FIELDS
GOD’S IN HIS HEAVEN
SPEAK OF THE DEVIL
THE UNCERTAIN FUTURE
SLAPSAUCE
HORSE FODDER
KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL
CAT’S PRAYERS
PLUS ONE
STOP PINGLING
POST-PRANDIAL
CRAMBAZZLED
DOWN AT THE OLD BULL AND BUSH
MINE’S A NIPPITATUM
ON THE NAIL
LAST GASPER
JUST THE ONE
SPEAKEASY
DRINK AND BE MERRY?
FROM SHEEP TO SOW
TWO TOO MANY
THE MOURNING AFTER
FOOTER-FOOTER
BONE-BREAKER
GO CART
TICKET TO RIDE
GRICER’S DAUGHTER
ELSEWHERE
MUTTONERS AND GOLDEN FERRETS
IN TOUCH
SECONDS AWAY
FROM LAND’S END TO BROADWAY
OVER AND OUT
TO THE 19TH
TOUCHÉ
TOUR DE FRANCE
HEY DUDE!
COLORADO CLIFFHANGER
TROLLING AND YUMPING
RUBBY-DUBBY
TALLY HO!
GAME ON
BIRDING
GETTING HOOKED
ROYAL FLUSH
GIFT HORSES
ODDS ON
VERY GOOD GOING
MADHOUSE
LOW ROLLERS
DICEMAN
ARRERS
FEVVERS
POKER FACE
BIDDING WAR
FULL HOUSE
HIGH STAKES
DESPERATE BIDS
MONTE CARLO OR BUST
BINGO LINGO
ANORAKS
MUSH FAKERS AND APPLESQUIRES
COLOUR CODED
ELBOW GREASE
JOBSWORTH
BRAINSTORMING
NO-DAY
PUSHING THE ENVELOPE
MANAGERIE
BULLS AND BEARS
ROOM AT THE TOP
FIRM HAND
THE SACK
SMALL IS BETTER
MY OLD MAN’S A …
HAWKERS AND HUCKSTERS
WIDOWS AND ORPHANS
THE READIES
LILIES OF THE FIELD
BULK AND FILE
MY DEAR FELLOW!
NOT QUITE MY COLOUR
PANHANDLER
CUTPURSE
SLEIGHT OF HAND
ARTFUL DODGERS
DOLPHINS AND TURTLES
OLD BILL
BAD APPLES
JUST DESERTS
PETTIFOGGERS
PORRIDGE
CLEAN SHIRT
BUNTING TIME
DISCO JUDGES
ZEPPELINS
SUPERSIZE ME
HUNTER DITHERERS
FAINT HEART
THE WILDER SHORES OF LOVE
CHEAP DATE
GETTING DOWN TO IT
COUNTRY LOVING
ALL LOVED UP
THEY FLEE FROM ME
DROIT DE SEIGNEUR
HE DOESN’T UNDERSTAND ME
WITTOLS AND BEER BABIES
IN THE PAPERS
VIRAGO
AFTERPLAY
UP THE DUFF
THE STORK DESCENDS
PRIVATE VIEWS
FIRST STEPS
CHIPS OFF THE OLD BLOCK
POPPING OFF
EARLY PROMISE
COLTISH
ABC
MANNERS MAKYTH MAN
FIGHTING YOUR BATTELS
JUST MISSED A GEOFF
RETURN TO THE COOP
LIFE IS SHORT
OYSTER PARTS
THE BEST WORDS IN THE BEST ORDER
PENMEN
CRITICAL MASS
BOOKS DO FURNISH A ROOM
ARE YOU WORKING?
AGAIN FROM THE TOP
SMOKE AND MIRRORS
LIGHTS UP
BUMS ON SEATS
MAGIC CIRCLE
MORE WHIFFLE
CROONERS
ROCK FOLLIES
GOGGLE BOX
DIMBOX AND QUOCKERWODGER
SHADOW DANCING
GOING REGIMENTAL
YELLOW-BELLY
WEIGHING ANCHOR
MAGNIFICENT MEN
SHOCK AND AWE
SPOOKS
POLITICOS
TWO CHEERS FOR DEMOCRACY
SCURRYFUNGE
BRIGHT LIGHTS
HIGHLY SOUGHT AFTER
SOILED BY ASSOCIATION
LOVE THY NEIGHBOUR
HOUSEPROUD
HOUSEWARMING
THE THREE NIGHT RULE
BATHTIME
BEDDY-BYES
AW WHOOP
GRIMALKIN
PRANCERS AND DOBBINS
LIVESTOCK
LAND OF THE LONG WHITE FLEECE
PORKER
FOWL PLAY
QUEENS AND WORKERS
GREAT AND SMALL
YELLS BELLS
JUG JUG IN BERKELEY SQUARE
PEN AND INK
RUTH RUTH
RSPCA
EXCREMENTAL
SWALLOCKY
FIGHTING FOR THE CLAICK
GREEN FINGERS
BOSKY
UP ON THE DOWNS
THE RAIN IT RAINETH EVERYDAY …
BLOWN AWAY
THE LIVING IS EASY
SNOW ON THE LINE
FEELIMAGEERIES
DRIBS AND DRABS
ROUGHLY SPEAKING
COUNTING SHEEP
WHO WANTS TO BE A VIGINTILLIONAIRE?
YOUR NUMBER’S UP
MMMMM …
NEVER ODD OR EVEN: PALINDROMES
SOUND EFFECTS
TINCTURE
VERY FLAT, NORFOLK
UP BETIMES
PROVIDENTIAL
THINGUMMY
Toujours Tingo
8. Kids
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