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Writing a book is an adventure. To begin with, it is a toy and an amusement; then it becomes a mistress, and then it becomes a master, and then a tyrant. The last phase is that just as you are about to be reconciled to your servitude, you kill the monster, and fling him out to the public.

—Winston Churchill







Prologue

In September 2013, I was addressing a group of mid-level and senior executives from a large Indian company on ‘struggle, triumph, happiness, and productivity’. There were over 100 people in the hall, including the company’s CEO. I began by taking a poll on a) how many of the attendees had studied in a vernacular-medium or pseudo-English-medium school, b) how many had studied in small towns, c) how many had parents who didn’t know how to speak English, and d) how many still felt somewhat deficient in their command over the English language. An overwhelming majority of them responded in the affirmative to all four questions. I wasn’t expecting anything different—I belong to the same group myself.

So I started the talk, as planned, by sharing the most embarrassing moments of my life, especially those linked to my poor vocabulary, pronunciation, and inability to speak English until long after I had joined PEC. I also expounded on my principle, ‘If you are weak, aim to teach!’ to motivate people to overcome deficiency of any kind. Let me explain.

At engineering college, we were a group of three friends, and all of us had a major developmental need. I was weak in all aspects of the English language, one friend had extremely poor general knowledge, and the other’s writing lacked literary and poetic expression. We gave ourselves the very ambitious target of writing a book each on the topic of our biggest weakness before we left the institute and promised to help each other out.

If we came across some material on general knowledge or trivia, it was passed on to the friend who was trying to improve his general knowledge by writing a book on quizzing. If my friends stumbled upon something in English that was a bit hard to comprehend, it was considered good material for me, and so on and so forth. While we were intensely collaborative, we also became fiercely competitive, fuelling each other on through reminders of the rapid strides we needed to make to achieve our targets.

We quickly started realizing the benefits of aggressive target setting and creation of a competitive yet collaborative environment. Most significantly, we were reading copiously, learning rapidly and forming a base of reference material. But at the same time, we were exasperated by the vastness of the scope and how little time there was to comprehend and retain the material.

I was particularly bothered by my lack of retention of word meanings—words would look like unfamiliar, foreign matter—and had to quickly fish out some memory techniques. Thus, my interest in the field of mnemonics was born. It gave me fodder for my first book, English Bites! A mnemonic is anything that assists your memory. It is anything that can help you remember those tough English words that you routinely struggle to get into your mind and keep there. The mnemonic could be your most embarrassing moment, an imagined incident (the crazier the better), an amusing anecdote, a joke, a rhyming verse, interesting etymology, or some humorous interplay of the letters of the difficult word at hand.

In my talk, I shared many examples of the mnemonics I had created to improve retention, accelerate the pace of learning and infuse an element of fun into the journey. At the end of the first session, I requested people to come forward and share their own stories of struggle and triumph linked to the language and their own mnemonic techniques. After all, I reasoned with them, I couldn’t be the only one with novel ideas on accelerated language learning.

At this point, the CEO stood up and shared his story. He belonged to a lower-middle-class family in Kolkata. Since his parents couldn’t afford to pay the tuition fee of a good English-medium school, he studied under the local board curriculum, wherein English was taught only from the seventh grade, giving him only five years to learn the language before joining an engineering college. During his first year of engineering, he tried extremely hard to make technical or even casual conversation in English; however, he was completely at sea when it came to spoken English. He was exasperated and deeply demotivated. Then, he realized why his attempts at speaking with peers were ending in disaster. The challenge lay in his mind. He would begin feeling inferior, and thus uneasy, even before he opened his mouth to speak. He had to find someone who was fluent in the language and whose presence didn’t make him feel inferior.

He also had another challenge to face—building his vocabulary so that he had appropriate words and expressions in his armoury for all possible situations. He started reading voraciously and compiling word lists. In the first few months, he would often puzzle over an inestimable number of difficult words, and their multiple meanings and pronunciations, and bemoan his limited memory to retain everything—but he plodded along and got better with time.

After some searching, he met a rich doctor’s son, who was studying in a convent school and needed guidance in mathematics. He offered to coach the young boy and resolved to converse with him, from day one, only in English. Since he was playing the role of a guru, he didn’t hesitate or get tongue-tied in this boy’s presence. For a couple of years, he taught mathematics to the boy (for a fee) and the boy, in return, taught him how to speak English fluently (for free).

This talk was delivered around the time when the success of my first book was spurring me on to write another one on the subject. Feedback from the readers of English Bites! had been extremely positive. They had loved this approach of fun learning and were demanding something more from me. Since I had experienced first-hand the impact that proficiency in the English language can have on people’s economic prosperity, I was tempted to give it a shot. I also realized that with age, the urge to do my bit to help the youth improve their English was becoming stronger.

I prefer to see this book, not as a sequel to English Bites!, but as a continuation of the same concept of introducing the reader to a completely new set of over 750 difficult English words through interesting stories, anecdotes, jokes, etymology, and trivia. These words have been selected from conversations on varied topics of common interest, for instance, food and drink; automobiles and airlines; law, war, and the armed forces; flora and fauna; names and surnames; fashion, fabrics, and personal grooming, etc. I hope you savour every delicious bite.







A Guide to Using this Book

My research is hinged on the idea that if you can present learning material in interesting contexts—through amusing anecdotes, jokes, and fascinating trivia—learning will be faster and retained for longer—and, most importantly, it will stimulate your mind to explore the subject in far greater detail than it is possible to cover in a book or two. I have personally benefitted significantly from this technique; it has expanded my vocabulary and verbal ability, enriched my conversations through a large dose of interesting facts and trivia about language, gifted me with innumerable moments of humour, and stimulated me enough to write a couple of books on this subject.

I have supplemented my research by exploring traditional mnemonics. With this technique, one looks for an interesting link between the word and one of its meanings by forming a logical or comical connection with another similar or rhyming word. For instance, if you love poetry for its imaginativeness, originality, and romance, and find prose dull, boring, and unimaginative, you may associate the word prosaic with prose as it means ‘lacking in imagination and spirit; dull, commonplace, and ordinary’: The employees are generally too preoccupied by prosaic, day-to-day activities to spare time for unconventional ideas. Etymologically, prosaic derives from prose; no wonder they sound so similar! Sometimes, it’s also possible to split the word into segments and weave them into a logical or comical tale. You will see several examples of this technique in the book.

I have also explored etymology (the study of the origin of words) in this book, especially where it helps as a mnemonic. Let me give you an example. Are you aware of the India connection in Mark Zuckerberg’s name? His surname, Zuckerberg, translates to ‘sugar mountain’ (from the German zucker—‘sugar’—and berg, as in iceberg—‘mountain’). Interestingly, the German word zucker and the English word sugar are derived from the Sanskrit sharkara—‘ground or candied sugar’, originally, ‘grit, gravel’. Europe had no concept of sugar except that which was derived from honeybees, dates, and some other sweet fruit. According to legend, Alexander the Great’s companions, during their invasion of India in 327 BCE, marvelled at the ‘honey without bees’ and carried sugar cane back home to Greece. However, it remained exotic in Europe until the Arabs began to cultivate it in Sicily and Spain in the twelfth century.

But why should someone focus on building vocabulary instead of utilizing the same time for practising spoken English? This is a legitimate question and begs a proper response. In my experience, expanding one’s vocabulary, improving one’s pronunciation, and practising spoken English should be done simultaneously. As one expands vocabulary, the accretion initially takes place in what I call our passive memory banks. In parallel, one should keep practising spoken English by talking to oneself, and with family and friends; by listening to monologues (news), dialogues and conversations (news-hour debates, movies and television serials); and reading a variety of books, magazines, and blog posts.

It is only through many encounters with these newly acquired words in written texts or audiovisual media, and conscious attempts to use these words in conversations, that they start to feel familiar and make the journey to our active memory banks. So, the goal is to keep adding new words (with their correct pronunciations) to our passive memory banks and, little by little, channel them into our active memory banks. It is these banks that one can rely on to improve fluency.

After all, one needs to conjure up the right word at the right time and not spend moments agonizing over what to say after ‘In my . . .’ when one wants to say: ‘In my naiveté,* I had confessed to my boss that I was planning to start my own internet venture in another couple of years, after I had enough savings. Since then, he has stopped giving me important projects, stopped sending me for training programmes, and ensured through my measly bonus and increment numbers that I don’t have enough savings for many more years to come.’ Equally critical is knowing how naiveté is pronounced (nah-eev-tey). I was once recounting an example of my own naiveté to a friend and had begun to say: ‘You know, in my . . .’ when I suddenly realized that I didn’t know how to pronounce it. Thus, I abandoned that sentence and quickly reconfigured my confession to: ‘You know, when I was younger, I was very naive and once, I . . .’ Fortunately, by then, I knew that naive is pronounced nah-eev.

As part of my second career as a leadership consultant, trainer and facilitator, after a long and highly rewarding innings in the banking industry, I read a lot on neuroscience and cognitive science. These disciplines have taught me that the human brain can only process small bits of information at a time. Thus, I would recommend that you read this book slowly, not more than a few pages at a time, and never more than a couple of chapters a day. You may like to read the book, or at least certain portions of it, more than once; one reading is rarely enough to completely comprehend and commit any material to memory. After many decades of voracious reading, I have personally realized this truth fairly recently. I now read fewer books and read them slowly. In fact, it would be more apt to say that I don’t read books; I study them, I question them, I challenge myself, and I actively try to apply my learnings to my own life.

I also read a lot on psychology and try to acutely observe my own behaviour and actions under various stimuli. And I completely concur with research that says that most of us like to procrastinate. In the context of a book on the English language, it may mean overlooking difficult words we don’t fully understand from the text. Hence, I have written these words in bold, footnoted their meanings (or provided them in parentheses) and also added usage examples. You will also come across some words that are in bold but whose meanings are not footnoted. Well, that’s a part of my promotion strategy for my previous book, English Bites! It contains the meanings of those words. The readers’ response to the idea of such footnotes, especially with usage examples, was overwhelmingly positive for the first book. Some readers, however, found them to be an obstruction to the flow of the narrative and preferred them to be placed at the end of each chapter, or at the end of the book. I have, in this book, retained the same format as English Bites! to respect the preference of the majority of the readers. And, just so that they don’t come in the way of the narrative, I have cut them down to about one per page, on average. I also suggest that readers who find the footnotes to be an irritant skip them in the first reading. You may evaluate the ones relevant to you when you refresh your understanding of the material at the end of the book, or after every couple of chapters.

There may be words that some readers find tough, but haven’t been explained in the main text or in the footnotes. That is a part of my strategy to get you into the habit of looking up physical or online dictionaries for meanings, pronunciation, usage examples, and even interesting stories of the origin of words. After all, psychology tells me that although humans may tend to procrastinate at times, they’re explorers by nature.

I wish you all the very best with your learning!
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1

IS SANSKRIT THE MOTHER OF ALL LANGUAGES?

I often go to great lengths to hide the fact that I am the author of English Bites!—an unconventional and fun way of gaining proficiency in English, with focus on vocabulary, pronunciation, and spoken skills. But I don’t always succeed. Almost everyone who discovers this begins by congratulating me on the book and their next question is usually about the name of the publisher. The moment I mention Penguin, three things happen almost simultaneously. They express a mixture of delight and disbelief, they congratulate me even more warmly, often with a pat on the back or a high five, and then, suddenly, they fall silent. I guess they become conscious of their diction and pronunciation, and suspect that I am secretly evaluating their eloquence—or the lack of it. I cannot afford people feeling uncomfortable in my presence—this is a big roadblock to warm acquaintances blossoming into friendships.

While it is true that I subconsciously evaluate their expression, I have never let it surface and become a subject of discussion, debate, or debacle. We do, however, discuss language sometimes in our conversations. One of the affirmations that people most commonly seek from me is that Sanskrit is the mother of all languages. So strong is their belief in this notion that I often feign ignorance for the sake of preserving peace. But I can understand the reason for this strong belief, and you will see it in a minute.

In the nineteenth century, linguists believed that an older language was ‘superior’ (because, presumably, it was genealogically pure). Then, based on the assumption that Sanskrit was the oldest Indo-European language, and that some of its words bore resemblance to some German words—e.g. the similarity of Ehre, ‘honour’, with the Sanskrit ārya, ‘one who does noble deeds; a noble one’—a couple of proposals was made. In 1819, Friedrich Schlegel postulated that *ārya-, ‘the honourable people’, was what Indo-Europeans called themselves. In 1837, Adolphe Pictet popularized the idea that the term ‘Aryan’ could be applied to the entire Indo-European-language family as well.

Let’s dwell a little bit on the concept of the Indo-European (or Aryan) family of languages. It is widely believed that most people living in Western and Eastern Europe, and West, Central, and South Asia had a common language till about 3500 BCE, when the divergence began. In a little over 5500 years, this common language split into eleven subfamilies, that often have further subgroups, and approximately 445 individual languages and dialects. These languages are spoken by over 3 billion people (42 per cent of the world’s population) and include Bengali, English, French, German, Hindi, Marathi, Persian, Polish, Portuguese, Punjabi, Oriya, Russian, Spanish, and Urdu. But there are other popular languages in this region, notably, Arabic, Estonian, Finnish, Hungarian, and the approximately eighty-five languages and dialects of the Dravidian family (prominently Kannada, Malayalam, Tamil, and Telugu), that don’t belong to the Aryan language family.

By the late nineteenth century, the Nazis believed that Nordic people (who were also referred to as the ‘Germanic people’) were the true Aryans. They were ‘racially pure’ and represented an ‘ideal race’ (and could be identified by the distinctive Nordic characteristics of blonde hair and blue eyes). This meant that Southern Europeans (including Spaniards and Southern Frenchmen), Eastern Europeans, North Africans, Middle Easterners, Iranians, Central Asians, and Indians were all considered racially mixed, degenerated through miscegenation,* and thus less than ideal.

This belief in a superior ‘master race’ grew stronger and people were divided into ‘Aryan’ and ‘non-Aryan’, with Arabs and Jews being classified as ‘Semites’. In Nazi Germany, this idea was used to isolate and exclude Jews, and commit horrendous† atrocities,‡ especially during World War II. Thus, the word ‘Aryan’ became associated with racially divisive theories and atrocities committed by the Nazi regime, and was therefore replaced by the term Proto-Indo-European (PIE).

In this book, I will sometimes refer to the PIE language to illustrate similarities between words of English, Persian, Sanskrit, and Hindi. Since there is no written evidence of the PIE language, our understanding is based on the work of linguists on etymological, syntactical, and phonological similarities between the later languages of Western and Eastern Europe, and West, Central and South Asia. Linguists around the world have evolved a standard method of denoting the base word of the PIE language that spawned words in multiple languages. They use the notation ‘PIE base’, followed by an asterisk (*), the base word and a hyphen(-). For instance, PIE base *pekw-, ‘to cook’, is the source of the English word ‘cook’, the Sanskrit pakvah—‘cooked’—and Hindi noun pakvaan—‘cooked food’—and verb pakana, ‘to cook’. The PIE base also gave us the Greek pepon—‘melon’—perhaps because it was ‘cooked’ (by the sun), and ripe and ready to eat when harvested.

Did you notice something? What started as Indo-European language became Aryan language and, when it reverted to its original nomenclature, it somehow prefixed the word ‘proto’ to itself. What is ‘proto’ and what’s it doing here? Well, proto- (which incidentally comes from PIE base *per-, meaning ‘forward, through’, and also has several other meanings including ‘early, first, etc.’) means first in time, basic, primitive, prehistoric, original, etc.

This explains words like proton, prototype (a first or primitive form of something), protoplasm (semi-fluid, viscous and translucent substance, the essential living matter of all animal and plant cells, named to imply ‘first-formed’, from proto- and plasma—‘something moulded’), protozoa (one of the first microscopic organisms when life began on earth, comprising a single cell or a group of more or less identical cells), and interestingly, even protocol.

Protocol is here because etymologically, it is ‘the first sheet that is glued to a manuscript’ (on which contents and errata were written) and comes from the Greek protokollon (proto- and kolla*—‘glue’). It developed a sense of ‘official account’, then ‘diplomatic document’, then ‘formula of diplomatic etiquette’, and finally evolved a general sense of ‘conventional proper conduct’.

Would you like to know the earliest influence in my life that triggered a desire to improve my English-language skills? Let’s call it ‘proto-pressure’ and find out about it in the next chapter.
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2

SMALL-TOWN SIMPLETON

I grew up in Rohtak, a small and sleepy town in Haryana, in the 1970s and 1980s. The only English I spoke was in school, and was spoken merely to respond to questions my teachers posed in class. I looked down upon English as an alien tongue solely suited to the narrow field of academia and with no particular use once someone got into the real world. After all, my parents conversed in Hindi all the time at home, a language I expected would follow them to their offices.

As a result, I was terrible at all aspects of communication. My active vocabulary was extremely limited, and my pronunciation and spellings, terrible (I refused to accept English as the non-phonetic language that it largely is); I was syntactically challenged and spoke very slowly, taking time as I groped for apt words.

I started thinking about improving my English in Class XI, after facing acute embarrassment in front of my then love interest (and her family) when I couldn’t speak even one correct sentence of English with a foreigner we met during a family vacation to Darjeeling. This is what happened. The two families were sipping their steaming cups of morning tea in the small garden of a modest hotel. A mongoloid-featured, fair-skinned gentleman was playing with a ball about the size of volleyball, and surprisingly, all by himself. He would toss the ball in the air and keep it from falling to the ground by using his feet, knees, upper legs, chest, shoulders, and head to bounce and kick the ball.



We were all intrigued by this sport that one could play without a companion, and that exercised all the joints and muscles in the body—well, except those in the arms. I was the only one in the group who didn’t drink tea, even in the slightly chilly environs of Darjeeling (for fear of further worsening my complexion, which had been ruddy when I was born, but progressively rusted due to heat and dust in the harsh climate of North India). Naturally, my mother commanded me to go and talk to this gentleman about the game. Presumably, she hoped it would be a good skill to acquire for a full-body workout, given the absence of public swimming pools in my small city, inhabited by families of modest means.

This gentleman was of medium height and build, and looked like a local of Darjeeling. After customary greetings in English (‘Good morning, Uncle!’) I began my questions in our national language, Hindi—the only language I was comfortable speaking in. Mercifully, it was easily understood by the locals as well. This gentleman, however, stared at me blankly and confessed in broken English that he didn’t follow my interrogation. How was it that a local in a touristy location thronged by mostly Hindi-speaking nationals was, somehow, unable to converse with me? So I spoke the only two words I was confident speaking without any errors of syntax and articulation: ‘Which country?’ He was from Thailand. My face dropped. I returned to the table and reported that the gentleman was a foreigner who didn’t understand our mother tongue. ‘Does he know English?’ inquired my then love interest (in English). ‘A little bit, I guess,’ I responded sheepishly (in Hindi), at once dreading what lay ahead. She swiftly got up, confidently walked up to him and came back with a detailed account of the sport, its origins, its rules, its name in the Thai language, the material the ball is made of, and what not.


This sport, named kick volleyball, is native to the Malay-Thai Peninsula. It is called sepak raga or takraw in Malaysia, takraw in Thailand, chin lone in Myanmar, and takraw or sipa in the Philippines. The game is played with an opposing team using a ball (traditionally made from the stem of a species of palm called rattan and now increasingly from synthetic rubber or synthetic fibre) and a net.

In Myanmar, this is considered more of an art than a sport, and there is often no opposing team. The point is to keep the ball aloft, gracefully and in an interesting manner.



How I wished the Earth below me would suddenly split open and I could dive in! Hadn’t I completely ruined my chances of ever wooing this wonderful girl, asking for her hand in marriage, sliding a diamond ring onto the delicate ring finger of her left hand, settling down with her after acquiring my engineering degree, and raising a large family with her? Mercifully, God didn’t listen to my intense prayer that day, and I soon returned home to immerse myself in preparations for entrance examinations for various engineering colleges.

The thought of improving my English stayed at the back of my mind but it returned to the forefront when I landed up at what was then known as Punjab Engineering College (PEC) in Chandigarh, and came face to face with far more fluent and erudite specimens from convent schools, metro cities, and towns much bigger than my hometown. I also noticed how, despite another year of education in English and all my additional efforts to maximize the use of the language in chats with friends, I would still get tongue-tied while attempting to converse with (or even in front of) convent-educated peers. That really hurt, especially because there was such a dearth of feminine presence, and competition for their attention was stiffer than anyplace else.

I soon realized that there are possibly nine levels of articulation. The level of difficulty and fluency increases as you go higher: 1. Talking to oneself in complete solitude; 2. Talking to a close friend or a family member who has a similar level of fluency; 3. Talking in a small group of friends; 4. Addressing the same small group of friends; 5. Talking with a small group of unknown people; 6. Addressing the same small group of unknown people; 7. Addressing a large group of unknown people; 8. Addressing a group of beautiful girls; and finally, 9. Talking face-to-face with a beautiful and convent-educated girl.

I generously slotted myself at level 3. Climbing six levels well ahead of the time when the ‘most eligible’ girls get ‘booked’ (the second semester) was so tough that I shifted my focus to other extra-curricular interests, academia, and employability.

Here again, I realized to my horror that English had long since outgrown the narrow confines of academia, had become extremely relevant and, in fact, was an absolute necessity in the real world—so much so that I would need to face group discussions and interviews where my proficiency in this language and my technical knowledge would be put to the test if I aimed to grab the best job the campus had to offer.

Having lived all of my school life in disdain for this alien tongue, the subject of English—which I had grossly neglected—finally made me realize its importance, its vastness and its complexity all at once. I needed something—quickly and in large doses—to enable me to beat the convent-educated types in their own game and seal the deal on the best job—and, after gaining some industry experience, successfully compete with them once again for admission into a top-tier MBA programme.

Hence, I set aside my word lists and failed attempts at mugging, and started creating interesting stories and anecdotes to make indelible imprints of this foreign language in my mind. This was the genesis of my interest in the English language and, consequently, the first book in this series—English Bites!

It’s time for one more confession: Converting this deficiency into a book was initially driven by my nineteen-year-old self. It started as an idea in my second year of engineering, way back in 1989–1990. When two of my closest friends and I resolved to publish a book each before we turned twenty-one, we agreed that these were the advantages it would have:


	♦Make us precocious in the eyes of potential employers and interviewers during the MBA admission process, and parents and other members of the selection jury of our potential life partners.

	♦Give us a decent advance with which to fund our MBA education, and sizeable royalties for many years to follow. I planned to reserve a part of the royalties for annual vacations in exotic foreign locales.

	♦In my specific case, I had stayed throughout my school life inside the campus of a girls’ college, with our row house facing the girls’ hostel, and had left this beautiful environment to study mechanical engineering (a subject no girl dared to join in my year and many years before and after) at PEC. While this led to a deep appreciation and understanding of how God rebalances our lives, it also strengthened my resolve to attract the attention of the few girls in other departments, amid stiff competition. What better way to attract attention than project my multifaceted personality, fast-developing mastery over the English language (we had declared that we would be writing books in English) and great sense of humour (my book was supposed to be a funny book)?



There was also a fallback with regard to arranging funds for financing the MBA. Titan Industries Ltd (now Titan Company Ltd), a reputed maker of watches and jewellery, had, in 1991–1992, announced plans to launch a range of high-end diamond-studded watches. They had declared a national competition for which each contestant would have to suggest a name for this exclusive range of jewelled watches. I saw the announcement in the newspapers and immediately knew I was going to win it. The only hitch was the reliability of the Indian postal system, as my winning entry had to be delivered by the cut-off date. Hence, I bought several envelopes and mailed my entry via different letter boxes. I even took a couple of copies to post from my home town, Rohtak, while I took advantage of an unscheduled opportunity to savour home food for a few days and revel in the thought of financing my MBA education and annual exotic vacations to foreign lands with the prize money. I lounged around, deep in daydreams, all the while indulging in excessive bunking of classes.

God, I now know, has many ways to punish recalcitrant* college students who bunk classes as they succumb to temptations of home food. I am not sure whether He ensured that none of my more than two dozen letters reached the contest organizers before the cut-off date, or influenced the minds of the judges to decide against my extremely innovative and relevant entry for diamond-studded watches—Diadem.† They chose, instead, the name Raga.

Well, diamond, for many centuries, has been the hardest substance known to mankind. It comes from the word adamas, the Greek name for a legendary, indestructible metal (from a—‘without’—and daman—‘to conquer, tame, subdue’). This rings a bell as, finally, I see the relevance of the name of the jewellery brand, D’damas.‡ It also brings to my mind a somewhat painful childhood memory, when despite my best efforts, I couldn’t outdo my friend and fierce competitor Daman Malhotra in either academics or sports.

I finally bested him in Class X, when, contrary to the general expectation of teachers and fellow students, I topped the school and Daman was nowhere in the top five on the merit list. He was heartbroken but sure there was a major scoring error in his mathematics paper. He was naturally adamant about seeking a revaluation. My name was painted on the honour roll of the school, only to be erased for his name as soon as his revaluation results in mathematics came out a few weeks later. Daman had subdued competition and lived up to his name in more ways than one.

How? Well, you may be surprised to know that Daman’s adamancy was an extension of his name, as the word adamant also comes from the Greek adamas. I am not too sure that Daman’s parents had sufficient knowledge of linguistics to give their son a Greek name. They didn’t have to. Daman is very much a part of Hindi vocabulary with a similar meaning: ‘one who controls’.

Interesting, isn’t it? It just shows how Proto-Indo-European languages are connected. Daman comes from PIE base *deme-, ‘to constrain, to force, to break (horses)’, which is also the basis for another popular Hindu name Damayanti—‘one who tames, subdues, conquers’.
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TEATOTALLER

Shortly after I began my third year of engineering, one of my father’s long-lost friends—one of his seniors at college—Mohan Lal Chaddha, coincidentally shifted to my hometown on a transfer. Engineering student and budding author was an extremely rare combination those days, and I hoped to be the centre of attention at the reunion when the two families met one evening at this uncle’s sprawling bungalow in the middle of several acres of farmland. (For the benefit of dwellers of metropolitan cities, civil-services postings in smaller cities come with these perks.)

As we entered the fortified bungalow and gingerly made our way to the drawing room, we were mesmerized by the wonderful paintings occupying every inch of wall space. The moment we sat on the sofa, our eyes fell on piles of books positioned prominently on the side tables. The thread connecting fine art with poetry and literature was Charu Chaddha, who we correctly inferred to be the multi-talented and illustrious wife of the industrious Mr Mohan Lal Chaddha. We later found out that she had majored in English literature and, with a bevy of servants to take care of the household, was fully immersed in pursuing her two passions. She was quite intrigued to know that a lad whose proficiency in the English language seemed severely dented (I guess she easily inferred that from my fluency, choice of words, and pronunciation), was writing a book to make English language learning simple and fun for others.

During the first break from the animated chatter about Dad’s and Uncle’s escapades* in their college days, and our admiration of and questions about the lovely paintings and poetry books, she requested my help. She was writing a poem and was looking for an apt word to describe a difficult-to-comprehend, uncommon, and very strong emotion in the plot. ‘Should I use the word esoteric or abstruse or arcane?’ she asked in an almost pleading tone that broke my heart. I wanted to help and put her out of this misery but I couldn’t. ‘Not to say that I haven’t heard these words or read about their meanings, but as you see, I have just begun my research on this subject and may not be the best person to ask for finer differences in word meanings,’ I stammered in my defence as I tried to extricate† myself from this embarrassing situation.

She quickly proceeded, in a condescending‡ tone, to explain her own understanding and appreciation of the subtle nuances in the meanings of those words, but my mind was so numbed by the exposé* that I kept nodding my head in absolute agreement, without registering a single word.

It was teatime, and I desperately needed an escape. Moreover, who was I to risk drinking tea and ruining my complexion? Before I could get up from my sunken position on the sofa, the liveried† male servant walked in with a large tray filled with cups of tea. I excused myself and sought directions to their lawn. (I wanted to take as many deep breaths of fresh air as I could, to get away from the artistic and intellectual claustrophobia inside.)

But Aunty Charu Chaddha wouldn’t let me have my way. She asked me if I wanted a different kind of tea, such as Darjeeling tea (green tea wasn’t an available option then) or some different combination of ingredients (without sugar, without milk, without sugar and milk, etc.). It was then that I had a brainwave; I could use this opportunity to show off my language expertise and redeem the family honour. I proudly announced to her that I am a teatotaller. ‘Oh!’ she said, and looked momentarily shocked (probably at this refusal to have a hot cup of tea in cold weather) but quickly settled for a soft smile. But she didn’t give up on me. She asked me if I wanted coffee, cola, or juice—but I was not in the mood for these softer alternatives, especially after what I had endured a little while earlier.

Dad and Uncle, had, in the meantime, retired to Uncle’s study and were enjoying their Patiala pegs.


A Patiala peg is a measure of liquor popular in North India. It refers to a quantity (120 ml) that is usually twice the amount of alcohol in a single large peg* (60 ml) though the rough-and-ready measure is the amount of liquor needed to fill a glass equal to the height between the index and little finger when they are held parallel to one another.

The name originates from the city of Patiala (incidentally, the place of my birth) in the state of Punjab in North India, and has an interesting history. The Maharaja of Patiala, an avid sportsman, invited the Irish team ‘The Viceroy’s Pride’ to play a friendly match of tent pegging (a cavalry sport of ancient origin) in the early 1900s. He apparently made this peg to trick the Irish team into drinking twice as much whiskey as they could handle before this game so that his own team could win.



Uncle wondered what his friend’s grown-up son was doing sitting with the ladies. So my dad reluctantly sent another liveried male servant to fetch me. Uncle offered to make me a drink, after chiding me for not taking the hint when they had got up and, instead, continuing to sit with the ladies. I promptly sat down and drowned my sorrows in a mug of beer.

It was when I was back home that my mom gently pointed out to me that teetotaller (note the slight difference in the spelling of the actual word) is one who abstains from partaking* of alcoholic beverages, and not caffeinated drinks like tea, coffee, or colas. In my naiveté, I had assumed that I was a tea-totaller. After all, shouldn’t this word refer to the total abstinence from tea? I felt even more miserable, visualizing Uncle and Aunty sitting together and sharing a hearty laugh when she told him that that I had refused tea because I am a teetotaller, and Uncle divulged that I had gladly downed (gulped down) a mug of beer.

How could I not then investigate the mystery of ‘teetotaller’? I realized that the tee part of teetotaller was merely to emphasize the totality of the abstinence—it was not partial but Total. There are two different claimants to its origin, but the jury is still out on this one. One anecdote attributes the origin of the word to a meeting of the Preston Temperance† Society, Lancashire in 1833 where one Richard (Dicky) Turner exhorted people to abstain from all liquors of an intoxicating quality, whether ale, porter, wine, or ardent‡ spirits, except as medicine. This abstinence couldn’t be partial but T-total. An alternative explanation is that as early as 1827, in some temperance societies, signing a ‘T’ after one’s name signified one’s pledge for total abstinence.

I also figured that the construction is not unique, as the dictionary gave me another example: D-Day.

The expression D-Day, it seems, stems from the planning of a large-scale military operation where the detailed plan is made long before the specific date of the attack is set. In order to be perfectly co-ordinated and complete a number of crucial steps leading to the day and hour of the attack, such plans usually refer to the days preceding the day of the invasion as D (meaning ‘day’) minus 21, D minus 14, and so on, up to the day before, D minus 1. So the logical question is: What should one call the day of the attack?

If I were somehow given the honour and privilege of suggesting a suitable name, thinking logically and taking a cue from the MBA campus-placement process, I would have liked to call it D-Zero. But mysteriously, the day of the invasion became D-Day, which, as we now know, translates to ‘Day-Day’!

While many other invasions and operations had a designated D-Day, both before and after the day of landings in the Normandy region of North Western France, 6 June 1944 is by far the best-known D-Day. On this day, one of the best-kept secrets of World War II initiated the Western Allied effort to liberate mainland Europe from Nazi occupation. Incidentally, this event was originally set for 5 June 1944, but bad weather and heavy seas caused General Dwight D. Eisenhower to delay until 6 June.

Just prior to the invasion, General Eisenhower transmitted his historic message to all the members of the Allied Expeditionary Force. It read, in part: ‘You are about to embark upon the great crusade,* toward which we have striven these many months.’ In his pocket was a statement, never used, to be read out in case the invasion failed.
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BET YOU CAN’T SPELL PICCADILY

Let me confess—I can’t. Years of experience have also taught me not to get carried away in a massive wave of self-confidence and bet money or reputation, or both, on the spellings, meanings, pronunciations, or etymology of English words. Hence, I will not bet on the spelling of Piccadily. Back in PEC, I was not that wise.

Having memorized the etymology of almost all well-known four-letter words, I once boasted about this achievement to my friend Avinash, who soon tricked me into committing a lavish meal at the ritzy Hotel Piccadily should I fail when quizzed.

In hindsight, I realize that this was a one-sided bet with no downside for Avinash. But how does one think along those lines in one’s youth, when the focus is entirely on showing off one’s mastery in a subject that one has only recently begun to study?

The four-letter word he asked me about was quiz. I tried to remember if I had ever learnt this, and reluctantly gave up. I was surprised to be told that this word didn’t have the typical origin of any other word in Latin,


Incidentally, the name of the hotel is probably influenced by Piccadilly, a road in London, running from Hyde Park Corner to Piccadilly Circus. Piccadilly is one of the widest and straightest streets in central London and houses several notable London landmarks and buildings, including the Ritz Hotel.

This brings me to the Americanism ritzy, which means ‘swanky; elegant; posh’: a ritzy neighbourhood; a ritzy hotel. The adjective ‘ritzy’ is an eponym, a word based on or derived from a person’s name, and that famous person is César Ritz (1850–1918), a Swiss hotelier and founder of the luxurious Ritz hotels in New York, London, Paris, etc. His name also resulted in the expression put on the ritz, which means ‘assume an air of superiority’.



Greek, German, French, etc. It was apparently created as a lark* and, over time, became a part of common usage. It thereupon gained respect by acceptance in lexicons as well. My friend told me that this word was coined as an outcome of a bet between two friends, wherein one of them, the proprietor of the Dublin theatre, Richard Daly, declared that he could, within forty-eight hours, make a nonsensical word known throughout the city, and that the public would provide a meaning for it.

After the performance one evening, he gave his staff cards with the word quiz written on them and told them to write the word on the walls around the city. The next day, the strange word was the talk of the town, and within a short period of time, became part of the language. Before taking Avinash out for a treat of butter chicken and butter nan, I thought it wise to check these facts. Thankfully, it appears that the veracity of this picturesque tale, which appeared as an anecdote in 1836, is doubtful, since the usage of the word quiz was first recorded by Fanny Burney in her diary on 24 June 1782, implying an odd or eccentric person. In English dialects and probably American English, the word quiz acquired connotations related to interrogation and questioning. This presumably occurred because quiz was associated with questioning, inquisitiveness, or perhaps with the English-dialect verb quiset—‘to question’ (probably itself short for the Latin inquisit—‘to investigate’—and the source of the English word ‘inquisitive’).

Even long after I had stopped betting on matters related to the language, I continued to mentally challenge authors and journalists. I was humbled on 7 September 2013 when I woke up and paid a customary glance to the Bombay Times section of the Times of India. A news clip on actor couple Saifeena’s Roman holiday caught my eye.1(Saifeena is the name given by the Indian press to the Saif Ali Khan and Kareena Kapoor Khan duo, similar to Brangelina.)

The fourth-last line of the report really irked me. The Times of India was calling Saif and Kareena Bollywood’s most emaciated couple! Now, that is in bad taste! I said to myself. The much-touted size-zero Kareena (after she went on a strict diet for one of her earlier films) notwithstanding, the writers should know that the word emaciated has a negative connotation. It means abnormally lean or thin as a result of an illness or an extreme lack of food. This word didn’t fit in with the overall complimentary tone of the article and was a poor choice to describe someone who was slim in a healthy way, and not due to persistent malnourishment.*


‘With back-to-back shoots in India, Kareena Kapoor Khan and Saif Ali Khan are unable to actually spend time with each other. Recently, she was in Bhuj and he in Mumbai for extensive schedules of their individual assignments. But Bebo’s cloud has a silver lining. She will join her actor husband in London when he starts shooting for Sajid Khan’s Humshakals and also attend the auction being held by his family, the proceeds of which are going to the Tiger Eye Hospital. Kareena will be auctioning her Chammak Challo red sari from Ra.One. We also heard from sources that Bollywood’s most emaciated and very-much-in-love-with-each-other couple is planning a quick getaway from London to Rome. Guess marrying a Nawab does have its perks.’



Thankfully, I didn’t immediately use social media to vent my ire on the deteriorating quality of film journalists and editors at the Times of India, and decided to read the article once again. To my utter surprise and disbelief, I realized that the word used by them was not emaciated but emancipated! Grrr . . . but wait—does this make some sense to me? I needed time to think as I only had a foggy idea when it came to the meaning of this word. When the fog refused to dispel even after much pleading, I decided to let my lazy hippocampus lie and instead, to look up the dictionary.

Emancipation is presently used to mean liberation, setting free, unshackling, letting go, etc.: The psychiatrist helped emancipate Mathew from the imagined fear that someone was plotting to kill his son, who was already emaciated due to disease. The sentence: ‘We also heard from sources that Bollywood’s most emancipated and very-much-in-love-with-each-other couple is planning a quick getaway from London to Rome,’ now made perfect sense. I also took this opportunity to dig a little deeper into the etymology of this word and was delighted to discover its interesting history.

The history took me to pastoral fields and the tranquil lives of village folk—to a time when virtues of division of labour were well known and actively practised. The entire village’s cattle were entrusted to one or a few herders. But this begs the question: How did the simple and often gullible village folk identify their cattle from among that of their wily neighbours? For centuries, farmers marked their livestock by cutting distinctive notches in the animal’s ears to indicate ownership. In Biblical times, this custom also extended to human property. Romans had prescribed ceremonies for the purchase and liberation of slaves. When they were bought, the new master laid his hand upon them as a token of possession. This act was called mancipium—possession by the hand.

This practice gave birth to the English word emancipate (from the Latin emancipatus, comprising e, ‘away’; manus, ‘hand’; and capio, ‘to take’) and it etymologically means to liberate or release slaves by literally taking their hands off the slaves.

According to the Book of the Covenant* (Exodus† 20:20 through 23:33), a slave purchased by his master was to be released after six years. Should he, however, choose to remain in his master’s service forever, a religious ceremony was necessary to ratify‡ his decision. ‘The master shall bring him to the door and shall bore his ear through with an awl.§’ (Exodus 21:6)



The practice of boring the ear of the slaves was possibly to symbolize the duty of obedience, as the ear was the organ of hearing. Interestingly, this practice gave birth to the word earmark. Earmark, in the figurative sense of ownership, was first recorded in 1577. In the nineteenth century, the term came to be appropriated to money designated or set aside for a special purpose. Today, its application is much wider.2

This research took a more interesting turn when I realized that making distinctive notches and marks on the ears (hence the word earmark) of slaves and animals to indicate ownership were not the only means of identification. This process gave way to a simpler and quicker method of branding animals with a heated seal, uniquely designed for each and every cattle-raising household. However, one person found yet another way to identify cattle without any effort and without inflicting pain on the animals.

That noble soul was a nineteenth-century Texan called Samuel Maverick. He was a lawyer, a politician, and a land baron. He did not permit his cattle to be branded. He managed to convince everyone that while all the other cattle were branded, the unbranded ones would be his.

Maverick’s stated reason for not branding his cattle was that he didn’t want to inflict pain on them, as branding required stamping their skin with a heated seal. Other ranchers, however, suspected his true motivation to be that it allowed him to claim any unbranded cattle as his own. Personally, I believe that there was an equal or even higher possibility of this playing out the other way around, i.e., anyone else could brand his cattle and claim them—hence, Maverick actually took a big risk by leaving his cattle unbranded.

English already had a word—nonconformist*—to describe this kind of individual; a person who doesn’t follow the general convention or conform to established customs, attitudes, or ideas, and is dictated by his own idiosyncrasies and whims. But English has never been shy of introducing synonyms. This act of nonconformism immortalized Samuel Maverick. His surname was added to the lexicon, and there is a county in Texas that has been named after him (Maverick County).

Maverick refers to an unbranded range animal, especially a calf that has been separated from its mother, traditionally considered the property of the first person who brands it. It also means someone who exhibits a streak of stubborn independence, refuses to abide by dictates or resists adherence to a group; a dissenter. Today, the meaning of this word has been expanded to include a person pursuing rebellious, even potentially disruptive, policies or ideas.

Incidentally, the Maverick family played quite a major role in expanding the vocabulary of the English language. Samuel Maverick’s grandson Maury Maverick, an American businessman and a lawyer by profession, coined the word gobbledygook in the year 1944. Gobbledygook or gobbledegook (sometimes gobbledegoo) is language containing jargon, or roundabout or convoluted expression that is excessively hard to comprehend.

According to Michael Quinion, Mr Maverick’s comments, recorded in the New York Times Magazine, were made when he was the democratic chairman of the US Congress Smaller War Plants Committee. He was being critical of the obscure language used by other committee members and used the term in a memo dated 30 March 1944, banning ‘gobbledygook language’ and mock threatening: ‘Anyone using the words activation or implementation will be shot.’ Maverick said he had been inspired by a turkey when he coined the term—a turkey that was ‘always gobbledy gobbling* and strutting† with ludicrous‡ pomposity§’—and had, essentially, made up the word in imitation of a turkey noise.

When I read this, my head started spinning. On one hand, Maverick was critical of people using words like activation or implementation, which he found obscure, and on the other hand, he found nothing wrong with his own choice of words—gobbling, strutting, pomposity and ludicrous! How ridiculous!
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SLAVERY AND SLAVIC NATIONS

It is funny how a misread led me down the path of exploration and left me wiser. Let’s take this a step further and dive a little deeper into the etymology of slavery. The word slave comes from the Middle English word sclave as Slavs were commonly indentured in the early middle ages. Slavs are one of the groups indigenous* to eastern, south-eastern, and Central Europe, including Russians and Ruthenians (Eastern Slavs), Bulgars, Serbs, Croats, Slavonians, Slovenes, etc. (Southern Slavs), and Poles, Czechs, Moravians, Slovaks, etc. (Western Slavs).

Now it should be easy to draw the connection to names of countries like Czechoslovakia (now split into the Czech Republic and Slovakia), Yugoslavia (now split into six republics—Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia—and two autonomous provinces within Serbia, Vojvodina, and Kosovo) and Bratislava.


So many new states, so many new names. There’s bound to be a copyright infringement! When the Republic of Macedonia declared independence in 1991 it immediately got into a dispute with Greece over its name. Why? Due to its similarity with the adjacent Greek region of Macedonia, home of the ancient Greek kingdom Macedon, and its famous ruler Alexander the Great. Even today, millions of ethnic Greeks identify themselves as Macedonians, unrelated to the Slavic people, who are associated with the Republic of Macedonia. The Republic of Macedonia is also accused of appropriating symbols and figures that are historically considered part of Greek culture, such as the Vergina Sun and Alexander the Great, and of promoting the irredentist* concept of a United Macedonia, which involves territorial claims to Greece, Bulgaria, Albania, and Serbia. Interestingly, when it applied for membership to the United Nations, as a result of its dispute over naming rights with Greece, it was admitted in 1993 under the provisional description of ‘the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia’. This makes it the only UN state whose name as per their records begins with ‘the’. The dispute continues to this day.

While this may be the most prominent fallout when it comes to the emergence of new names, Slovenia and Slovakia (both Slavic nations who gained independence at nearly the same time in the 1990s) had to handle a different kind of problem due to the similarity in their names. They’ve been confused and mixed up by world leaders, Olympic officials, and the UN—and according to this Slovak tourism site (http://www.slovak-republic.org/slovenia/), the ‘staff of Slovak and Slovenian embassies meet once a month to exchange wrongly addressed mail’!3



These slaves were exploited with long and gruelling work schedules and fed a diet that was extremely humble and insipid. Gruel was their staple food.

Gruel is a light, usually thin, meal consisting of some type of cereal (oats, wheat, maize, rye flour, rice, etc.), boiled in water or milk. It is a thinner version of porridge that is usually drunk and not eaten.4 Historically, gruel was often made from millet or barley and in hard times, from chestnut flour or oak nuts. It was the staple diet of humans, especially the peasantry. As a very humble and insipid food, it was also considered appropriate for invalids, children recently weaned off their mother’s milk, and later, prisoners.

Since gruel was the staple diet of the peasantry and they are usually involved in physically demanding work, gruel gave birth to gruelling, which means ‘very tiring, physically or mentally demanding to the point of exhaustion’: a gruelling election campaign; a gruelling marathon; a gruelling interview, etc.

Another logical derivation from the humble circumstances of the peasantry was apparent in the term humble pie that formerly meant a pie made from the heart and entrails* (the internal parts of the trunk of an animal body, typically the intestines of a deer). I was truly humbled to discover that the humble of humble pie actually comes from the word numbles, a word from Middle English that meant the innards of an animal, especially of a deer, used as food.

Numbles has a synonym, which is a truncated version—umbles. The pies made from the umbles of a deer were thus naturally called umble pies. With time, people began to forget the origins of this recipe and assumed that its foundations were laid in the humble circumstances of the poor people who consumed this food.

Today, the term has given rise to the idiom eat humble pie, which has taken on the figurative meaning of ‘to be forced to apologize humbly; suffer humiliation’: The PhD student had to eat humble pie when the examiners discovered several logical inconsistencies and calculation errors in his thesis.

While, on one hand, deer entrails gave us humble food, the entrails of pigs and sheep took off in the other direction and became delicious dessert. The stomach or the entrails of a pig, sheep, etc., would be stuffed with minced meat, suet,† seasoning, etc. and boiled and kept in the cupboard till it was needed. This recipe was extended to other foods boiled or steamed in a bag or sack and, by 1670, it had undergone a major overhaul to emerge as a sweet dish while preserving the name. Chefs replaced the minced meat with milk, eggs, and flour or some other thickener, added a flavouring and sweetener, and created a soft dessert we now know and relish as pudding.

Pudding derives from a West-Germanic stem *pud-, ‘to swell’, which aptly describes the look of a person who gorges on puddings and doesn’t desert the dessert counter. This West-German stem has cognates in the English dialectal pod and Scottish pud—‘belly’—which perhaps gives us pudgy and podgy (chiefly British) meaning ‘short and fat or thick; chubby’: an infant’s pudgy/podgy fingers.

Some language scholars believe that pudding may also have stemmed from the Latin botellus—‘sausage’, via the Old French boudin—‘sausage’. The switch from the French b- (‘boudin’) to the English p- (‘pudding’) isn’t that uncommon. One example that readily comes to mind is the French b- in ‘bourse’ change to the English p- in ‘purse’. Interestingly, bourse is also an alternative name for a stock exchange. Over time, it has also developed a second meaning, and also denotes ‘a fund or foundation for the maintenance of the needy scholars in their studies’. Aha—I have finally figured out why my mom suddenly became extremely sought after on her appointment as a bursar of her college. Bursar, literally the purse or bourse keeper, is a treasurer, an official in charge of the financial management of a school, college, or university.

We aren’t done with pudding yet. It gives us a couple of confounding proverbs: the proof of the pudding and another variant, The proof is in the pudding. The latter proverb would gain popularity in our office in the season when the chips were down and everyone was scrambling to meet stiff revenue targets. In the review meetings, if someone was unable to stand the tension in the air or assuage* the frayed nerves of others, and prophesied overshooting of the budget targets by the year end, someone else (usually a more senior person) would jump up and violently thump the desk declaring, ‘the proof is in the pudding’!

The complete proverb is, The proof of the pudding is in the eating, which still makes some sense and means ‘to fully test something, you need to experience it yourself’: Of course, as with any policy on poverty alleviation and eradication of malnutrition, the proof of the pudding is in the eating. But as far as I understand, proof means evidence or argument that establishes something as true or forces someone to believe something as true. That being the case, this proverb doesn’t make sense. I don’t need to consume a pudding to prove its existence, which can be proved by a mere sighting of this sweet dessert.

It starts making sense if we use proof’s less common verb form meaning ‘to test; examine for flaws, errors, etc.; check against a standard or standards’. Naturally, you can’t test a pudding unless you take a bite. I can also pitch in with a personal example. I have proofread this book several times to make sure it is error free. My wife, who is taking baking classes, wants to pitch in too with an example or two. She says that the proof (test of the effectiveness) of yeast is whether or not, after adding it to warm water, the bubbling action occurs. Similarly, she proves the bread dough after the addition of baker’s yeast or some other leavening agent like baking powder, only once it has risen. It seems that the distinction between these two forms of the word was originally quite slight and the meaning of proof as ‘evidence that establishes something as true’ is merely the successful outcome of a test or an examination of whether a proposition is true or not.5

Interestingly, the same less-common verb meaning of proof may come in handy to appreciate the oft-misunderstood and misused phrase, the exception proves the rule. Assume that in a fit of fury over the rapidly rising levels of obesity in India, I declare that only puddings, pizzas and pastas are producing podgy kids, and the next moment, I encounter a podgy kid brought up on none of the above but on a diet of burgers and banana splits—the exception, in fact, disproves my theory. Now, I am stuck and need to be rescued.

It seems that this phrase is derived from a legal principle of republican Rome: exceptio probat regulam in casibus non exceptis. (‘The exception confirms the rule in cases not excepted.’) This means a stated exception to a rule proves the existence of the rule. The second part of the phrase in casibus non exceptis (‘in cases not excepted’) is almost always missing in the modern avatar of the phrase, causing frequent confusion and misuse. An example from my not-so-good old days presents itself: Saturday was a working day for us, with the only consolation being that it was a half-day, when we were allowed to wear jeans and T-shirts to the office. So, this exception proved the rule that jeans and T-shirts weren’t allowed on other days in the office.

Proof comes from the Late Latin proba—‘a test’, a back-formation from the Latin probāre—‘to prove to be worthy, good, upright, virtuous’. This root also gives us probate, a word that evolved as ‘the act or process of proving before a duly authorized person that a document submitted for official certification and registration, especially a will, is genuine’. If we want to put a person on trial to test this person’s conduct, character, performance, etc. he or she is on probation. This word has achieved fame in India as the abbreviation PO (probationary officer), a level at which officers join state-owned banks for a two-year probationary period whereupon, depending on their conduct and performance, they are confirmed to permanent roles.

According to the law, there is a way to deal with offenders, especially young persons guilty of minor crimes or first offenses, by allowing them a conditional release (called probation), wherein their conduct is under the careful supervision of a probation officer. If their behaviour is found to be reprobate (Latin re-, ‘opposite of, reversal of previous condition’, and probare—‘prove to be worthy, good, upright, virtuous’), i.e., morally depraved, unprincipled beyond hope of repair, they can be imprisoned. If, instead, they start leading a life of probity (‘integrity and uprightness; honesty’) and honour, they are set free. They can even take the qualifying exam for a probation office in the police, or become a probationary officer in a state-owned bank.
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THE DOMINO EFFECT

I have pizza. I gain weight. I get depressed. I eat more pizza. I gain more weight. I get more depressed. This is called the Domino(’s) effect.6


A domino effect is the cumulative effect of a series of events precipitated by one event. One can see it as a linked sequence of events where the time between successive events is relatively small. It can be used literally (an observed series of actual collisions, as in, a falling row of dominoes) or metaphorically (causal linkages within systems such as global finance or politics).

Interestingly, from the 1950s to the 1980s, the domino theory was promoted at times by the United States government, and there was speculation that if one state in a region was influenced by communism, then the surrounding countries would follow in a domino effect. It was used by successive United States administrations during the Cold War to justify the need for American intervention around the world.



A man was terribly overweight, so his doctor put him on a diet. ‘I want you to eat regularly for two days, then skip for a day, then eat regularly again for two days, then skip for a day,’ said the doctor. ‘Keep this up for two weeks. The next time I see you, you should have lost at least five pounds.’

When the patient returned, he shocked the doctor—he had lost nearly sixty pounds! ‘Why, that’s amazing!’ the doctor said. ‘Did you follow my instructions?’ The man nodded. ‘I’ll tell you, though, I thought I was going to drop dead on the third day.’

‘From the hunger, you mean?’ asked the doctor.

‘No, from all that skipping!’

Skipping meals and sipping diet colas is a popular though unhealthy fad among those who want to slim down or keep their weight and waistline in check. Physicians term it anorexia nervosa, a disorder that primarily affects adolescent girls and young women. They suffer from a pathological fear of becoming fat and, hence, often succumb to excessive dieting.

Another slimming technique that soon turns into an eating disorder is bulimia nervosa. It is characterized by frequent episodes of an excessive intake of food, followed by self-induced vomiting or laxative* and/or diuretic† abuse to avoid weight gain. It is often followed by guilt and depression, and affects mostly young women of average weight. It is also called the binge-purge syndrome since the person first gorges themselves (binges) on food and then flushes it out (or purges themselves of it).

Some creatures have the opposite problem. They do not put on weight no matter how much and how many times they hog in a day. After taking into account the difference in size, a small shrew beats the gargantuan* appetite of even a whale quite handsomely. How? A shrew is a mouse-like animal with a longish snout†, has a high metabolism and hence needs a lot of energy to survive. In addition, due to its small size, its surface area as a proportion of its volume is so large that it loses a lot of heat to its surroundings. Consequently, it has to eat voraciously to stay alive—often up to 80–90 per cent of its body weight per day, and has often been known to kill creatures that are far larger than itself.

Incidentally, the term shrew is also used to refer to a woman who is violent, scolding, or nagging. This association is apparently derived from some supposed malignant characteristic of the animal, which was once believed to have a venomous bite and held in superstitious dread. William Shakespeare gave this word public recognition in his play, The Taming of the Shrew.

The voracious appetite of a shrew is matched by that of a hummingbird. This bird is named so due to the humming sound it generates as it flaps its wings extremely rapidly (38–78 times per second for smaller hummingbirds, 18–28 times per second for larger ones, and 8–10 times per second for giant hummingbirds). Because it loses so much energy in the process of living up to its name, it needs to drink nectar from flowers almost continuously (every ten minutes) to stay alive.

So, in conclusion, the secret formula is that one must work as hard as a hummingbird or try to extend the surface area of the body (which corresponds to heat loss) in proportion to one’s weight (which corresponds to heat generation), like a shrew. If you tire and retire easily, or your skin refuses to stretch, try more natural methods. There is a lot more to learn from the animal kingdom.

Observing animals living in well-stocked conservatories and jungles with abundant food supply, it’s amazing that I have never came across a fat or even slightly out-of-shape animal, except the ones that need to stock up to hibernate during harsh and long winter spells.

These are my theories to explain this phenomenon:


	a)They haven’t learnt how to make pizzas, pastas, puddings, pastries, cakes, chips, colas, cheesy fries, burgers, banana splits, and doughnuts that ooze fat and sugar. A direct outcome of their lack of culinary expertise is that their taste buds are woefully primitive. Naturally, if the food is raw and often rolled in dirt, one would love to stop eating as soon as one is full.

	b)They haven’t invented sophisticated hunting gear and weaponry, and thus need to frequently resort to a mix of long-distance runs and sprints. These are part of their daily schedule to look for food and save themselves from becoming someone else’s.

	c)The growth and shedding of their body hair (a natural and extremely effective insulator) is auto-regulated and hence controls the amount of heat they lose to their surroundings. This is a wonderful thing that Homo sapiens unfortunately left behind during evolution.



If someone is skinny and feels cold all the time, that person would do well to cover themselves nicely. Women hardly lose hair from their head, so bald or balding men could add a fashionable cap as part of their attire. Another thing that occurs to males is to grow a beard. Abraham Lincoln did that too, and became the first US President to sport one. Lincoln, who stood six feet four inches (193 cm) tall, was well-muscled as a young adult but was always thin. He grew a beard at the request of twelve-year-old Grace Bedell, who wrote to him, opining that a beard would look better on him as his face was thin. I am sure it also helped prevent heat loss from his face. Although I am not certain whether he ever complained about feeling cold, it most definitely made his physiognomy and his persona look a little fuller.

‘Beard’ comes from the Latin barba—‘beard’—which gives us our friendly neighbourhood barber. This occupation began in ancient Egypt, where both men and women shaved their heads and wore wigs,* and higher-ranking officials often shaved their entire bodies. Egypt’s wealthy citizens and royalty were often tended to by personal slaves, who dressed their wigs, and cleaned and shaved their bodies. Gradually, a working class of independent barbers developed, who would perform these duties for all members of society.

Did you know that from about 1000 AD to well into the 1800s, barbers were not just hair-cutters but also well-known dentists and surgeons? But why? Since barbers doubled as manicurists, they became adept at digging out hangnails (a small piece of partly detached skin at the side or base of the fingernail), and ingrown nails and hair. They also cleaned ears, lanced abscesses, boils, and minor skin irritants, gave enemas, set fractures, created ritual tattoos or scars, branded slaves, and embalmed the dead. They began by checking the mouth for infections and cavities, and eventually came to pull teeth and lance infected gums. Because of their knives, they were called in to castrate animals, which was similar to castrating humans.



One of the principle surgical duties of the barber was bloodletting, which was done for a number of reasons. The idea was to let bad or morbid blood out of the body so that it would be replaced by fresh, healthy blood. Bleeding of patients was done in many ways, including cupping* and using leeches, but the most common was cutting a patient’s vein and letting the blood flow into a small basin.

Barbers were restricted to the cutting of hair and dentistry under the reign of Henry VIII in the 1500s, but it was only in the 1800s that dentists, barbers, and surgeons became distinct professionals. For some time, surgery was thought of as a rather low profession among doctors, since barbers shared it with medical men. As knowledge of anatomy and medical procedure became more precise, more patients began surviving elaborate and dramatic surgeries. As fewer barbers were called upon to perform surgery, that aspect of the profession died out. The last barber–surgeon died in the 1820s.


Interestingly, in the United Kingdom, the Republic of Ireland, and some Commonwealth countries (such as South Africa and Australia), many surgeons use the title Mr (or Miss, Ms, Mrs), rather than Dr. Until the nineteenth century, earning a medical degree was not required to become a qualified surgeon. Hence, the modern practice of reverting from ‘Dr’ to ‘Mr’ after successfully completing qualifying exams in surgery (e.g. Membership of the Royal College of Surgeons) is a historical reference to the origins of surgery in the United Kingdom when there were non-medically-qualified barber–surgeons.
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STUBBLE AND STUMBLE

Barbershops were thereafter virtually unchanged in appearance or terminology until the beginning of the twentieth century, which saw the emergence of hair salons. (Incidentally, salon was originally used only to refer to a drawing room or reception room in a palace or a large house.) In hair salons, the focus wasn’t so much on hair cutting as hairdressing, which involved a combination of shampooing, cutting, colouring, oiling, styling, and texturing. Soon, even hair ceased to be the subject of focus as beauty salons started offering more generalized services related to skin care (facials), nail care (manicures and pedicures), facial aesthetics (waxing, threading, sun tanning, and bleaching), and overall mental and physical health (meditation, massages, mud baths, aroma therapy, and oxygen therapy), in addition to hair dressing.

The terms ‘hair salon’ and ‘beauty salon’ are still not passé, but in the 1960s, yet another word captured the imagination of health and beauty professionals. This word is derived from the name of a Belgium mineral spring. Since the fourteenth century, it had been known that the water of this mineral spring had curative properties, and sick people with illnesses caused by iron deficiencies were treated by drinking its iron-rich spring water. It was developed as a health resort that soon expanded into a town. The name of this town in eastern Belgium: Spa. Today, the meaning of ‘spa’ has expanded to include a fashionable hotel or resort and also a place with therapeutic services, such as massages, saunas, baths and manicures.

For the last few years, I have been seeing small car garages pulling down their traditional signboards and emerging as car spas, and hair salons moving up the value chain and calling themselves hair spas.


Incidentally, if anyone is planning to become an entrepreneur and open a ladies-only spa, I have a tagline ready: ‘damsels in de-stress’.7

For a ladies-only haircutting salon, it could be ‘damsels in de-tress’ and for a ladies-only clothing store, ‘damsels in dis-dress’.



I resist visiting hair spas to avoid paying a premium for the trendy nomenclature. But I do visit a hair salon for a customary haircut about once a month. There again, naive customers like me are soon trapped into getting a nourishing hair spa done for our listless mop of hair. They first shampoo my hair and then apply their trade-secret hair spa lotion.

I have, by engaging the hair spa expert attending to me in heart-to-heart conversations, and by offering him generous tips, made him reveal the secret constituents of this supremely expensive lotion—protein hair conditioner, castor oil, glycerine, hair oil supplemented with Vitamin E, and vinegar. I am now pursuing him to reveal the ratios of these constituents so that I can make the lotion at home.

This procedure is followed by a haircut. Immediately thereafter, I am tempted to get a head massage done to improve the circulation of blood in my scalp. The way they say it, it seems that I will come out of that session with significantly improved blood circulation in my brain and a correspondingly elevated IQ, and so I gladly take that offer.

What starts as a vigorous thumping, crumping action using bare hands soon gives way to a mild tapping with a buzzing sound as the masseur proceeds to wear a vibratory massager on one of his hands and slowly moves it around on my head. The masseur then pokes his index finger into one of my ears and suddenly, the mild buzz and tap rises to a crescendo, shaking and waking up every single neuron in my head. As soon as my head and my ears have stopped humming from the sound and vibrations of this pulsating device, my face, neck, shoulder, and back experience a painful spasm that needs to be assuaged through a massage.

Once this ritual is over and I attempt to make a dash for the door, mainly to conserve my cash and show some consideration for waiting customers, my limbs start flailing,* then failing, and finally, I flop down on their cushioned bench for a rejuvenating, full-body, hot olive oil massage. So much for a haircut!

Another trend that has emerged is that old and crumbling film magazines have disappeared from hair salons as waiting customers play with their mobile devices or sing along with the karaoke on their iPods or smartphones. So, in some ways, life has gone back a full circle. In the seventeenth century, barbers kept a musical instrument (a flat-backed lute called a cittern, also called a gittern, or an English guitar) in their shops so that waiting customers could entertain themselves. But, as one would normally expect from a motley* crowd, the music produced wasn’t great, and barber’s music evolved as a term to mean ‘wretched, poorly performed music; a discordant cacophony’.

Incidentally, the profession of hair-cutting also evolved into a surname and Samuel Barber (1910–1981) produced some outstanding music, winning, in the process, a Pulitzer Prize for Music and a Grammy Award for the Best Classical Contemporary Composition. So now we have barber’s music (discordant cacophony) and Barber’s music (concordant symphony).

The word beard has spawned a number of words in English, though not as many as the number of styles it can be groomed into. A barbel is a fish with hair-like protrusions around its mouth. A similar protrusion (though made of goose feathers) at the back of an arrow gives us its synonym barb. This brings me to its interesting connection with aerodynamics. One may wonder why we need to add additional weight and increase the air drag by mounting feathers behind an arrow. However, as per the principles of aerodynamics, this drag imparts spin, which further stabilizes the arrow and improves its accuracy—much like the rifling in a firearm’s barrel does to a bullet.

The meaning of barb has expanded to mean the point or pointed part projecting backward from a main point, as in a fishhook or arrowhead—possibly due to its shape, which resembles a long, pointed beard. In botany and zoology, it means a hooked or sharp bristle; and in figurative usage, a cutting remark; a strong insult or criticism: He has taken a stand and stuck to his idea, ignoring the cruel barbs of cynics.

‘Beard’ also gives us a fencing term. No, I am not talking about the sport, but ‘a barrier, of wooden or metal posts, rails, wire mesh, etc., used as a boundary or means of protection or confinement’. Usually, we use a barbed wire for fencing which is nothing but a wire that has barbs (or, should I say, grown a beard).

Shaggy beards are directly connected with suave, clean-shaven bankers. What! While this statement looks quite oxymoronic, it is indeed true. In the sixth century, the invasion of Italy by the Germanic people called Lombards sounded the death knell for the illustrious Roman Empire. They settled in the northern region of Italy that became known as Lombardy. Lombards, in the Middle Ages, were notable throughout Western Europe as bankers, money-lenders and pawn-brokers. London’s Lombard Street (c.1200) was originally the site of houses of Lombard bankers.

The connection with beards becomes apparent when we dive into etymology. ‘Lombard’ comes from the Late Latin langobardus, often said to mean, literally, ‘long-beards’—possibly derived from the long, flowing mane these Germanic tribesmen grew and groomed. After naming a street and a prominent region of a country, beards grew ambitious enough to name an entire country after them. They chose Barbados (literally, ‘bearded one’), a name derived either from the beards of the indigenous people or from the bearded appearance of the island’s fig trees.

Barbados reminds me of a game that my daughter Tammy and I regularly play. We select one continent from the globe and she has to tell me the names of all the countries and their capital cities in that continent. Each correct answer gets her one point and each partially correct answer gets her half a point. For now, there are no negative points for a wrong answer. However, I may introduce this once she gets older.

You may wonder how names of capitals can be partially correct. Here is an example:

Papa: What is the capital of Bolivia?

Tammy: Paz

Papa: Tammy, this only gets you half a point as the full name is La Paz.

At this point, Tammy sheepishly admits that she didn’t have a clue and said ‘pass’, so that I could tell her the answer and move on to the next question.

Occasionally, she gets stuck or interchanges the names. Then, we resort to some mnemonics. Recently, we were discussing the continent of Europe and she kept getting confused between Bucharest (the capital of Romania) and Budapest (the capital of Hungary). The mnemonic for this one came rather easily. There is a girl named Bucha (agreed—an odd name for a girl) who is very fond of roaming the streets of Romania. When she gets tired of roaming, Bucha rests. (Bucharest is the capital of Romania.)

There is another girl named Buda (agreed—an even more odd name for a girl) whose head is infected with pests (perhaps lice). Buda’s scalp itches constantly and she can’t help scratching her head. She often wonders how these pests are so hungry that they keep feeding off her scalp all the time! (Budapest is the capital of Hungary.)

Tammy could relate better to Buda (even if she preferred Bucha as a name to Buda) as she once had an invasion of lice so stubborn that they were immune to all types of lice-removal treatment. Ultimately, they forced her to get her long and luxuriant hair cut really short. This episode got me wondering why haircuts in defence services are so brutally short! My common sense told me that since soldiers need to spend a lot of time in war-affected areas, a close-cropped cut ensures that it is a while before these folks need to get their head of hair shorn. Even when they do, the sheer simplicity of the cut ensures that the job is finished in a couple of minutes, making them fit to fight once again. But why linger and wonder? I called Avinash right away.

Thankfully, he knew. He said that this practice isn’t limited to the army, and soldiers and officers from other wings of defence services (the air force and navy) also do not have the freedom to choose their cut and groom their hair to any length they prefer. The only exception is if someone is prohibited by religious custom to cut hair (e.g., the Sikh community).

It seems that previously, all wings of defence services allowed their men to choose their own coiffure (‘style of arranging or combing the hair’) and coiffeur (‘hairdresser’) as long as they didn’t, of course, allow their hair to grow to paranormal lengths. However, this privilege was abruptly taken away during World War I so that soldiers could concentrate on fighting the enemy instead of plucking and killing the lice from their own heads. I thought he was joking and told him so. He rephrased his statement, added a lot of emphasis through some heavy-sounding words, and suddenly, it appeared believable: ‘Mate, the practice indeed commenced during WWI to arrest the rampant epidemic of head lice among soldiers in the trenches.’*

While Avinash was speaking, one side of my mind had strayed to facial hair. So, as soon as he was done, I popped the question: ‘How about facial hair? I presume soldiers were allowed to grow beards and shaving was not a mandatory daily ritual.’ This question stumped Avinash; he stumbled for an answer, but as a face-shaving, oops, -saving measure, offered to share new insights he had recently gleaned about a new term, ‘five o’clock shadow’, coined by marketing folks at a shaving-implements company.

‘Five o’clock shadow,’ Avinash explained, ‘refers to beard stubble that is visible late in the day, usually around 5 p.m., on men who have shaved their faces that morning.’ The term can also refer to the visible stubble of regrown underarm hair on men or women who shaved their armpits that morning. The term was popularized in the 1930s in the marketing department of the American Safety Razor Company. While dreaming up a new advertising campaign, they decided to try and convince previously unsuspecting men that they suffered from ugly, afternoon-beard growth and that this could only be countered by the purchase and use of ‘Gem Micromatic Blades’ (presumably because these blades promised a much closer shave). Needing a snappy name for this late-afternoon ailment, which would, of course, bar sufferers from any genteel ‘five o’clock dinner’ (the usual dinner time in the 1930s), they chose to call it ‘five o’clock shadow’.8”

Avinash continued to impress me: ‘By the 1980s, shaving-implement companies were facing a different kind of challenge. This was the time when facial stubble* became a fashion trend. Also known as ‘designer stubble’, it was groomed, shaped, and maintained as a regular beard. Well-known designer-stubble sporters, singer George Michael and actor Don Johnson, added the celebrity-endorsement element to this new trend. However, instead of getting foxed by the trend, some companies such as Wahl and Philips saw it as an opportunity, and started manufacturing special beard trimmers designed to maintain facial stubble.’

My friend later called to tell me about his findings on facial-hair rules in the defence services. He confirmed that unless it is on account of a religious custom (like in the Sikh community) or on medical grounds, one needs to be clean shaven in both the Army and Air Force. The Navy, however, permits men to keep beards as long as they are not of the overflowing variety, and are trimmed regularly. ‘This differentiation,’ he added before I could pop the question, ‘is because of the traditional scarcity of water on board naval ships and submarines, and hence, we have the dispensation to break the traditional rule.’

Avinash also confirmed that this tradition has historical military-strategy value as well. The Greeks, in their heyday, sported long hair and curled beards, which required much tending. The Persians defeated Alexander the Great’s men because the Macedonians then had beards, which the Persians could grab and use to pull their enemies to the ground before spearing them to death. After such attacks, Alexander the Great ordered his troops to shave their beards so that their enemies couldn’t use the same tactics again.9

It seems that, for the period between 300 BCE (the time of Alexander the Great) and World War I, military men went back to growing long and luxuriant beards with abandon. A case in point: General Ambrose E. Burnside (1824–1881), a Union Army general during the American Civil War. General Burnside had spectacularly long side-whiskers that joined to his leviathan* moustache. This style, combined with (usually) a clean-shaven chin, gained popularity and earned the name Burnside. College and university students and scholars were the most inspired of the lot to adopt the term and wear the style. However, as with any new fashion, the moustache was soon eliminated from the Burnside look, and the term came to denote the growth of hair down the sides of a man’s face in front of the ears, especially when the rest of the beard is cut off.

In less than a decade from the genesis of Burnside (and its plural form, burnsides), Americans, having forgotten about the general’s contribution to the style and its name, inexplicably swapped it around to sideburns.
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WHO IS AVINASH?

Avinash is a dear friend, and an extremely articulate gentleman who is obsessed with, among other things, the English language, its vast vocabulary and often random and unpredictable pronunciations. He belongs to Palampur, a small and serene town in the hills of Himachal Pradesh. However, courtesy a peripatetic* father, whose job with the Indian Army took him all over the country, including some non-family stations, the Katoch family had decided to settle down in Pathankot so that their two sons could attend school without being uprooted every now and then. The parents appreciated that conceptual clarity takes time to gain deep roots, on which their children could lay the foundation of a successful professional career and a great life.

Shortly after joining the engineering course with me in 1988, Avinash became a subject of intense curiosity and debate amongst our batchmates. He had impeccable oratory skills and a super-sized vocabulary, and knew all the nuances in the pronunciation of words even as similar as accept and except, affect and effect, suit and suite, and many others. He was extremely good at math, and it was our assumption that his skill extended to quantitative techniques and data interpretation. What more did one need to crack any entrance test like CAT, XAT, MAT, GRE, and GMAT?

To our bafflement, Avinash declared that he would work for his country by joining the technical corps* of the army. We couldn’t fully comprehend whether his decision was influenced by patriotic spirit, the allure of an abundant supply of spirits at bargain prices, or the free-spirited childhood he had spent in the sprawling and well-maintained cantonment at Pathankot. We stayed in touch for a few years as he joined the Indian Military Academy at Dehradun for a one-year programme, and then, during his multiple posting to obscure corners of the country. Without the benefit of email or social networking sites, we eventually lost touch.

When we reconnected courtesy Facebook, Avinash was already married to Neha, a pretty marine biologist, and was a father to two disciplined and well-brought-up kids, Jazz and Kiara. We decided to meet the weekend we reconnected, and I drove with my family to his house in the College of Military Engineering at Pune. At the first sight of the open spaces, well-maintained gardens and houses that refused to grow taller than a single storey (unlike the high-rises of Mumbai), I concluded that civilians lead a pretty claustrophobic* life. No wonder we need to escape to the beaches and hills every once in a while.

Avinash was brimming† with tales and trivia from his life in the army, and I was an extremely excited listener.

‘Do you know why a tracked,‡ armoured vehicle is called a tank?’ Avinash asked. When all of us were done with our convoluted and insane theories, he proudly disclosed that this is because when the first tanks were shipped for use in France during World War I, they went under the most strict security measures, and were covered and designed as water tanks! He elaborated: ‘When the British military started working on a new specialized combat vehicle, the project was such a well-guarded secret that the first tank was known as the “instructional demonstration unit”. Its hull was called a “water carrier for Mesopotamia”, until someone pointed out that this term could be abbreviated as W.C., a British abbreviation for a water closet, in other words, a toilet. In a search for a synonymous term, the term “water carrier” was changed to “tank”. Unfortunately, later in the war, a number of Mk IV Tanks were fitted with grapnels to remove barbed wire. They were designated “Wire Cutters” and had the large letters “WC” painted on their rear armour.’

Since I was hanging on to every word he spoke, I had a question for him. I wondered why the part of the tank that was called a ‘water carrier for Mesopotamia’ was itself called a ‘hull’, a purely naval terminology! Avinash’s face suddenly fell. He sheepishly admitted that the army, in 1914, was already using caterpillar tractors for towing heavy guns. When a small number of middle-ranking British Army officers tried to persuade the war office and government to create armoured vehicles, they failed to persuade them to consider, among other suggestions, adapting these caterpillar tractors to create armoured vehicles. The consequence was that early tank development in Great Britain was carried out by the Royal Navy. This also explains why the tanks are studded with naval terminology like hull, hatch, turret, deck, etc.

‘After this little trivia, let me tell you my favourite joke on tanks,’ Avi said. We were all ears.

‘A soldier who had just enlisted in the army requested the commanding officer (CO) for a three-day pass. The CO asked, “Are you crazy? You just joined the army, and you already want a three-day pass? You must do something spectacular for that recognition!” So the soldier came back a day later in an enemy tank! The CO was so impressed, he asked, “How did you do it?” “Well, I jumped into a tank, and went towards the border. As I saw an enemy tank, I put my white flag up. The enemy tank responded by putting up its white flag. I said to the enemy soldier: ‘Do you want to get a three-day pass?’ So we exchanged tanks!”10’

One thing led to another and we began discussing why everything in the defence services is made to look indistinguishable from its surroundings. For instance, tanks and other armoured vehicles are painted shades of green and brown (shades that resemble the colour of foliage* and mud respectively). Similarly, war planes are painted sky blue at the bottom and brown on the top, and soldiers and military equipment are frequently disguised with paint, netting, or leaves. We knew that this was done to hide from the enemy and fool them into advancing with abandon. However, none of us were aware of a specific word in English for this technique—camouflage. Avinash had a joke that he bet would never let anyone forget the meaning of camouflage.

‘The event dates back to the Second World War, wherein due to a severe shortage of trained infantry, women had been summoned to man the base camps. This particular camp was situated in the middle of a forest and had two lovely ladies manning it. The regiment had gone to the front, leaving both of them alone in the camp. Not expecting anyone to return soon, they ventured into the forest. They had travelled some distance, when they spotted a lovely pond with cool, crystal-clear water and surrounding lush green trees. It was rather hot and sultry and they were tempted to have a bath in it.

‘With not a soul in sight, uninhibited,* they took off their clothes and jumped into the pond. They swam to their hearts’ content and then came out to dry themselves in the cool forest breeze. Once dry, they started to put on their clothes. The moment they were done, a shuddering† noise reverberated‡ through the forest: ‘Camouflage squad! March on!’ The girls were horrified to see that the lush green trees that had screened them so well suddenly started moving, and within a minute, there was not a single tree in the vicinity of the pond.’



Incidentally, around the time Avinash and I reconnected, I was working on the early drafts of my first book, which I had tentatively titled My Struggles with English. He immediately rubbished my title and asked me to reserve it for a later book. I assume he was unduly influenced by its similarity to The Story of My Experiments with Truth by Mahatma Gandhi and believed that only famous people have the right to such titles. He didn’t budge, even when I pleadingly pointed out that my book was autobiographical too. Fortunately, he showed deep interest in the manuscript and immediately set out to dig holes in my expression, syntax, grammar, punctuation, choice of words and what not. I am glad that he also managed to fill these holes with substitutes that appealed to the publishers.

When the book, with the revised title English Bites! hit the market, Avinash was one of the first persons I gifted a copy to. I signed it with my fancy signature that I had taken days to create and practise in anticipation of a never-ending queue of excited book lovers requesting my autographs and a photograph. The book also carried a typed personal note of gratitude to Avinash, as years of disuse had spoiled my once artistic handwriting, and it was now an illegible scrawl.

I was soon overwhelmed by his efforts to promote the book in his large and well-distributed circle of friends and relatives. One day, he called and shared his brilliant idea of promoting the book as a gift when people attended the birthday parties of boys and girls in the eighth standard or higher. I had never thought that the target readership of the book could expand so drastically if we moved down from the college-going crowd to school-going children. I had, to be honest, warmed up a little to this vastly expanded potential readership after my elder daughter and my niece had devoured the book over a few days—they were students of the sixth standard. But soon enough, I had dismissed it as a rare case of precocious children whose reading and comprehension skills were much ahead of their age.

Promoting it as a birthday gift sounded as powerful as Cadbury’s plank* to position their chocolates as a gift for someone you love—they’ll always be in demand! In a few days, Avinash was attending a birthday party of his senior’s not-so-studious daughter Alisha and, what better gift than English Bites! to lift her out of bookish boredom and give this lissome† lass some delicious but low-calorie bites of English to polish her already superior language skills. Avinash is an e-commerce freak and despite my advice to immediately pick up a copy from any large bookstore, he was insistent on getting it from an online reseller. This, he sheepishly added, would also get him some discount, but he wanted to make sure that discount was not eating into my royalties.

There is, indeed, something stratospheric about the term ‘royalties’. It makes one imagine one’s lineage to the blue-blooded royal families, lavish living in royal palaces, and being driven around in Rolls Royce stretch limousines. Such is the impact of the mere thought of being paid royalties—I assume a significant number of writers are born merely to get entitled* to this royal benefit.

Coming back to Avinash, once reassured that discounts don’t have an impact on my royalties, he ordered a copy from Amazon.in, then a newly launched e-retailer in India, weaning customers away from existing e-retailers and physical stores with aggressive pricing and offers of free delivery.

But there was something else that had been triggered in his mind due to his choice of the online reseller. He asked me to take my mind off the petite,† lovely ladies he had introduced me to from one of the base camps in the jungles during World War II, and imagine outsized and intimidating women called amazons.

I never knew of this meaning of the word ‘amazon’, and had mistakenly believed that it was coined by an explorer when he uttered the word ‘amazing’ after discovering that what he had assumed to be a sea was actually a river in Brazil. Didn’t the Amazon River get its name from this utterance? I asked.

Avinash clarified that the river in South America (originally called by the Spanish ‘Rio Santa Maria de la Mar Dulce’) was rechristened Amazon by Francisco de Orellana in 1541, after an encounter with female warriors of Brazil. According to a legend, Amazons, who were allies of the Trojans against the Greeks, were deadly efficient warrior women and in order to allow nothing to interfere with their bows and arrows, they used to cut off their right breasts (Greek a mozos—‘without a breast’).

Now my mind began straying further, taking my delicate nose along. I could smell yet another connection between the Greek a mozos and Amazon.com, the global e-commerce giant founded by Jeffrey Preston ‘Jeff’ Bezos. But I couldn’t easily sniff it out. Then it dawned on me—this connection was, indeed, deep rooted—Bezos (Jeff’s surname) and a mozos (the root of his company’s name) are indeed so similar. What an amazing coincidence!
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CON-STABLE

A few weeks later, Avinash emailed me an army joke that caught my attention.

At a function at an army base, a young corporal was bored to death by the long speech that the general was making. He muttered to the lady at his side: ‘What an unbearable old windbag* that fellow is!’ ‘Corporal, do you know who I am?’ The lady glowered† and snapped‡ at him. ‘No, ma’am.’ ‘I am the wife of the general.’ ‘Indeed!’ exclaimed the corporal drawing himself up. ‘And do you know who I am?’—‘No, I don’t,’ said the general’s wife. ‘Thank God!’ exclaimed the corporal as he quickly took to his heels.



The idea of a general’s wife sitting next to a corporal, whom, I thought, was a relatively junior officer in the army, didn’t quite fit, especially given that the army is extremely hierarchy-conscious. Therefore, I was compelled to reconfirm where corporals sit (or stand) in the pecking order. Who else to call but Avinash to lay my piqued* mind to rest?

Avinash confirmed my doubt that a corporal is a non-commissioned* officer ranked just below a sergeant. He also took the opportunity to present some new meanings of ‘corporal’ that hitherto, I had not been aware.

‘Besides its association with the army, corporal also means belonging to or related to the body (from the Latin corpus—‘body’). Hence, corporal punishment is a punishment inflicted on the body e.g. by whipping or beating. Corporation is a body consisting of a large number of people meant to either govern a town or an industry. One such example is the MCD—the Municipal Corporation of Delhi.

‘So, when your boss tells you that many of your suggestions have been incorporated in the new plan, it literally means that these suggestions have become a part of the body of the new plan. If, instead of adding to the body of a plan, we plan to add some fat to a human body, we get a person who is portly, large, and bulky—in other words, a corpulent person. Finally, we come to corsage: the body or waist of a dress, a bodice.† It also refers to a small bouquet worn by a woman on her body, usually at the waist, or sometimes on the wrist or the shoulder.’

I was about to thank Avinash for the profusion‡ of knowledge that my little mind would take some time to assimilate, and request if he could email me this piece, when he caught his breath again and inquired: ‘You might be wondering the role that the root corpus—‘body’—plays in the constitution of the word ‘corporal’ from the army, except that these people have a body that is far more lean and fit! ‘It doesn’t.’ He chuckled and continued, ‘The corporal from the army sources its root from a different country in Europe (Italian capo—“head”).’ Had I had the time to even think along those lines? But he had assumed that I had this niggling doubt in my mind that needed to be immediately addressed.

Now I was truly baffled, as a corporal is not a very senior personnel—he is not only a non-commissioned officer, but is also junior to a sergeant! Avinash only needed a catalyst to continue and I had unfortunately just given him one by giving voice to my doubt. He gleefully continued.

‘A corporal is actually the second junior-most-ranking officer in the hierarchy of the armed services (after a lance corporal in the army and the marines). So, mercifully, there is indeed someone he can boss over. And since we are on this subject, let me tell you that the Italian root capo—‘head’ (as in the corporal)—influenced the Latin capute, capitis—also ‘head’—which later evolved into a diminutive capitellum—‘little head’—and gave us our cadets. By the time this word infiltrated French as ‘cadet’, its meaning had evolved to mean a young officer. Cadet now refers to a student in a national service academy, in a private military school, or on a training ship. It may also refer to a trainee in a business or profession. Cadet is also used to refer to a younger son or brother and is slang for “pimp”.’

This reminded me of my days as a young cadet in the NCC (National Cadet Corps), something I had opted for in college to improve my extra-curricular credits and get some free shooting practice. ‘Interestingly,’ Avinash continued, ‘these roots are also the source of the word caddie, a boy who carries a golf bag and accompanies the golfer on a round of golf, handing out different clubs on command and helping find lost balls. Outside golf, a caddie is a person who runs errands, does odd jobs, etc.’

‘Incidentally, a sergeant (from the Latin serviens—‘serving’) is also a non-commissioned army officer and was originally a person serving a knight.’ Avinash signed off with a promise to send me an email on our verbal exchange (more aptly, our monologue). A few days later, I received an email from him with the transcript of our discussion.

‘What’s the rank after sergeant?’ I asked Avinash when we next spoke a few weeks later. He began at lieutenant, the rank at which commissioned officers like him join the army, and moved up the list.

Lieutenant derives from the French lieu—‘place’—and tenant—‘holding’. Thus, etymologically, lieutenant ‘holds the place’ for another officer, a deputy. He is the deputy of his immediate senior officer, the captain.

Captain originates from the Latin capute or capitis—‘head’. So a captain is the head or the chief officer, the leader of a group of people. He or she could be the captain of a school debating team, a steamship or a troop of soldiers; or the word could refer to the capital (head city or a principal city) of a country. There are some other words from this root that immediately come to mind. Capitol is a building occupied by a state legislature but, more often than not, this word is now used as a proper noun to denote the building in Washington where the United States Congress meets. It is also the name of the ancient temple of Jupiter in Rome, on the Capitoline. When you recapitulate (re—‘again’) something, you put it ‘back’ in your head: I am trying to recapitulate the key points of what we discussed a couple of days ago. And the word decapitate has horrifying consequences. To decapitate (de—‘from’) someone means to remove their head from the body.

Major is from the Latin major, which means ‘greater’, and, logically, should therefore imply that a major is greater than all other officers. In reality, though, he is only senior to captains and lower-ranked officers.

Colonel originates from the Italian word ‘colonello’, which in turn comes from colonna—‘column’. Colonel is the chief commander of a regiment, but originally was an officer who led a ‘column’ of forces.

Brigadier is a rank between colonel and major-general and, etymologically, refers to a person who leads a brigade.

General comes from the Latin genus—‘race’ or ‘kind’—and hence, a general in the army commands the entire ‘race’ of the armed forces.

‘Avinash, you missed field marshal, the highest rank in the army,’ I said, and immediately felt good to be contributing at least something to the discussion. ‘You are absolutely correct,’ Avinash said in a complimentary tone and added that the army uses this rank only during wartime and ceremonial activities, or as an honourary or posthumous rank.

‘You may be baffled to hear,’ he whispered, ‘that the “marshal” in field marshal, the highest rank in the army, had surprisingly humble beginnings as a stable officer—someone who tended to or groomed the horses in the stable.’ He explained that it evolved from its Germanic ancestor marahskalk, a compound word consisting of marhaz—‘horse’ (related to the source of the word mare)—and skalkaz, or ‘servant’.

The Frankish descendant of this Germanic word came to denote a high royal official and also a high military commander—not surprising, given the importance of cavalry in medieval warfare*.’

Today, the meaning of this word has extended to the head, or a high-ranking officer, of the police or fire department in some cities, a court officer in the service of the judges, and an official charged with the arrangement or regulation of ceremonies, parades, etc.: the marshal of the St. Patrick’s Day parade. The word is also used as a verb that means to arrange or place (troops, things, ideas, etc.) in order, and to enlist and organize: to marshal public support for a worthy cause; to marshal forces for battle.

‘Should I let out a baffling secret?’ he asked. I mumbled my consent and prepared to be flummoxed. ‘There was a time in medieval Europe when a constable was in charge of the royal stable and a marshal was his subordinate officer!’ ‘You must be joking, Avinash! How could a marshal ever be junior to a constable?’ I cried. Fortunately, Avinash had come armed with the etymological history of this glaring discrepancy, and allayed my doubts.

He explained: ‘Constable comes from the Late Latin comes stabuli, literally, ‘comrade or count of the stable’—hence, ‘chief groom’. In medieval Europe, the constable became an officer of high rank, usually the commander of all armed forces, especially in the absence of the monarch. He was also a functionary of a royal household, and acted as the governor of a royal fortress or castle. Today, a part of his earlier position has been taken over by his subordinate marshal (in his new avatar of field marshal), and with the royalty moving out of fortresses and castles, the other part has ceased to exist. English, it seems, was loath to letting go of a word from its medieval past but unfortunately, used it to name a police officer, and the junior-most one at that.’
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ANTI-SEMITISM

It is said that when the scientific community accepted Albert Einstein’s special theory of relativity, he was invited to lecture on the subject at several different places. However, he was relatively unknown and few people had actually met or seen him in person. He came down with a bout of laryngitis,* and was afraid that he would have to cancel the lecture. ‘No problem,’ his driver told him, ‘I have heard your lecture so many times, I can repeat it word for word.’ As Einstein watched from the back of the room, the driver delivered the speech flawlessly and even answered a few questions expertly. Then, a supremely pompous† scientist in the audience asked an extremely long-winded and esoteric question about anti-matter formation, digressing here and there to let everyone in the audience know that he was nobody’s fool. Without missing a beat, the chauffer fixed the scientist with a steely stare and said, ‘Sir, the answer to that question is so simple that I will let my chauffeur, who is sitting in the back, answer it for me.’11



Albert Einstein was a Jew. In his address at Sorbonne University in Paris, he made this observation: ‘Should my theory of relativity be proved true, Germany will claim that I am a German, and France will declare that I am a citizen of the world. Should my theory prove untrue, France will say I am German, and Germany will declare that I am a Jew.’

Eva Anna Paula Hitler (née Braun), Hitler’s long-time lover and, for less than forty hours, his wife, met Hitler, twenty-three years her senior, when she was only seventeen. Immediately thereafter, Hitler ordered Martin Bormann, a prominent Nazi official, to investigate Braun’s family to ensure that they were Aryan and that she had no Jewish ancestors. Interestingly, it now transpires that Eva Braun may have had Jewish ancestry.

‘Dead Famous DNA’, which aired on Wednesday, 9 April 2014 on Britain’s Channel 4, reported that hair samples from a brush that was believed to have been used by Braun were tested and it was discovered that a DNA sequence found in the sample was ‘strongly associated’ with Ashkenazi Jews. The brush was found at Hitler’s mountain retreat in Bavaria. Braun was raised a Catholic. In the nineteenth century, many Ashkenazi Jews in Germany had converted to Catholicism, so Braun was unlikely to have known her ancestry. Braun and Hitler were married just a day before they committed suicide together in a bunker in Berlin at the end of World War II.12

It may also come as a surprise that one of Adolf Hitler’s dieticians and one of his cooks were part Jewish! Marlene von Exner, his dietician, was found, in February 1944, to have had a Jewish great-grandmother—making her 1/8 Jewish. One of Hitler’s cooks too was identified by Adolf Eichmann as 1/32 Jewish. The relevant report was covered up, according to Eichmann’s memoir.

Hitler’s hatred for Jews brings into focus the gruesome mass slaughter of European Jews in Nazi concentration camps during World War II. It has always been an extremely disturbing mystery to me as to why anti-semitism* has been so pervasive in so many countries and across such a vast period of time. It is a fact that between 250 CE and 1948 CE, a period of 1700 years, Jews have experienced more than eighty expulsions from various countries in Europe. Rabbi Kalman Packouz is bewildered by this, as is every other Jew, and I quote:

‘Every other hated group is hated for a relatively defined reason. We Jews, however, are hated in paradoxes.* Jews are hated for being a lazy and inferior race—but also for dominating the economy and taking over the world. We are hated for stubbornly maintaining our separateness—and, when we do assimilate, for posing a threat to racial purity through intermarriages. We are seen as pacifists and as warmongers; as capitalist exploiters and as revolutionary communists; possessed for a chosen-people mentality, as well as of an inferiority complex.’

The atrocities committed against them during World War II were so horrendous that they necessitated the 1882 Yiddish word pogrom—which hitherto meant destruction, devastation (of a town, country, etc., as in war)—to be devoted exclusively to the decimation of Jews during this war. However, as with several other words that change or add new meanings with the passage of time, pogrom could not convey only one meaning for long; it now covers massacre of any minority community on earth.

The usage of the word ‘decimate’ in the above definition looked highly inappropriate to me. I was aware that this word comes from the Latin root decimus—‘tenth’ and literally meant to select by a lot and execute every tenth soldier. This practice originated in the Roman Army, wherein mutineers† were made to stand in a row, and every tenth mutineer was killed. However, given that the massacre of Jews was one of the most tragic events in the history of mankind, the word decimate seemed too soft to describe it. Hence, I checked and discovered that its meaning has indeed been extended to include any large-scale destruction, including things other than killing: a profligate* heir who decimated his ancestral wealth by squandering† large sums of money on the betting circuit in horse racing.

After suffering such savagely cruel and brutal treatment in the hands of their human brethren, naturally, the surviving Jews deeply resented the perpetrators‡ of the atrocities against them—and that gave goyim its origin. Goyim is a word used by Jews for a non-Jewish person, and the word is often used disparagingly.§ The extent of contempt for Hitler, the primary exterminator of Jews, is evident in the following conversation.

Hitler was known to frequent astrologers, soothsayers and others of that ilk. A certain astrologer was asked by him, ‘On what date will I die?’ After peering into his charts, the astrologer announced, ‘You will die on a Jewish holiday.’ Greatly perturbed, Hitler demanded, ‘Which one?’ ‘I do not know,’ replied the astrologer. Hitler became very angry. ‘You must know,’ he shouted, ‘I insist upon the truth.’ ‘I do not know,’ persisted the astrologer, ‘because any day you die will be a Jewish holiday!’



Astrologers, soothsayers, and others of that ilk—what’s the difference? Astrologers study the position of stars, and the movement of planets and other objects (animate and inanimate), in order to make observations about our past and present, and predictions about the future. They typically believe that celestial bodies (mainly stars and planets) influence the course of natural earthly occurrences, human thought and behaviour, and their destiny. Naturally, all calamities were also conveniently blamed on the unfavourable position of a star or a planet, giving us the word disaster (from the Italian disastro, ‘ill-starred’ from dis-, here merely pejorative, and astro—‘star, planet’).

Soothsayers are just a little different. Although, like astrologers, they make predictions about the future, instead of celestial bodies, they use their mental faculties to make their estimates. The word ilk means something or someone of the same sort or kind. The others of this ilk could be palmists, numerologists, chiromancers, geomancers, clairvoyants, etc.


Cards or tiles have been used in divination* for many centuries, but their use for recreational and indoor games developed sometime in the thirteenth century. What is not as certain, however, is the length of time it took for cards to become the centre of gambling activities and for the first gambler to engage in trickery, such as the switching of cards below the table.

By the late sixteenth century, card sharps† were so common that French sailors began to insist that all cards be held above the level of the table to allow for easier detection of cheating during a game. From this practice of keeping the cards ‘above the board’, the phrase above board came into being. Above board means open, fair, or honest: He keeps his business above board.13



Astrology is the ancestral occupation of the Shastri family, and their scion, my colleague Vikram, had chosen to specialize in palmistry besides getting a formal degree in business administration. Everyone held him in awe for his mastery of the art of holding your hand, and revealing your past and predicting your future. These sessions were held in the privacy of his cabin and his clients were bound by the oath of secrecy. However, there were enough leaks to give us a wonderful topic for our water-cooler conversations. We realized that the core of his communication, though always couched in different words and expressions that never failed to hit the softest and most vulnerable part of the target, was the following:


	You haven’t been able to achieve what you are truly capable of. But don’t worry; I can see from this developing line on your palm (and he will point to some line) that within the next five years you will reach the pinnacle of your career and outshine your contemporaries.

	You don’t always get due credit and appreciation for the wonderful work you have been doing all these years. This is because you are a person of character and don’t indulge in office politics. But, don’t worry; nobody can take it away from you, and as I can see from this developing line on your palm (and he will point to another line), within the next two or three years, you will start getting due credit and recognition for your work.



His other claim to fame was that he never used to address people by their first name or even surname. Seniors were addressed as boss and peers were tigers or champs. He made no distinction between tigers and champs; they merely followed from the first syllable that came to his mind. It instantly energized the other person and work got done, sometimes even ahead of schedule. He called office boys who ran errands for us chaps.

Incidentally, the word chap comes from Chapman, a popular British surname. Chapman (British) means a peddler and (archaic) a merchant, and derives from the Old English cēapman (cēap—‘trade, bargain, market’—and man, or ‘man’.). The root also gave us the word cheap, which originally meant relatively low in price; costing very little money, labour or trouble, and has now expanded to suggest shoddiness, inferiority, showy imitation, complete unworthiness, and the like: a cheap kind of fur. It also gave us a couple of interesting idioms:

Cheap at twice the price (‘exceedingly inexpensive’): I found this old chair for eight dollars—it would be cheap at twice the price.

On the cheap (informal—‘inexpensively; economically’): She enjoys travelling on the cheap.

Once, Vikram hosted a house-warming party on the terrace of a new house for which he paid top dollar to a celebrity interior designer. Naturally, the bosses, the champs, and the tigers were invited. After the extended drinks session which had started eating into dinner time, he shouted for his domestic help: ‘Tiger, come fast and clear the tables.’ And suddenly, there was absolute silence. The champs and tigers looked at each other, as if the order was directed at them. The morale of the team fell that day, even after the high dose of expensive spirits. From the next day, Vikram somehow switched to addressing the erstwhile tigers and champs by their surnames.
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ENGLISH SURNAMES

Surnames remind me of the time I switched schools in the eighth standard, as my previous school wasn’t able to get the much-awaited and much-needed affiliation from the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) and thus, was forced to be associated with the state board. There was only one—but extremely significant—consequence of this failure. We were now required to study all the subjects in Hindi medium, which was a cakewalk for me (or so I thought) but gave my parents nightmares. They didn’t want their son, who was already impoverished in terms of English, to become entirely destitute* of its understanding. After all, they were paying a much higher tuition fee than that of a government-run school in the neighbourhood, and sending their ward a fair distance to an English-medium school, with a name that made it sound like a convent.

On the first day in the new school, as soon as the roll call was over, the class teacher announced the presence of a new student in class. She asked me to stand up and introduce myself. Scarcely (and fearfully) had I spoken the first few words, ‘My name is Muneesh,’ (Yes, that is how I spelled my name in grade eight. How it changed to Manish is an interesting story with romantic undertones, but for some other time) when she interrupted me and asked, ‘And what is your surname, Muneesh?’

I am not saying that this word was completely unfamiliar to me. Well, I admit that it was, but it was not something that I couldn’t break into parts and deduce the meaning of. I distinctly remembered having read sir being used to address distinguished men in the stories in my English textbooks. The question, ‘Who is the most significant senior male in your life?’ popped into my head. My father’s name was foremost on my mind. I confidently responded, ‘Miss, my sir’s name is Yashpal Gupta,’ adding an apostrophe and ‘s’ after sir for the sake of correct emphasis and abundant clarity.

The entire class, including the class teacher, burst out laughing and I wondered what they found so funny about my father’s name. The teacher invited me to the front of the class and taught me to truncate my response and say only ‘Gupta’. Until I went back home and dusted the Oxford dictionary to look up the meaning of ‘surname’, I continued to believe that this new school believed in monosyllabic or, at the most, one-word responses, even if it meant missing out on a lot of critical information about the family of a new student. Incidentally, it took me an entire afternoon to identify the word, as I had spelled it sirname in my mind.

Since then, I have had a penchant for surnames.

Surname derives from sur—‘above, over’ (as also in surpass, survive, surplus, etc.)—and name, and it is literally an ‘additional’ name over and above your first name. An Old English word for this was freonama, literally ‘free name’. People in the fourteenth century had three different spellings for this word: sirname, sirename, and surname, though eventually they settled for surname. Even today, some may think this word derives from sire* (father) and ‘name’, meaning that it is ‘one’s father’s name’. See, I was not alone in my conclusion; I have had company since the fourteenth century.

But people did not always have surnames. For much of the medieval times, people had only one name, which, today is called the first name. The introduction of family names in England is generally attributed to the preparation of the Domesday Book in 1086, following the Norman† conquest. The Domesday Book is a manuscript record of the great survey, completed in 1086 on the orders of William the Conqueror, of much of England and parts of Wales—of what or how much each landholder had in terms of land and livestock, and what it was worth. The survey’s key purpose was to determine what taxes were owed under Edward the Confessor. The assessors’ reckoning of a man’s holdings and their value, as given in the book, was decisive, binding, and without appeal, and thus the name Domesday Book (Middle English for Doomsday* Book). In eleventh-century England, surnames were still in a state of flux and many people still did not have what we would consider a surname. The surnames that did exist were not necessarily either inherited or passed on to children; in many cases, surnames were merely personal nicknames or toponyms (names derived from names of places) and would have varied from generation to generation. Nonetheless, the Domesday Book does record a significant number of people with surnames.14 It was in people’s own interest to distinguish themselves from their neighbour with the same first name, lest the tax demand for the rich Thomas came to the poor Thomas.

Evidence indicates that hereditary surnames (that were passed on to children) were first adopted among the feudal nobility and gentry in the late eleventh century, and only slowly spread to other parts of society. They began to be used among common people by the thirteenth century and were near universally adopted by the end of the fourteenth century.

When people first took on surnames, they chose them along the following lines:

Physical features, exploits, or unique qualities: These surnames often developed from nicknames or pet names. Most refer to an individual’s appearance—colour, complexion, or physical shape—such as Red or Reid, White, Black, Brown, Young, Little, Short, Legrand (probably ‘tall’), Armstrong, Whitehead, etc. Some surnames may also refer to an individual’s personal or moral characteristics, such as Wise, Daft, Goodchild, Gutman, Goodman, Upright, Smart, Maiden (probably an English nickname meaning ‘effeminate’), etc.

Circumstance and place of birth: Stevens who were born to a local chieftain in Scotland, became Steven Macintosh or McIntosh or Mackintosh (with mac and mc meaning ‘son of’, in meaning ‘the,’ and tosh representing ‘Toshack’, from the Welsh tywysog—‘prince’), and Georges born in the homestead of the Wassa family, became George Washington. Johns who lived by the ford (a place where a river or another water body is shallow enough to be crossed by wading) became John Ford; Georges who stayed by the bush became George Bush, and Edwards who lived at the woods became Edward Attwood.

Along similar lines are surnames like Bridge, Camp, Hill, Lake, Lee (someone who lived near a ‘meadow’ or a ‘patch of arable land’), Grove, Forest, Underwood, Hall, Brooks (someone who lived near a ‘brook’ or stream), Fields, Stone, Morley (someone who lived near a ‘woodland clearing’), Moore (someone who lived near a ‘moor’, marsh, or an area of uncultivated land), and Perry (someone who lived near a ‘pear tree’). When people decided to adopt the name of their place of residence, surnames like Burton, Hamilton, London, Leighton, Murray, etc., evolved.

Occupational Surnames: Bowyer (‘bow-maker’), Brewster (probably originally ‘a female brewer’ from brew (v.) and feminine suffix ‘-ster’, even though most of the early surnames on the records are of men), Carter and Cartier (‘one who transports goods by cart or wagon’), Chandler (‘candle maker and seller’), Cooper (‘one who made and sold casks, buckets, and tubs’, from the Low German kupe— ‘cask’, cognate with the Medieval Latin cupa), Eisenhauer (German for iron worker, later anglicized in America as ‘Eisenhower’), Faulkner (‘falcon trainer’), Fletcher (‘one who makes arrows’, from the Old French flèche—‘arrow’), and Grover (a worker in a grove*).

Similarly, Hawkins (‘falconer’, from hawking), Kellogg (a name for a butcher, literally ‘kill hog’), Parker (‘keeper of the park’), Sawyer (‘one who saws wood’), Stringer (‘rope or string maker’), Schneider (German for ‘tailor, especially someone who cuts’), Thatcher (‘one who made roofs using thatch i.e. stacks of straw or hay’), Turner (‘one who turns or shapes wood etc. on a lathe’, and in German, ‘an acrobat or a gymnast’), Vickers (‘servant of a vicar’), Webster (a weaver, from the Old English webbestre—‘a female weaver’, from ‘web’ and the feminine suffix ‘-ster’, even though most of the early surnames on the records are of men), and Wright (craftsman, builder, from the Old English wryhta—‘worker’).

Do I even need to mention that Archer, Baker, Brewer, Butcher, Cook, Farmer, Fisher, Knight, Mason, Miller, Porter, Potter, Shepherd, Taylor, Weaver, etc. are also occupational surnames?

Another observation to keep it mind is that a name ending in -man or -er usually implies such a trade name, as in Chapman (a peddler, i.e. a person who sells from door to door or in the street), Barker (tanner, from bark—‘tree skin’), and Fiddler (a person who fiddles,* i.e., plays a musical instrument of the viol or violin family). A subset of occupational surnames in English consists of surnames thought to be derived from medieval mystery plays. The participants would often play the same roles for life, passing the part down to their oldest sons. Surnames derived from this may include King, Lord, Virgin, and Death.

Patronymic Surnames: Some baptismal or given names have become surnames without any change in form. A majority of them are patronymic surnames, i.e., surnames derived from baptismal or Christian names of fathers or paternal ancestors to indicate family relationship or descent, especially by addition of a prefix or a suffix.

Prefix examples: Maurice, son of Donald, became Maurice McDonald (mc meaning ‘son of’) and Donald, son of Pherson (Scottish for parson—‘a member of the clergy in charge of a parish; a pastor’) became Donald McPherson.

Suffix examples: A son may have formed his surname by adding an ‘-s’ to his father’s name, a custom more common in the South and West of England e.g. Harris, Williams, Evans, Roberts, Edwards, etc. Or he may add a ‘-son’, a practice preferred in the northern half of England. So, John, the son of Peter, came to be known as John Peter’s son or John Peterson; Andrew, who is John’s son, become Andrew Johnson; Robert, son of Andrew, became Robert Anderson; and so on.

Finally, around the sixteenth century, the families stopped changing their surnames every time a child was born that ushered in the next generation, and adopted the then-used patronym as a family name for use in all time to come. Hence, we now have boys and girls, men and women who have surnames like Harrison, Williamson, Johnson, Robinson, Thompson, and Richardson but fathers whose first names are not Harry, William, John, Robin, Thomas, and Richard.

Matronymic Surnames: Although many English matronyms were given to children of unwed mothers, it was not unusual for children of married women to also use a matronymic surname. For instance, it was traditional during the Middle Ages for children whose fathers had died before their births to use a matronym, and it was not unheard of for children to be given a matronym if the father’s name was foreign, difficult to pronounce, or had an unfortunate meaning. A child of a strong-minded woman might also take a matronym, as might a child whose name would otherwise be confused with that of a cousin or neighbour.

Common English matronyms include Babbs (from Barbara), Beaton (from Beatrice), Custer, Emmott (from Emma), Hilliard, Ibbetson (and its variants Ibbs, Ibson, Ibbots, Ibbotson, Ibbison—from Ibb, a pet form of Isabelle), Madison (from Maud), Marriott (from Mary), Megson (from Meg), Parnell (from Petronia, daughter of St. Peter), Tiffany (from Tiffania, and ultimately the Greek Theophania—‘to appear like God’), and Tillotson (from a diminutive of Matilda).15

Ornamental Surnames: Ornamental names as surnames are more common in communities that adopted (or were forced to adopt by law, for ease of identification of people due to common first names) surnames in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and are common among Jewish families and in Scandinavia. Examples include Morgenstern (‘morning star’), Safire (‘sapphire’), and Reis (‘branch’). Particularly in Jewish families, those who failed to choose a surname were often given pejorative or even cruel nicknames, such as Schweinmann (‘pig man’) or Schmutz (a variant of ‘filthy’) by the local registrar.

During the modern era, many cultures around the world adopted family names, particularly for administrative reasons, especially during the age of European expansion and particularly since 1600. However, people in Thailand managed to postpone the inevitability of taking on surnames till 1920. Turkish people grudgingly adopted them in 1934 when Atatürk (‘Father of the Turks’) passed the surname law of the Republic of Turkey. The surname law banned the use of titles like Pasha, Hoca, Bey, Hanim, Efendi, etc. and also forbade certain surnames that contained connotations of foreign cultures, nations, tribes, and religions. Central to these reforms was the belief that Turkish society would have to westernize itself both politically and culturally in order to modernize.

Mongolia passed a law requiring surnames in 1997, but it was largely ignored until 2004 when surnames became necessary for a new government identity card. First names worked reasonably well in an isolated, nomadic culture. But officials say surnames are now needed to avoid confusion in a more modern society where one needs to file judicial documents, keep a property registry, create credit histories, and have a workable telephone directory instead of the one where page after page is filled with identical single-name entries, a tremendous headache for employees of directory assistance services. There’s added pressure as more Mongolians travel abroad and get tired of explaining repeatedly why they only use one name.

Nonetheless, the use of surnames is not universal: Most people in Afganistan, Myanmar (Burma), Iceland, Indonesia (particularly Java Island), Tibet, and many groups in East Africa still do not use family names.
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MORE MUSINGS ABOUT SURNAMES


I went to college in the early 1990s in a small town in Southern Tamil Nadu which had a number of students from rural towns and villages. One of my classmates was named Briestly, a name I had never heard of.

He lent me a cassette once, and I noticed the name ‘Elvis’ stamped on it. He explained that it was his brother’s name. I started laughing and asked if his parents were fans of Elvis Presley. He asked, ‘Who is Elvis Presley?’

A month later, after a trip home, he came back and told me, somewhat in awe, that yes, his father was a big fan, but didn’t want to name him ‘Priestly’ (I’ve heard the name pronounced and spelled Elvis Priestly in that part of the country before) since ‘P’ was too far back in the alphabet, and this may affect his chances in interviews, so instead, he chose to name him Briestly.

Also, one kid from Andhra Pradesh in my class was called Davaluri Surya Sachya Sarathy Venkata Krishna Mohan Choudhry. I still remember this after twenty years, so yes, it was that kind of a name. He went by D. S. S. S. V. K. M. Choudhry.16



One of my closest friends and one of my first bosses’ boss bears the surname Shroff. One of them is a gentleman from the Parsi community (that originally belonged to Persia—the old name of present-day Iran) and the other one is a home-grown lad from Ladnun, a city in Rajasthan, now settled in Kolkata.

Any person with an inquisitive mind would try to find a connection and frankly, there was none, other than, of course, that they both worked in banking.

That had me wondering if there was more to it than met the eye.* A dive into etymology yielded a few gems. This word comes to Hindi and Urdu as śarāf and sharāf, respectively, from the Persian śarāf and ultimately from the Arabic ṣarrāf (or çarraf)—‘banker or money-changer’— with roots in the Arabic verb çaraf—‘to exchange’.

No wonder both of them are in banking. While I didn’t muster† up the courage to check with my boss’s boss if banking and money changing were ancestral occupations where the tricks of the trade were passed on from father to son for generations, my friend was a first-generation banker. His family was in the jewellery business. In fact, they had a big jewellery shop in a market called Sarafa Bazaar in Kolkata, a market decked with jewellery shops and a few eateries.

This prompted further research and I realized that the Arabic word ṣarrāf (or çarraf) is related to the Hebrew çaraph—‘to refine, to assay’ (gold or silver). In Japan and China—China in particular—‘shroff’ acquired an additional meaning: an expert employed to separate counterfeit money or base coins from the genuine ones.

Wow! This was more than a mouthful of information for trying to discover some connection between modern-day Iran and Rajasthan! It is my conjecture that since the barter system was replaced by coins made of precious metal, progeny of goldsmiths and silversmiths became the natural choice for professionals involved in money changing and money lending.

These days, my friend Shroff works in a bank from the Middle East and is based in Hong Kong. While exiting the parking lot at Hong Kong Wetland Park, he discovered a sign board in Chinese, with an English translation that just said ‘Shroff’. The sign board pointed at the exit door. For a moment, he was overwhelmed by the personal send-off by the Wetland Park authorities and didn’t mind paying the steep toll at the exit. Before long, he realized to his shock and disbelief that it was everywhere in car-parking places in Macau and Hong Kong to denote the booth where you pay the parking fees!

What a journey! From refining precious metal and making jewellery to banking and money changing to its most recent foray into collecting parking fees in Hong Kong and Macau! I am not sure, though, if the Shroff clans from Iran and Rajasthan are particularly proud of the last stop. Are they proud of one member of their tribe who lived in the times of King Hiero II and Archimedes (287–212 BCE) from Syracuse, Siciliy? Let’s find out.

As the story goes, King Hiero II of Syracuse, Sicily, summoned his good friend Archimedes to determine whether his goldsmith had cheated him by wrapping a thin layer of gold around some cheaper and lighter metal like silver inside the crown he had ordered.

Since the weight of the crown exactly matched the amount of gold he had given to the goldsmith, neither he nor his council of advisors could think of any solution that didn’t require either melting the crown or at least cutting notches in a few of its leaves. The crown was supposed to be used for a religious ceremony, and hence, could not be ruined. The King also reasoned with Archimedes that if, after cutting a few leaves, it was found that the crown was indeed made of pure gold, word would somehow get out that the King did not trust the craftsmen of his own kingdom.

It is said that Archimedes was deeply absorbed in mathematically calculating the volume of a sphere when tasked with this new challenge. To clear his head, he went to one of the public bath houses. Absorbed in contemplating this problem, he filled the tub to the brim, causing water to spill as he entered. The more he immersed himself in water, the more it overflowed. An idea snapped into sharp focus: the volume of water displaced would be proportional to the volume of the object immersed in the water. He leapt out of his bathtub and dashed towards the King’s palace naked, shouting, ‘Eureka! Eureka!’

He had figured out that that the key to solving the king’s dilemma was density. If the crown was adulterated with a lighter metal, its volume would be higher than the volume of pure gold of the same weight and displace more water. Given the crudity of the measuring apparatuses around 200 BCE, a small level of adulteration was extremely difficult to measure. Hence, Archimedes decided not to measure the relative displacement of water, but instead, called for a balance scale. He kept the crown on one side and an equivalent weight of gold on the other. As he lifted the scale in the air, the two sides, as expected, were perfectly balanced. He then dipped the scale in water. What do you think happened then?

Since the sixteenth century, eureka (Greek heureka—‘I have found it’) has been used as an exclamation of triumph on discovering or solving something. If we want our students to experience these eureka moments, we may as well use the heuristic method of teaching. This method stimulates interest and encourages students to solve problems and learn things for themselves by experimentation, trial and error, and exploration of possibilities rather than by following set rules. We use heuristics often in computers and mathematics by resorting to a trial-and-error method when an algorithmic approach of problem solving is impractical.

As you may have already guessed, eureka and heuristic are from the same Greek root heuriskein—‘to find’. Oh, by the way, Archimedes did in fact help to confirm the strong suspicion of King Hiero II that the goldsmith had adultrated the crown with silver. Incidentally, concluding surnames with smith, as in goldsmith, silversmith, coppersmith, and blacksmith is also popular in the West, and it refers to someone who makes or shapes things out of metal (from the Anglo-Saxon smitan—‘to smite or strike’). Smite is rarely used these days, but it means to strike or hit hard, with the hand, a stick, or another weapon: She smote him on the back with her umbrella. It also means to afflict or attack with deadly or disastrous effect: She was smitten by polio at an early age. However, we have come to like the figurative usage of struck by another person in a positive sense: to be impressed favourably, to be charmed, enamoured, etc.: He was smitten by her charms.

This also shows that Eric Schmidt, an American software engineer, the ex-CEO and present executive chairman of Google, is ancestrally a hardware guy from Germany (the German Schmidt is cognate* with the English Smith). One can also easily infer that Smithsonian Institution, the world’s largest museum and research complex, with nineteen museums, nine research centres and more than 140 affiliate museums around the world, was named after an illustrious son of one Smith. (He was the noted British scientist James Smithson.)

Dikshit (Hindi: दीक्षित) is a Hindu family name. The word is an adjective form of the Sanskrit word diksha, meaning provider of knowledge. Dikshit, in Sanskrit, is a person involved in scientific studies, and literally translates as ‘one who has received initiation’ or ‘one who is initiated’. Spelling most Hindi words in English will remain a challenge till English adds many vowels and consonants to its alphabet; however, this surname can be spelled ‘Deekshit’ to closely mimic its true pronunciation. But, and only God knows why, there is a huge preference among Indians to replace ‘ee’ with ‘i’ in names and surnames.

So, ‘Deekshit’ becomes ‘Dikshit’, a surname with a rather embarrassing connotation in English if enunciated phonetically. No wonder some famous and even not–so–famous people born with this surname excise the suggestive letters and replace them with a single ‘x’ (Dixit).

This reminds me of another name beginning with D—Diana, Lady Diana Frances Spencer, the former Princess of Wales and former wife of Charles, Prince of Wales. Diana is also the name of an ancient Roman deity, virgin goddess of the moon and of hunting, and protector of women, identified by the Romans with the Greek Artemis. It is ironic that the goddess of the moon and hunting was always hunted by paparazzi* and met with a gruesome end. Doesn’t it make your stomach churl—sorry, churn—in disgust?

I wonder why, out of the blue, ‘churl’ came to my mind. Churl (and its adjective form, churlish) comes from the Old English ceorl—‘peasant, freeman, man without rank’. This word acquired an insulting flavour over time (much like what happened to the words boor and villain) and came to have a number of meanings: a villain; a bondman (another word for a bondservant); a rude, crude, boorish, unmannered person of low birth; and, quite unexpectedly, a niggard, a miser. The word ‘churl’ ultimately derives from the Proto-Germanic *karlaz—‘man’—and has cognates in the German kerl—‘man, husband’—and the Old Norse karl—‘old man, man’—which gave famous first names like Carl and Charles, both fortunately spared the insulting meanings of ‘churl’ but also bereft of the royal meaning of this word, which has come to mean simply ‘a common man’.

The royal meaning? Well, the royal meaning took root only in Lithuanian, Czech, and Polish, and via Charlemagne at that, the King of the Franks (742-814 CE), literally ‘Carl the great’, from the French form of the Medieval Latin Carolus Magnus.
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FABRICS, CLOTHES, AND VILLAGE BELLES

It seems to me that I can never buy a single garment if I choose to use the oldest word used to describe fabric—cloth. This profound wisdom dawned on me when I found my daughter Tammy and my wife sparring over a specific example of singular-plural. The bone of contention was the singular word ‘cloth’ and whether its plural is ‘cloths’ or ‘clothes’.

My wife was raised in the era of austerity where one bought cheap fabric in a lot that qualified for volume discount apart from the discount already secured after hectic bargaining for a single piece of cloth. This was then stitched by the neighbourhood tailor for the entire family. The tailor had specific instructions to stitch clothes one size bigger for the brood of rapidly growing children and also leave enough spare cloth as margin for a couple of size extensions later. Even adults were not conceded the privilege of wearing well-fitted clothes. The tailor had meticulous instructions to leave enough margins in adult clothes to accommodate seasonal weight fluctuations, and the additional layers that were tucked in during periods of peak cold.

Tammy has never seen unstitched fabric in her eleven years of existence. Well-fitting, ready-to-wear dresses are bought (usually many at a time), worn for a few months, and promptly passed on to the younger sibling, Praky, or discarded if there is a dispute on the colour or cut. As a result, Tammy has no idea of the concept of ‘cloth’ to mean ‘fabric’ in singular and ‘cloths’ to mean ‘fabrics’ in plural.

Well, it is interesting to know that the plural of ‘cloth’ was originally ‘clothes’, but this word now refers solely to garments, and cloth’s plural form today is ‘cloths’. So, this begs the question—what is the singular form of clothes? Is it clothe? Apparently, there is none. Clothe is a verb that means to dress or to provide with clothing.

Can I take you back in time to when I was a bachelor and studying for my master’s in business administration (MBA) and Deepali was studying for her bachelor’s in medicine and surgery (MBBS)? Soon after her MBBS, she began her master’s in medicine (MD) programme and I wondered that if colleges and universities lay so much stress on pedagogy* and are known to be pedantic when it comes to minute details or formalisms, especially in teaching, why do they continue to confer ‘bachelor’s’ and ‘master’s’ degrees on women when they should be using the words’ feminine counterparts, ‘bacheloress’ (so what if this word does not exist; it can be created) and ‘mistress’.

I have a hypothesis as to why this was never acted upon, even if it was spared a thought. Earlier, only men enrolled for degrees and had jobs to earn the dough, which the women dutifully baked into fresh bread, and the family broke this bread* when it sat down for meals. When womenfolk entered colleges and universities in large numbers, they aggressively attacked the feminine suffix ‘-ess’ (actor and actress, author and authoress, poet and poetess, etc.) because they believed the distinction diminished or demeaned their skills and accomplishments in comparison with their male counterparts. Thus, even if colleges and universities had any thoughts about instating terms such as ‘bacheloress of science’ and ‘mistress of arts’, these died among the protests of rallying female scholars.

And they were not wrong. The suffix ‘-ess’, indeed, seemed to lend negative meanings to a few words. In the fifteenth century, governors and governesses both governed or ruled. But over time, a governess took charge of a child’s upbringing, education, etc. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, a governess was a female teacher hired in a private home and was not of the same stature as a governor.

A mistress, the feminine counterpart of master (from the Old French maistresse, the feminine version of maistre—‘master’) was originally the head of a household, a woman who employed others or had authority over servants. Then she became a sweetheart, a governess, a housekeeper, a female teacher, and within a hundred years of birth, the word underwent further pejoration† and evolved to mean a kept woman of a married man.

But English has also made some amends. Miss, as we all know, is a term of honour bestowed upon a young girl or an unmarried woman, even though it started out in the sixteenth century as a shortened form of mistress. (Strangely even Mrs—pronounced missis—is an abbreviation of ‘mistress’ and started to mean ‘one’s wife’ only in the 1920s.)

Allow me a little digression to discuss re-, a word-forming prefix, and I will come right back. The prefix re- means ‘back to the original place; again, anew, once more’. This begs the question that if I fix a re- before a miss, does it mean that remiss is a young unmarried girl who gets married and then dissolves her marriage to become a miss again? Not quite. Noted Hollywood actress Elizabeth Taylor was married eight times to seven husbands. When asked why she married so often, she replied, ‘I don’t know, honey. It sure beats the hell out of me.’ She also said, ‘I was taught by my parents that if you fall in love, if you want to have a love affair, you get married. I guess I’m very old-fashioned.’

But what happens to men? How do they vary titles to indicate their marital status? Their title, Mr, obfuscates their status, allowing them to not disclose it. It is this freedom, among other things, that led women to launch a feminist movement in the early 1960s. Within a decade, Ms (considered a blend of Miss and Mrs, and pronounced miz) became a popular title before a woman’s surname when she chose not to reveal her marital status, or when it was unknown or irrelevant.

Miss Elizabeth, one could say, had poor judgement or was simply careless in choosing her marital partners. It is the latter trait that is characteristic of the word ‘remiss’. Remiss means negligent or careless in attending to a task, or lax in performing one’s duty. One can say: He is terribly remiss in his work. I can also say: Not to remember his wife’s birthday or their wedding anniversary year after year is terribly remiss of him.

Incidentally, Mr, which we pronounce ‘mister’, is not an abbreviation of mister but of its precursor, master. Master was used in England for men of some rank, especially ‘free masters’ of a trade guild, and by any manual worker or servant employee addressing his employer (his master), but also generally by those lower in status to gentlemen, priests, or scholars. In the Elizabethan period, it was used among equals, especially as a form of address to a group (‘my masters’), mainly by urban artisans and trade people. It was later extended to all respectable men and was the forerunner of Mister.17

After its replacement in common speech by mister, master was retained as a form of address only for boys who hadn’t yet entered society. By the late nineteenth century, etiquette dictated that men be addressed as ‘mister’, and boys as ‘master’. Nancy Tuckerman of the Amy Vanderbilt Complete Book of Etiquette writes that a boy can be addressed as ‘master’ until age eight, and then is addressed only by his name with no title until he turns eighteen, when he takes on the title of Mr, although it is not improper to use Mr if he is slightly younger. ‘Mstr’ is used as a prefix on UK passports for boys till the age of sixteen.

Can I once again take you back in time to when I was a bachelor and my fiancée was a . . . er . . . maiden? Spinster? Er . . . (What’s the right word?) Isn’t it unfortunate that we don’t seem to have a respectable word for an unmarried girl? Just look at the options women have:

Maiden is a young, unmarried woman but the focus is on being inexperienced, and a virgin. (Note that the word ‘bachelor’ does not carry a similar connotation.) The usage has been extended to all sorts of things, like a racehorse that has never won a race, an over in cricket when no runs are scored (you can ‘bowl a maiden over’ both literally and figuratively), and strangely, even a machine resembling the guillotine, used in Scotland in the 1500s and 1600s to behead criminals.

The word also gets the connotation of first or earliest experience or attempt, and hence, one can give a maiden speech or go on a maiden voyage. As an adjective, even the badge of youth is taken away from a maiden and she becomes a girl or woman (especially an older woman) who has never been married: maiden aunt. As if this were not enough, the word maid, which derived from ‘maiden’ and originally meant a virgin, a young unmarried woman and, as a maid of honour, the ‘unmarried lady of noble birth who attends a queen or princess’, has been reduced to a housemaid.

Incidentally, even damsel (a young woman or girl, originally one of noble birth) has similar connotations, and is generally considered chaste.

A spinster is a middle-aged or older woman who has never married, or is divorced or widowed. The emphasis is usually on the fact that she is past the reproductive age to bear children.

Back in the 1600s and all the way till the early 1900s, ‘spinster’ was the legal designation in England of all unmarried women lower or equal in rank to a viscount’s daughter—who were supposed to occupy themselves with spinning. It is no wonder that this occupation is fully supported by spinster’s etymology, ‘a female spinner of thread’ (from the Middle English spinnen—‘draw out and twist fibres into thread’ and -stere, a feminine suffix). By 1719, the word was being used generically for ‘woman still unmarried and beyond the usual age for it’.*


Can we discount the position of a viscount among British noblemen, simply because his daughter needed to spin yarn to keep busy before marriage? Who are these noblemen below viscounts whose unmarried daughters, too, have to occupy themselves with spinning yarn? And who are these noblemen above viscounts whose unmarried daughters are left to idle away their time? Or is it that they have more sophisticated engagements to pursue before they settle down in holy matrimony?

Phew! This is really perplexing and while I don’t yet have an answer as to why the cut-off for spinning yarn was decided at a viscount, at least this puzzling revelation led me to check out the system and hierarchy of noblemen. Here’s a quick summary for you:

The legal system of largely hereditary titles in the United Kingdom, which is constituted by the ranks of British nobility and is part of the British honours system, is called peerage. As per this system, the hierarchy of hereditary titles of British nobility (with the feminine form in brackets) in the decreasing order is Duke (Duchess), Marquess (Marchioness), Earl or Count (Countess), Viscount (Viscountess), and Baron (Baroness).

Baronets, while holders of hereditary titles, are not peers and do not confer nobility. Knights, Dames, and holders of other non-hereditary orders, decorations, and medals of the United Kingdom are also not peers.



Over time, English made amends by offering ‘nubile’ an image makeover. Nubile was originally a young unmarried woman of a marriageable age (from the Latin nubere—‘to marry, wed’, source of the word nuptial). There was no reference to her beauty. As recently as 1973, it took on an additional sense of ‘young and sexually attractive’. English made further amends by taking away the sense of being married (albeit newly) from nymph and adding the sense of youth and beauty (especially semi-divine).

Vladimir Nabokov (1899-1977) in his novel ‘Lolita’ added a diminutive suffix, ‘ette’, to nymph to make ‘nymphette’ (also, nymphet, nymphete). Nymphette means a sexually attractive young girl; Vladimir Nabokov, however, created this word specifically to describe alluring* (in the eyes of some men) girls aged nine to fourteen.

I have another thought—why not make bachelor a unisex word to denote someone’s single status? After all, it already is a unisex word for boys and girls who graduate from college with a bachelor’s degree. (The word ‘bachelor’ goes back to the thirteenth century, when it meant a novice in arms or a young squire in training for knighthood. While the word is of uncertain origin, it may have evolved from the Latin baculum—‘a stick’ because squires would practise weaponry with a wooden rod, not a sword. Its meaning evolved from ‘knight in training’ to ‘young, unmarried man’ and possibly to ‘a young man who had achieved the lowest rank of something’. From there, it’s come to mean someone who has acquired the lowest degree a university has to offer.)18

However, there does exist a non-controversial word to describe an unmarried young woman. This word—bachelorette—was invented in 1935 by Americans by combining ‘bachelor’ with the French ending ‘-ette’ replacing the 1895 coinage and unpopular ‘bachelor-girl’. Mercifully, the status of the bachelor is preserved despite the dimunitive suffix ‘-ette-’ and ‘bachelorette’ is not considered derogatory.

It is also possible that only I am fussing about these different terms, and village belles in the seventeenth century considered being called a maiden or a damsel a matter of honour, and cherished preserving their chastity for marriage. Village belles remind me that belle is a woman or girl admired for her beauty and charm; the most beautiful, charming, or engaging woman or girl in a group: In her new dress, she felt like the belle of the ball.
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THE STOCK MARKET’S FASCINATION WITH WILD AND DOMESTICATED ANIMALS

Is ‘bellwether’ related to ‘belle’, I wonder! Before you question the sudden and unrelated incursion* of the seemingly dry word ‘bellwether’ into our discussion on beautiful and charming village belles, let me assure you that there is indeed a connection—even if a little tenuous.† The connection is something that most belles have a natural fondness for—clothes and fabrics—and that’s an interesting story. But, first things first, what is ‘bellwether’? I came across this term during my MBA classes, and it immediately stood out in my mind.

Bellwether stocks (typically large capital equities) are believed to be a leading indicator of the direction of a sector, industry, or market as a whole. Bellwether stocks are often used to determine the direction in which an industry or market is headed in the short term. When they perform well, these stocks signal a bullish market (nomenclature inspired by the manner in which a bull attacks its rivals; it thrusts his horn up—a metaphorical description of the upward movement of prices) but may signal a bearish market (due to the stereotypical posture of bears looking downwards) when they perform poorly. I, for one, wondered why the ‘wether’ in ‘bellwether’ is spelt without an ‘a’!

It was a conversation with Raj, a finance major from my MBA class, that helped me draw the connection with the word ‘bell’. I recall from memory:

‘Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE), the oldest stock exchange in Asia, moved to an electronic, screen-based trading system in 1995. Before this time, buy and sell orders were communicated by shouting and the use of hand signals, and consummated by the physical transfer of shares. You may find it fascinating to know that as soon as the opening bell, which sounded very much like a school bell, rang at 9.30 a.m., buyers and sellers would assemble on a specific part of the trading floor, most fittingly called a pit or a ring, and start jostling* for space and shouting out their buy and sell quotes. With the ensuing melee, it is no wonder this system of trading was called the “open outcry system”.’

I figured that one of the figurative meanings of weather, derived from the rampant and unpredictable weather fluctuations, is ‘changes or vicissitudes* in one’s lot or fortunes’: My broker advised me to stay invested in the market in all weathers. Putting two and two together, I hypothesized that the broking community adopted this term because one part of it symbolized its opening and closing ceremonies (by ringing the opening and closing bell) and the other part, everything that happened in between.

Nothing could be farther from the truth. I was shocked to discover that stock markets’ fondness for animals didn’t end there and extended to sheep as well.

I always knew that Englishmen were somewhat confused about the role they should assign to a sheep. They called a meek, unimaginative, or easily led person a sheep. The next moment, they introduced the idiom ‘separate the sheep from the goats’ which means ‘to separate good people (sheep) from bad (goats) or those intended for a specific end (sheep) from unqualified people (goats)’. Well, they didn’t stop at this. They called a person who causes shame or embarrassment and is regarded as a disgrace or failure by his family or peer group a black sheep, yet composed a nursery rhyme ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep, Have You any Wool’* that they gleefully clap to when their kids (etymologically, ‘young goats’) sing it with animated expressions and abundant voice modulation.

You may wonder how sheep are related to bellwether! Well, I shared exactly the same wonderment before I discovered that the Middle English wether means ‘male sheep, especially a castrated one.’ It is somewhat reassuring to know that bellwether has for company veterinarian (the doctor who treats animals, especially domesticated animals), vitellus (literally: little calf, later: yolk of an egg), and veal (the flesh of the calf as used for food; also a calf raised for its meat, and slaughtered when between a few days and twelve months old). Like bellwether, all of these words evolved from the PIE base*wet- meaning ‘year’, apparently due to an ancient belief that animals like sheep, cows, buffaloes, etc. take a year to mature.


‘Interestingly, the verb vet is another shortened version of the noun ‘veterinarian’. Originally, it merely meant ‘to take an animal to the vet for an examination’. Thereafter, it evolved into the colloquial sense of ‘subject to careful examination’ (as of an animal by a veterinarian, especially of a horse before a race). Finally, the current meaning is ‘to examine and critically appraise, verify, or check (a person, document, scheme, etc.) for accuracy, authenticity, validity, etc.’: An expert was vetting my manuscript before publication as I was vetting candidates to make hiring decisions for my company.



Bellwether derived from the Middle English bellewether, originated with reference to the practice of tying a bell around the neck of a castrated ram (wether) leading his flock of sheep to the pastures or to the slaughterhouse. Its figurative sense gives us a) a person or thing that assumes the leadership or forefront, as of a profession or industry: Paris is a bellwether of the fashion industry; b) a person who leads a mob, mutiny, conspiracy, or the like; ringleader; and c) a person or thing that shows the existence or direction of a trend; index.

A word of caution here: since most humans are optimists, they tend to look at bellwether stocks as the ones that indicate a rising trend. But don’t forget, a castrated ram (wether) can lead its flock of sheep to the pastures or to the slaughterhouse with equal ease. It seems to me that during 2008–2013, the Indian bellwether stocks led flocks of investors to get fleeced.

Fleeced? Well, for the longest time, I didn’t know about this notorious side of fleece. To me, fleece was the coat of wool that covers the body of a sheep (or similar animal, if it resembles a fleece in texture or warmth) and keeps it warm and protected from cold weather. I knew that fleece is also used to refer to the stock of wool removed from a single sheep.

It seems that, unbeknownst* to me, fleece had acquired the figurative meaning of ‘to deprive of money or belongings by fraud, hoax, or the like; swindle’: He fleeced the stranger of several dollars. I suspect the devious practices of some cloth merchants selling shoddy fabric that appeared to be of good quality until the sheen wore off gave rise to this negative connotation. It is also likely that some thought that fleecing sheep deprived the animals of their assets.

Fleece also refers to a soft, warm polyester fabric with brushed nap.†

I read that fleece was originally made of sheepskin and was used as a lining for coats to make them warmer and softer. It was only later that fabrics like corduroy, Turkish towelling, velvet, and velveteen with soft pile‡ similar to sheepskin began to be used as well.

I was confronted with this range of fabrics when I was looking to get a coat stitched for my wedding.

When I was buying a suit for my wedding, I encountered a sweet-talking showroom manager who tried selling me inferior-quality suiting material. Just because I started the conversation in chaste Hindi, he assumed that I could be fleeced. Else, why on earth would he instruct them to show me the ‘worsted’ cloth (the worst cloth, which I suspected to have been further spoiled by water seepage, dust, mites, and ageing in his godown*)? I confronted him, asking him in chaste English, how he dared to show me the worst possible cloth for my suit. My fiancée and I checked out of (‘hastily left’—informal use) this showroom and checked a couple of smaller shops for the perfect fabric. But wherever we went, as soon as the salesman heard from me (in English, Hindi, or Hinglish) that I needed a suit for my wedding, he would call for the worsted fabric or worsted suiting.

I now began feeling worsted (‘defeated, overcome’—participle adjective of the verb ‘worst’) by the market, as if all of them had mysteriously collaborated to ensure I got the worst fabric for the suit for my wedding reception. I was ruing the fact that I had confidently and somewhat vehemently turned down the offer of my parents to accompany us and help with the selection and negotiation.

Worsted is a smooth, firmly twisted thread or yarn made from long-staple wool combed to make fibres lie in the same direction, and used to make tailored garments, such as suits. The fabric made from this yarn, e.g. gabardine and serge, is also called worsted. This fabric is superior as it has a finer, harder, stronger, and smoother surface and no nap.

The confusion with the English word ‘worst’ and its participle adjective ‘worsted’ is legitimate (that’s how I forgave myself that day). The name of this woollen fabric made from twisted yarn comes from Worstead (Old English Wurðestede), a village in the English county town in Norfolk. This village, together with North Walsham and Aylsham, became a manufacturing centre for yarn and cloth in the twelfth century .

Incidentally, we did eventually settle for a suit to be stitched using worsted fabric with its coat lined with silk fleece.
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POPE AND POPLIN

After a suit, I needed formal shoes that matched the colour of my suit. Being lazy, I was more keen on slip-on shoes (why waste time and effort, and dirty my hands tying shoelaces?) but my fiancée was determined that I try on the shoes with laces. ‘They look more formal and elegant,’ she declared and chided me for my indolence* as I gave her a pained look. ‘Have you ever wondered how much effort women put into looking good? Do you know how many laces women would tie on corsets and bodices?’

I found myself nodding my head in absolute agreement, but I must confess that I had never heard of those types of ladies garments before. I later looked up these words privately, so that I could meaningfully participate in the discussion, should the topic ever be raised again.

A bodice is a usually a tight-fitting, sleeveless vest that is cross-laced in the front and back, and worn by women over a dress or blouse covering the waist and bust. A bodice also denotes any part of a woman’s dress covering the body between the neck or shoulders and the waist. This word comes from the Scottish bodies—the plural of ‘body’—because the ‘body’ of a bodice was in two parts that fastened in the middle. Bodices were commonly worn in medieval times. As recently as 1981, it was added to the term bodice-ripper (also bodice buster) for ‘a racy romance novel, usually in a historical setting, with a formulaic plot that featured the seduction of a female protagonist (typically in which a heroine vainly resists submitting to the villain or hero) and sometimes violent action’.

A corset, originally a close-fitting outer jacket or a jerkin (‘a sleeveless jacket’), much like a bodice, has now evolved into a close-fitting undergarment that usually extends from below the chest to the hips. Both corsets and bodices share a common use: to shape the waistline, hips, buttocks, and breasts for the desired figure. It was often tightened with laces and stiffened with stays, though modern corsets achieve the same effect by using elasticated material.

Would you agree that ‘stiffened with stays’ is an odd formation? While I could sense that the intent was to make the cloth so stiff that it stays in its place, I checked and found out that a stay is a flat strip of whalebone, steel, plastic, etc., used especially for stiffening corsets, collars, etc. Interestingly, corsets are also called stays.

These tightly laced garments and, by extension, people who wear them, are called strait-laced (or ‘straight-laced’). Quite an appropriate term if you realize that strait originally meant ‘narrow; tight; confined; restricted or constricted space or area’. While this meaning is archaic now, it’s somewhat preserved in another definition: ‘a narrow passage of water connecting two large bodies of water’. Just like the narrow passage of water between the southern tip of India and northern tip of Sri Lanka is called Palk Strait (Palk from the surname of Robert Palk, who was governor of Madras Presidency from 1755–63).

Over time, ‘strait’ has evolved a figurative sense of ‘a position of difficulty, distress, or need’ (often in plural): Lack of sufficient rainfall for two consecutive years has driven farmers to dire (or sad or desperate) straits. If ‘strait’ evolved a figurative sense, ‘strait-laced’ had to follow suit. It developed a sense of ‘excessively strict in conduct, manners, or morality; puritanical; prudish’: strait-laced censors. To quote Honoré De Balzac: Musicians are seldom unemotional; a woman who could sing like that must know how to love indeed. Girls brought up (as you were) in a very strait-laced and puritan fashion, always pant for liberty and happiness, and the happiness they have never comes up to what they imagined. Those are the girls that make bad wives.

Lace is a common word and in strait-laced (or ‘straight-laced’) it has been used in the context of a cord, ribbon, or string used to draw together and fasten the parts of a shoe, corset, etc. by being drawn through eyelets or over hooks. However, there are other types of laces as well. For one, one can lace the food or drink of another person by adding a small quantity of an intoxicant like liquor or a narcotic drug like cocaine, heroin, or morphine. He laced her eggnog with rum and brandy. It was originally used to lace coffee, etc., with a dash of sugar, and comes via the notion of ‘to ornament or trim’. Lace is also used and worn ornamentally, as a netlike ornamental fabric made of threads by hand or machine or as an ornamental cord or braid, especially of gold or silver, used to decorate uniforms, hats, etc.


England’s Princess Audrey dedicated her life to God and renounced all worldly luxuries. Wearing laces around her neck was her one surviving act of vanity. When Audrey died in 679 CE of a throat tumour, those who mourned her death wore pieces of lace around their necks in her honour. The pieces of lace were so popular that cheaper versions, called ‘St Audrey’s lace’, started turning up in local markets.

Much like Bethlehem (from London’s St Mary of Bethlehem’s hospital, which, in its early days, was notorious for its cruelty to patients) got distorted to bedlam (‘a state of extreme confusion and disorder; an insane asylum’), ‘St Audrey’s lace’ became ‘tawdry lace’. With the passage of time, the word tawdry was used to refer to anything cheap and poorly made, gaudy and showy: Even though he is new to direction, his pedigree* didn’t justify such a tawdry production. In a figurative sense, it means ‘a character or behaviour that is unseemly, mean, base, and shameful’: Her tawdry behaviour in the reality show was a tactic to grab headlines.



Strait also gives us another kind of garment called a straitjacket (also straightjacket). It is a garment made of strong material and designed to bind the arms, as of a violently disoriented person: Used figuratively, it means anything that severely confines, constricts, or hinders: Conventional attitudes can be a straitjacket, preventing original thinking.

Although I have never given my parents any occasion to buy and bind me in a straitjacket, I have been the proud owner of a denim jacket.* Around the same time denim became popular in India, we also witnessed the invasion of a new type of fabric: corduroy. It caught my fancy and, at one point, I used to flaunt corduroy jeans, a jacket, and even a cap.

Corduroy is typically a heavy cotton fabric with a piled surface ribbed vertically. Pile, as is mentioned earlier in this chapter, is a soft, velvety, raised surface on a rug, fabric, etc., produced by making yarn loops on the body of the material and, often, shearing them at the outer end, giving it a velvety look and feel.

Corduroy probably derives from cord and the obsolete seventeenth-century word duroy, the name of a coarse fabric of unknown origin made in England. Folk etymology suggests that it is from the French corde (‘cord’), du(‘of’), and roi (‘king’) and means the ‘the king’s cord’, However, the phrase corde du roy is not known in French, which suggests that this etymology is creative but spurious. Not everything that sounds royally ornamental needs to be a gift of French to English. Incidentally, the French call it velours à côtes.

Curiously, some roads or causeways are constructed in the US with logs laid together over swamps or marshy places. They derive their names from their resemblance to a type of ribbed velvet and are called—you got it right—corduroy roads.

Although piles are cut at the outer ends to make velvet soft, this does not warrant the etymology of velvet (from the Vulgar Latin *villutus) to mean literally ‘shaggy cloth’. This root is probably a dialectal variant of vellus, vellere—‘to tear, pull, stretch, fleece’—which incidentally, also gives us the word svelte. Svelte is someone (chiefly a woman) whose body is slender and graceful: It was amazing how Manpreet regained her extremely svelte figure and was looking her best within three months of giving birth to a bonny boy. Svelte also implies, in a figurative sense, someone who is suave, polished, or sophisticated: her svelte singing style. You may wonder how velvet and svelte are etymologically connected! Well, svelte comes from the Latin ­ex—‘out’—and vellere—‘to pull, stretch’—which shows that someone is stretched or pulled out to make them slim and slender.

How about connecting the Pope of the Roman Catholic Church with a type of ribbed fabric, usually made of a silk warp with a weft of worsted yarn (now made with wool, cotton, silk, rayon, or any mixture of these) and used especially for women’s dresses and rich upholstery work? Would that be too much of a stretch? The story goes that Avignon, a town in the Provençal region of south eastern France, was the residence of seven successive popes between 1309 and 1377. The town was sold to the papacy by Countess Jeanne of Provence in 1348. Papal control persisted until 1791, when, during the French Revolution, it became part of France. While its historic centre, which includes the Palais des Papes, the cathedral and the Saint-Bénézet Bridge, was classified as a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1995, it is important to note that the town was also a manufacturing centre of silk. The cloth was named poplin (probably from the Provençal papalino, the feminine version of papalin—‘of or belonging to the pope’).

If you recall, I already possessed a suit made from worsted wool for use on formal occasions. During a training sponsored by my company, the trainer drilled it into us that one must ‘always dress for the next role’. I was so inspired by this that I drew up a list of finely textured garments I needed to add to my wardrobe. On that list were expensive shirts made from linen and mercerized cotton, and a tweed jacket for Friday.

I did once think of buying a linen shirt but held back, as I wasn’t sure if there was a way to wash this shirt in the privacy of one’s house once it got dirty—I had heard of the idiom ‘wash one’s dirty linen in public’, and hastily concluded that this was the only mode of washing dirty linen. I now know better. To ‘wash one’s dirty linen in public’ means to discuss one’s private disagreements, difficulties, or embarrassing matters in public, especially when quarrelling: They are arguing again. Why must they always wash their dirty linen in public?

On a more serious note, the real reason why I never bought linen shirts was because I thought they were fit to be bedsheets and tablecloths. It was only when the soft-skills trainer praised this fabric that I checked it out. So, while it is true that bedsheets and tablecloths were originally made of linen (giving rise to the name in the collective), they are now more commonly made of cotton. I must write to the editors of the Oxford English Dictionary, asking them to keep up with the times and modify the idiom to ‘wash one’s dirty polyester in public’. The idiom, in its current form, is unnecessarily sullying the image of linen.

Even then, unknowingly, I was consuming linen every day. You see, linen comes from the fibre of flax, a plant of the genus Linum (this explains the name linen), a slender, erect, annual plant with narrow, lance-shaped leaves and blue flowers, cultivated for its fibre and seeds. Ever since the awareness about heart disease and healthy oils has risen, I have switched to olive oil for my dose of monounsaturated fatty acids and walnuts, fatty fish, and flax seeds (linseed oil) for the Omega-3-enriched polyunsaturated fatty acids. While I am tempted to expound on the usual and preferred ratios of Omega-3 and Omega-6 fatty acids in our diets, let’s get back to sartorial supplementation and my wardrobe.

I did check out linen shirts but my heart fell for a mercerized cotton shirt that was available at a mouth-watering discount. Mercerized cotton is a fabric named after John Mercer (1791–1866), an English calico (see the India connection) printer, who discovered that when one treats cotton yarns or fabric with sodium hydroxide (also known as caustic soda) under tension, it increases the strength and durability, adds lustre, and improves the ability of the cloth to hold the dye.

At the same time, I also added a tweed jacket to my increasingly expensive-looking wardrobe. It didn’t bother me much to find out later that tweed is a coarse wool cloth spun in a variety of weaves and colours. Its production is mechanized everywhere except Scotland, where it is either hand-spun or hand-woven, even today.

Tweed is the name of a river that flows along the Scottish north-east borders with England and empties into the North Sea. New Sporting Magazine, in its June 1837 issue, reported: ‘So celebrated has amateur rod-fishing in the Tweed become that the proper costume of the sportsman has now become an object of speculation among the London tailors, one of whom advertises among other articles of dress “Tweed Fishing Trousers”.’ The name ‘tweed’ for the fabric could be an outcome of the surprising association of the river Tweed with sartorial elegance.

Pleased with my purchases, I texted my wife about my shopping and that the fine-textured shirt made from mercerized cotton textile was an absolute steal. Her profuse compliments when we met later that day helped me achieve a rare alignment with her on matters of shopping. But little did I know then that besides the spousal alignment, I was also in etymological harmony that day.

‘Text’, ‘texture’, and ‘textile’ all are progeny of the same Latin root texere—‘to weave, join, fit together, braid, interweave, construct, fabricate, or build’. Not to forget their sibling, which began its journey as a small cloth toile but soon metamorphosed into a ‘toilet’.

Well, let’s see if we can accommodate ‘toilet’ in our synchronization drive. Let me imagine myself on a long vacation and, one fine morning, sitting in idyllic bliss on a commode in the toilet, wearing a robe made from a finely textured textile, reading some text on the newspaper in one hand and texting with a mobile phone in the other. Haven’t I achieved complete etymological harmony yet again?

I am hesitant to mention this but, in the spirit of full disclosure, I admit that the robe I wear on this imaginary trip to the toilet is a sarong. It is a length of cloth, often brightly coloured and printed, that is wrapped around the body and tied at the waist or below the armpits. It is a unisex robe, worn by both men and women in India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, the East Indies, and the Pacific islands. It is a word of Malay origin and while I am quite content calling it a lungi, I have to admit that ‘sarong’ has a certain lyrical beauty and musicality to it (unless you believe I am unduly influenced by the sarod, a multi-stringed, lute-like instrument used mainly in Indian classical music) that lungi sorely lacks. Recently, and thanks mainly to a peppy dance number called Lungi Dance in a supremely successful Bollywood film Chennai Express, it has received attention and even grudging approval from the world of haute couture.
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HAUTE COUTURE

Haute couture, I hate to admit, is one of the few words I have never gained enough confidence to pronounce in public. As such, French words from the world of high cuisine have kept me on the edge of seats in fine dining restaurants. So far, I have managed by allowing others to order my food (which comes with its own pitfalls) or identifying a foodie with a sophisticated palate, and merely saying ‘repeat the same for me’. On occasions, when this is not possible, I have managed to mouth the keyword from the arcane description or gently invited the waiter to stand behind me while I indicate my selection with my index finger.

Ordering food has proven to be far simpler if I am travelling to cosmopolitan centres outside India. Often, there are high-definition, colourful shots of the end product next to its esoteric description and to further ease the harried traveller, a serial number for each food option. So, if I want to eat Tagine of Lamb Scaloppini (slow-roasted lamb scaloppini in mushrooms, capers, garlic, olives, and thyme-based jus, served with mustard mash and macédoine of vegetables) and ratatouille (a vegetable stew with olive oil, aubergines, courgette, bell peppers, tomatoes, onions, and garlic) and not very sure how to pronounce their names, I can merely ask for a plate of, say, number nineteen and twenty-three.

I have a theory why most Indian restaurants haven’t graduated to this customer-friendly practice. Firstly, it instantly eliminates the gap between the upper crust and the rest—something the upper crust doesn’t appreciate at all. Secondly, it deprives waiters of watching customers struggle to order food. Thirdly, it robs them of the opportunity to be gourmet consultants rather than humble waiters.

Haute couture (pronounced oht koo-toor; French: oht koo-tyr) is a common term to represent the leading fashion houses or fashion designers that create exclusive and often trend-setting fashions. The term has been extended to mean any unique, stylish design made to order for wealthy and high-status clients. No points for guessing that it originally referred to high fashion as produced in Paris uniquely by men and exclusively for women, and imitated in other fashion capitals such as New York, London, and Milan. It stems from haute, the feminine version of haut—‘high, elegant’—and couture from the Latin consuere—‘to sew together’ from con- (a variant of com-), ‘together’—and suere—‘to sew’. Couture gives us couturier, a designer of fashionable clothing for women, especially one in the business of making and selling such clothes.

Interestingly, the Latin suere—‘to sew’ brings up a number of interesting words related to stitching, such as sew (but not ‘sewer’, ‘sewage’, ‘sewerage’), suture, seam, and accoutre. Accoutre means to clothe in something impressive, and is used primarily for people in service, such as soldiers, sailors, police, firemen, and security guards when you provide (etymologically, ‘sew’ to their uniform) accessories to them other than their basic uniform and weapons. Examples of accoutrements vary by type of service and whether or not they are intended for field activity or some ceremonial purpose. For instance, a lanyard, multi-purpose knife, first-aid kid, whistle, or navigational tools such as compasses, maps, sextants, etc. Accoutrement also means ‘an identifying yet superficial characteristic’, such as an insignia on the uniform of a guard deployed for personal security.

The Latin root suere, ‘to sew’, ultimately derives from the PIE base *syu, ‘to bind, sew’, which gives us the Sanskrit sivyati—‘sews’—and sutram—‘thread, string’. The Sanskrit sutram combined with kama—‘desire, love’—to give this world the Kama Sutra, the fascinating ancient Hindu treatise on love and sexual performance. Isn’t it easy to relate sutra to this magnificent treatise? For the uninitiated, who have only heard about it, they may believe it to be a series of erotic postures and positions strung together into a story.

A more realistic explanation could be a reference to the ancient art of writing (on dried palm leaves) and book binding (by punching a few holes on the long edge of the leaves and tightening them using a string). Let’s, however, park these deliberations for further research and come back to the world of high fashion and its jargon, or should I say, its parlance.*

The following are some pet words from the world of haute couture that you should check out:


Bespoke

Zeitgeist

Leotard and lingerie

Vogue and avant-garde

Flower party and pin-up

Retro and techno fashion

Silhouette and sun-kissed

Style diva and fashionista

Macramé, motif, and tunic

Jersey, safari, and knickers

Très belle and femme fatale

Stole, thong, yoke, and hose

Tapestry, twill, brocade, and sequin

Plumage, cleavage, and plunging neckline

Fashion show, ramp, catwalk, and wardrobe malfunction

Muse, mannequin, model, supermodel, and showstopper

Bohemian, boho-chic, sports chic, très chic, country chic, and chic



As Yves Saint Laurent (YSL) succinctly put it: ‘Fashions fade; style is eternal.’ Incidentally, YSL was echoing Oscar Wilde’s sentiment. Oscar Wilde, however, expressed it rather bluntly: ‘Fashion is a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to alter it every six months.’ After all, as Marie Von Ebner-Eschenbach quipped: ‘So soon as a fashion is universal, it is out of date.’ This must put fashion designers under tremendous pressure. There is only so much one can experiment with dresses and their cuts, colour combinations, fabrics, and accessories without bordering on grotesque or insane.

Take a fashionista and put her through a period of recession. The question is whether she can afford to preserve her image. But, as the adage goes ‘once a fashionista, always a fashionista’. This holds true even in the face of recession. A recession-hit fashionista is called a recessionista. This word was first used in print in 1993 to mean a woman who can dress stylishly on a tight budget: A recessionista looks like a million dollars, but only has $20.00 in her pocket.

It seems that Keira Knightly, a famous Hollywood actress, is a self-professed recessionista. In 2009, Keira Knightley found a novel way to weather the global economic crisis; she took to renting designer shoes instead of buying new pairs. The twenty-three-year-old explained, ‘I think when I was very young and suddenly started earning a bit of money, I could actually afford to buy shoes. I got very excited and bought a lot. I mean a lot! I haven’t bought any in quite a while. Now I just rent them for the day. They give them to me for the day, and I give them back in the evening, which is good.’19

The other trend seems to be that of combining dress names to create portmanteau words of dress names and new fashion trends. For instance, jeggings are denim leggings that resemble tight jeans (portmanteau of ‘jeans’ and ‘leggings’).

In the 1930s, ladies sportswear was breaking new ground as trousers and shorts became socially acceptable and wardrobe favourites. Leon Levin, a New York-based clothing company, was at the forefront when it came to this new trend. Fast forward to 1960. Women began to play golf in large numbers, which led to the development of the famous Leon Levin ‘Q’ skirt or skort, which offered the freedom of shorts and soft lines of a skirt.20 The design was a hit, and it made the skort a hugely popular garment for young women. Athletes especially loved the ‘Q’ skirt, and it became an even bigger favourite among lady golfers. It soon became popular in other sports such as field hockey, tennis, golf, ten-pin bowling, and camogie (‘an Irish stick-and-ball team sport’), and began to be used for activities such as gardening, cleaning, or bike riding.

Some skorts are essentially skirts with a pair of shorts hidden underneath, though most resemble a pair of shorts covered by a flap in front. Make no mistake in assuming that these two variants can be called by the same name. Please always think of the creative struggles and immense market pressure on the fashion designers to keep churning out new looks. Hence, the skort that has the look of a skirt all the way around, not just in the front, is actually different altogether but is, strangely and unglamorously, called a scooter.

For the longest time, women have had another unexpressed but real need. Very strangely so, it went unnoticed, unanticipated and hence unaddressed by the world of haute couture up until the dawn of the 1990s. The need was for a dress that could be worn during the transitional period between seasons (what we bargain travellers call ‘shoulder months’). Specifically, they needed a garment to tide over the period between late autumn and winter. As the evening set in, there was a nip in the air, and they felt they needed an extra layer of clotting over their cardigan, either to keep the chill off when outside or to avoid turning on the heating when inside. But they weren’t quite ready to drag out their entire winter wardrobe just yet.21

The same unexpressed need was felt when they were transitioning from late winter to early spring. This is the time when the weather starts to get milder, but it is still too cold for a cardigan alone and a coat is too bulky.22 Well, the good news is that this need was finally recognized and duly addressed in the 1990s with the creation of a chic article called a coatigan. A coatigan is a perfect hybrid, a long cardigan for women, make of thick yarn, with the cut of a coat.

When I heard about the trendy skant, I deduced that it was a combination of a skirt and a pant. I thought it referred to pants, leggings, or tights underneath a skirt to keep even accidental impropriety* during flare-ups in check, especially during dance performances with a lot of rotations, lifts, and turns. However, I must admit that I was way off the mark. A scant is actually as sweater or shirt, turned upside down and worn as a pant. Legs go through the arm holes and they leave the sewing up of the neck hole completely optional. So, when you’re tired of putting your arms into your sweaters’ sleeves, try putting your legs in instead—and you’ve got a skant!

Pant? Can I ever use this word in singular? Well, it seems that if I am a fashion guru, I can. Rachel Braier, who, in her own words, devours fashion magazines as if they’re going out of fashion, and writes on this subject for The Guardian, believes that the fashion world has mysteriously decided that the letter ‘s’ is no longer fashionable and is, thus, redundant in the lexicon of fashion and style. So we now talk about a pant (possibly even an underpant?), a printed trouser, a jean, a heeled shoe, a sleeve, a nude lip, even a spectacle and—worst of all—a tight, and no one bats an (smoky) eye—it’s as if we’ve collectively forgotten that, until very recently, there was an obligation to add an ‘s’ to these nouns.23

This is known as the ‘fashion singular’. Why has this happened? It’s as if an edict has been issued by the Vogue HQ banning its use. Is it that the soft, curvaceous form of the letter S offends these rail-thin style mavens?* Will they start using other letters in its place? Perhaps K or Z, with their bold and angular lines, will become a more fashionable choice.24

Hadley Freeman, who also writes on fashion for The Guardian, has a theory to explain the birth of the fashion singular. She believes that all American fashion stylists talk like Californian teenagers who, according to her, seem to have forsaken (abandoned) the use of plurals. They started using the fashion singular on notes given out at fashion shows. Fashion journalists noticed this, and it started appearing in fashion magazines . . . lo, the fashion singular!25

Come to think of it, fashion pundits are only trying to bridge the grammatical inconsistencies that have crept into English with no logical backing whatsoever. English has consistently pluralized the clothing that gets onto our two legs and consistently singularized what goes on our two arms. So, on one hand, we have bell bottoms, bloomers, capris, chaps,† jeans, leggings, pants, pyjamas (or pajamas, in US English), shorts, skinnies, tights, and trousers. On the other hand, we have cardigan, coat, jacket, shirt, suit, and sweater. The same inconsistency is consistently preserved in undergarments. So, while briefs, boxers, drawers, panties, and tighty wighties (a synonym for ‘briefs’) are pluralized, the banian (vest) and bra are singular.

Almost whatever comes in front of eyes—binoculars, spectacles, goggles, and glasses—is pluralized. Incidentally, even though Google insists on maintaining the singularity of Google Glass, most of us believe that this imposition will only increase the urge to pluralize this brand name and, before long, people will be wearing Google Glasses and then merely Googles (as different from goggles) with as much ease as they wear their Ray Bans. If some people still remember that Ray Bans were originally Ray-Ban sunglasses and eyeglasses, they may not be dismayed when the long-forgotten etymology of Googles is quickly googled and traced to Google Glasses and, further, to the brand name Google Glass.
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CABS, CAPRIS, AND COMMUNICATION

What if I told you that balderdash means a rapidly receding hairline; a virtual ‘dash’ towards ‘balder’ pate? You have every right to say that this is utter nonsense, rubbish, garbage, or claptrap! Well, what you just said is the real meaning of balderdash— senseless talk or writing: Once the election results were announced, it became immediately clear that all the rhetoric in the run-up to the results based on opinion polls was utter balderdash.

Balderdash was originally a jumbled mix of liquors (milk and beer, beer and wine, etc.). This developed the figurative meaning of ‘senseless jumble of words’. While the ‘dash’ in balderdash retains its conventional meaning, ‘balder’ doesn’t point to the comparative degree of baldness; it comes from the Danish balder—‘noise, clatter’.

Interestingly, this Danish word also gave us boulder (‘a large and smooth, rounded mass of rock—bigger than a cobble—that has been shaped by erosion and transported by ice or water from its original position’). Isn’t it somewhat confounding to relate a smooth, rounded mass of stationary rock to noise and clatter? Well, the noise is caused as this rock usually finds itself lodged in the middle of a stream, causing water to dash and roar around it (Swedish dialectal bullersten—‘noisy stone’—from bullra—‘to roar’—and sten—‘stone’).

For a rock fragment to qualify as a boulder, geologists prescribe that its diameter needs to be greater than 25.6 cm. This explains why you only have a cobbled street and not a bouldered street. Cobbled streets remind me of the times when a horse-drawn carriage was the principal mode of travel within a city or a town, and streets were littered with horseshit.

Imagine yourself decked in your finest, boarding one of these carriages to go to your best friend’s wedding. You are sitting right in front and enjoying the onlookers’ attention and a full view of the humdrum of the busy streets (in that order). Just as the horse gathers speed, a blob of horseshit gets stuck to the horse’s hooves and is flung in your direction. You don’t have the time to duck, and it splatters on your face and clothes.

From the earliest times, a board was affixed in front of a horse-drawn carriage to stop muck or mud from splashing (‘dashing’) on the vehicle and passengers via the horse’s hooves. Naturally, this board was most appropriately named a dashboard. When the streets were cleared of horseshit and exhausts of methane (a greenhouse gas) from horses’ bowels were replaced by other greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide and noxious fumes from a vehicle’s engine exhaust, the dashboard was plucked from the defunct carriages and installed just ahead of the passengers in a motor car. Its role was also radically reformed as an ‘instrument panel’.

But what happened to the defunct horse-drawn carriages? Well, as automobiles on hire wrested the streets once ruled by hansoms and other types of horse-drawn carriages, they appropriated the name cabriolet as well (shortened to cab, just as ‘taximeter’ was shortened to ‘taxi’). The word cab was probably, and I say this in jest, a creation of public hurrying to catch a cabriolet, lest in their attempt to completely enunciate the word ‘cabriolet’, it trots, leaps, canters, or capers out of ear-shot.

The French cabriolet is a diminutive of cabrioler—‘leap, caper’ which brings the playful, sudden, and springy leap of a kid (‘baby of a goat’) to mind. However, since it is a diminutive, the horse pulling a carriage full of dignified citizenry has a very controlled and measured caper, further subdued by the springy suspensions of the carriage. The French cabrioler was derived from the Italian capriola—‘the leap of a kid’ (note how the ‘b’ switched to a ‘p’)—which further came from the Latin capreolus—‘wild goat’—and capro—‘goat’.

The zodiac sign of Capricorn, if literally translated, means ‘horned like a goat’, from caper (genitive* capri)—‘goat’—and cornu—‘horn’ (source of cornucopia). The beautiful island of Capri in the Bay of Naples in western Italy is possibly named after the capering goats. And why look far; even the word caper (‘to leap or skip about in a playful and sprightly manner; prance; frisk; gambol’) exists because of the goats’ vivacious and joyful jumping.

On the island Capri, if you see a bunch of women dressed in casual trousers with tapered legs that end above the ankle and a vertical slit at the outside-bottom edge, you could correctly call these Capri pants or, more commonly, Capris. It is possible that these women happened to visit India and bought them on a whim in New Delhi, stitched in the by-lanes of the Rajouri Garden market.

If these women bought Capri pants, or any other piece of clothing (e.g. Bermuda shorts), on a whim, they would be being whimsical. Given our focus on jumping goats, we may say that they were overcome by caprice, or that they were capricious. Caprice is a sudden, unpredictable change without apparent or adequate motive, of one’s mind, the weather, etc: Tom’s caprice showed in his dressing—it swung widely from flamboyant to self-effacing—and in his outlook towards materialism, which went from avarice* to munificence.†

But what’s the goat connection in caprice and capriciousness? Well, these words come from the same root (Latin capro—‘goat’) and are figurative representations of the sudden and unpredictable capering of goats.

Interestingly, the Latin capro—‘goat’—derives from the PIE base *kap-ro- ‘he-goat, buck’. This gets me thinking of the times before mankind invented fabrics and wore clothes made of animal fur and skin. If these were predominantly made from goat, deer, or antelope skin, it is likely that the Hindi word for fabric, कपड़ा (kapaṛā), has been derived from PIE base *kap-ro—‘he-goat, buck’!
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CLOSE SHAVE

Let’s go back a little to the sixteenth President of the United States of America, Abraham Lincoln. It stands to reason that if Lincoln could easily comply with a child’s wish to grow a beard, both he and his wife weren’t pogonophobic! Pogonophobia is the fear of beards (from the Greek pogon—‘the beard’—and phobia—‘an extreme or abnormal dislike or fear of something’). For trivia freaks, Ulysses Simpson Grant was the second US President to sport a beard after Lincoln.

While pogonophobia is quite rare, another phobia has managed to sink its tentacles deep into the American and European territory. It is Triskaidekaphobia, the fear of the number thirteen (from the Greek trishai, ‘three’; deka, ‘ten’, and ‘phobia’). Hotels and high-rise apartments usually do not number a floor as the thirteenth, and hence, you will normally see the fourteenth floor after the twelfth. In spite of this, it is amusing to note that the great seal of the United States of America has thirteen stars, thirteen stripes, thirteen arrows in the eagle’s hand, thirteen clouds in the glory, thirteen letters in the motto, thirteen laurel leaves, thirteen berries on the branch, thirteen feathers in each wing, and thirteen feathers in the tail. But if you are wondering about this dichotomy, especially in a nation full of triskaidekaphobics, the explanation is rooted in the American Revolution.

When the Declaration of Independence was approved on 4 July 1776, there were thirteen states in the Union. While the number of states has swelled to fifty since then, the original seal has stayed on. Incidentally, triskaidekaphobics consider the thirteenth that falls on a Friday most unlucky. Much to their chagrin,* it is a fact that the thirteenth of a month falls more often on Friday than on any other day of the week. In 400 years, in a basic and recurring calendar unit, there are 688 Fridays that fall on the thirteenth, as compared to 687 Sundays or other days.

Without any desire to emulate† the habits, mannerisms, and fears of westerners, even I secretly believed in avoiding all important activity on the thirteenth, especially when the date coincided with a Friday. On a not-so-recent business trip to Singapore, I had planned to go early and spend a couple of days with family and friends there. To my utter discomfort, I realized that the cheapest flight from Mumbai to Singapore was scheduled to depart on Friday the thirteenth at 1.00 p.m. I begged my travel agent to give me a ticket for the previous day and, after acquiring a number of seniors’ approvals in the company for this deviation, I was booked on the 11.15 p.m. flight on Thursday the twelfth.

I now boarded the plane with my mind at peace and the circadian rhythm* of my body instructing me to immediately convert my seat into a flat bed for a comfortable night’s sleep. I also told the airhostess that I would not like to be woken up for a midnight meal and drinks as I was really well fed (on a delicious and delectable† dinner prepared by my doting wife).

Truth be told, I am really fed up with this routine airlines follow, wherein they will wake up a slumbering passenger for a midnight supper. People in a routine, like me, need to sleep and wake up at a nearly fixed time every day and shouldn’t be made to sit through this ordeal of fully illuminated cabins and frequent announcements (‘seat-backs to be kept in upright positions for the entire duration of the meal service’), not to mention the subdued but foul smells of a heady concoction of undigested airline food and beverages wafting blissfully in the entire cabin, pressurized well to make our journey pleasurable and comfortable.

I am aware that the meal is complimentary with the air ticket my company bought for my comfortable travel. However, not many companies realize that it is in their best economical and humane interest that their employees are not served this meal at midnight, lest it upset their sleep and stomachs, and ruin their concentration at work the next day. I hope a day will come when we can board a late-night flight and sleep like babies as soon as the seat-belt sign is switched off and we can recline our seats.

I had slept, after cutting out the light and noise, with the help of an eye mask and ear plugs. I had also sprinkled a few drops of lavender-oil-based eau de toilette on my pillow to cut out, or at least confuse, the smells. No sooner had the clock struck midnight and the triskaidekaphobic guests on board, like me, formally welcomed Friday the thirteenth at a cruising altitude of 39,000 feet, an emergency announcement interrupted my dream and shattered my peace. The plane had developed a snag and was returning to its base station, Mumbai. As we started panicking, we were assured in the calm and confident voice of the commander of the flight that the snag was minor, which I interpreted to mean that I need not say my prayers or write farewell messages and confessions. We were, of course, welcome to move around the cabin and even use the lavatories.

Snags, however minor, can scare the daylights out of a person, especially if one is barrelling* in a metal tube at 900 km/hr, 39,000 feet above the terra firma.* I said some quick prayers and made a few promises to God. I would leave office to go home by 7.30 p.m. (latest 8.00 p.m.). I wouldn’t use the BlackBerry to check office email once I was home. I wouldn’t schedule or accept never-ending conference calls at odd hours that cut into family time or sleep time. I would look at my wife when she was talking to me, and respond with interest and enthusiasm in multisyllabic (instead of monosyllabic) sentences. I would take more interest in the children’s studies and get up early on the weekends to play physical sports with them. I would spare a minimum of forty-five minutes to exercise at least four to five times a week.

I tried to recollect if there was anything that I hadn’t confessed to my wife. There was nothing . . . er . . . significant. Now I needed an immediate distraction from the snag, the worst possible outcome.

To this effect, I found myself contemplating the last word of the last line of the announcement—lavatory. A long queue had formed outside it at both ends of the aircraft. Everyone, after having said their prayers and written wills, notes, letters, and confessions for loved ones, was now keen to relieve themselves, in case it turned out to be the last time they ever did.

I had often thought ‘lavatory’ was not the most appropriate word, especially after the evolution of so many euphemisms. It was a trifle too long to mouth, and, coming from unpractised vocal cords, it sounded like ‘laboratory’. I also realized that calling it the gentlemen’s (or ladies’) room, or men’s (or women’s) room, would not be feasible, given that paucity of space necessitates it be a unisex facility. But what about ‘restroom’, ‘washroom’, ‘bathroom’, ‘water closet’ (WC or W.C.), ‘cloakroom’, ‘toilet’, or even ‘loo’?


In one of the issues of Lore and Language, published as a journal of the Survey of Language and Folklore (renamed the National Centre for English Cultural Tradition) at the University of Sheffield, a most ingenious possibility was posited* for the derivation of the term loo for a toilet. The author considered that, as early sailing vessels had no toilets and the crew must, therefore, relieve themselves over the side of the ship (and would not do so on the windward side for obvious reasons), the term loo (a place for pee and poop) might well have derived from the standard pronunciation of the word leeward as ‘looward’.26



You may recoil in disgust at my suggestion of ‘loo’ and ‘toilet’, and after determining the distinctly ungainly origin of ‘loo’, I tend to agree with you. But you need to trust me when I say that the word ‘toilet’ was originally a euphemism. Here is its perfumed history: Before the twentieth century, it universally referred to the morning routine of preparing for the day by bathing and washing, combing and arranging one’s hair, shaving, and applying various potions* on the hair and skin.

Why should you believe me? Well, this sense is still preserved today in the word toiletry (any article or preparation used in cleaning or grooming oneself), and toilet of the mouth is still used by oral surgeons while talking about mouthwashes or sprays for maintaining good oral hygiene. Most of you also gladly use eau de toilette (oh-duh-twah-let) without linking it to the nauseating smell of stinking toilets. It is a lightly scented perfume (considered weaker than eau de cologne) that is used as a skin freshener and usually applied directly to the skin after bathing or shaving. It may have originally contained alcohol and volatile aroma compounds (eau, ‘water’; de, ‘of’, and no points for guessing that toilette is French for ‘toilet’). It still contains volatile extracts from aromatic plants like lavender, lilac, geranium, etc. If scents can be ‘toilet water’, it proves beyond doubt that ‘toilet’ didn’t imply smells of defecation and was therefore a perfectly innocuous and polite subject for general conversation. It can be startling to read the word when used in that sense in older books or artworks.

‘Toilet’ stems from the Middle French ‘toilette’. Since we know that ‘-ette’ is a miniaturization suffix and the French toile means ‘cloth’, ‘toilette’ meant a small cloth. This connects with the earliest use of toilets for cleaning and personal grooming. One would normally put a small piece of cloth over the shoulders while shaving or dressing the hair. One would also use it to cover the dressing table and then lay out washing and shaving apparatuses on it.

With time, however, its meaning evolved from ‘the act or process of dressing’ to ‘a dressing room, especially one with an attached lavatory’, and then, ‘a lavatory or porcelain plumbing fixture’. Hence, as the word became tainted, it needed to be replaced by another euphemism. So, as the world (including the airports) has moved to restroom, washroom, or WC/W.C.), I wonder why the airlines are so steadfastly and unanimously refusing to change!


The only reason T. S. Eliot (Thomas Stearns Eliot), the Nobel Prize-winning essayist, publisher, playwright, literary and social critic, and ‘one of the twentieth century’s major poets’ insisted on his middle initial, was that he was painfully aware that: ‘My name is only an anagram of toilets.’ As a young adult, Eliot felt so embarrassed by this association that he occasionally signed his name as T. Stearns Eliot. A famous palindrome, ‘Was it Eliot’s toilet I saw?’ may have added to his grief, though I am not sure if it was coined during his time.



I am sure you appreciate how hard I have toiled (no relation to toilet) to get to the root of this important aspect of personal grooming and hygiene.
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AIRWAYS

Lavatories deliberated, debated, and concluded, I needed another distraction, and quickly. A thought had been lurking in a corner of my mind and so I called the air hostess, Susan, and asked why, in the last decade or so, she and her contemporaries had begun asking (literally forcing) us to pull up the window shades for a clear outside view both during take-off and before landing. ‘While I appreciate this complimentary sight-seeing opportunity,’ I admitted, ‘views outside are not always clear, especially at night, or pleasing to look at. Sometimes, I desperately need that additional ten to fifteen minutes of sleep before the plane lands. And though I don’t mind dozing off with the seat upright, can I be spared the shimmering sunlight?’

She confessed that this had been taught to her during her training, but since then, not a single passenger had ever enquired about this modified protocol, and what remained with her was only a foggy idea about the origin of this practice. ‘Could I research it after landing?’ she nearly pleaded to be let off the hook. But, unbeknown to Susan, I had already devised another plan to divert my mind by involving her in another long conversation. I chose a subject that often required her to solve multiple queries.

There are many meal options available on an international flight. For instance:

Religious meals:




	Asian vegetarian meal (AVML)
	Vegetarian Jain meal (VJML)



	Hindu meal (HNML)
	Muslim meal (MOML)



	Kosher meal (KSML)
	 





Medical and dietary meals




	Bland meal (BLML)
	Low-sodium meal (LSML)



	Diabetic meal (DBML)
	No-lactose meal (NLML)



	Low-purine meal (PRML)
	Peanut-free meal (PFML)



	Low-calorie meal (LCML)
	Low-fat meal (LFML)



	Gluten-free meal (GFML)
	Fruit platter (FPML)



	Vegan meal (VML)*
	Vegetarian lacto-ovo meal (VLML)





* Some airlines call it ‘vegetarian meal’. (VGML)

Other special meals




	Child meal (CHML)
	Seafood meal (SFML)



	Baby meal (BBML)
	Champagne (SPML)



	Vegetarian oriental meal (VOML)
	Celebration cake meal (CLML)



	Raw vegetable meal (RVML)
	





I had always been tempted to choose something nontraditional, but also scared of being stuck with something unpalatable. Eventually, I fell back on the traditional and reliable Asian vegetarian meal (AVML).

It wasn’t so much my lack of appreciation of the constituents of the other meals (which one can easily check out online27) as my lack of faith in the staff’s expertise to turn the scarcely-ordered options into fine meals. However, that day, I began a conversation to determine what some of the more intriguing options were, which I could definitely have deciphered without help but had decided not to.

I called the air hostess and expressed an interest in food. Before she could ask me my preference, I clarified that while I was feeling full from the grand dinner at home, I had always wanted to ask someone about the constituents of a gluten free and lacto-ovo-vegetarian meal. I said I had never ordered these meals for myself and my family, and was concerned that we may be missing out on delectable or fortified options with marvellous health benefits or special ingredients that make long-distance flights seem like a breeze.

She immediately threw all my concerns to the winds. ‘A gluten-free diet,’ she explained in a pleasant but professorial tone, ‘is a diet that excludes foods containing gluten.’ Well, that is accurate but not quite helpful, I thought. But much to my relief, she did not to stop here, instead clarifying that gluten is a protein complex found in wheat, barley, rye, etc. ‘Some people,’ she said, ‘are gluten intolerant, as its consumption leads to chronic constipation and diarrhoea, anaemia, and fatigue—and pain and discomfort in the digestive tract.’

She amazed me with her vast knowledge of the subject, and I was quite sure it had nothing to do with her training as an air hostess—either she herself, or someone very close to her, suffered from such a condition. Was I tempted to ask her to lay my confusion to rest? Yes, I surely was. Did I have the bravado* that it takes to ask such a question, especially when the plane was blasting through the airspace with a technical snag? Not at all!

I had heard no one, on the numerous domestic and cross-border flights during my long banking career, asking for or being served a lacto-ovo-vegetarian meal. I am sure that this option was exercised even more rarely than a gluten-free meal, and I was excited to understand the physiological or psychological conditions of people who do take this option on flights emanating from or terminating in India.

Susan mentioned that while a significant number of Indians order an Asian vegetarian meal, they would, in fact, more happily consume a lacto-ovo-vegetarian meal. What? I wondered why one of the potentially popular meal options should have the most uncommon nomenclature!

She clarified that this meal does not contain beef, pork, poultry, fish, shellfish,* or animal flesh of any kind, but does have eggs and dairy products (Latin ovo—‘egg’—and lacto—‘milk’). ‘A couple of variations,’ she added, ‘are the Lacto-vegetarian meal (a vegetarian meal that has dairy products but no egg and is called AVML, i.e., Asian vegetarian meal in aviation parlance) and Ovo-vegetarian meal (a vegetarian meal with eggs but without dairy products).’ However, the variation that takes the cake and gets the most queries is the vegan meal—known as VVML or VGML—in air.’ She sighed.

While I had heard of the growing movement of veganism, especially among long-distance runners and professional athletes, I wasn’t fully aware why it should invite so many queries for the flight attendants. After all, wasn’t it simply a pure vegetarian meal without any eggs or dairy products? Susan enlightened me with the complicated interpretations and preferences of flyers when it came to a preparing and consuming a vegan meal.

‘Vegans refrain from eating food that contains any other animal-derived ingredients, such as gelatin*. Many vegans also refrain from eating food that is processed using animal products, even though they may not contain animal products in the finished product, such as sugar and some wines. In fact,’ she emphasized, ‘there is some debate as to whether certain foods, such as honey, fit into a vegan diet.

‘What makes matters more complex is that a lot of vegans consume raw vegan food that has not been heated above 115 degrees Fahrenheit (46 degrees Celsius). These raw-food eaters believe that foods cooked above this temperature have lost a significant amount of their nutritional value and are harmful to the body.’

It seemed to me that Susan had a background in food and nutritional science, and her love for the subject reflected in the fluidity of her speech, the depth of her understanding, the glint in her eyes, and the natural smile that lit up her face as she spoke. When I checked with her to confirm my suspicion, she admitted that she was a post-graduate in nutritional and sports science. She had taken up this job to fulfil her other dream—seeing the world.

In a few years, she would return to her primary passion—fitness and nutrition—and open a clinic with an attached gymnasium for well-heeled* Indians. ‘Indians need a break from slimming centres and weight-loss clinics that prescribe extreme or weird diets, or perform liposuction, a surgical procedure that sucks away the lipids tucked into the tummy. Both of these are non-maintainable options and, more often than not, people bounce back and eventually weigh even more than when they started the treatment,’ she sighed.

This discussion was taking an interesting turn, and I eagerly asked for quick and free tips on changes I could bring to my own diet to keep my undisciplined abdominal girth from expanding. I admitted to her that I was largely a vegetarian but occasionally included animal flesh in my meals. ‘That makes you a semi-vegetarian or, more specifically, a flexitarian,’ she revealed. It delighted me immensely to discover that my food habits had a name and a unique identity. ‘So, what is your favourite diet?’ I asked her.

‘My favourite diet, revered for its healthy and healing qualities,’ she enthusiastically replied, ‘is the macrobiotic diet. It includes raw and unprocessed vegan food, such as whole grains, fruits, and vegetables, and allows the occasional consumption of fish. Sugar and refined oils are avoided. Perhaps the most unique qualifier of the macrobiotic diet is its emphasis on the consumption of Asian vegetables, such as daikon (white radish) and sea vegetables, such as seaweed. However, most Indians have trouble accepting the concept of a meal without curd and milk, and very little non-veg. To them, I would prescribe a pescatarian diet.


Pescatarian (also spelled pescetarian) comes from the Italian pesce—‘fish’—which is derived from the Latin piscis—‘fish’; but you can more easily remember it from the twelfth sign of Zodiac, ‘Pisces’. Pisceans are people who are born between 20 February and 20 March, and their sun sign has two quiet fishes lying next to each other, presumably headed in opposite directions before they are caught and quietened.



‘With this diet, one does not eat any meat except fish and invertebrate seafood.’ She explained that more and more people are adopting this diet, usually for health reasons (since fish is rich in healthy fatty acids called Omega-3) or as a stepping stone to a fully vegetarian diet.’

Now my mind was whizzing with a little too much information and I asked her if she would allow me to take notes on my iPad. I had barely signed into my iPad when she had to sign off from our warm, engaging, and fruitful conversation. The flight had begun its descent thirteen minutes earlier, and was about to land in the next thirteen minutes, and she had to prepare the cabin for a safe landing.

I suddenly realized that I had not capitalized on the opportunity to clarify my long-standing doubt with regard to the difference between roasted and broiler chicken. I tucked it away for the next opportunity to chat with Susan (as I was a frequent traveller to Singapore). Soon, I heard Susan announcing that the fasten-seatbelt sign had been switched on, all electronic devices had to now be shut off or kept in aeroplane mode, tray tables folded, seat-backs in the upright position, and window shades moved up for a clear outside view. ‘The use of lavatories is no longer permitted,’ she added, just as I was getting up to relieve myself.

She winked at me and, as I walked up the aisle to reach the WC* (I don’t even like to use the word ‘lavatory’ in writing), I caught sight of a couple of babies blissfully sleeping in their bassinets,† oblivious to the potential danger lurking around that kept us wide awake and on the edge of our seats. When I returned, I was calm. I sat down, switched off my iPad, pulled up the window shades, and peered down to admire the glittering aerial view of Mumbai from 13,000 feet.

As we safely touched down, I said a quick prayer, without realizing that it was still Friday the thirteenth, and that I needed to take another flight from Mumbai to Singapore. I immediately started worrying: ‘How on earth do I implement my promises of leaving office early, no BlackBerry at home, long and loving conversations with my doting wife, getting up early on weekends and playing sports with my kids, maintaining a strict exercise regimen for my figure and fitness, and what not?’

Did I need another distraction now? I suddenly remembered that Susan had requested me to figure out why we are asked to pull up the window shades for a clear outside view, both during take-off and before landing. I diligently Googled it and found more than one possible answer:



	This procedure is critical to grant pilots a peripheral vision. It turns out that, in the absence of rear-view and side-view mirrors or cameras on a commercial jet, pilots are blind to any untoward event unfolding behind their backs, and rely on passengers’ vision of the whole outer aircraft. Crew, who are seated at their crew seats at the time of take-off and landing—which are notoriously the most dangerous phases of all flights—are also not able to see a whole lot of the plane’s exterior. The only people who can see the engines (in case there is any damage, they catch fire or there is smoke billowing out) and what happens in the surroundings, are the passengers, who can quickly alert the crew. (Sometimes, even a second could make a big difference.)

	Pilot Meryl Getline believes that it has also to do with evacuation procedures. Should an evacuation become necessary, flight attendants need to be able to assess outside conditions so that they don’t send passengers into undesirable conditions.28

	In an emergency, doesn’t it seem like a good idea to let everyone see any obstructions, fires, approaching emergency personnel, etc. from the inside to the outside, and also vice versa? Preparedness is setting up for an emergency before it happens.29 Plus, after the evacuation, any rescue personnel from the outside can see inside the cabin more easily, to see if anyone is trapped inside.

	A former flight attendant with thirteen years of long-haul international flying experience corroborates this belief and sheds some more light on this subject. She says that the interior lighting should match the outside as much as possible for take-off and landing, which is helped by opening the shades. She recounts adjusting the cabin lighting accordingly during her flights—full bright for a daytime landing and completely off for a night landing. This, according to her, means crucial time isn’t lost during an evacuation when people are either blinded by the outside light or need some time to adjust to the dark.

	After landing, it has the added benefit of saving the flight crew’s time: there are fewer shades that they have to reopen while they reset the plane for the next flight. It was reported in various media that Ryanair, a European low-cost carrier, wanted to order their aircraft without window shades to reduce weight, and save on cost and on a measurable amount of time at the turnaround; however, the new aircrafts do have them as it is required by the regulations of the Irish Aviation Authority.

	Another small plus, which isn’t the reason for the rule, is that if anyone gets airsick, it’s good if they can see outside. During a descent, you can get stuck in a ‘holding pattern’ due to traffic congestion at the airport. This is not fun for those who are prone to getting motion sickness. Seeing the ground, even if far below, helps equalize their inner-ear balance.30
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BROILER CHICKEN

As a flexitarian, it was not uncommon for me to encounter chicken dishes, but I was intrigued by broiler chicken. The first time I heard of this, I dismissed it as a misspelling of ‘boiler chicken’. (I assumed that this type of chicken was served after boiling it in some aromatic broth.)

In early 2013, a senior came to India on his market-scoping trip to emerging markets from the head office of my ex-employer. He was in charge of product development and had recently launched a new product, a first for any multinational bank in India. As he was leaving our office after finishing his client meetings, he promised to send me a ‘broiler-plate’ proposal, which my team would need to customize only minimally as per our clients’ needs, once he reached the US. My mechanical-engineering background prejudiced me and I interpreted it as a ‘boiler-plate’ proposal, which seemed rather odd and out of place in the field of banking and finance; not to say that ‘broiler plate’ seemed any closer to it.

Now, I had to check online, and couldn’t wait for my next trip to Singapore and possible encounter with Susan. My rational mind also told me that the prospects of meeting her were remote as we were mandated to take the lowest-cost carrier available for each trip, and this kept fluctuating.

I figured out that broiler was a young, tender chicken suitable for roasting. It was also used (chiefly in the US) to mean a pan, grate, etc. for ‘broiling’ food. But what was broiling? This confounded me and made my blood boil at my despicable* state of illiteracy!

To broil is to cook by direct heat, as on a gridiron (grill) over the heat, or in an oven under the heat; to grill: to scorch; to make very hot: Broil the swordfish steak until medium rare, about four to six minutes on each side, and have it with Caesar salad. Broil, in a figurative sense, means to become very heated or angry: She was broiling in anger to see her broiler chicken charred black by her forgetful maid. Hence, a brawl (a noisy or violent quarrel) is also called a broil. Broil also gives us embroil, which means ‘to involve in argument, contention, or strife; to bring into discord or conflict’: Thousands of bus drivers are embroiled in a row with management over the computerization of their duty rosters.

I have now begun to appreciate the fact that broiler is the raw material for preparing roasted chicken. But, as the recipe book suggested, a broiler needs to be marinated before roasting it on a slow fire on a gridiron. It was time for me to swear again—what the heck was marination? It transpires that marination has nothing to do with the complex and elaborate customs of marriage in our nation, but indeed something to do with where some newly married couples find themselves once the initial charm wears off—sparring* and at sea.

To marinate means to steep (soak) meat, fish, vegetables, etc. in a seasoned liquid, usually vinegar or wine with oil, herbs, spices, etc. Interestingly, this seasoned solution has a similar and somewhat confusing name, marinade.

Before I sorted out this confusion, I had guessed that ‘marinade’ could be a less popular cousin of ‘lemonade’ and as lemonade is made from lemons, marinade may be prepared by squeezing the stems and tubers of some marine plants. Well, I was wrong when it came to my squeezing theory but there is indeed a connection between marinade and marine (‘of or pertaining to the sea, navigation, shipping, etc.’). The connection isn’t obvious unless you realize that originally, marinade was like seawater, a strong solution of salt and water. Isn’t it interesting that the word brine, which shares a majority of its letters with ‘marine’, also means water saturated or strongly impregnated with salt; a salt and water solution for marinating or pickling.

Hmm . . . hopefully, the process of broiling stood deciphered and I moved for the plate—of course, not to sample this dish, but to demystify the type of written proposal that is derived from serving or eating a roasted broiler on a plate. It was such a relief to find that my mechanical-engineering background hadn’t prejudiced me enough to interpret ‘broiler-plate’ proposal as ‘boiler-plate’ proposal, but our US-based senior had correctly enunciated* it as ‘boiler-plate’ and the term had, indeed, originated in mechanical engineering.

Boiler plate originally referred to the maker’s label used to identify the builder of steam boilers. The term extended to the field of printing in the early 1900s. From the 1890s onwards, printing plates of text for widespread reproduction, such as advertisements or syndicated† columns, were cast or stamped in steel (instead of the much softer and less durable lead alloys used otherwise) ready for the printing press and distributed to newspapers around the United States. They came to be known as ‘boilerplates’.

This term extended to the field of law, software, banking, etc., and essentially refers to the portion of the contracts, agreements, proposals, forms, or software code that is considered standard and requires little or no alteration for use in multiple situations.

Well, it’s time for us to abandon the chicken and adopt the duck.

In the early nineteenth century, a French journalist named Egide Cornelissen wrote about a horrible experiment, which he claimed he had carried out with twenty ducks. He said he had roasted one duck and fed it to the other nineteen, then fed one of the nineteen to the other eighteen, and so on, until he had only one duck left. The story was given wide publicity in Europe and America but Cornelissen finally admitted that he had made it all up. Since then, any ridiculously false story has been called a canard, which is the French word for duck: As per cancer specialists, the canard about graviola (commonly known as soursop) treating cancer has so much promotion on the Internet that it leads people to believe that it is backed by scientific evidence.

Another interesting titbit (American: tidbit, as the sexual overtones and undercurrent of ‘tit’ in titbit were found to be too improper for public or family conversations) on ducks: The swan is a long-necked bird of the duck family. The ancients called it the bird of Apollo, and the myth that surrounds it is that it sings melodiously* at the time of its death. In fact, it is the last few gasps of breath constrained in its throat that are supposed to produce this sound. Hence the English phrase swan song, which means a poet’s or a musician’s last creative work, or someone’s farewell appearance, or his last significant act, in allusion* to this ancient superstition: This project is my swan song since I will retire next month.

On a recent vacation, we visited a park that had a beautiful pond and many varieties of ducks in and around it. Tammy and I ran excitedly towards the pond. ‘Look, there are so many ducks and geese in this pond!’ She went closer. ‘Wow! There are ducklings and goslings as well!’ As I walked to the pond, feeling proud of her knowledge and pitying my own, she wondered, ‘Papa, there must be some drakes and ganders as well, but I don’t know how to make them out. Can you pleeeeease help?’ She pleaded with such earnestness and confidence in my discerning abilities that it broke my heart.

How could I differentiate between a goose and a gander (a male goose) when I couldn’t even tell a duck from a goose, I wondered, feeling like a dodo.


The dodo was a heavy, flightless bird that once abounded† in Mauritius and was found nowhere else. It became extinct in the seventeenth century due to excessive killing. This was chiefly due to its own inability to defend itself and realize that it was in mortal danger. Evidence of the last live dodo was recorded in the year 1681. A dodo, thus, is a dull-witted, stupid person, or an idiot. It also means an old-fashioned, conservative person who is always one step behind his times: Is he the village dodo or a genius in disguise!



In fact, ‘drake’ (a male duck) and ‘gander’ sounded like freshly minted words to me, and I was sure they were not a part of our syllabus when we were studying in primary school.

The only gender differentiation I could visually make, I confessed to her, was between a hen and a cock. ‘Papa!’ she squealed,* her eyes wide with a mix of shock and horror, ‘Our teacher told us to never say that word in public places!’ The only exceptions she permitted, upon my enquiry, were compound words like peacock, shuttlecock, and creepy cockroaches!

For several seconds, even as I replayed my statement many times over in my head and once even in slow motion, I couldn’t pin-point which word had hurt her teacher’s sensibilities. The big racket created by warring ganders and cocks over breadcrumbs thrown by tourists didn’t help me concentrate either.

Finally, I figured it out.

You see, rooster has been increasingly favoured as a puritanical* alternative to ‘cock’, since ‘cock’ has acquired another meaning of . . . er . . . how should I say it? I hope you get it. This word is more prevalent in the US (in fact, the Americans invented it as a euphemism for ‘cock’). People in the UK seem quite at peace with using ‘cock’ in public places to denote the masculine gender of the fowl.



Of course, Americans couldn’t have invented the word ‘rooster’ on the fly. Doesn’t it have an uncanny* similarity to the word ‘roast’ (as in roast chicken)?

‘Rooster’ actually comes from the sense of a roosting bird, and roost is a perch or a large cage or house where birds or fowls rest at night. ‘Roost’ also gave a big boost to my understanding and appreciation of idioms like ‘rule the roost’ and ‘come home to roost’ (and a variant—‘chickens come home to roost’).

‘Roost’ comes from an Old English word hrost that meant ‘wooden framework of a roof’. Now, a wooden framework, we all know, is strongest when it has a mesh-like appearance, which is made using parallel and intersecting logs of wood, and it is this shape that helped it evolve into the Middle Dutch roosten—‘to roast’ —and finally, into the Dutch rooster—gridiron, table, etc.

Stay with the Dutch rooster. We put this table with gridlines to several uses: during the roll call of students in school, making a list of groceries to buy, and of friends and colleagues to extend New Year greetings to. My mom used it to make a list of the teaching faculty with their turns or periods of duty beyond the class room. She called it the duty roster. Interestingly, the word roster also derives from the Dutch rooster—‘gridiron, table, etc.’

Isn’t this incredible? My strictly vegetarian (or should I say lacto-vegetarian if I want to be pedantically accurate) mom surely didn’t know that the roster she would prepare as a college principal for assigning duties to staff members was derived from the design of the gridiron used for roasting a rooster.
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CHICKENPOX, GOOSEFLESH, AND AUSPICIOUS MONTHS

Well, the rooster and its female consort, the hen, also gave us chickenpox, a disease of confounding association with the poor chicken, especially as it is neither its carrier nor its victim—at least there is no recorded evidence of any such cases. What makes it even worse is that while the other types of pox, such as great pox (popularly known as syphilis, a venereal disease) and smallpox (thankfully eradicated from the face of our planet, with the exception of two vials, one each in the United States and Russia, who preserve this deadly virus that killed approximately 500 million people in the twentieth century) have no direct or even remote association with any other variety of domestic or wild fowls.

If we cannot determine what ‘chicken’ is doing in ‘chickenpox’, let’s see if the word ‘pox’ can give us any ideas. ‘Pox’, a variant spelling of pocks (plural of pock), is a generic name for any disease, such as chickenpox or smallpox, characterized by purulent* skin eruptions (called pustules) that may leave pockmarks, as in smallpox, when healed.

Is it possible that the size of these pustules is quite similar to that of the chickpea (a seed of the legume family, bearing pods containing pea-like seeds), and doctors and scientists mistakenly assumed that the ‘chick’ in ‘chickpea’ came from ‘chicken’? It is also likely that they assumed that ‘chicken’ was the plural of ‘chick’ (compare it with ‘child’ and ‘children’) and was apt to describe the many small, purulent eruptions. It’s a pity that they didn’t consult a professor of linguistics, or even an amateur etymologist like me.

I can’t blame them. They had far more pressing medical issues to handle than worry about a possible nomenclatural error. Incidentally, the use of chick (a young chicken or other bird) as slang for ‘young woman’ was first recorded in 1927. Originally, it was perceived as insulting because of the perception that it infantilized* women. Now the word has been embraced by some women as a positive term of self-reference and an expression of camaraderie. When used as a modifier, as in chick flick and chick lit, its meaning is not restricted to young women (it includes young men), and its use is not offensive.31

The French don’t call young women ‘chicks’. Their equivalent of a hen or young fowl is poule. This gives us poultry and the game of pool (note: no relation to ‘pool’ as in ‘swimming pool’ or ‘poolside party’, but if there is a party where people ‘pool’ their resources, that indeed has a French connection).

In the Middle Ages, people were really starved of high-quality entertainment. There was no theatre, no opera, no movies and air-conditioned multiplexes, no 24/7—or any other kind of audio or video—broadcast, no sophisticated spectator sports, and no social media to like, dislike, comment, share, or ignore each other’s updates about moods and medallions, and mesmerizing shots of exotic foreign vacations. In France, bored people looking for some entertainment would pool some funds, pick a hapless poule (‘chicken’), place it a stone’s throw away, and start throwing stones at it. Whoever hit the poor poule first, won it. Since poule began to be associated with collective stakes or booty, it eventually took on that additional meaning, which was initially transferred to a game of cards and then, to a game similar to billiards, also called pocket billiards.

Since then, ‘pool’ has also expanded its sense from ‘collective stakes’ in betting to ‘common reservoir of resources’ (Let’s pool resources to open a primary health centre in a village.) and ‘a group of persons who share duties or skills’ (We have a good skill pool in the company to defang any cyber attacks on our systems and platforms.). Most good things (or ones that are beginning to take tentative steps towards respectability) spawn a number of bad imitations, and ‘pool’ is no exception. It was chosen for politics and sports.

The phrase dirty pool (slang) means the use of unfair, underhand, or dishonest tactics, especially in politics: Caste- and religion-based politics is a dirty pool, and it has to end if the country is to rise as a global economic power. A pool shark is a player who engages in sharking (a form of unsportsmanlike conduct where one performs some act or makes some utterance to distract, irritate, or intimidate the opponent so that they don’t perform well, miss a shot, etc.). Most league and tournament rules forbid blatant sharking (but it is very common in bar pool) or hustling (the deceptive act of disguising one’s skill in a sport or game with the intent of luring someone of probably lesser skill into gambling, or gambling for higher than current stakes, with the hustler).

While I can’t take a poll, I reckon most readers will say they have had enough of poule (‘chicken’) and ‘pool’ and we can now graduate to ‘goose’. During my school days, I had only heard of geese in the idiom ‘kill the goose that lays the golden egg(s)’ in the moral science book. When I grew up, I encountered a couple of other idioms:

To send someone on a wild-goose chase is to send someone on an exhausting and ultimately pointless or futile search: Mike was sent on a wild-goose chase to buy gooseberries in off-season while his wife prepared for a surprise party for him.

To cook your own goose is to get into trouble and have your plans spoiled, and a variant, cook someone’s goose is to ruin someone, upset someone’s plans: A disgruntled employee thought he had cooked his company’s goose by leaking sensitive technology to competition; however, when he was arrested for breaching the confidentially agreement, his own goose was cooked.

Though I wasn’t sure why our ancestors chose the goose for creating these idioms, I conjectured that to ‘send someone on a wild-goose chase’ or ‘cook your own or your neighbour’s goose’ must have been in reference to the goose that laid the proverbial golden egg(s). Sadly, I couldn’t be further from truth.


Nothing could be more frustrating than chasing wild geese in order to catch them. But the original meaning of ‘wild-goose chase’, when it first appeared in the late sixteenth century, was entirely different and presumably less frustrating. A ‘wild-goose chase’ was a type of cross-country horse race in which riders pursued a lead rider on whatever course he set, like wild geese following the leader of their flock.32

The origin of the phrase ‘cook your own goose’, according to Common Phrases (Mordock and Korach), comes from Old Sweden. The King of Sweden, Eric, sent his army to subdue one of his provinces that was getting out of hand. His advisors advised against it because Eric’s army was outnumbered. The opposing forces learned that the King’s army was coming, so as a joke, they hung up a large goose for the troops to shoot at. Apparently, King Eric was quite fond of goose and everyone knew that. The King’s army won that day, and the enemy was forced to surrender. King Eric was asked what his terms were. He responded, ‘To cook your own goose.’ When the surrender was finalized, the king sent for the goose, cooked it himself, and ate it with quite a bit of satisfaction.33



My very personal experience with geese is limited to gooseflesh. Not for consumption, but the kind that appears on arms during a particularly scary scene in a horror movie or during winters when I would often refuse to accept the cold and try to show off by roaming around in T-shirts and shorts. Gooseflesh (also called goosebumps, goose pimples, and gooseskin), the bumps that involuntarily develop on a person’s skin at the base of body hairs, and also show up when a person experiences other strong emotions, such as nostalgia, pleasure, euphoria, awe, admiration, sexual arousal, and stress.


It is interesting to note that the formation of goosebumps in humans under anger, fear, or stress is a vestigial reflex; its function in our ancestors was to raise the body’s hair, making the body appear larger and scaring off predators. This occurs in many mammals besides humans; a prominent example is the chimpanzee when it is trying to intimidate others, porcupines, which raise their quills when threatened, a cat when frightened, or sea otters when they encounter sharks or other predators. As a response to cold—for animals covered in fur or hair—the erect hairs trap air to create a layer of insulation and keep the animal warm.



That brings me to the question: Do geese ever get goosebumps, and even if they do (incidentally, they don’t), why choose ‘goose’ when there are so many members of the mammalian species ready to offer their names? Allow me to answer my own question. The word ‘goosebumps’ is credited to the goose because when a goose’s feathers are plucked, those specific areas of its skin develop protrusions similar to the bumps on human skin.

It is not clear why this particular fowl was chosen when most other birds share the same anatomical feature and are perfectly edible to boot. It may be a function of the most commonly consumed birds in a country or region, and so, while we have the equivalent of geese in German, Greek, Italian, Russian, Norwegian, etc., similar words exist in other languages and contain ‘hen’ (Spanish, Portuguese, French), ‘chicken’ (Chinese, Dutch, Finnish, Korean), ‘duck’ (Hebrew), and ‘bird’ (Japanese, Arabic).

In Hindi, the name of this skin eruption doesn’t use the name of a bird at all. While birds are abundant in North India, I suspect the region was predominantly vegetarian during the evolution of such expressions in the language and the majority of us would have cried foul if anyone tried to pluck a fowl’s feathers to cook it. Plus, why name them after a bird when we often see these bumps on our skin as well? So, this phenomenon is called rongtey khade ho jaana (‘hair bristles standing erect’). Interestingly, when I would get gooseflesh watching scary scenes in horror movies and my body’s hair would rise to the occasion, little did I know that the English word ‘horror’ is derived from the Latin horrere—‘to bristle’ because of the accompanying hair reaction.

I recollect reading about geese in an article on efficient flying formations. The author thought it wiser to provide a glossary of terms used upfront for better assimilation of the article. Thus, I learnt that when geese are airborne, they are not geese anymore; their group is called a skein and when they land on terra firma, their group is called a gaggle.

A skein of geese, like other flocks of migratory birds, exhibits an instinctive knowledge of the laws of fluid mechanics when they fly in a ‘V’ formation. This shape minimizes drag due to friction and hence enables birds to collectively cover large distances in a relatively short time using minimal energy. The leader of the group, who flies at the nose of the ‘V’, churns up air in the course of flapping its wings, enabling the rest of the skein to fly without flapping too much. When the leader gets tired, another goose comes to the front and exchanges positions with the leader. The same process carries on during the entire flight, thereby benefitting all the geese.

While geese fly in a ‘V’ formation in groups, some birds, like the albatross (a very large, white seabird that inhabits the northern Pacific Ocean and coastal waters of the southern hemisphere) can remain aloft for several hours without flapping its wings at all. This exceptional ability is thanks to its wingspan—the largest of any living bird—typically ranging from 2.5 to 3.5 metres. In English, this word has transformed to mean a moral or emotional burden from which one cannot escape, and which often impedes action or progress: She was an albatross around his neck. This weird association of this wonderful seabird is thanks to the poem ‘The Rime* of the Ancient Mariner’† by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in which the mariner killed an albatross and had to wear it around his neck as penance.‡

The flight of birds also gives us an interesting word. Did you know that the ancient Romans were a superstitious bunch? They would refuse to hold public gatherings or elections, pass laws, or even initiate military action unless the omens were right. And what were the omens? Events such as thunder and lightning were often regarded most significant, especially for public gatherings. The birds in the sky (particularly eagles and vultures) were also a significant indicator. How they flew, which direction they came from, which direction they went towards, whether they swooped down or flew up from the ground to the sky, all provided prophetic revelations to the priests who specialized in this trade. The priests also interpreted every movement and every sound made by birds like ravens, crows, owls, and hens, to make favourable or unfavourable predictions.

These priests were called auspex, literally ‘birdwatcher’, from avis—‘bird’ (also the source of the word ‘aviation’)—and spicere—‘to watch’ (also source of the word ‘spectator’)— and their prophetic pronouncements came to be known as auspices. Auspices told Romans what they could or couldn’t do, giving no explanation for their conclusions except that it was the will of the gods. Despite the fact that in Ancient Rome, auspices could mean good or bad omens, when the word came into use in the English language, it was only used to speak of favourable outcomes.

If someone were to commence a new enterprise, they could look for good omens. This led to the phrase under the auspices of (under the protection of, or patronage of, or sponsorship of): The fund-raising drive to help poor patients with their renal transplants was started under the auspices of Dr Shah and Dr Rajput. This is also the origin of the word auspicious, something promising fortune and success, something favourable, encouraging, prosperous, propitious, etc.: The sighting of a dove was an auspicious sign that peace and harmony would be restored in the terror-ravaged island.

The priests called auspex had augurs for company. An augur (probably from avis—‘bird’—and garrire—‘to talk’) was a religious official in ancient Rome who also foretold events by interpreting omens. It seems that augurs had an expanded toolkit to foretell events. They not only looked at the flight and sounds of birds; they also used the feeding of birds and the entrails from bird sacrifices as important objects of divination.

If ‘auspex’ gave us auspices and auspicious, ‘augurs’ gives the verb augur, which means to divine or predict, as from omens; prognosticate. It also means to serve as an omen or promise of; foreshadow: Mounting sales augur a profitable year. The movement of troops augurs ill for the peace of the area. This also explains the word inauguration (‘to make a formal beginning of, to commence, to install, with formal ceremonies’) which began by noting omens from the behaviour of birds and making an installation or formal beginning when the omens were right.
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IN ‘AUGUST’ COMPANY

All is not well in the world of auguring; linguists are divided on the origin of the word. Some believe it comes from PIE base *aug, meaning ‘to increase’. If this is true, there are cognates in other languages to support this hypothesis. For instance, in Sanskrit, ojas means ‘strength’ and ojaswi means ‘brave’. There is also support in the Latin augustus—‘venerable, majestic, magnificent, noble’—which evolved from the PIE base *aug—‘to increase’. Incidentally, the Latin ‘augustus’ gave us the name of the eighth month of the calendar—August—and that’s an interesting story.

Let’s start our story with Gaius* Julius Caesar. He was born in the month of July, but before it was called by this name, it was called Quintilis, Latin for ‘fifth month’. Quintilis was renamed July in his honour in 44 BCE, the year of his assassination. The name ‘July’ was proposed by Mark Antony, the Roman general and famous lover of Cleopatra.


Cleopatra is often depicted as a nymphomaniac.* She was said to be no great beauty, but still amongst the most alluring women of all time as she was very well versed in the art of lovemaking. From the time she took her first lover (at twelve), the queen of the Nile used sex for power and pleasure. It is said that she erected a temple where she kept scores of young male lovers who were fed drugs to increase their lust. According to lore, she could take on a hundred men in a single night. She consummated a liaison with Julius Caesar that solidified her grip on the throne. She had a son with Caesar, whom she nicknamed Caesarion, meaning ‘little Caesar’.



We may not remember Gaius Julius Caesar in the month of July but every time a baby is delivered through the caesarean section (shortened to ‘caesarean’ or ‘C-section’), we are reliving the legend that the word ‘caesarean’ comes supposedly from Gaius Julius Caesar’s cognomen (surname or any name, especially a nickname) which can be traced to the Latin caesus, past participle of caedere—‘to cut’ (also the source of the word ‘scissors’). Julius Caesar was said to have been delivered surgically.

Caesar’s mother, Aurelia, survived his birth and lived to see his triumphs, despite operations that involved surgically cutting skin, abdominal wall, and uterus to allow abdominal delivery, and were almost always fatal to women in ancient times.34

Gaius Plinius Secundus, more commonly known as ‘Pliny the Elder’ (a Roman author, naturalist, and natural philosopher, as well as naval and army commander of the early Roman Empire), had another take on this illustrious surname. He theorized that his cognomen derives from the Latin caesaries, ‘head of hair’, because the future dictator was born with a full one.

The first Roman emperor and adopted nephew of Julius Caesar, Gaius Octavius Thurinus, was born in the month of September but he decided to honour the sixth month of the Roman calendar, August—originally called Sextilis (from sextus—‘six’)—with his name in 8 BCE. Why? Apparently, several fortunate events of his life occurred during this month. In England, the name replaced the native Weodmonað—‘weed month’.

Isn’t it interesting that Gaius Octavius Thurinus renamed the sixth month, ‘August’, after his name but none of us can see which parts of his name exactly, came together to form the word? This mystery was revealed to me when I discovered that the senate had given Gaius Octavius Thurinus, the first Roman emperor, the title ‘Augustus Caesar’ in honour of his distinguished and, I am tempted to say august,* service to the country.

When I read this story about renaming the months of July and August, I noticed some incoherency. Did you? Well, if Quintilis (‘fifth’) and Sextilis (‘sixth’) were the original names of these months, how come they slid two levels to occupy the seventh and eighth position in the calendar? This disconnect, as I discovered to my horror, was not confined to July and August alone. Even September, October, November, and December came from septem, octo, novem, and decem, meaning ‘seventh’, ‘eighth’, ‘ninth’, and ‘tenth’ respectively. This had the making of a huge dispute between these two streams of liberal arts, and I was extremely excited to become the first person in history to identify and attempt to address and redress* it.

Sadly, I was in for no such credit in the annals of modern history (an oxymoronic construction in itself). This is a well-known anomaly in the circles of higher education and erudition, and the one that has been fully bedded. It seems that March was the first month of the Roman calendar and Quintilis (July), Sextilis (August), September, October, November, and December were, true to their etymological roots, indeed the fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, and tenth months of the year. January and February were the last two months to be added to the Roman calendar, since the Romans originally considered winter a monthless period.

I figured that the Gregorian calendar instituted by Pope Gregory XIII established January as the first month of the year in the sixteenth century, and while all ten months moved down two notches, the names of the last four months stayed on.

In ancient Roman religion and myth, there was a god of beginnings, transitions, and endings, of sunrise and sunset, and of doors and gateways. His name was Janus and, naturally, he possessed two faces so that he could look to the future and to the past at the same time. Janus had a ubiquitous presence in religious ceremonies throughout the year, and was ritually invoked at the beginning of each one, regardless of the main deity honored on any particular occasion. He lent his name to the month of January, an apt name for the first month, since we bid our farewell to the year just gone by and welcome the New Year. Incidentally, ‘Janus’ is also the origin of the word janitor, which originally meant a doorkeeper or porter. A person on janitorial duties is now associated with cleaning public areas, removing garbage, and doing minor repairs in school and office buildings, and apartment complexes. The Roman god Janus also lent his name to several ‘Janus’ words. You can catch an interesting discussion on this in my earlier book, English Bites!.

Februus was the god of purification in ancient Roman religion. Februus is possibly named in honour of the more ancient Februa, the spring festival of washing, purification, and forgiveness of sins celebrated from 13 to 15 of the holy month of Februarius (of Februa). Februa, it is said, was also the name given to the instruments of purification—thongs made from the hides of goats. It was thought that should they strike a woman, she would no longer remain barren.* Two youths were selected for this celebration and they would run around the city and strike any barren woman they saw with this thong februa. Februus may have become the Roman Febris, goddess of fever (Latin febris—‘fever’) and malaria (mal—‘bad’—and aria, or ‘air’). These are possibly connected with the sweating of fevers, which was considered a purgative, washing, and purificational process.

In case you ever wondered why February was short-changed during the allocation of the number of days, you may be somewhat pleased to know that the original month of February had twenty-nine days. However, the Roman senate took one away and added it to August so that August was not shorter and, therefore, inferior, to July! Naturally, 30 February is usually used sarcastically, when referring to something that will never happen or will never be done. What about 14 February—Valentine’s Day? It was probably the date St. Valentine of Rome was martyred, in about 496 CE. My cogent mind cannot comprehend the uncanny connection between the date of martyrdom of a Christian saint and budding romance.

Since the matter pertains to the fifth century CE, and no written records exist from that time, several legends have surfaced, each staking claim to being the most authentic explanation for this astonishing connection. A popular account of Saint Valentine of Rome states that he was imprisoned for performing weddings for soldiers who were forbidden to marry and for ministering (‘performing religious ceremonies at a Christian church, especially a Protestant church’) to Christians, who were persecuted under the Roman Empire. As per Bede’s Martyrology, which was compiled in the eighth century, Saint Valentine was persecuted as a Christian and interrogated by Roman Emperor Claudius II in person. Claudius was impressed by Valentine and had a discussion with him, attempting to get him to convert to Roman paganism in order to save his life. Valentine refused and tried to convert Claudius to Christianity instead. Because of this, he was executed. Before his execution, he is reported to have performed a miracle by healing Julia, the blind daughter of his jailer Asterius.

There is an additional embellishment to this legend, which, apparently, was added centuries later, and widely repeated. On the evening before his execution, he wrote a letter to Julia—who was no longer blind—in farewell (technically, the first ‘valentine card’), signed, ‘Your Valentine’.

The day was first associated with romantic love in the circle of Geoffrey Chaucer in the High Middle Ages, when the tradition of courtly love flourished. Jack B. Oruch’s survey of the literature that he published in his article ‘St Valentine, Chaucer, and Spring in February’ in Speculum, the oldest US journal devoted exclusively to the Middle Ages (Vol. 56, No. 3 [Jul., 1981], pp. 534–65) finds no association between Valentine and romance prior to Chaucer. He concludes that Chaucer is likely to be ‘the original mythmaker in this instance’.

In eighteenth-century England, the day evolved into an occasion on which lovers expressed their love for one another by presenting flowers, offering confectionery, and sending greeting cards (known as ‘valentines’). Valentine’s Day symbols that are used today include hearts, doves, and the figure of the winged Cupid. Since the nineteenth century, handwritten valentines have given way to mass-produced greeting cards.

March was the first month of the Roman year before the time of Julius Caesar. It is named after the Roman god of war, mars, since the advent of the New Year was usually followed by the waging of wars. Mars was the son of Juno (the Roman goddess of marriage and queen of the gods) and Jupiter (king of the gods and the god of sky and thunder), and was married to Bellona, the Roman goddess of war.

Mars gave us a Latin root, martialis, which means ‘inclined or disposed to war, war-like, or bearing the characteristics of or befitting a warrior’. And, quite befittingly, it gave us the word martial, its associated terms court martial, martial arts, and martial stride, and a bunch of masculine first names like Mark, Martin, Marcus, and Marcellus, and the feminine name Marcia.

If I had known that March was the month for waging wars, I would have visualized soldiers marching to a rhythmic drumbeat or briskly marching towards the battlefield, and falsely assumed a connection between the name of the month of wars and the synchronized action of foot soldiers. The latter ‘march’ derives from the Old French marchier—‘to stride, march’, originally ‘to trample, tread underfoot’, perhaps from the Latin marcus—‘hammer’—via the notion of ‘tramping the feet’.

April possibly derives from the Roman Aprilis, which stems from the Latin aperire—‘to open’. April, being the first month of flowers, possibly owes its name to the unfolding of buds and blossoms during the month. April was sacred to Venus, the Roman goddess of love, beauty, sex, fertility, and prosperity, and the ancient Roman festival ‘Veneralia’ was held in her honour every year on the first day of April. Strangely, we now celebrate this day as April Fools’ Day.

Thus, it has also been suggested that the Roman Aprilis was originally named Aphrilis, from Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love, beauty, pleasure, and procreation. Aphrodite also gave us the word aphrodisiac, a drug, food, etc., that excites or heightens sexual desire—and her Roman counterpart Venus gave us venereal disease (abbr. V.D.), an infection that is transmitted through sexual intercourse. Interestingly, the French strongly believed in the aphrodisiacal properties of the tomato and hence, even named it ‘pomme d’ amour’, which means ‘love apple’ in English.

Did you know that Aphrodite was married to Hermes, the ancient Greek herald and messenger of the gods, and also the god of roads, commerce, invention, cunning, travellers, and theft? Their divine union gave them their son Hermaphroditos, who gave us the word ‘hermaphrodite’. A hermaphrodite is an individual or an organism (like an earthworm, or plant) with both male and female reproductive organs and sexual characteristics.

Interestingly, when their son Hermaphroditos (Latin Hermaphroditus) was born, he was blessed with only male genitalia. However, in Metamorphoses, the fifteen-book mythological narrative written by the Roman poet Ovid (43 BCE–17 or 18 CE), he was loved by the nymph Salmacis so ardently that she prayed for complete union with him and, as a result, they were united bodily, combining male and female characteristics. This word was also used figuratively in Middle English to mean ‘one who improperly occupies two offices’.

May was the third month of the Roman calendar. This name probably stems from Maiesta, the Roman goddess of honour and reverence, or Maia, daughter of Atlas and mother of Mercury.

June, the fourth month, was named in honour of Juno, the goddess of fertility and the chief Roman goddess. It has been the favourite month for marriages ever since ancient times. However, the name might also have be linked to ‘juniors’ (‘young men’) or Junius, the name of the family to which the murderers of Julius Caesar belonged. The long spell of bleak winters and the accompanying rain that precedes June makes it easy to understand why June gets such a heart-warming welcome and people celebrate its onset by getting married. Well, at least in countries in temperate zones, but not those located in the tropics. In India, for instance, June is unbearably hot. Land, trees, and animals are parched, most lakes and rivers are dry, and people are sapped of energy.

Jejune means ‘without interest or significance; dull; insipid’: a jejune novel. It also means ‘deficient or lacking in nutritive value’: a jejune diet. I am sure you can relate these meanings of jejune to the mental and physical state of our flora and fauna in the hot summer month of June in India. However, jejune also means juvenile, immature, childish, lacking knowledge or experience, uninformed, etc.: jejune attempts to design a house.

Jejune comes from the Latin ieiunus—‘empty, dry, barren’, which interestingly also gave us the name of a vital organ, ‘jejunum’, of our digestive system. Jejunum is the middle portion of the small intestine between the duodenum and the ileum—the portion that is empty after death.
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GIVE US BACK OUR ELEVEN DAYS!

Now that we have completed our discussion on all the months, let’s delve a little bit into the calendar year. Did you know that in the Men’s Military Rifle Shooting team event at the 1908 London Summer Games, although nine teams were entered, only eight competed? The ninth team was Russia, which never withdrew and actually tried to compete but missed the opportunity. Let us see how:

In 1908, as today, most nations in the world used the Gregorian calendar, but unlike today, a few nations used the older Julian calendar. Russia was one of these nations, and so their calendar differed by thirteen days from the Gregorian calendar. Russian shooters, thinking that the international team match was to begin on 10 July by the Julian calendar, arrived shortly before that date, which was actually 23 July by the Gregorian calendar. Unfortunately, they found that the international team match was over and all the shooters had left the Bisley Rifle Range.35

The reason for this difference between the Julian and Gregorian calendars is that the Julian calendar (promulgated by Julius Caesar) made the year too long by several minutes (365.25 days in a year versus 365.2422 days in reality), as it experienced three full days of displacement every 400 years (one day for every 131 years, to be precise). In 1582, it was out of sequence with the equinoxes and solstices by ten days. Thus, as the centuries passed, the Julian calendar became inaccurate. This was especially troubling to the Roman Catholic Church because it affected the determination of the date of Easter, which, by the sixteenth century, was well on its way to slipping from spring into summer. Several church councils had already discussed the problem but done nothing about it.

Pope Paul III recruited several astronomers, principally the Jesuit scientist Christopher Clavius (1537-1612), to come up with a solution. They built upon calendar reforms originally proposed by the astronomer and physician Aloysius Lilius (1510-1576). Unfortunately, Pope Paul III couldn’t finalize one from the several proposals he received. Pope Gregory XIII, long active in church affairs and a patron of education, was not one to let the matter continue indefinitely. He determined to correct the problem and when he was elected, out of the various proposals for calendar reform before him, he decided in favour of that of Clavius. On 24 February 1582, acting on the recommendations of a special council, he issued a papal bull* (a formal papal document of the Roman Catholic Church having a bulla, i.e. an official seal, attached), establishing what is now called the Gregorian calendar reform.

Although the papal commission, advised by Jesuit scientist Christopher Clavius, aided Pope Gregory XIII in making the reform, a similar plan had actually been propounded† by Bishop Robert Grosseteste of England 300 years earlier. This fact was not generally known, and resulted in an irony. The English, afraid of appearing to give too much deference to the Pope by adopting his calendar, rejected the Gregorian calendar and retained the Julian for another two centuries, oblivious to the fact that it had been the proposal of their own son, Grosseteste. Britain and its American colonies adopted the new calendar only in 1752. By then, English calendars were eleven days off. Calendar reform even became an issue in political elections. To illiterate people, it seemed as if they have been robbed of their eleven days from the month of October 1752, and there were widespread protests—‘Give us back our eleven days!’

I wonder what happened to the weddings and other celebrations planned in those eleven days that suddenly disappeared! When did people wish happy birthdays and happy wedding anniversaries that fell in those days? By the way, did you know that the word ‘anniversary’ originally referred especially to the day of a person’s death (no pun intended)? It comes from the Latin annus—‘year’—and versus, the past participle of vertere—‘to turn’.

Derived words are annals, annuity, annum, perennial, centennial, etc. Annals are year-by-year records of events. Lately, the usage of this word has been expanded to include historical records in general. Annuity is a fixed yearly payment or pension, which may end after an agreed period or on the death of a recipient. Annum is used primarily in conjunction with ‘per’ (and usually shortened to p.a.) and means occurring every year. Perennial means something that lasts indefinitely; enduring, perpetual, everlasting, and continuing: The menace of teenaged abortions is a perennial affair that will nag the US society for years on end. Centennial relates to a period of 100 years (Latin centum—‘hundred’): The French celebrated the centennial of the Eiffel Tower in the year 1991. Centennial has a more commonly used derivative in the word centenary.

If I want to progress beyond ‘centennial’, the word ‘millennium’ comes rushing to mind. After all, only I know how often I have confused ‘millennium’ with ‘million’ and assumed it to mean a million years. Millennium comes from the Latin mille—‘thousand’—and annus—‘year’. Million is also a result of the same root and is augmentative of mille, literally ‘a great thousand’. Well, how do you augment mille most aesthetically? Probably by adding another mille to it!


India, with its love of large numbers, had one-word names before the third century for numbers well beyond a billion. In contrast, the greatest number that could be expressed by the Romans in one word was none higher than a hundred thousand and, by the ancient Greeks, a mere ten thousand. A number of ten thousand in Greek was called myriad. Myriad has now come to mean ‘an indefinitely great number of persons or things; countless; innumerable’: The painting of a solitary ship, myriad fish in the ocean, and myriad stars in the sky looked hauntingly beautiful. Myriad also means ‘having numerous, diverse elements, facets, phases, aspects, variations, etc.’: I need to escape from the myriad life of a metropolis to find the solitude to explore the myriad mind of Shakespeare.



This brings me to the controversial topic of whether the third millennium began a year earlier in 2000 (instead of 2001), robbing the second millennium of one entire year. The common Western calendar (the Gregorian calendar) begins from 1 CE. This was necessitated as there was no year 0 between 1 BCE and 1 CE. Thus, each period of 1000 years concludes with a year number with three zeros, e.g., the first millennium in the Western calendar included the year 1000. Likewise, any logical mind would expect the second millennium to begin in 1001 and end in 2000. Naturally, the third millennium could commence from 2001. Arthur C. Clarke gave this analogy (from a statement received by Reuters): ‘If the scale on your grocer’s weighing machine began at 1 instead of 0, would you be happy when he claimed he’d sold you 10 kg of tea?’

The counter-viewpoint is that ‘year 2000’ had become a popular phrase, often referring to a utopian future, adding to its cultural and psychological significance. There was also huge media and public interest in the Y2K bug. Thus, the populist argument was that the new millennium should begin when the zeroes ‘rolled over’ to 2000, i.e. the day after 31 December 1999. This is similar to the common demarcation of decades by their most significant digits, e.g. naming the period 1980 to 1989 as the 1980s or ‘the eighties’. Similarly, it would be valid to celebrate the year 2000 as a cultural event in its own right, and name the period 2000 to 2999 as ‘the 2000s’.

On this note, let us abandon the controversy, revive Julius Caesar, and check whether he or any of his progeny played a role in the creation of the now-famous Caesar salad. The salad’s creation is generally attributed to restaurateur Caesar Cardini, an Italian immigrant who operated restaurants in Mexico and the United States. Cardini was living in San Diego, but also working in Tijuana where he avoided the restrictions of the Prohibition. His daughter Rosa (1928–2003) recounted that her father had invented the dish when a fourth-of-July-1924 rush depleted the kitchen’s supplies. Cardini made do with what he had, adding the dramatic flair of the table-side tossing by the chef.
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HOBSON JOBSON

Caesar Cardini made do with what he had, and his improvisation immortalized him in the form of the Caesar salad. Another man, Hobson (sadly, we only know his surname), had been immortalized three centuries earlier for a similar reason: he had made other people do with what he had to offer. But there was a critical variation in their approaches, and that made all the difference. Cardini didn’t let his customers know that he had run out of kitchen supplies and that this was all he had. He, in fact, added the dramatic flair of the table-side tossing ‘by the chef’ to make his impoverished salad look special. Hobson, on the other hand, made it obvious to the customers that he had a large inventory (about forty horses), technically allowing him to give them plenty of options, but choosing not to.

Let’s check out this tale of a person whom people believed to be an eccentric Englishman. Back in the seventeenth century, Hobson was a carrier of goods in the English university town of Cambridge. Besides selling goods, he also rented out horses. His supposed eccentricity came to the forefront in the latter part of his business. He would never allow people to choose the horse they liked. Instead, if they wanted one of his horses, they would have to take the one standing nearest the door of the stable or none at all. Therefore, there was no choice at all; only Hobson’s choice prevailed.

Today, the phrase Hobson’s choice means exactly the same thing: to have no choice at all. For example, if I had the option of eating broccoli for breakfast or going hungry to the office, that would be a Hobson’s choice. Henry Ford’s (founder of the Ford Motor Company) 1909 remark about the Motel T, ‘Any customer can have a car painted any colour that he wants so long as it is black,’ is a classic example of a Hobson’s choice. A Hobson’s choice is not a choice between two equal options that often yield undesirable results; this is a Morton’s fork. Hobson’s choice is the equivalent of ‘take it or leave it’.


Hobson’s choice is also different from:


	Blackmail and extortion: the choice between paying money (or some non-monetary goods or deed) and suffering unpleasantness.

	Catch-22: a logical paradox arising from a situation in which an individual needs something that can only be acquired by not being in that very situation.

	Double bind: conflicting requirements ensure that the victim will automatically be wrong.

	Ethical dilemma: a choice between moral imperatives.

	Fairness dilemmas: when groups are faced with making decisions about how to share their resources, rewards, or payoffs.

	False dilemma: only two choices are considered, when, in fact, there are others.

	Prisoner’s dilemma: an inability to coordinate makes cooperation difficult and defection tempting.

	Samaritan’s dilemma: the choice between providing charity and improving another’s condition, and withholding it to prevent them from becoming dependent.

	Sophie’s choice: a choice between two persons or things that will result in the death or destruction of the person or thing not chosen.

	Zugzwang: One must move and incur harm when one would prefer to make no move (especially in chess).





Despite this seeming idiosyncrasy, Hobson was a valued citizen. He helped to provide Cambridge with a much-needed clean water supply in 1606. To this day, he is remembered, both for his service and for his idiosyncrasy, and has a street, fountain, and stream named after him.

Incidentally, while Hobson’s customers may have thought his behaviour to be eccentric, Hobson made this rule to prevent the best horses from always being chosen, which would have caused those horses to become hackneyed. I bet you noticed that I deliberately used the word ‘hackneyed’ when I could have simply said ‘overused’. No, I was not consumed by an obsessive desire to alliterate ‘horses’ with ‘hackneyed’. It was merely to catch your attention and discuss this word that today means ‘so overused that it has become uninteresting, banal, stale, trite, and commonplace’: The explosion of novels based on college romances has given readers an overdose of hackneyed writing that is full of predictable situations and outcomes, clichés, and boring phrases that have been used by countless other authors. It originally referred to a weakened hired horse that was only suitable for drawing a light carriage, or for ladies’ riding.

While horses have all but disappeared from modern cities, we city-bred folks somehow manage to regularly catch sight of them, even though they do little to make their presence felt. I am pointing to their silent and ignored presence in public gardens and squares as statues, with warriors mounted on them. We usually regard these warriors as war heroes, who sacrificed their lives protecting the honour of their country.

However, there is more to it than meets the eye. These warriors need not always have died in action. Their manner of death, believe it or not, can be gleaned* merely by looking at the front hooves† of the horse. Folk wisdom has it that if one of the hooves is off the ground, it means that the warrior died after the war, but due to the wounds inflicted during the war; when both the hooves are off the ground, it signifies death in battle; and if both the hooves are on the ground, it means the warrior survived all the battles unharmed and died a natural death. I believe this practice is largely followed but some exceptions have also been observed and reported by people.

Horse is cheval in French and equus in Latin, and has contributed a number of words to the English language. ‘Cavalry’ was traditionally a regiment in which soldiers fought on horseback. These days, while armoured vehicles have replaced horses, the name of the regiment has stayed on and ‘cavalry’ now represents the regiment where soldiers man tanks and other armoured vehicles in battle. Cavalcade is a procession of people on horseback. Here again, the word had to tolerate modernization, and its meaning was distorted. While it continues to be associated with a procession, the mode of travel has come of age; it now includes cars, motorcycles, and other motorized vehicles.

In the middle ages, knights were expected to care for the weak and helpless. They were also expected to be considerate and courteous to women. This behaviour gave chivalry its origin. A chivalrous person is someone who shows all the qualities of an ideal knight. But if you are wondering what a horse has to do with honourable behaviour of the knights of the Middle Ages, it is rather simple—these knights used to ride on horseback! This custom is preserved to this day through the game of chess, where knights are depicted mounted on horseback. The chivalry of knights reminds me of another word, cavalier, which started its journey as a worthy synonym of chivalrous: courageous, gallant, and gentlemanly, especially in attendance upon a lady. But while ‘chivalrous’ has preserved its old meaning, ‘cavalier’ has undergone a complete metamorphosis* and now means just the opposite: discourteous, disregarding, arrogant, and contemptuous: a cavalier attitude towards the suffering of others.

‘Equus’ is the Latin root of ‘horse’, and it gives us equestrian and equine. Equestrian pertains to horseback riding or horseback riders: a competition of equestrian abilities. And equine means pertaining to or resembling a horse. It is generally said with regard to a hippopotamus that while its face is bovine,† the rest of its body is equine. Since it spends most of its life in water (except for the species pygmy hippopotamus, which is more partial to land than its bigger relative), it is aptly derived from the Latin hippopotamus—‘river horse’. Strangely, it is neither a part of the cow family nor the horse family, but belongs to the pig family (in fact, the biggest representative of the pig species)! Maybe this is the reason why, despite spending much of its life in water, it cannot swim!

Did you know that in a particular Jewish custom, the groom is expected to break glass wrapped in a napkin with his heel? This is done to remind him of the fragility of marriage and the care he has to exercise to prevent it from breaking. Today, most Jews use a light bulb because it is supposed to be easier to break than glass. If you are wondering why I have made this digression, I can assure you that there is indeed a link between it and the one that immediately precedes it. Groom, besides being a short-form for bridegroom, also means a person whose job is to clean and look after horses!

Hence, the original job of a groom wasn’t even distantly related to matrimony. His job was mainly to look after the horses. He was a ‘boy’ (from the Middle English grom—‘boy’) who had yet to grow to be a ‘man’. So, what is a ‘boy’ doing with a bride? That question, unfortunately, can only be answered by the residents of sixteenth-century England, who mysteriously abandoned the Old English guma—‘man’ (cognate with the Latin homo—‘man’) in brydguma, a suitor, and adopted the boy (grom) who worked in the stables as a bridegroom.

While we are discussing horses and their caretakers, let me admit that I was perennially flummoxed* by the usage of different terms to describe a horse’s gait: a walk, a trot, a canter, and a gallop. I later discovered that these were not synonyms and not only did these gaits signify different speeds, but they also indicated distinct patterns of movement of the horse’s front and hind legs. The natural gaits of a horse in increasing order of speed are: walk, trot, canter, and gallop. Suddenly, the word wallop comes galloping into my mind. To wallop is to thrash or strike with force. You can create a nice mnemonic if you picture yourself sitting on a slow-moving horse that starts galloping as you suddenly start walloping the horse.

However, walloping a horse has its downsides. What if the horse is the type that does not get cowed down by such abuse, and instead throws you off the saddle and onto the ground? To cow is to frighten with threats, violence, or a show of force; to intimidate; to overawe, etc.: The police exhausted all its intimidating tactics but the prisoner refused to be cowed into submission and admission of his crime. Another good example of its usage is: She refused to be cowed down by her opponent’s one-set lead in the tennis finals and continued to play her natural game.

I wasn’t aware of this aggressive and domineering aspect of the animal I used to associate with peace, purity, and godliness (possibly explaining expressions like holy cow and sacred cow). My confusion was laid to rest when I realized that the word ‘cow’, in its verb form, comes from a different root and hence, bears no semblance to the form or characteristics of this humble animal. As far as ‘holy cow’ and ‘sacred cow’ are concerned, let me admit that I had only heard of these expressions, but never used them in writing or speech. Why? Possibly because I wasn’t confident with regard to what they stood for.

I had assumed that holy cow was used to compare the purity and holiness of someone or something to that of a cow. However, it turned out to be an exclamation used to express astonishment, bewilderment, surprise, dismay, or delight: Holy cow! What a transformation in your look! Sacred cow, on the other hand, means an individual, organization, institution, etc., considered to be exempt from criticism or questioning: For a fair trial of the fraud in the renowned trust, the trustee and the managing committee members should all agree to a no-sacred-cow policy. This phrase was created from the Hindu belief that cows are sacred and venerable.

The word bovine means resembling a cow or a buffalo. Not surprisingly, it also means someone who is sluggish, dull, and stolid*: Her face conveyed a look of bovine contentment. The second meaning of ‘bovine’ is not surprising, but only to people who have observed cows and buffaloes eating. It is apparently derived from the slow process of rumination of the fodder by them. This begs another question: what’s so different about their method of eating that calls for a new word? Why do they need to ruminate? Why can’t they simply masticate (chew their food and grind it to paste before ingesting it) as humans do? Er . . . correction . . . ‘as humans do’ may be read as ‘as humans are taught to do but often do not, as they are in a rush and gulp down partially chewed food’. No wonder, almost every time I find the word ‘masticate’ in print, it’s to point to its woeful misuse: Children often gulp down their food and do not masticate it.

Hey, but what is rumination? Well, rumination is the process of chewing cud, the partially digested food that a ruminant† returns to its mouth from the first chamber of its stomach to masticate. It is after mastication that the food is finally digested.

If you have seen a cow ruminating in philosophical silence as if giving serious thought to a problem, it is no wonder that the word ruminate also means ‘to ponder, to meditate, or to excessively reflect, or deliberate upon an idea or a choice’: Don’t ruminate over where to vacation in May; let’s go to the south of France. If I am dithering over the royalty rates, my publisher could turn around and say: We don’t have the patience to wait while you ruminate over our excellent proposal.

Ruminants, over time, evolved this complicated digestive process as they needed to eat quickly on open plains where the danger of attack by predators is very high. They now have the ability to gobble up food, regurgitate* it, and ruminate at leisure on safer ground. By the way, the phenomenon of regurgitation is not only used to help in mastication, but also to bring food for young ones and is seen in several species, ranging from African wild dogs to nesting birds.

Let us jump from a humble cow to a cunning fox. In many cultures, the fox appears in folklore as a symbol of cunning and trickery, or as a familiar animal possessed of magic powers. For instance, in Finnish mythology, the fox is depicted usually as a cunning trickster, but seldom evil. The fox, while weaker, in the end outsmarts both the evil and voracious wolf and the strong but not-so-cunning bear. The fox, in this lore, symbolizes the victory of intelligence over both malevolence and brute strength.

The terms foxy and vulpine are defined as having the qualities of a fox, cunning and crafty, or yellowish or reddish-brown, the colour of the common red fox. Vulpine comes from the Latin vulp(és)—‘fox’—and ‘-ine’, a suffix of adjectives of Greek or Latin origin, meaning ‘of or pertaining to’, ‘of the nature of’, ‘made of’, ‘like’, e.g. asinine, crystalline, equine, marine, etc.


The (´), as on the letter ‘e’ in vulp(és), is one of the diacritical marks (‘a mark or a sign added to a letter to give it a particular phonetic value, to indicate stress, or to distinguish it from another word of similar form’) used in many written languages. For the purpose of our discussion, we will restrict the use to French and English.


	a)Acute accent, represented by (´), is used only on the letter ‘e’ and gives it the vowel sound of ‘a’, as in the word ‘day’. It has been retained in English on loanwords (mainly French) to preserve the accent as used in the original language. These words include attaché, blasé, canapé, cliché, communiqué, café, décor, déjà vu, détente, élite, entrée, exposé, mêlée, fiancé, fiancée, papier-mâché, passé, résumé, risqué, sauté, séance, naïveté, toupée, and touché.

	b)Accent grave (grave accent), which is a diagonal line in the opposite direction (`), is used on alphabets ‘a’, ‘e’, and ‘u’. The grave accent has no effect on the pronunciation of letters ‘a’ and ‘u’ and only serves to distinguish homonyms that are otherwise spelled the same e.g. the French où (‘where’) and ou (‘or’). On the letter ‘e’, its effect is to shorten the sound of the vowel, e.g. crème.

	c)Accent tréma, represented by (¨), is used on an ‘e’, ‘i’, or ‘u’, when two vowels are next to each other and both must be pronounced, e.g., naïve, coïncidence. It is also commonly referred to by the words dieresis and umlaut.

	d)Cédille (cedilla) is a mark (¸) placed under the letter ‘c’ and it changes a hard ‘c’ sound (like K) into a soft ‘c’ sound (like S), e.g. façade (‘the front of a building, especially an imposing or decorative one’).

	e)Accent circonflexe (accent circumflex) that looks like an inverted V on a letter ( ê ) can be used on ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’, ‘o’, or ‘u’ to indicate that an ‘s’ used to follow that vowel, e.g., forêt (forest), maître (master), bête (beast), hôte (host), pâte (paste), etc. Accent circonflexe is more commonly referred to as a chapeau, given that chapeau means a hat, the shape of accent circonflexe.





Foxy, as slang, means sexually appealing and attractive, stylish, and modish: a foxy outfit. It is also slang to mean exciting and appealing, stylish and attractive, especially a sexually attractive woman: She looked foxy in the red bikini. To outfox means to beat in a competition of wits and smarts; to outwit; to outsmart; to outguess, etc.: The Presidential candidate was outfoxed by the incumbent in the national debate that was widely televised. The feminine form of fox is vixen: an ill-tempered or quarrelsome woman. It derives from the Old English ‘fyxen’.

When I stumbled upon the foxtrot, a ballroom dance in which a couple dances to the rhythm of slow-slow-quick-quick, I wondered if this form of dance evolved after some naturalist or explorer caught a fox dancing in the quiet of the wild, mimicking the trotting steps of a horse. My excitement at having stumbled upon a seemingly inconceivable link between a fox and ballroom dancing was soon dispelled as I gathered that this dance form had taken its name from its inventor, vaudeville* actor Harry Fox, who performed it for the first time in the summer of 1914 at a New York theatre. However, my excitement wasn’t entirely unfounded as I discovered that there was indeed a link with trot (the gait of the horse between a walk and a canter) since Harry Fox was doing trotting steps to ragtime music, and people referred to his dance as Fox’s Trot, which was soon simplified to foxtrot.
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ASSES AND EASELS, MONKEYS AND MONKS

What comes after a cunning fox? If you prefer contrast, a foolish creature like a donkey; else, we can jump to the clever monkey.

From the perceived stupidity and obstinacy of a donkey (also called an ass) comes the word asinine, which means foolish, unintelligent, silly, or stupid: ‘Perhaps the most embarrassing experience is being caught at a lie by a simpleton who sneers at our asinine cleverness.’—Franz Grillparzer. While ‘donkey’ and ‘ass’ are synonymous, one can’t use a donkey to create a mnemonic for the confusing spelling of assassination. The mnemonic requires you to imagine an ass perched on top of another ass—then comes my turn to climb on the back of the second ass (so, the letter I), and finally, like the Titan Atlas, who held the earth on his shoulders, I need to hold the nation (ass-ass-i-nation).

Folks, pity the condition of the ass which is standing right at the bottom. Let us, as compensation, give it something really light to hold the next time. How about an easel, a wooden tripod, used to display an artist’s canvas? Whaaaat! This is the reaction I expect for suggesting such an offbeat topic. However, ‘easel’ has roots in ass (from the Latin asinus—‘ass’—via the Dutch ezel—‘easel’). Apparently the comparison is of loading a burden on an ass and propping up a painting or canvas on a wooden stand. If you thought only asses had the privilege of contributing loaded words to the English language, check out a sawhorse, a support or rack for holding wood while it is cut by a saw, which is credited to a horse.

Since asses have the company of horses, there is sometimes a pregnant mare (female horse) with a jack, also jackass (male donkey), giving birth to a mule, and rarely, a pregnant jennet, a she-ass (female donkey), with a stallion (male horse) giving birth to a hinny.

We are naturally wired to assume that since ‘mule’ sounds masculine and ‘hinny’ sounds feminine, that is their predetermined sex at birth. But that is not true; mules and hinnies could be of either sex. It’s also a fact that both are invariably infertile. Their infertility is the subject of another discussion, but let me confess that I too was flummoxed when I heard this tale of cross-breeding. I read that it’s primarily done to produce mules that are supposed to be more patient, sure-footed, and hardy, with longer life spans than horses, and are considered less obstinate, faster, and more intelligent than donkeys. They are also slightly bigger than hinnies, possibly a key reason why they are preferred. This difference in size is not confounding once you realize that a mule grows in the larger womb of a female horse, whereas a hinny grows in the smaller womb of a female donkey.

Well, time to get back to the donkey. A healthy and carefree donkey happened to chance upon a lean, haggard, and famished brother of his species. ‘Why do you look so famished, my friend?’ asked the first. ‘Brother! How do I explain my misfortune,’ sighed the other. ‘I am a washerman’s donkey. He makes me do a lot of work and hardly gives me anything to eat. To top it all, he often beats me mercilessly.’ ‘But why, then, don’t you run away?’ wondered the other. ‘I could have done that, but my master has a very beautiful daughter and if she disobeys him, which is often the case, he admonishes her by saying: ‘If you continue in this vein, I am going to marry you off to this donkey!’ That is the day I am patiently waiting for!’



If the washerman gives him hardly anything to eat and makes him work so very much, the donkey is bound to be haggard, which is ‘to look tired and unhappy, especially from worry or lack of sleep’. It will also feel famished, which means ‘severely hungry, starving’. Let us pause here for a moment to wonder if the words famish and starving are indeed synonymous. They are broadly similar, and there is a fine difference in meaning as well. What distinguishes being starved from being famished is that starving, besides denoting extreme physical hunger for food, has an emotional element of craving, a strong need or desire for something: Staying at a hostel for months on end during my undergraduate and postgraduate courses, I felt starved (but not famished) for home-cooked food.

Do we conclude this discussion with a unique way of locating hidden water sources? I am not digressing once again, but talking about monkeys by quoting the example of the Bush people in Southern Africa, who live on lands where water is very scarce. They capture a monkey from the wild, keep it without water for many days, and then release and track its movements. When the monkey, in search of water, smells what it suspects to be an underground water spring, it begins to dig at that spot. The Bush people then dig at the same place and generally find water.

I can’t resist telling you how Bush people catch these monkeys in the first place, which, given their agility and alertness, must be quite a task in itself. The method employed to catch these monkeys epitomizes* simplicity of apparatus and is truly ingenious.† Some food grain is put in small holes made in trees. The holes are so small that a monkey can only put an empty hand inside and the hand, when full of grain and bunched into a fist, does not fit. The monkey is caught in a dilemma—to release the grain in order to release his hand or to keep some wheat and risk being caught!

The Old French form of ‘monkey’ is monequin, which could be a diminutive of a name like Mona. Monequin sounds similar to ‘mannequin’, a styled and three-dimensional representation of the human form used in window displays or by tailors, dress designers, etc., for fitting or making clothes. You may be amused to know that the original mannequin was a person (with flesh, blood, and bones) employed to wear clothing to be photographed or displayed before customers, buyers, etc., i.e., a clothes model.


A mannequin is a good-looking, admirably formed young lady, whose mission is to dress herself in her employer’s latest ‘creations’, and to impart to them the grace which only perfect forms can give. Her grammar may be bad, and her temper worse, but she must have the chic the Parisienne possesses, no matter whether she hails from the aristocratic Faubourg St Germain or from the Faubourg Montmartre. (‘The Bystander’, 15 August 1906)



Am I a little confused? Yes. Why? Because mannequins have always been life-sized, whether alive or as dummies. So, if the miniaturization suffix ‘-quin’ can make ‘mona’ diminutive, why does it spare manne—‘man’—this torture? Well, etymologically, it doesn’t. This word comes from the Dutch manneken—‘jointed figure used by artists’ and literally, ‘little man’. English evolved manikin (a variant spelling of mannequin) from this word. It also means a model of the human body for teaching anatomy, demonstrating surgical operations, etc. ‘-Kin’ is the diminutive suffix in English that makes a ‘manikin’ a ‘little man’. I can easily deduce that it makes pumpkin a ‘little pump’.

Oh, I need to pay the price for being too presumptuous. Pumpkin comes from the alteration of pumpion—‘melon’—from the Greek pepon—‘melon’. ‘Pepon’ derived from ‘peptein’—‘to cook’—which ultimately came from PIE base *pekw-, ‘to cook’ (source of the English ‘cook’ and Sanskrit pakvah—‘cooked’—which gave us the Hindi noun pakvaan—‘cooked food’—and verb pakana—‘to cook’). The Greek pepon gave us ‘melon’, perhaps because it was ‘cooked’ (by the sun), and ripe and ready to eat when harvested.

It can be reasoned that if something has been cooked by nature, it should be easy to digest. This rationale gives us peptic, the adjective of peptein, which means ‘of or aiding digestion’ and ‘related to or caused by digestive secretions’: a peptic ulcer.

When T. Schwann, a German physiologist, had to choose a name for the digestive enzyme in the gastric juice of stomach secretions that catalyzes the splitting of proteins into smaller, more absorptive peptides, he derived it in 1836 from peptein and, more specifically, from the Greek pepsis—‘digestion’ and named it pepsin.

In 1895, Celeb D. Bradham (1867–1934), an American pharmacist and drugstore owner of New Bern, North Carolina, created a concoction (from com-, ‘together’ and coquere, from PIE base *pekw-, ‘to cook’) from sugar, vanilla, oils, cola nuts, and other flavours diluted in carbonated water. It was originally named ‘Brad’s Drink’, and its early advertisements touted it as a digestive aid. It was rechristened in 1898 to harmonize its name with its digestive properties, and called Pepsi Cola.

Coming back to ‘monequin’, which, as we discussed, is likely to be a diminutive of a name like Mona—Mona was a very pretty and pretty intelligent girl in our class, and I always wondered why her parents had named her so. It wasn’t common at all to have it as a formal name and the only other Mona in my life was the savvy female accomplice of the suave villain of the Indian film industry, Ajit, who specialized in delivering memorable catch-phrases in his now-iconic Ajit-style nasal drawls, such as ‘Mona, darling’.

I also sometimes wondered what her name meant. She confessed when I asked her that her pet name was Monu,* which evolved into a feminine Mona a little before she became eligible for school admission. Now I discover that her name could be an import from the Spanish mona—‘an ape, a monkey’ (but unlikely) or from the Italian folk etymology monna—‘a woman’—a contraction of ma donna—‘my lady’.

Monna gave the mysterious maiden Mona Lisa to the world, and the beautiful and intelligent maiden Dr Mona to India, and Donna gave us our pop diva Madonna and also Prima Donna, the principal female singer in an opera (from the Latin prima, fem. of primus, ‘first’, and domina—‘lady, mistress of the house’, which evolved from the Latin domus—‘house’). It is this domus that domesticated (etymologically, ‘belonging to the household’) the women and gave birth to the dominating (etymologically, ‘master of a household’) men. It’s another matter that these days, more often than not, it’s the menfolk who rant† about losing their freedom and getting domesticated after marriage, claiming that their demure* fiancée has suddenly turned into a very dominating wife.

When I look back at the Latin domina—‘lady, mistress of the house’—I start to make a connection between this lady and the game of dominoes and the chain of Domino’s Pizza. Unlikely, isn’t it?

Well, the game of dominoes, domino (‘a large, hooded cloak with a mask covering the eyes, worn at a masquerade†), and even the word domain get their name and glory from the Latin dominus, the masculine companion of domina—‘lady, mistress of the house’—and hence ‘lord, master of the house’. Anyway, let’s cast aside all detours and come back to monkey business.‡

The word ‘monkey’ may ultimately be from the Arabic maimun—‘monkey’—and literally, ‘auspicious, lucky’, a euphemistic usage because the sight of apes was considered by Arabs to be unlucky. Like geese and roosters, monkeys are prolific in gifting us a number of idioms and maxims. For instance:


A monkey on one’s back: (Slang) an addiction to a drug or drugs; an enduring and often vexing habit or urge; and a trying, burdensome, and serious obsession, problem, or responsibility that won’t go away: What started as an occasional indulgence soon became an addiction, a monkey on his back. There is a story in the Sinbad cycle about a tormenting ape-like creature that mounts a man’s shoulders and won’t get off, which may be the root of the term.

Make a monkey (out) of someone: To do something that makes someone appear ridiculous or seem stupid, or to make a fool of someone: He thinks he can make a monkey out of me, but he doesn’t realize that his reputation as a peddler of fake art reached the town much before him.

Be more fun than (or as funny as) a barrel of monkeys: (American) to be very funny or enjoyable: Their show was one of the funniest I’ve ever seen, more fun than a barrel of monkeys!

If you pay peanuts, you get monkeys: something that you say which means that only stupid people will work for you if you don’t pay very much: ‘This company is full of incompetents!’ ‘Well, if you pay peanuts, you get monkeys.’

Three wise monkeys, sometimes called the three mystic apes: These are a pictorial maxim of Japanese origin. Together, they embody the proverbial principle ‘see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil’. The three monkeys are Mizaru, covering his eyes, who sees no evil; Kikazaru, covering his ears, who hears no evil; and Iwazaru, covering his mouth, who speaks no evil.



Monkeys also give us the word simian (from the Latin simia—‘ape’—which evolved from the Greek sinos—‘snub-nosed, bent upward’), and it means something or somebody who has characteristics of an ape or a monkey: Alex has long simian fingers and can also climb trees with ease.

You may wonder why I am spending an inordinate amount of time on monkeys. Well, bear with me and you will soon discover why. The dictionary defines monkeys as any mammal of the order primates, including the guenons, macaques, langurs, and capuchins, but excluding humans, the anthropoid apes, and, usually, the tarsier and prosimians. If you are interested in deciphering all of this, please go ahead, but leave me out of it. I am only with you for the capuchins.

A capuchin is a hooded cloak for women (from the Italian cappuccino, cappuccio—‘hood’). Capuchin monkeys (scientific name: Cebus capucinus) are found in Central and South America, having a prehensile* tail and a dark brown patch of hair on the top of their heads. They got this name as the hair on their heads resembled a cowl (the hood of a hooded garment worn by monks).

That brings me to the Capuchin monks. They were friars (members of a religious order, especially the mendicant orders of Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites, and Augustinians), belonging to the branch of the Franciscan order that observes vows of poverty and austerity. Capuchin monks got their name as they wore a capuchin of a creamy brown colour. So when, in the eighteenth century, a new beverage was invented using coffee, sugar, egg yolk, cream, and some whipped cream on top, it was named kapuziner after the colour of the hooked cloak worn by the capuchin monks. The Italians found this coffee with whipped cream too heavy. With the introduction of espresso machines in the twentieth century, Italians were making their version of this coffee with espresso, hot milk, and steamed-milk foam—and sometimes sprinkled with cinnamon or chocolate—and they named it after the hoods of the capuchin monks—cappuccino.

English words apart, monkeys can also be dangerous.

It was reported by the Press Trust of India on 11 September 2013 that a monkey had ripped off an eight-month-old baby’s testicle at Qianling Wildlife Park before running off and eating it, as the boy’s helpless mother watched in horror. The toddler was reportedly having his diaper changed by his mother when the monkey attacked him. Doctors said that the child’s injuries were not life threatening but his future reproductive functions would be affected.
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TESTIMONY

A recent US study assessing fathering habits and testicle size suggested that bigger may not be better when it comes to the day-to-day raising of small children. The research, conducted at Emory University in Georgia, concluded that the larger the volume of their testes, the less the men were involved in daily parenting activities like changing diapers, bathing children, preparing meals, taking them to the doctor, and things like that. In comparison, men with smaller testes showed more nurturing activity in the brain when shown pictures of their children, and were also more involved in their children’s upbringing.

The study sought to test an evolutionary theory that holds that people and animals are either built to breed or nurture. The findings support the notion that human beings have a limited amount of energy to invest in reproductive efforts. If they invest more energy in parenting, they have less energy for mating and vice versa. Since the testes are where sperm is made, their size can be linked to the amount produced. The researchers said their study was unique and the first of its kind.

Previous studies have shown a link between high testosterone levels and lower parental involvement, as well as divorce and infidelity. The Emory team also analyzed testosterone levels and found the same inverse relationship to parental involvement in their study.36

‘Testes’ comes from the Latin testis—‘witness’—and as per a popular explanation, they testify to a man’s masculinity. There is another compelling and competing explanation that in bygone days, witnesses used to testify with their hands, not on a holy book or their hearts, but on the testicles of the man to whom they were swearing. If they testified by keeping their hands on the Old or New Testament of the Holy Bible, they would, at least etymologically, be doing something related. How? The Testaments come from the same Latin root testis—‘witness’—and are a witness to (or should I say ‘testify to’) God’s truth. And I used to think that testaments were so named because they are meant to test our knowledge about God’s teachings!


In the corporate world, client testimonials* are crucial for winning new business and are a testimony (witness) to the hard work, client centricity, superiority of solution, and service excellence of the teams that serve them.



‘Witness’ is a funny word. I am not talking about the court histrionics on display when witnesses are cross-examined by the protagonist or his/her lawyer in a court scene in a movie. I am talking about the evolution of the word. ‘Witness’ comes from wit. All we need to do is add ‘–ness’, a word-forming element denoting action, quality, or state (e.g., readiness, baldness, wilderness). But wait—‘wit’ didn’t always denote humour. It came from the Old English witan—‘to know’, the meaning of which morphed into ‘the ability to make clever remarks in an amusing way’ in the mid-sixteenth century.

It is amusing to note that the ultimate source of ‘wit’ is the PIE base *woid-/*weid-/*wid-, ‘to see’, which also gives us the word vision (and its accomplices: envision, revision, view, vista, visage, visibility, visionary, etc.). It is the metaphoric sense ‘to know’ that gives us ‘wit’ and the Sanskrit vidya (knowledge) and Veda—knowledge, understanding, especially sacred knowledge.

As my mind wanders, I wonder if cameras are allowed to record modern-day court proceedings. When such doubts emerge, instead of looking to the Internet for an answer, I call my friend Jnanesh Kodical (shortened by us to JK due to his unpronounceable first name, especially to the North Indian tongue and palate) who heads the legal division of a large multinational bank in the land of kangaroos and kiwis.

JK confirmed my doubt that cameras and video recorders are strictly prohibited inside courts. ‘However, that begs the question why and how certain sensitive proceedings take place in what they call “in camera”,’ I quickly retorted. I was sure that this irregular use of preposition (instead of saying ‘on camera’) was deliberate and not a common misprint or misunderstanding on the part of the reporters and editors of daily tabloids that frequently report on such matters.

This was no different, I reckoned, from any other legal syntax where commonsensical and utterly simple concepts are converted to incomprehensible legalese. This compels common folk to engage expensive lawyers instead of taking legal deliberations and representations in their own economical hands.

Incidentally, the nomenclature ‘in camera’ was absolutely fresh in my mind due to a recent and well-publicized case of incest* where the judge had decided to take the proceedings ‘in camera’. I assumed that this was due to a surging crowd that wanted to witness the court deliberations and that the small courtroom couldn’t accommodate so many people—and the considerate judge had decided to stream it live on flat-screen panels outside.

You can well imagine my state of consternation† and denial when JK rubbished all my confident assumptions and revealed that this phrase meant just the opposite: in the privacy of a judge’s chambers and not open to public. He added that it came from the Latin camera—‘vaulted room’ (source of the Italian camera, Spanish camara and French chambre) which had further evolved from the Greek kamara—‘vaulted chamber’—and ultimately, from PIE base *kam, ‘to arch’. ‘It is interesting to note,’ he chuckled, ‘that the Hindi words kamar (“back of the torso”) and kamara (“a room”) come from the same source.’

‘The same root,’ he explained, ‘has spawned an interesting collection of words like unicameral and bicameral systems of governance, chamberlain* (an official charged with the management of the living quarters of a sovereign or member of the nobility), comrade† (etymologically, the chamber-mate, the one who shares the same room, expanded to mean a person who shares in one’s activities, occupation, etc. and also someone who is a companion, associate, or friend), camaraderie, and the most obvious and popular of them all—camera.’

Some of us who have been photographed in our childhood by a somewhat portly cameraman peering at us from behind a big, dark, hollow box with a large lens at one end, and a peeping window covered in extra-large curtains at the other, would instantly appreciate and trace the journey of slick digital cameras of today to this chamber-like apparatus of the 1970s.

This word began its journey in the early eighteenth century as a short form of the Modern Latin camera obscura (‘dark chamber’). This was a black box with a lens that could project images of external objects, contrasted with camera lucida (Latin for ‘light chamber’), which uses prisms to produce on paper beneath the instrument an image, which can be traced. It became the word for ‘picture-taking device’ when modern photography began in 1840.

I did touch upon unicameral and bicameral systems of administration/governance but skipped the ministrations* of ministers. The reason? There’s a reason ‘minister’ rhymes with ‘sinister’, and even ‘barrister’!37

Did you know that ‘sinister’ is the opposite of dexter?

Sinister (from the Latin sinister—‘on the left-hand side’) evolved into its current meaning (evil or treacherous, especially in a mysterious way; threatening; ominous: a sinister glance; a sinister remark) as anything on the left-hand side was considered by Roman augurs to be unlucky, unfavourable, even injurious. It is interesting to note that since a majority of people are right-handed (approximately 90 per cent), we have, over many generations, come to believe that there is something not right in being left-handed. So much so that a left-handed person is often thought to be less skilled and, by some weird extension, even lacking tact. This is the basis of the word gauche, which means clumsy, awkward, tactless, and lacking in social sophistication. No points for guessing that ‘gauche’ comes from French for ‘left’.

Probably the only term for left-handed that has been left untarnished is southpaw, and this may be thanks to its association with sports, where left-handedness has not proven to be a disadvantage. In fact, it is often an asset to have southpaws in a team. Take cricket, for instance. A combination of a right-handed and left-handed batsman can frustrate and tire the fielding side every time there is a change in strike. Southpaw, as a term, is used to represent a player in baseball (who throws with the left hand, especially a pitcher) and boxing (who leads with the right hand and stands with the right foot forward, using the left hand for the most powerful blows as opposed to the orthodox style of leading with the left). The term evolved from ‘paw’ (in the sense, ‘hand’) and was originally applied to a left-handed baseball player—perhaps because baseball pitchers traditionally face west, so that a left-handed pitcher would throw with the hand on the south side of his body.

This begs the hypothetical question: What if a right-handed pitcher breaks away from tradition and faces east? He too would throw with the hand on the south side of his body. Would this bring a positive spin to this term? Well, it seems that it does. Yemen is located south of Saudi Arabia. It was named after the Arabic Yemen, literally ‘the country of the south’, from yaman—‘right side’ (i.e., south side, if one is facing east). The right side is regarded as auspicious, hence the Arabic yamana—‘he was happy’, literally, ‘he went to the right’.

The right side is also regarded as favourable, which brings us to dexter (Latin dexter—‘on the right side’, also ‘favourable’), the opposite of ‘sinister’. Dexter developed a connotation of skill and gave birth to words like ‘dexterous’ and ‘dexterity’, which mean skill or adroitness* in using hands, body, and even mind: In a stunning display of vocal dexterity, Sairam Iyer enthralled the audience by singing equally wonderfully in both male and female voices.

However, some people are equally skilled in the use of both hands! They are called ambidextrous (ambi—‘both’), implying that they use both their hands skilfully, as if both were right hands!38 One example of such a person is the famous Bollywood actor Boman Irani, who plays the role of Professor Viru Sahastrabuddhe, a.k.a. Virus, dean of an engineering college in the super-hit movie 3 Idiots and is shown to be simultaneously writing caution letters to the parents of two of the three lead actors of this film. Leonardo da Vinci was a step ahead of Professor Viru Sahastrabuddhe. Not only was he ambidextrous, he could draw forward with one hand while writing backward with the other, producing a mirror-image script.

I hope sinister, dextrous, dexterity, ambidextrous, gauche, and southpaw will now stay embedded in and permanently barred from escaping your hippocampus, the seat of memory in your brain. Don’t bother about whether hippocampus is a sinister or a dexter. Humans (like other mammals) have two hippocampi, one on each side of the brain.
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BARS AND BARRISTERS

Let’s revisit the quip that started the previous discussion: ‘There’s a reason “minister” rhymes with “sinister” and “barrister”! I often wonder why the legal profession calls its members by so many different names! Don’t we already have too many lawyers? Why do we also need barristers?’

When I consulted a dictionary to better appreciate the variety and hierarchy in the legal profession, I learnt some amazing things. It seems that a barrister is a lawyer who can plead at the bar in a superior court. Wow! Does this mean that these are macho lawyers who are chosen for their proved virility in consuming and holding liquor and still being able to argue their case in a coherent* and cogent† manner? And that begs the question: Are liquor bars set up in superior courts to act as barriers that must be crossed for someone to graduate from a mere lawyer to a heavy-weight barrister?

But I stopped my barbar* and decided to make a call to JK. Before I could dial his number, the word ‘barbar’ reminded me of the English word barbarian.

Barbarian (in ancient and medieval periods) started out to mean a non-Greek; the word is expanded to mean a person living outside, especially north of the Greek and Roman Empire; and further expanded to mean a person not living in a Christian country or within a Christian civilization. It was assumed that such a person would exist in a savage, primitive state, and would be a person without culture, refinement, or education; a philistine. In idiomatic or figurative usage, ‘barbarian’ may also be an individual reference to a brutal, cruel, warlike, or insensitive person.

‘Barbarian’ originated from the Greek bárbaros—‘the strange sounds foreigners make’. To the Greek ear, someone who didn’t speak the Greek language babbled, producing the onomatopoeic sound ‘bar bar bar’ which became bárbaros, and later barbaria in Latin,39 though ultimately, this word came from PIE base *barbar-, echoic of the unintelligible speech of foreigners. (Funnily, the Greek now say: ‘This seems to me like gobbledygook,’ or ‘This strikes me as Chinese,’ and the English proclaim: ‘It’s all Greek to me.’) The same PIE base gave us the Arabic Berber— the ‘ancient Arabic name for the inhabitants of North Africa beyond Egypt’—and barbara—‘to babble confusedly’, from the Sanskrit barbara—‘stammering’—and the Hindi barbarana—‘to babble confusedly’.

PIE base *barbar- also gave us barbaric, with the characteristics of a barbarian, brutal, savage, wild, etc.: Executing a mentally retarded person is an act of barbaric cruelty, and it was sanctioned by the Supreme Court, an institution purported to be the sole arbiter of morality; and barbarity, cruel or brutal behaviour, a savage act: The French peasant revolt of 1358 CE was suppressed by extreme barbarity.

Related is the name of the place Barbary Coast (Berber coastal regions and cities throughout the middle and western coastal regions of North Africa—what is now Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya), supposedly named because the inhabitants there spoke a foreign tongue, at least to European ears. Barbary was also famous as a female name during the medieval times. Its modern avatar is Barbara, which was among the ten most popular names for girls born in the US between 1927 and 1958. It comes from the same root, and it is conjectured that for women, unlike men, the concept of ‘alien’ presumably could be considered as ‘exotic’, thus making the name appealing. Barbara also supposedly gave birth to Barbie, a trademark name apparently named after the daughter, Barbara, of its creator, US businesswoman Ruth Handler (1916-2002).

I did finally succeed in dialling JK’s number. He was busy scuba diving and photographing colourful coral, fish, and sea turtles with his underwater camera at the Great Barrier Reef, and hence, all access to him was naturally barred. Subsequently, when he was at a bar, relaxing with a beer and snuggling with his cappuccino-addict wife Venilla, my call disturbed this picture of romantic bliss. I wanted to know why we need barristers when we already have enough lawyers. My second question was why consuming intoxicating beverages like the one he was then enjoying was a necessary pre-condition for a lawyer to get promoted to a barrister.

‘But why this sudden interest in barristers? Is there a tearing hurry to know or can I return from my vacation and call you back?’ He asked me with the tone of a man in a hurry to disconnect the call and debar me from calling him for the remainder of his vacation. ‘And I hope these are the last vestiges* of your doubts about my profession, and you have already figured out the roles and responsibilities of solicitors, legal counsels, advocates, and attorneys?’ he asked me as an afterthought and chuckled. Oh my God! This was way more complicated than I had bargained for! Well, that conversation ended shortly thereafter, and JK confessed that my questions merited a detailed response. It dropped into my mailbox a couple of weeks later.


A bar, as you know, is a relatively long rod of metal or wood used as a guard or obstruction (the bars of a cage), or for some mechanical purpose such as fastening a gate. From this came the idea of a bar as a barrier that prevents you from going to or accessing a specific area; specifically, the area where the beverages—especially the intoxicating ones and coffee—and light meals and snacks are kept. The same barriers also served as a counter to serve these items, and hence the name: a bar, a beer bar, a coffee bar, a snack bar, etc. The metal or wooden bar also lent itself to the names of people who tend to their guests, like a bartender (or barman) who mixes and serves alcoholic drinks in a bar or a barista (Italian for a bartender) who prepares and serves different varieties of coffee drinks in a coffee bar.’

A barrister, depending on who hired him or her, works either to keep the accused outside or behind bars. If imprisonment in an inevitability, a barrister works to either minimize or maximize this stay, and also to make this stay either comfortable (simple imprisonment) or severe (rigorous imprisonment). This may be the barometer of fame and fortune (and sometimes notoriety) in one’s barristership, but not the source of its etymology. The name barrister is an English concept which originated in the fifteenth century when all English lawyers were required to train at the Inns of Court in London. The inns (originally just a house) had a sanctum sanctorum* separated from the seating of aspiring lawyers by an iron bar, from where the lecturers would give additional training to their students about court practice and procedure, evidence law, and ethics, etc.

Barrister, attorney, and advocate are terms that mean the same thing (‘a lawyer who is licensed to practise law and give legal advice’) but in different jurisdictions. Put simply, these are disparate nomenclatures for a lawyer who argues cases in court. He specializes in courtroom advocacy, drafting legal pleadings, and giving expert legal opinions. Barristers are common in the UK and Canada, attorneys in the US, and advocates in India, Brazil, Israel, Scotland, Belgium, South Africa, and Scandinavian jurisdictions. Counsel and its cohorts like counsellor and counsellor-at-law have not taken root in any exclusive territory and are used interchangeably with other terms in many jurisdictions. Do note, however, that in some jurisdictions, to counsel is to urge someone to commit a crime, which in itself is a crime.

There is, however, a lone member of the legal fraternity who refuses to be grouped with the others just yet. But let’s start with his area of expertise if he were not a qualified lawyer and worked in other trades and businesses. He is an expert at soliciting business for his clients and rightfully named a solicitor. Once he gets into the legal profession, he dons multiple hats. In England and Wales, he advises clients, represents them before the lower courts, and prepares cases for barristers to try in the higher courts. In government, his role is to look after the legal affairs of the states and nations, not at the highest level, but as a deputy to the attorney general or the advocate general.



I was fascinated to receive this email from JK and also a little overwhelmed by the sheer complexity of legal designations. It took me a few readings to assimilate what I thought was JK’s valiant attempt to simplify the matter for me. To return the favour, I emailed him a hilarious lawyer story that is immensely popular on the Internet. It is said that this story also won the first prize in the recent Criminal Lawyers’ Award Contest. JK immediately jumped to the defence of a dishonourable member of his own fraternity. ‘That this true story won the first prize in the recent Criminal Lawyers’ Award Contest has been claimed on the Internet for many decades, when the truth is that there have never been any contests of this kind anywhere in the world,’ claimed JK. But since it’s so funny, let me share it with you anyway.

A lawyer in Charlotte, North Carolina purchased a box of very rare and expensive cigars, and then insured them against fire, among other things. Within a month, having smoked his entire stockpile and without yet having made even his first premium payment on the policy, the lawyer filed a claim against the insurance company. In his claim, the lawyer stated that the cigars had been lost ‘in a series of small fires’. The insurance company refused to pay, citing the obvious reason that the man had consumed the cigars in the normal fashion.

In delivering the ruling, the judge agreed with the insurance company that the claim was frivolous. The judge stated, nevertheless, that the lawyer ‘held a policy from the company in which it had warranted that the cigars were insurable and also guaranteed that it would insure them against fire, without defining what is considered to be unacceptable fire’ and was obligated to pay the claim.

Rather than endure a lengthy and costly appeal process, the insurance company accepted the ruling and paid $15,000 to the lawyer for his loss of the rare cigars in the ‘fires’.

After the lawyer cashed the check, the insurance company had him arrested on twenty-four counts of arson! With his own insurance claim and testimony from the previous case being used against him, the lawyer was convicted of intentionally burning his insured property and was sentenced to twenty-four months in jail and made to pay a $24,000 fine.

Oddly, ‘avocado’ too has a link to the profession of lawyers. The avocado is native to Central and South America, and Aztecs from Central Mexico had named it ahuacatl, which meant ‘testicle’. This name was probably chosen because of its resemblance to a testicle.

Interestingly, the Aztecs had such a high regard for the aphrodisiacal qualities of the avocado that they used to keep all their virgins indoors during the avocado season. The Spanish conquerors of Central America tried to pronounce it but failed. Then, they changed it to aguacate but still found it to be too non-Spanish for comfort. So, they changed it further to avocado, an existing word in Spanish that meant ‘lawyer’, and shares the same Latin origins as the English advocate (ad-, ‘to’, and vocare, ‘to call’—one called to aid, to plead on behalf of the other).
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INDIAN WORDS IN ENGLISH

In 1872, Henry Yule and Arthur C. Burnell began work on a lexicon of words of Indian languages that came to be used by the British during their rule of India. It was first published in 1886, and it is said that this 1000-page dictionary with over 2000 entries has never been out of print since then. Yule and Burnell were looking for a catchy title for their dictionary and decided to call it Hobson-Jobson since it was a ‘typical and delightful example’ of the loan words from India to English and at the same time conveyed ‘a veiled intimation of dual authorship’.

You read it right—Hobson-Jobson is a loan word from India to English. I am serious! It is an outcome of the mangled Anglicization by British soldiers of ‘YāḤasan! YāḤosain!’ which is repeatedly cried by Shia Muslims as they beat their chests throughout the Muharram processions in India mourning two grandsons of the Prophet who died fighting for the faith. This was then converted to Hosseen Gosseen, Hossy Gossy, Hossein Jossen and, ultimately, Hobson-Jobson.

This led to the linguists’ law of Hobson-Jobson, describing the effort to bring a word borrowed from a foreign language into harmony with the borrowing language. The effort is largely in alteration of the borrowed word or phrase to align it more closely to the distribution and patterning of speech sounds and tacit rules governing pronunciation in the borrowing language. Hobson-Jobson itself is a delightful example of this law.

Another interesting example is the British English ‘kedgeree’, which means ‘a cooked dish consisting of rice, lentils, and spices’. Don’t be surprised if the word looks familiar and the ingredients, even more. Isn’t the word for a popular Indian dish at the tip of your tongue? Is it the Hindi dish khicṛī (िखचडी)? You see, in the absence of the specific consonants in English to pronounce it exactly as in the native language, the word required some phonological adjustments. Incidentally, the British have also made some changes to the recipe of khicṛī to suit their tongue. Their variation is a cooked dish of rice, fish, hard-boiled eggs, butter, cream, and seasoning.

In India, numerous religious rituals are followed, several of which involve processions. Puri, a city in the Indian state of Odisha (erstwhile ‘Orissa’) is well-known for its temple of lord Jagannath (Sanskrit jagat—‘world’—and nātha—‘lord’). Lord Jagannath is a form of Krishna miraculously raised by Brahma from the state of a crude idol to that of a living god. At an annual festival held in this city, a gigantic chariot with the idol of Lord Jagannath is pulled through the streets of the town in a religious procession. It is said that, in former times, some extremely pious devotees of Lord Jagannath would throw themselves under the wheels of this chariot to be crushed to death. It was their belief that this mode of dying would ensure their rebirth in heaven.

Jagannath was naturally a challenging pronunciation for the westerners and was anglicized as juggernaut (often lowercase) to mean any large, overpowering, destructive force or object, as war, a giant battleship, or a powerful football team: Contrary to what is believed to be the enlightening influence of the spread of education and economic prosperity, the juggernaut of religious fanaticism has only gathered more momentum in recent years. It is also a force, an idea, or a system of beliefs that overcomes opposition—especially if it does so ruthlessly—or that demands blind devotion or cruel self-sacrifice: Employers are alarmed at the juggernaut of social media that is badly affecting employee productivity.

Another difficult pronunciation of the name of a town gave birth to the English word ‘calico’. Calico originated in the coastal town Kozhikode (anglicized name Calicut) situated on the Malabar Coast in the state of Kerala in south-western India. It was during the sixteenth century that a simple, cheap, plain weave (equal weft and warp*) fabric in white, cream, or unbleached cotton began to be exported from Calicut to Europe. Printed calico (with a small all-over floral print) was imported into the United States from Lancashire in the 1780s, and here, a linguistic separation occurred. While Europe maintained the word ‘calico’ for the fabric, in the United States, it was used to refer to the printed design.

It seems that the association of Indian coastal towns with fabrics is richer and more diverse than I had initially assumed. Dongri was once a dockside village near Mumbai, and with rapid expansion of the city, now forms a part of the most expensive living quarters in South Mumbai. It was here that a kind of coarse, thick 2/2 twill-weave* cotton cloth, often coloured blue, was made. The fabric (dungrī in Hindi) was imported into English (around 1605–15) as dungaree and began to be used for all work clothes made from such fabric, and in American English for durable workman’s trousers, typically bib overalls or as part of the work uniform of soldiers.

By 1891, Rudyard Kipling was using the word to refer to a kind of garment (in the plural) as well as a fabric. As a fabric, it is used largely the same way as jeans cloth, to make sturdy trousers. ‘Dungaree’ is often compared to ‘denim’, but the two fabrics are coloured in different ways, dungaree traditionally being woven from pre-coloured yarn, while denim was made from uncoloured yarn and only coloured after weaving. In denim, typically, only the warp threads are dyed with the traditional colouring agent indigo, the weft threads are left uncoloured (white), resulting in the typical medium-blue colour of the fabric. Otherwise, the two fabrics are identical, and dungaree is sometimes termed ‘blue denim’.

It is interesting to know that low-grade recycled wool was a major industry in the nineteenth century. The activity involved taking rags (worthless clothes that are torn or worn out), woollen waste, and a small quantity of new wool, shredding them down to a fibrous state that could be re-spun into yarn. Originally used for padding, English manufacturers began making coarse clothes from it. When new, it looked like poplin with a lustrous finish but the gloss quickly wore off, giving the stuff a bad reputation. The 1860 US census of manufactures notes import of more than 6 million pounds of it, which, according to an 1865 government report, was ‘much used in the manufacture of army and navy clothes, and blankets in the United States’.

This industry may have disappeared from the developed world, but the trade name for this low-grade wool survives in the language. The word is ‘shoddy’. Soon after the industry was born, shoddy acquired the meaning of ‘having a delusive appearance of high quality’. Today however, it means ‘anything of poor quality or inferior workmanship’: a shoddy bookcase; and ‘intentionally rude or inconsiderate; shabby’: shoddy behaviour.

The word ‘shoddy’ is of uncertain origin, but its rhyming word ‘toddy’ is a gift from India to the English language.


Toddy is a drink made from spirits, especially whisky, with hot water, sugar, and usually lemon juice, and sometimes spiced with cloves. It was originally the liquor prepared from the sap of various palm trees (toddy or wine palms). Indians who immigrated to Malaysia created a new recipe by preparing it from fermented coconut milk. Toddy comes from the Hindi tārī—‘palm sap’, from the Sanskrit tāra, and is probably of Dravidian origin. (Compare with Kannada tar, Telugu tadu.)



The word ‘shoddy’ is tempting me to dwell a little bit on the word ‘fabric’ and the art of fabrication.

The word ‘fabric’ came to English via the French fabriqué—‘building, things made’, which is why anything made in France (not just fabrics) carries the label ‘Fabriqué en France’. It came from the Latin fabrica—‘a workshop, a structure, a fabric, a skilful or artistic production’—which further came from faber—‘an artisan or craftsman who works in hard materials like metal, stone, wood, etc.’ This explains why Faber as a surname still features in the name Faber-Castell (a global stationery major), Faber, Spa (an Italian producer of range hoods for kitchen ventilation), and Faber and Faber (a UK-based publishing house).

Fabricate, which shares its root with fabric, means to make or build something by art, skill, or labour, especially by assembling parts or sections. In time, this also evolved a negative sense of ‘to concoct a story, reason, legend, or a lie in order to deceive; to fake or forge (a document, signature, etc.)’: If you’re going to fabricate the content of your PhD thesis, you may as well fabricate your credentials.

Let’s leave the world of fabrications and move over to some high-quality garments. How about starting with tight- and loose-fitting trousers and large, colourful kerchiefs?

Jodhpur, a bustling metropolis in the north-western state of Rajasthan, lends its name to riding breeches cut very full over the hips and tapering at the knees to become tight fitting from the knees to the ankles. These are called jodhpurs (earlier called ‘jodhpur breeches’) and used with a plural verb. The city of Jodhpur, India’s ‘sun city’ for the bright, sunny weather it enjoys all year round and ‘blue city’ for the vivid, blue-painted houses around the Mehrangarh Fort, also lends its name to the accompanying riding paraphernalia like the jodhpur shoe or jodhpur boot, an ankle-high shoe for wearing with such breeches, having a strap that encircles the ankle and buckles on the side.

There is another interesting word for trousers that was adopted into the English language during the British Raj. Pajamas, in US English, (pyjamas in British English) are loose-fitting, lightweight trousers, usually of silk or cotton, fitted with drawstring waistbands and worn in various Asian countries by both sexes. Their name is often shortened to PJs, jimjams or jammies. These comfortable garments are used chiefly for sleeping in the western world, though in India, they are used for both lounging around and walking in the streets. Oh, by the way, the original pāijāma derives from the Persian word پايجامه (pāyjāmeh, from pāy—‘leg, foot’—and jāmeh—‘garment’).

Bandana is a type of large, colourful kerchief (usually with a figure or pattern), worn on the head or around the neck of a person or a pet. Bandanas are frequently printed in a paisley* pattern and are most often used to hold hair back, either as a fashionable head accessory, or for practical purposes. This word came from the Hindi bāndhnū—‘a method of dyeing’, which took it from the Sanskrit bándhana—‘tying’ (so named because the tie-dyed cloth is tied to prevent certain parts from receiving the dye creating the unique pattern)—and adopted into English in the 1750s. And I thought ‘bandana’, like ‘macarena’, was a Spanish word!

A banian (variant spelling banyan) was originally a loose-fitting shirt, jacket, or robe, worn initially in India. Today, Indians themselves have marginalized its importance in sartorial elegance and shoved it inside their shirt. It is now used as a vest. Did you notice and appreciate my attempt to confuse you by introducing the word sartorial so that later I can resolve this confusion and gain some credit from you? I like the sound and cadence (‘any rhythmic flow of sound’) of the word sartorial and use it at every opportunity I get. It evokes the image of beautiful Indian women elaborately wrapped in their traditional dress, the saree. And rightfully so, as sartorial means ‘of or relating to a tailor, tailoring, or tailored clothing, dress, or fashion’: She was blessed with drop-dead gorgeous looks and also carried herself with a sartorial elegance. Funnily, this word has no connection to key raw materials (fabric) or the sewing machine. It comes from sartorius,* a muscle that runs down the length of the thigh and helps to rotate the leg into the sitting position assumed by a tailor. Trivia freaks will be delighted to know that the sartorius is the longest muscle in the human body.

‘Banian’ has a variant spelling, banyan, which is also an Indian fig tree of the mulberry family, which has branches that send out adventitious† roots to the ground and sometimes cause the tree to spread over a wide area as these aerial roots grow down into the soil, forming additional trunks. Curiously, ‘banyan’ is also a generic name for a Hindu trader or merchant who belongs to a community that forbids eating flesh (Sanskrit vanija—‘merchant’—and vanijya—‘commerce’). While it isn’t surprising anymore to see disparate meanings of the same word, the Hindu merchant came before the tree and lent the name of its community to the Indian fig tree. It was under one of these trees flourishing on the Iranian coast of the Persian Gulf that, in the 1630s, the Hindu merchants known as banyans (or banians) had built a booth, or as some dictionaries believe, a pagoda (another word supposedly of Indian origin).

Pagoda (in India, Myanmar, and the far East) is a temple or sacred building, usually a pyramid-like tower with upward-curving roofs over the individual stories. Surprisingly, it is also the name of any of the several former gold or silver coins of southern India, usually bearing a figure of such a temple, first issued in the late sixteenth century, and later also by the British, French, and Dutch traders. While it was adopted in English from the Portuguese padoge, it is perhaps from or influenced by the Tamil pagavadi—‘house belonging to a deity’—from the Sanskrit bhagavati—‘goddess’—the feminine form of bhagavat—‘blessed, adorable’.
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MORE INDIAN WORDS IN ENGLISH

A catamaran is a vessel, usually propelled by a sail, formed of two hulls or floats held side by side by a frame above them. It was originally a float or sailing raft formed of a number of logs lashed together. It is interesting that such an Anglican-sounding word comes from the Tamil kattu-maram, ‘tied wood’, from kattu—‘tie, binding’—and maram—‘wood, tree’. ‘Catamaran’ has further spawned* trimaran (from ‘tri-’ + [cata]maran), a vessel similar to a catamaran but with three separate hulls instead of two.

A cot is a narrow, collapsible bed, especially one made of canvas or nylon belts woven on a frame that can be folded up. In British English, a cot is a child’s crib. Interestingly, this word entered English in 1625–35 from the Hindi khāṭ—‘couch, hammock’—which itself came from the Sanskrit khaṭvā. It is also possible that this word came from a Dravidian source (Tamil kattil—‘bedstead’). But wait, what is a bedstead? I have heard only of a homestead (while leafing through options of homestays and farmstays for vacations) but am not too sure how it differentiates itself from a home!

If I were to make an educated guess, I would think that ‘homestead’ is a portmanteau word, formed by combining ‘home’ and ‘instead’, and it comes from the marketing script of owners of short- and long-stay home rentals, wondering why the travellers need to choose an expensive and impersonal hotel at all when they can get an inexpensive, warm, and cosy home instead.

However, my educated guess looks like the output of an illiterate mind. Homestead is any dwelling with its land and buildings where a family makes its home. In US usage, ‘homestead’ is ‘a plot of land adequate for the maintenance of a family’, defined by the Homestead Act of 1862 as 160 acres. Under the Homestead Act, this large tract of public land was granted by the US government to a settler to be developed as a farm and also exempt from seizure or forced sale to meet general debts.

This probably explains why the average size of farm holdings in the US is so large. Let’s try to unravel the ‘stead’ in ‘homestead’ and ‘bedstead’.

Stead, as per the dictionary, is the place or position of a person or thing as filled by a replacement, substitute, or successor: The nephew of the queen came in her stead for the Prime Minister’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary ball.

If I were to report the matter of the queen’s absence, I would rather say: ‘Since the queen, due to exceptional circumstances, could not personally attend the Prime Minister’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary ball, she sent her nephew instead.’ However, instead of warring over the phraseology of the reporting queen’s absence from the ball, let us focus on the other (and now obsolete) meaning of stead. It is a place, site, or locality. This completely connects home with a homestead and a farm with a farmstead (a farm or the part of a farm comprising its main buildings together with adjacent grounds).

But how about the bedstead? The word bedstead strictly means ‘the place occupied by a bed’, however, this meaning is as obsolete as that of stead (a place, site, or locality). Contemporaneously, it refers to the framework of a bed, usually including a headboard and springs but excluding the mattress and other coverings that it supports.

‘Stead’ is from the PIE base *steti-, the suffixed form of the root *sta-, ‘to stand’, which gives us scores of English words (stand, standard, static, stay, stall, assist, consist, exist, insist, persist, resist, and obstinate to name a few). The same PIE base gives us the Sanskrit and Hindi sthaan (‘a place to sit or stand’), prasthaan (‘to leave a place’), and sansthaan (‘to make a place’ and figuratively, an institute).

This brings me to sandals. You read it correctly. I didn’t mean ‘scandals’. With my background in banking and finance, I am done with that word for life. We all wear sandals and know how they look. However, if asked to describe their appearance in a single sentence, we are usually stumped. How about: ‘They are a kind of footwear consisting of a sole fastened in various ways to the foot by straps or thongs over the instep or toes, or around the ankle?’

Did you know that sandals were named after the kind of wood originally used to fabricate them? Well, sandals were originally made from sandalwood. But how does this have anything to do with Indian languages? You see, ‘sandal’ is an anglicized form of the original Hindi word for this fragrant and supremely expensive wood—Chandan.

Sandalwood trees, a slow-growing species, are found in the jungles of Karnataka and Kerala in South India. They are owned and their harvest is controlled by sircar (the government), though many trees are illegally felled and smuggled. Interestingly, both ‘jungle’ and ‘sircar’ have been adopted by English from Hindi.

Jungle comes from the Hindi jangal—‘desert, forest, wasteland, uncultivated ground’, and ultimately from the Sanskrit jangala-s—‘arid, sparsely grown with trees’. In English, it acquired a sense of ‘land overgrown by dense vegetation, often nearly impenetrable, especially tropical vegetation or a tropical rainforest’. It also developed the sense of ‘a place notoriously lawless and violent’: The neglected prison was a jungle for its inmates.


Incidentally, ‘jungle gym’ was trademarked in 1920 by lawyer Sebastian Hinton in Chicago. Hinton’s design was inspired by the structure his father, a mathematician, had built from bamboo when Hinton was a child. His father’s goal was to enable children to achieve an intuitive understanding of three-dimensional space through a game in which numbers for the x, y, and z axes were called out and each child tried to be the first to grasp the indicated junction. Hinton’s patent, however, appealed to the ‘monkey instinct’ claiming the benefits of climbing as exercise and play for children.



Sircar means a Hindu clerk or accountant; a district or province; and the government; the supreme authority of the state. It comes from Hindi via the Persian sarkaar—‘a superintendant, overseer, chief’ from the Persian sar— ‘head’—and kaar—‘action, work’. As sircar works to bring the illegal felling and smuggling of sandalwood trees under control, let’s dissect a member of a class of criminals who engage in organized robbery and murder. This person is a dacoit and believe it or not, it is an anglicized version of the Hindi ḍakait, a member of a gang of armed robbers. This person is also known as a dāku and the robbery committed with fellow gang members is called a dākā.

When the robber turns into a vicious and violent man; a murderer, he or she gets the privilege of being called a thug. A thug was originally a member of a gang of murderers and robbers in India who strangled their victims. This word came, perhaps, from the Sanskrit sthaga-s—‘cunning, fraudulent’—and evolved as thag—‘cheat, swindler’ in Hindi and Marathi. As reported in The Century Dictionary, thugs roamed about the country in groups of ten to 100. Usually in the disguise of peddlers or pilgrims, they gained the confidence of other travellers and strangled them when a favourable opportunity presented itself, with a handkerchief, unwound turban, or a noosed cord. The shedding of blood was seldom resorted to.

The motive of the thugs was not so much a lust for plunder as a certain religious fanaticism. The bodies of their victims were hidden in graves dug with a consecrated (‘declared sacred; dedicated to the service of a deity’) pickaxe, and of their loot, one-third was devoted to the goddess Kali, whom they worshiped. Incidentally, even the word loot (‘goods stolen during pillaging, as in wartime, during riots, etc.; goods or money taken by dishonesty, force, stealth, etc.) comes from the Hindi lut, and further, from the Sanskrit loptram, lotram—‘booty, stolen property’.

Our earlier discussion on sandals reminded me that in olden times, one couldn’t enter most Indian houses, especially the kitchen, wearing any footwear. The visitors had to leave footwear outside the door in the veranda. Veranda (or verandah), an open porch, usually roofed and partially enclosed by a railing or a small wall, surrounded the traditional one-storey houses called banglā. Banglā (literally, ‘of Bengal’) refers to ‘a house in the Bengali style’.

It came into English as a bungalow during the era of the British administration of India. In Great Britain, the name became a derisive* one because of the spread of poorly built bungalow-type houses there. The style, however, gained popularity in housing developments of American towns during the 1920s. The general design of houses is usually one and a half stories—with high ceilings, large doors and windows, and shade-giving eaves or verandas—making these specially well-suited for hot climates. Bungalows are still frequently built as summer cottages or homes in warm regions such as in southern California.40

Incidentally, even the word veranda is an export from Hindi baraṇḍā, barāmdā (from the Persian bar āmadaḥ—‘coming out’) into English.

Before bungalows were demolished and verandas taken in to increase the floor area in high-rise apartments that came up in that space, I recollect the days of relaxing in the veranda of our banglā, sipping on the mulligatawny† soup or punch,* or having some rice with curry,† soaking in the winter sun and coconut oil. Sorry, correction: I didn’t soak in the coconut oil; it was rubbed into my scalp as my gritty granny pounded my head with both her fists and thumped it with her palms. In between, she would slip into a kneading motion as if momentarily forgetting that she was not kneading the dough for making chapattis‡ for lunch.

The honourable intent of this oil massage was to improve blood circulation on the scalp and infuse greater strength and durability into the hair so that it could withstand the ill effects of work and marital stress later in life. My granny would also insist that I go to the local gymkhana to play racket sports and build my stamina and body. I guess she thought she was using a little bit of English when she used the word ‘gymkhana’ which is, of course, correct. However, what both of us didn’t know then was that gymkhana is derived from the Hindustani gend-khana, literally, ‘ball house’ (English racket-court); altered in English by the influence of ‘gymnasium’.

Incidentally, ancient gymnasiums were more than training avenues for public athletic contests; they were also a place for socializing as well as for educationists and philosophers to educate people on morals and ethics. Did you know that the earliest athletes and gymnasts trained naked? At least that is what gymnasium’s etymology leads us to believe (from the Greek gymnazein—‘to exercise or train naked’ further from gymnos—‘naked’). It seems that this practice of athletes and gymnasts training and competing in the nude was to encourage aesthetic appreciation of the male body and pay tribute to the gods.

Coming back to the thumping and pounding my head received from my granny; it’s called champi in Hindi. Of course, this massage is not confined to the head alone and can be performed on the entire body. However, it must be noted that the predominant motion for the body massage is not the thumping and pounding motion but the pressing and kneading motion to relieve fatigue, stimulate the blood circulation, and rejuvenate the muscles. This massage, champi in Hindi, imperative* of champna—‘to press, knead the muscles’—is what gives us the Anglo-Indian word shampoo, which was adopted by English around 1762. The meaning of ‘shampoo’ changed to ‘wash the hair, especially with a cleaning preparation that does not leave a soap film’ around 1860 which, in 1954, was extended to carpets, upholstery, etc.

The Hindi champna perhaps comes from the Sanskrit capayati—‘pounds, kneads’—which gives us the name of our daily bread i.e. chapatti. Interesting, isn’t it, as chapattis are made using the dough that has been kneaded and flattened using the pressing and kneading motion (champna—‘to press, knead the muscles’). It is worth mentioning that the Sanskrit capayati also contributes a Hindi word that describes a pounding force using bare hands on someone’s cheek, which gets temporarily flattened upon intercepting this kinetic force. I am sure you have already guessed this word—chapat (‘tight slap’).

Let’s look at some more popular words that are also adopted or derived from Indian languages:




	Avatar
	the descent of a deity to the earth in an incarnate form



	Ayah
	a maid or nurse



	Badmash
	rogue, hooligan



	Bandicoot
	any of several large and destructive East Indian rats of the genus Nesokia; the term now also applied to a type of insectivorous Australian marsupial somewhat resembling it; from the Telugu pandi-kokku, literally ‘pig-rat’



	Bangle
	a ring-shaped bracelet from the Hindi baṅgrī—‘coloured glass, bracelet, or anklet’



	Bhakti
	selfless devotion



	Cheroot
	a cigar having open, untapered ends; from the Tamil curuttu—‘roll’ (of tobacco), from curul—‘to roll’



	Chutney
	a sauce or relish made of fruits, such as raisins and mangoes, spices, herbs, and sugar, with vinegar or lemon juice; comes from the Hindi chutni



	Coolie
	a labourer who carries your luggage



	Chit
	a signed note for money owed for food, drink, etc.; also any receipt, voucher, or similar document, especially of an informal nature; short for chitty, from the Hindi chitthi—‘letter, note’, from the Sanskrit chitra-s ‘distinctively marked’ (also the source of the word ‘cheetah’)



	Cummerbund
	a wide sash, especially one that is pleated lengthwise, worn as a waistband, originally by men in India, and adapted for wear with single-breasted dinner jackets or tuxedos (i.e. men’s formal attire including a dinner jacket and matching pants); from the Hindi kamarband (from kamar—‘waist’—and bund—‘closed’) and originally from Persian



	Cushy
	involving little effort for ample rewards; easy and profitable: a cushy job; soft and comfortable; cushiony; from the Hindi khush—‘pleasant, healthy, happy’



	Dhoti
	a long loincloth worn by many Hindu men in India



	Karma*
	destiny that you earn through your actions and behaviour



	Khaki
	a dull, yellowish-brown colour; a strong, twilled cloth of this colour, used especially for military uniforms and widely adopted for camouflage purposes; and a uniform or a pair of trousers made from this cloth. ‘Khaki’ comes from the Urdu khaki, literally ‘dusty’, from khak—‘dust’



	Ghee
	clarified butter



	Guru
	a spiritual leader, or a widely respected expert



	Jute
	a strong, coarse fibre used for making sacks, mats, ropes, etc., obtained from two East Indian plants of the linden family; from the Bengali jhuto, from the Sanskrit juta-s—‘twisted hair’, related to jata—‘braid of hair’



	Mahout
	the keeper or driver of an elephant, from the Hindi mahāut (महौत), a variant of mahāvat (महावत), which goes back to the Sanskrit mahāmatra (महामात्र)—‘elephant driver’



	Mantra
	a word or formula from the Vedas chanted or sung as an incantation or prayer



	Nirvana
	In Buddhism, the state of perfect blessedness achieved by the extinction of individual existence and by the absorption of the soul into the ‘supreme spirit’, or by the extinction of all desires and passions. In Hinduism, the salvation through the union of atma (soul) with paramatma (supreme soul or spirit); moksha. Nirvana also means any place or condition of great peace or bliss.



	Pandit
	a Brahman who is learned in Sanskrit and in Hindu philosophy, law, and religion; also used as a title of respect for a learned man in India



	Pariah
	a social outcast; any person or animal that is generally despised or avoided; from the Portuguese paria or directly from the Tamil paraiyar, plural of paraiyan—‘drummer’ (at festivals, the hereditary duty of members of the largest of the lower castes of southern India), from parai—‘large festival drum’.



	Pukka
	reliable, proper, ripe, well-cooked



	Purdah
	the practice of the seclusion of women from the sight of men or strangers, practised by some Muslims and Hindus; a screen, curtain, or veil used for this purpose. It comes from the Hindi and Urdu word pardah—‘veil, curtain’—from the Persian pardah.



	Sepoy
	a native of India serving in a European army, especially the British army; from the Persian, Urdu, and Hindi sipāhī—‘horseman, soldier’



	Tonga
	a light, two-wheeled, horse-drawn vehicle used in India



	Yoga
	Well, does this need any explanation?
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MUSING ABOUT MNEMOSYNE

Mnemosyne was the Greek goddess and Titaness of memory. She was the mother of the nine Muses, the goddesses who presided over different streams of art and science, and were considered sources of knowledge in these fields. (For instance, Urania: astronomy, Polyhymnia: religious music, Erato: lyrical, especially erotic, poetry.) Since it was Mnemosyne who taught her daughters and gave them all the knowledge, she deserved to be the goddess of memory.41 Mnemosyne is derived from the Greek memne—‘memory, a remembrance, record’ and ultimately from PIE base*men- ‘to think’. The same root gave us the word ‘mnemonic’.

A mnemonic, as we discussed at the beginning of the book, is something that assists your memory. With tough English words, which we routinely struggle to get into—and, more importantly, stay—in our minds, this something can be anything. It can be your most embarrassing moment, when you refused to drink tea and declared you were a teetotaller or blurted out your father’s first name in response to being asked about your surname; it can be an imagined incident (the crazier the better), an amusing anecdote, a joke, a rhyming verse, or some humorous interplay of the letters of the difficult word at hand.

The options are endless, and it doesn’t matter if the mnemonic is silly or sensible. But what is critical is that it should be your own; something you thought of, conceptualized, and created. Mnemonics borrowed from others may seen appealing at first but unless they are downright brilliant, you may surprise yourself by desperately struggling to recollect even the one that, at first sighting, had immediately and immensely appealed to you.

We will now explore what I call traditional mnemonics. Here, you look for an interesting link between the word and one of its meanings by forming a logical or comical connection with another similar or rhyming word. Sometimes, it’s also possible to split the word into segments and weave them into a logical or comical tale.

I grew up in the 1980s and happened to watch the 1984 Hindi movie Sharaabi (Hindi for ‘drunkard’), in which the male protagonist and acting legend Amitabh Bachchan was a drunkard. So when I came across bacchanalia (‘a riotous, boisterous, or drunken feast or festivity’) in the year 1989, I instantly linked it to Bachchan (Amitabh’s surname) and his role as a drunkard in this movie. But students of the language, who have little interest in Hindi movies and were born after Amitabh Bachchan’s era of angry-young-man may find it difficult to connect with this mnemonic. Instead, if some of them are fond of Greek and Roman mythology, they may be delighted to know that Bacchanalia is the name of the ancient Roman festival in honour of Bacchus (also known as Dionysus), the Greek god of wine, fertility, and revelry.

Purely out of a desire to illustrate some of the techniques for constructing your own mnemonics, I am tempted to temporarily set aside my earlier prescription and share a sample of my recent creations with you. Have fun, make them better, add your own, and do remember to share some of your creations with me!




	Stooge
A stooge is an entertainer who feeds lines to the main comedian and usually serves as the butt of his or her jokes. A stooge is also any underling, assistant, or accomplice. An interesting mnemonic is the association of ‘stooge’ with ‘stage’ and ‘booed’. If the stooge slips a bit in supporting the main comedian on stage, they will all get booed* out.




	Torrent, Torrential
Torrent means an abundant, unceasing, rushing, overwhelming, violent or tumultuous flow, stream, or downpour of anything: a torrent of lava; a torrent of abuse. One easy way to remember ‘torrent’ is to imagine an excursion where someone is caught in a violent downpour of rain while sleeping outdoors in a tent. The rain is so powerful that it tears the tent. Hence, a torrential downpour, or torrent, tore the tent!




	Hurtle
To hurtle means to move with, or as if with, great speed and a rushing noise; to move with violent or rapid motion: With a gigantic roar, the engines kicked to life, sending the hovercraft hurtling forward at a tremendous, unthinkable speed. A good mnemonic is: a turtle cannot hurtle.




	Restive
After hurtling, can I offer you something startling? Or would you rather rest a little to soothe your frayed nerves? Interestingly, the original sense of the word rest seems to be a measure of distance, especially the distance covered after which one rests. It came from the Old High German rasta, which, in addition to ‘rest’, meant league of miles. (This root is so uncannily similar to the Hindi word rasta—‘path’—and it is possible that the two share a common PIE base.)

Friends, help me resolve my internal conflict: should we move ahead or should we wonder about the mysterious presence of the word league in ‘league of miles’, which, to me, doesn’t make any sense. I usually come across this word in a) the names of associations of states, organizations, or individuals for common action; an alliance: The United Nations is an intergovernmental organization established in 1945, after the Second World War, to promote international co-operation and to prevent another such conflict—a replacement for the ineffective League of Nations; and b) in sports, an association of teams or clubs that compete chiefly among themselves (the Indian Premier League and the National Football League, to name a few) and also to reflect a class or level of competition: The ski jump was out of his league. I now figure that one of the lesser-known meanings of this word is to denote a distance of about three miles, perhaps originally an hour’s hike, after which, in the late fourteenth century, travellers and their beasts of burden demanded rest.

Now, if a horse has carried you and your luggage for an hour on uneven terrain under the blazing sun or the blasting force of the wind, it may stubbornly refuse to go forward, even after you are sufficiently rested and refreshed. It is this sense of resisting control, unruliness, and unmanageability that the gives us the first meaning of ‘restive’: The crowds were restive; they were pelting stones and petrol bombs in an effort to break through the barricades. Let us try to imagine the emotional state of the rider when the horse is so restive. You are aware that the sun will set in another couple of hours and you cannot risk travelling in the dark; you will naturally be nervous or impatient or both given the constraints. You will be unsettled, restless, or, should I say, restive: The consultants were getting a bit restive when, even four weeks after negotiating them down to a walk-away price, the company still hadn’t sent them a written contract.

Let us write this word by splitting it into its two syllables as rest-ive. The second syllable, together with the accompanying hyphen ‘-ive’ (pronounced ‘negative’) has a tendency to attach to things and numbers, making them look as if they have lost something or they were less than others to begin with.

You can therefore replace ‘–ive’ with ‘less’ and make rest-ive restless. How’s that for a good mnemonic!




	Rectitude
Rectitude means uprightness in conduct or character, and correctness in judgement or method: Peter’s sense of rectitude gave him the strength to become a witness in the assault case, despite impassioned pleas from his family members to stay away. This word comes from the Latin rectus—‘right, straight’. When the Washington Post once asked its readers to supply alternate meanings for common words, someone picked rectitude and expanded it as ‘the formal, dignified bearing adopted by proctologists’. He left the rest unsaid as it’s probably an easy guess, but let me explain it: rectitude is the formal, dignified bearing (‘demeanour’) assumed by a proctologist (‘the doctor who specializes in the treatment of diseases of the rectum and anus’) immediately before he examines you. Well, usually, the proctologist will insert a colonoscope into the patient’s rectum and, believe it or not, ‘rectum’ is the etymological sibling of ‘rectitude’! The rectum is the last part of the intestine and it is the only part where the intestine is straight, in contrast to the rest, which is convoluted. This also reflects in its etymology (the Latin intestinum rectum—‘intestine that is straight’) and cements its kinship with ‘straight, upright’ character-related rectitude.

As if the kinship between rectitude and rectum wasn’t enough, and we needed to bring royalty into the picture, the Latin rectus—‘right, straight’—ultimately comes from PIE base *reg- ‘move in a straight line’, and also ‘to direct in a straight line, to rule, to guide’. This PIE base gave us the Latin regere—‘to rule’—and it gave us the Latin rex (genitive regis)—‘king’—which further evolved into the Latin regalis—‘royal, kingly; of or belonging to a king, worthy of a king’—giving us words like ‘rex’, ‘rule’, ‘regal’, ‘royal’, ‘regalia’, ‘reign’, ‘regent’, ‘regime’, and ‘rector’; a couple of first names like Eric (‘honoured ruler’) and Regina (‘queen’); and a host of other words like rail, rake, realm, region, regular, regimen, regiment, correct, direct, erect, and even anorexia.

PIE base *reg- also gives us the Hindi raj (‘rule’), raja or rajah or rajan (‘ruler, king’), rajput (‘member of the ruling, warrior community in northern India’), and rajaputrah (‘king’s son’); and a couple of first names like Raj (‘rule’) and Rajni (‘queen’—cognate with Regina).

I can stop here but allow me to go back to rajaputrah, where I forgot to mention that the Sanskrit putrah means ‘son, boy’ which has cognate in Latin puer—‘boy’—giving us puerile (‘of or pertaining to a child or to childhood, especially silly, immature, or childishly foolish: a puerile piece of writing) and its noun form puerility.




	Prevaricate
We recently discussed Peter’s sense of rectitude, which gave him the strength to become a witness in the assault case despite impassioned pleas from his family members to stay away. Let’s assume that he dictated his statement to the police. However, soon after, he started receiving death threats from the assailants. In the first court hearing of the matter, he had to retract his earlier statement, claiming it was dictated under duress. It is obvious that he was forced by the assailants to prevaricate i.e. to speak falsely or misleadingly; deliberately misstate or create an incorrect impression; lie: Often, criminals who are booked are let off the hook due to lack of witnesses or witnesses who are forced to prevaricate. Well, how about pre from ‘previous’, vari from ‘vary’ and cate from ‘dictate’ (i.e. to vary from previous dictation) as a mnemonic for ‘prevaricate’?




	Diffidence
Diffidence means lacking self-confidence; timid; shy. It is the lesser-known and only antonym of the word ‘confidence’: Where youth and diffidence are united, it requires uncommon steadiness of reason to resist the attraction of being called the most charming girl in the world—Jane Austen.

Imagine that a couple you know has been invited to a ballroom dance party. If they don’t have confidence in ballroom dancing, they may show diffidence to come on the dance floor. On our part, we can visualize their ‘difficulty in dancing with confidence’ as a mnemonic for diffidence. Another excellent mnemonic is deficit in confidence.




	Quotidian
When we quote from a text or a speech, it is usually something of exceptional merit. That could mislead us to deduce that ‘quotidian’ is something worthy of being quoted in speech or writing. Quotidian is, however, quite the opposite ‘usual or customary, ordinary, commonplace’: These paintings are of no more than quotidian artistry. It also means something that recurs every day: Irrespective of the strict laws against cyber crime, the fact is, such occurrences certainly do take place, and on a fairly quotidian basis.

I guess the issue arises because most of us don’t easily connect with the use of ‘quote’ in other domains. To quote, in the language of business and commerce, is to give someone the estimated price of a job or a service or the current market price of a commodity or a security. These quotes are available on a daily basis, are extremely commonplace, and are made in the ordinary course of business (a significant number of individuals and entities are involved in the business of market making and hence, quoting buy and sell prices). I hope the highlighted aspects of such quotes serve as a passable mnemonic for the word ‘quotidian’.
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MORE MUSINGS ABOUT MNEMOSYNE

I hope you now have a good idea of some of the techniques I use to construct traditional mnemonics. I am tempted to once again set aside my earlier prescription and share some more examples of my recent creations with you. Hope you find them interesting and they egg you on in making your own, and even more creative, mnemonics.

From egg I recollect ‘egghead’ (also egg-head). But who is an egghead? My intuition tells me it is a very intelligent person. But then, I pause to ponder whether there is a significant causal relationship between an egg’s constituents and a human being’s IQ. If I peer into the egg and its nutrient chart, I find that it is rich in all eight essential amino acids (derived from proteins) needed for optimal muscle recovery; it is a rich source of vitamins, including A, E and K, and a range of B vitamins, such as cobalamin (B12), riboflavin (B2) and folic acid (B9), needed for healthy metabolism. It is rich in minerals like calcium, sodium, iron, zinc, and selenium, and also contains lipids (fats) like MUFA, PUFA, and cholesterol. Well, most of these are smart nutrients for the brain. My wife also informs me that one of the lipids (called phospholipids) in eggs is extremely important for the development of the brain at an early age. No wonder, I had a strong intuition that it means an intellectual, a thinker. Well, this is indeed true.

What if I look at the egg from the outside? What do I see? At the broader end, it is shaped like a human head. It is clean and smooth like a closely shaved head. Well, this holds an important clue as to what ‘egghead’ meant when it started its journey back in 1907; it meant a ‘bald person’.

Lately though, as per Wikipedia on American-English slang, ‘egghead’ has further evolved into an anti-intellectual epithet,* directed at people considered too out-of-touch with ordinary people, and too lacking in realism, common sense, virility, etc. on account of their intellectual interests. A similar, though not necessarily pejorative, British term is ‘boffin’. The term ‘egghead’ reached its peak during the 1950s, when vice-presidential candidate Richard Nixon used it against Democratic Presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson. It was used by Bill Clinton’s advisor Paul Begala in the 2008 presidential campaign to describe Senator Barack Obama’s supporters when he said, ‘Obama can’t win with just the eggheads and African-Americans.’ The term has largely been replaced by other anti-intellectual epithets such as elitist (political), and geek or nerd (social).42

I would classify my attempted mnemonic for ‘egghead’ as a passable one—something that may not hold wide appeal. But let’s look at some of the others:




	Expanse
Mahalaxmi Race Course, one of the few surviving race courses in India, celebrated its 130 years of horse racing on 30 March 2014. The Times of India covered the event and I quote: ‘Advertisements of swanky apartment buildings overlooking the picturesque Mahalaxmi racecourse are ubiquitous* today, but in the 1880s, the neighbourhood had little to recommend it.’ A book published by the Turf Authorities of India describes the Mahalaxmi Flats as a ‘dreary† expanse of marshland, covered with water in the rainy season and exceedingly dusty in dry weather’. By 1883, however, an interest-free loan, advanced by industrialist Cusrow N. Wadia to shift the racecourse from Byculla to Mahalaxmi, transformed this wasteland into ‘acres of lush greenery, of giant, leafy trees, of a colourful selection of artistically-laid-out aromatic flowers’.43

Expansive means a) capable of expanding or tending to expand; b) wide, extended, or comprehensive: expansive police powers; c) (Figuratively) friendly, open, talkative, or effusive: Wine made the guest expansive; and d) grand in scale: an expansive lifestyle. This word has also entered the field of psychiatry where it conveys a personality lacking restraint in the expression of feelings, especially in having delusions of grandeur or being inclined to overvalue oneself or one’s work.

As soon as I pensively contemplated why I had not bought a swanky apartment that affords a view of the expansive greenery of this racecourse while it were still affordable and not very expensive, a couple of mnemonics came to my mind:


	a)We can associate expanse with expand. It also helps to know that they share a common root. The only thing I simply can’t resist mentioning is the apparent common PIE base of these words and the Hindi word pandaal, which means ‘a temporary shed, especially one used for public meetings’.

	b)We can also relate expansive to expensive, especially because the meaning of ‘expansive’ is ‘grand in scale’, and it’s natural that anything that is grand in scale would also be expensive.







	Acrimony and Acrimonious
We spoke about acres of lush greenery in the heart of Mumbai and expensive apartments owned by moneyed people that afford a view to this verdant expanse. But remember, often where there are acres of land and there is money, there is acrimony. To the uninitiated, acrimony may seem like an opportunity to acquire acres of land with money, but there is much more to it than meets the eye. Acrimony is hostility or bitterness in someone’s overall demeanour, temper, or speech: The election campaign speeches became increasingly acrimonious as the date of polling neared.

It comes from the Latin acrimonia—‘sharpness, pungency of taste’, figuratively ‘sharpness of temper, severity, energy’, from acer—‘sharp’—and -monia, a suffix to denote ‘action, state, or condition’ (as also in ‘alimony’ and ‘parsimony’): After his divorce, Sam never married again; he looked at holy matrimony as unholy acrimony. We may forget this origin sooner or later (even if we know that the words acrid and acid come from the same source) but remember the mnemonic, ‘Often where there are acres of land and there is money, there is acrimony.’ And if the argument on the acres of land and tonnes of money is between the two of us, that argument may become increasingly acrimonious.

We can also split acrimony as ‘a crime on me’ which is bound to leave anyone hostile and embittered.




	Flabbergast
To flabbergast is ‘to overcome with astonishment and bewilderment; to amaze, to stun, and to astound’: He was flabbergasted to see such a shoddy piece of writing coming from one of the most reputed publishing houses in the world. It is a portmanteau formation and was mentioned in a magazine article in 1772 as a new, vogue word likely to be an arbitrary formation from ‘flabby’ or ‘flapper’ and ‘aghast’. Well, the etymology has indeed given an interesting turn to the original narrative I had in mind. Imagine you are meeting an old school friend nicknamed Dicky after a really long time. Also imagine that this friend has either boycotted social media completely or, even if he has a nominal presence on it, never uploads the snaps of his family vacations to exotic locales or anything even marginally more detailed or recent than his old mugshot when he was an extremely skinny and gawky, gangly, gangling (all synonyms, by the way) teenager.

Dicky is impossible to recognize with his medium frame stretched in all directions trying to carry all 110 kgs of him all at once. You are appalled at how much weight he has gained. You are also appalled at his frequent farts. Expressed another way, you are ‘aghast’ at his ‘flab’ and ‘gas’. I am sure whenever you will come across this word, you will have similar imagery of an originally skinny friend whose rapid weight gain, flab, and gas would have left you flabbergasted.




	Abdicate
To abdicate means to renounce or relinquish (‘give up’) a throne or a position of power, formally and/or publically, and usually by choice: Edward VIII was the only British monarch who voluntarily abdicated the throne. It also means to surrender or repudiate* a right or a responsibility: Mr Health Minister, to abdicate from responsibility when the entire nation is going through a crisis of obesity, and you have barely set the health reforms in motion, can be considered a sin. Frankly speaking, the whole nation is flabbergasted.

Imagine that the king’s younger brother has abducted (‘kidnapped’) the daughter of the king and won’t release her unless the king abdicates the throne and coronates (crowns) him as the new king. So, the king may decide to abdicate the throne to get his abducted daughter back and make it all look like a very normal and voluntary succession of power. Now, how’s that for a mnemonic!




	Venerate and Enervate
To venerate is to regard with respect, reverence, or heartfelt deference. It also means to honour someone in recognition of qualities of wisdom, excellence, or holiness: The best way to venerate your teachers is to follow and apply their teachings. ‘Venerate’ reached its present meaning via the route ‘to revere, to worship, to desire, or solicit the goodwill of a god’. However—and that would have Sigmund Freud smiling in his grave—it stems from venus, presumably in its original sense, ‘physical desire, sexual appetite’, hence, ‘qualities exciting desire, seductiveness, charm’ (cognate with the Sanskrit vanaḥ—‘desire, akin to wish’). The root venus gave us Venus, the Roman goddess of love and beauty, personifying sexual attractiveness, a term that came to be applied in English to any beautiful, attractive woman, and as a lagniappe,* gave us venereal diseases.

To enervate is to weaken or destroy someone’s strength or vitality. One can be weakened physically, mentally, or even morally: Shepherd Syphilus (whose name incidentally gave us the venereal disease syphilis and is portrayed as the first victim of the disease) was enervated after herding sheep and goats across plateaus and valleys in search of grass. Sometimes, people mistakenly use ‘enervate’ to mean ‘to invigorate’ or ‘to excite’ by assuming that this word is a close cousin of the verb ‘energize’. In fact, ‘enervate’ does not come from the same source as ‘energize’ (Greek energos—‘active’). It comes from the Latin ex- ‘out’ and nervus—‘sinew, tendon; cord, bowstring’, literally ‘cut the sinew of’. Thus, to enervate means to cause to become ‘out of muscle’, that is, ‘to weaken or deplete of strength’.44

Enervate is an anagram of ‘venerate’. But this is not the reason they are together. Well, if we are under the tutelage* of a hard taskmaster, a tough marathon trainer, and if we also respect him and revere his training regimen and his training techniques, and if we really need a good mnemonic, all we need to say is: ‘We venerate him; he enervates us.’




	Avarice
Kopi Luwak, the world’s most expensive coffee, comes from the island of Java in Indonesia. Let’s suppose that even the rice cultivated on this island is a rare breed of long-grained rice, supremely aromatic, extremely expensive and, naturally, very closely guarded. If someone came plundering these Java rice cultivations at harvest time, they can easily be assumed to be consumed by (J)ava rice. Avarice is an insatiable greed for riches; an inordinate, miserly desire to gain and hoard wealth: Ponzi had struck a perfect balance among the forces competing to control the new American identity: altruism and avarice.




	Apogee, Theology, and Apotheosis
Apotheosis is a word that is best learnt with the help of words like ‘apogee’ and ‘theology’. Apotheosis primarily means ‘the elevation or exaltation of a person to divine rank or stature; deification’. It additionally means the ideal example; epitome; quintessence: This poem is the apotheosis of lyric expression; and also means the best or greatest time or event: The last gallery documents his apotheosis as artist to the rich and famous.

Let’s see if we can deduce the above meaning from the more common and well-known words like apogee and theology. Just to refresh what we all read in Class VII in geography, apogee is the point in the orbit of a heavenly body, especially the moon, or of a man-made satellite, at which it is farthest from the earth (the opposite of perigee). Figuratively, it means the top or climax of something: The dotcom bubble reached its apogee on 10 March 2000.

Theology is the study of religious doctrines and matters of divinity; specifically the study of God and the relations between God, humankind, and the universe.

Let’s take the ‘top or climax’ from apogee and ‘God’ from theology, and we get apotheosis, the ‘elevation’ of a person to the rank of a god.
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BRACES AND BROWS

Have you ever been guilty of looking at others your own age and thinking, ‘Surely, I don’t look that old?’ Well, you’ll love this one!


My name is Alice Smith and I was sitting in the waiting room for my first appointment with a new dentist. I noticed his dental diploma, which bore his full name. Suddenly, I remembered a tall, handsome, dark-haired boy with the same name, who had been in my secondary school class some thirty odd years ago.

Could he be the same guy that I had had a secret crush on, way back then? Upon seeing him, however, I quickly discarded any such thought. This balding, grey-haired man with the deeply lined face was far too old to have been my classmate. After he examined my teeth, I asked him if he had attended Morgan Park Secondary School.

‘Yes, yes I did. I’m a Morganner!’ He beamed with pride.

‘When did you leave to go to college?’ I asked

‘In 1965. Why do you ask?’

‘You were in my class!’ I exclaimed.

He looked at me closely.

Then, the ugly, old, bald, wrinkled, fat, grey-haired, decrepit* guy asked, ‘What did you teach?’



I am not sure if the dentist offered a fellow Morganner deeply discounted, or even complimentary braces for her grandchildren. Even if he did, did Alice embrace that offer? Or did she decide to first spend days in complete isolation and deep contemplation trying to fathom if the ugly and aged dentist was overcome by jealousy to see a much younger-looking and well-turned-out classmate, or whether he was turned on by her charm but, not fancying his chances with her at all, was trying to be mean— or was it she who was carrying a hugely misplaced notion of youthfulness when it came to her own appearance?

Well, let’s leave Alice with solitude for company and unravel whether braces, embrace, and fathom are somehow related.

I was surprised to discover that fathom began its linguistic journey as a verb with the meaning ‘to embrace, surround, envelop with your arms’. As a noun, it’s the distance between a man’s outstretched arms (a measure of about six feet) and is chiefly used in nautical measurements to measure the depth of water using a fisherman’s rope or cable called a ‘sounding line’. From there, it took on a metaphorical meaning: to get to the bottom of; to penetrate to the meaning or nature of; to understand or comprehend thoroughly: Sceptics are often sceptics, it seems, because they cannot believe in things they cannot fathom.

Curiously, it is customary when burying the dead to inter (‘bury’) the corpse at a fathom’s depth, or six feet under. Phew! I have finally fathomed why a 2007 Indian thriller film was named Manorama Six Feet Under and why the producer didn’t settle for three or four feet, and less digging.

To embrace is to take or clasp in one’s arms; to encircle; surround; enclose; press to the bosom; hug (Old French en-, ‘in’, and brace, braz—‘arms’). Figuratively, it evolved to mean a) ‘to take or receive gladly or eagerly; accept willingly’: to embrace an idea; b) adopt (a profession, a religion, etc.): to embrace Buddhism; and c) to include or contain: An encyclopaedia embraces a great number of subjects.

From here, it is fairly easy to conclude that braces (used in plural), a dental appliance constructed of bands and wires that an orthodontist fixes, usually to pre-adolescent* teeth, and periodically tightens to correct irregular alignment are, etymologically speaking, arms that wrap themselves around the teeth, holding them in place.

‘Brace’ is also used in all sorts of non-medical applications to hold things together (e.g. as a synonym for suspenders to hold, chiefly British, trousers and skirts) or hold things steady and prevent collapse (e.g. a supporting beam for the roof of a building).

Brace also means to prepare or position so as to be ready for impact or danger or shock, often used reflexively:*Union members braced themselves for a confrontation with the management. As an idiom, brace up means ‘to summon one’s strength or endurance’: She choked back her tears and braced up for the task ahead.

Parents of pre-adolescents who also happen to be frequent air travellers, brace up; this is an important word in your lives. In security demonstrations inside the aircraft, you are trained to get into a brace position should the aircraft need to make an emergency or crash landing on land or water. This training differs according to your class of travel.


	If you are travelling Economy class, you follow the ‘brace against the seatback method: Place your hands together on top of your head (do not interlock your fingers). Lean forward as far as possible so that your head touches the seatback in front of you. Ensure that your forearms cover the sides of your face to protect it from falling or flying debris. Place your knees and feet together and push your feet back past your knees (partially under your seat). Keep your feet flat on the floor.

	When you travel business or first class, you brace in a curled position where you bend your body forward so that your head is down around your knees and you link your arms together behind or around your legs to stop them from moving forward during impact. The rest of the steps are identical to those in Economy class.



Funnily, there have been myths surrounding the use of the brace procedure. One, for instance, is that this position is designed to break your neck and back, most successfully increasing chances of death (and reducing insurance-paid medical cost); and is only useful for preserving dental integrity for identification after a crash.

However, instances wherein the brace procedure has been adopted have shown that it saves lives. In one accident, passengers were asleep on an aircraft that was about to collide with trees. One passenger out of the sixteen awoke and adopted the procedure, and he was the only survivor. During the ‘miracle on the hudson’ flight on 15 January 2009, there were fewer than three minutes to land US Airways flight 1549 into the Hudson River and the only words the passengers heard from the pilot were, ‘Brace for impact.’ Flight attendants chanted, ‘Brace! Brace! Heads down! Stay down!’ and all 155 people on board survived without life-threatening injuries.

Doesn’t it look contrived* that even the myth that surrounds braces is one that talks about preserving dental integrity? But what’s so unique about our teeth? Well, a brief study of forensic odontology (the study of the structure, development, and abnormalities of the teeth) has enlightened me with regard to the fact that teeth are the hardest and most resilient parts of the human body, and so, even if the crash victim’s body is charred or decomposed, they remain well preserved in the human jaw.

The investigators can use dental procedures such as restorative and aesthetic fillings and crowns, root-canal treatments, and dentures (since these are custom made for each individual) as identification aids. The type of dental treatment present can also help to estimate the country or region of origin for a given victim. Teeth and jaws may also contain congenital or acquired traits that are useful in estimating a person’s racial background, dietary and eating habits, and oral hygiene practices. They can also help us estimate the chronological age of a person at the time of death as teeth progress through various stages of development and eruption.45

It seems that the concept of using braces to straighten the teeth is less than 200 years old and, given the amount of customization involved, it’s still unaffordable to the masses. Naturally, you still meet so many nice people with crooked teeth pointing in all directions. I wonder if this is the reason why the standard synonyms of ‘toothed’ in the fifteenth century were jagged* and ragged!†

This observation gains support as one of the earlier meanings of the word indent (from the Latin in—‘into, in, on, upon’ and dens (genitive dentis)—‘tooth’) is to cut tooth-like (jagged or zigzag) points into an edge or border. In its modern avatar, ‘indent’ means to space in (the first line of a paragraph, an entire paragraph, a column of figures, etc.) from the regular margin. In word processing applications, we indent using the ‘tab’ key. I wonder if there is a connection between indent and indenture! Well, on the face of it, this is unlikely, as indenture is a contract or an agreement that binds a person to work for another, under specified conditions, for a specified time (often as an apprentice under a master craftsman): Peter was indentured to work for free for two years in exchange for learning the craft of jewellery making.

Hold on to your horses; there is, indeed, a connection, and an interesting one. Back in the late fourteenth century, such contracts to indenture someone were written by a priest on a sheet of parchment. These contracts, even if signed, were worthless, as both parties were illiterate and simply drew an X to represent the Christ’s cross and their oath to honour their respective terms of the contract. This posed a real danger of easy forgery, and hence, a fool-proof solution was soon found. This sheet of parchment would get cut apart in a zigzag, or ‘notched’ line (indented). Each party took one home. If there ever was a dispute, they could bring their respective portions to the priest and try to match the indentations, and if they matched perfectly, the priest could read out loud the binding terms of apprenticeship, and help resolve the matter—nobody could raise any eyebrows.

I did raise my eyebrows when I came across and tried comprehending words of profound wisdom set in a rhyme for leading a more contented life.

If every man’s little care

Were written on his brow

How many would our pity share

Who raise our envy now?

Let me confess, I read it once, then again, then a third time. I finally translated this after making it gender neutral as, ‘If every person’s little difficulties in life were written on his/her eyebrows, we would start pitying most of the people we envy today.’ I was struck by a couple of things. Why would the author choose eyebrows to write down a person’s worries unless he was fond of writing in white ink? Is there also a hidden message, I wondered, that the cumulation of all worries is so small that it can be printed on a person’s eyebrows in readable font?

It was only when I, on a whim, decided to check the meaning of ‘brow’, that I realized that the word had been given an extended sense of ‘forehead’, especially with reference to movements and expressions that showed emotion or attitude. And since I was checking, I also checked for browbeat, highbrow, and lowbrow.

To browbeat is to intimidate or subjugate by an overbearing manner or domineering speech; bully: Why should she browbeat or boss her husband around when he is so understanding and accommodating? ‘Browbeat’ originally meant ‘to bear down with stern or arrogant looks, to beat with one’s (frowning) brows’.

Highbrow is a ‘person of superior intellect and taste’. It also means ‘a person with intellectual or cultural pretensions; intellectual snob’. It is said to have been popularized by Will Irwin (1873–1948), a reporter for The Sun, who adhered to the phrenological* notion of more intelligent people having high foreheads. Conversely, a lowbrow is a person who is uninterested, uninvolved, or uneducated in intellectual activities or pursuits. A low brow on a man as a sign of primitive qualities was common in ninteenth-century fiction, but it also was considered a mark of classical beauty in women. Funny isn’t it, that a low brow and not a very high one is considered beautiful in a woman, whereas a high brow and not a low one is the stamp of intelligence and societal standing in men.46

Bridging the two extremities is middlebrow: a person of conventional tastes and interests in matters of culture; a moderately cultivated person. The Nation, in an article on 25 January 1912, very pithily observed and I quote: ‘There is an alarmingly wide chasm, I might almost say a vacuum, between the high-brow, who considers reading either as a trade or as a form of intellectual wrestling, and the low-brow, who is merely seeking for gross thrills. It is to be hoped that culture will soon be democratized through some less conventional system of education, giving rise to a new type that might be called the middle-brow, who will consider books as a source of intellectual enjoyment.’
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WRINKLES AND COMMON COLDS

Is a browbeating person also supercilious? Well, it may not be obvious at all but these words are etymologically connected via eyebrows.

‘Supercilious’ derives from the Latin word supercilium (from super—‘above’ and cilium—‘eyelash, eyelid’), which means ‘eyebrow’. Supercilium came to mean ‘the eyebrow as used in frowning and expressing sternness, arrogant pride, haughtiness’. Thereafter, it is quite easy to see how it evolved into an adjective, supercilious, with a figurative meaning of a person or a facial expression that is haughtily disdainful or contemptuous, displaying arrogant pride, full of stern or disapproving looks: In a supercilious tone, he declared that the menu options in the fine-dining restaurant weren’t exotic enough, and walked out. Interestingly, cilium originates from the PIE base*kel-, ‘to hide’, that gave us the noun *kilium—‘eyelash, eyelid’—since the eyelid and eyelash can ‘hide’ the eye. PIE base*kel probably also gave us the Hindi name for the fruit banana (‘kela’) as the outer layer hides the edible fruit.

Since cilium came to represent ‘eyelash’, it only took a small hop for its plural cilia to shed its hiding function and become an anatomical name for eyelashes. Cilia also acquired a botanical sense of hair along the margin or edge of a leaf or a stem, usually forming a fringe. Furthermore, biologists found a good use of ‘cilia’ in naming the microscopic hair that lines the lumen (‘the canal, duct, or cavity of a tubular organ’) of the Fallopian tubes and the uterus. These cilia have a prominent role is our conception as the currents generated by the vibrating cilia propel the ovum towards the uterus for fertilization with the sperm, and eventual implantation of the embryo on the uterine wall.

Cilia also line the upper respiratory tract of humans and other animals. I only remembered the respiratory tract (‘trachea’) being lined by mucus membrane. I now figure that the mucus membrane traps the harmful bacteria and dust particles from getting into the lungs. However, it is the role of cilia to use its vibratory motion to move this bacterial, dust-laden mucus to the back of the throat so that this old mucus does not block the trachea and a layer of fresh mucus can carry on with its trapping business to keep our lungs clean.

You may wonder what happens to the old mucus once it reaches the back of our throat. It falls from the back of the throat into our oesophagus (food pipe) and then gets digested by the strong acids in our stomach. Once in a while, we get attacked by the influenza virus or come down with a bout of common cold. These viruses attack the cilia and mysteriously stop its vibratory motion. With no means of auto-locomotion left to shift the bacteria and dust-laden old mucus, the trachea starts getting blocked, and in desperation, coughs out this mucus (‘sputum’ in common and ‘phlegm’ in medical parlance) through our mouth, or we blow it out through our nose.

With millions of strains of virus in play, it is not difficult to understand why no cure has ever been found for the common cold, the most common medical ailment to afflict humans. If is often jokingly said that it takes seven days to cure common cold without any medication, but if you take medicine, it will disappear in one week.

Incidentally, it took the genius (or quackery) of Linus Pauling (1901-1994), the only person who has won two undivided Nobel Prizes (the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1954 and the Peace Prize in 1962; Marie S. Curie won the Prize in Chemistry in 1911 and the shared Prize for Physics in 1903), to suggest that taking large amounts of ascorbic acid (vitamin C) could reduce the duration and severity of the common cold. He possibly believed that vitamin C acted on the cilia and its vibratory motion restarted. In 1970, Pauling published a book titled Vitamin C and the Common Cold, urging the public to take 3,000 milligrams of vitamin C every day (about fifty times the recommended daily allowance).

It had the following effects: Pauling’s book became an instant bestseller. Sales of vitamin C doubled, tripled, and quadrupled. Drugstores couldn’t keep up with the demand. By the mid-1970s, 50 million Americans were following Pauling’s advice. Vitamin manufacturers called it ‘the Linus Pauling effect’. Although study after study showed that he was wrong, Pauling refused to believe it, continuing to promote vitamin C in speeches, popular articles, and books. When he occasionally appeared before the media with obvious cold symptoms, he said he was suffering from allergies. Then Linus Pauling upped the ante.* He claimed that vitamin C not only prevented colds; it cured cancer. To cut a long story short: in 1980, his wife was dead of stomach cancer; in 1994, Linus Pauling died of prostate cancer.47

Cilium and cilia are fascinating findings for me and I secretly hope that they extend their usefulness to the coining of more words. How about conciliate (‘to soothe someone’s anger or to mediate a disagreement’) and reconciliatory (‘the end of estrangement and re-establishment of friendly relations’)? However, these words, together with ‘council’, ‘councillor’, ‘counsel’, ‘counsellor’, ‘reconcile’, etc. seem to originate from the Latin concilium—‘group of people, meeting’ from con, a variant of com—‘together’—and calare—‘to call, summon, convoke’. If you often confuse ‘council’ with ‘counsel’, take heart, you are not alone. These two words have been consistency confused since the sixteenth century.

What Linus Pauling did for the sale of vitamin C and multivitamins, Vancouver ophthalmologist Dr Jean Carruthers and her dermatologist husband Alastair accidentally did for another wonder drug.

Since refrigerators for domestic use were only invented in the early twentieth century, minced meat and suet* were boiled in the stomach and intestines of pig and sheep and stored for later use. No wonder some people would be afflicted by a fatal nervous disease after consuming these preserved puddings and stored sausages, with early symptoms of drooping eyelids, muscular weakness, and difficulty swallowing. If left untreated, it resulted in paralysis and respiratory failure. Unfortunately, since these fatalities were sporadic, they were not decisively linked to the spoiled sausages.

It took the dedication of a German poet and doctor Justinus Kerner to study a batch of improperly prepared or stored sausages responsible for the death of several dozen Germans. Kerner postulated in the 1820s that there was something in the spoiled sausages that brought on the disease, something he called wurstgift (German for ‘sausage poison’) which became ‘botulinum toxin’ in English (Latin botulus—‘sausage’—and toxin). Kerner even went so far as to inject himself with some of this neurotoxin. Luckily, he survived without any permanent damage. He named the disease ‘wurst krankheit’ (German for ‘sausage disease’) which became ‘butolism’ in English.

In 1895, approximately eighty years after Kerner had conducted his experiments, there was an outbreak of botulism following a funeral dinner in the small Belgian village of Ellezelles where three people dropped down dead and twenty-three were paralyzed. (Apparently, some of the smoked-ham sausages served to the mourners were spoiled.) Dr Emile Pierre van Ermengem of Belgium succeeded in isolating the bacterium from these sausages and established that it caused butolism.

Cut to the 1940s, during World War II, when the US was researching the use of biological weapons. One plan, according to a 2004 article in Clinical Medicine (The Journal of the Royal College of Physicians of London), was to have Chinese prostitutes slip tiny toxic pills into the food and drink of high-ranking Japanese officers. According to the authors, a batch of gelatine capsules filled with botulinum toxin was produced, but the project was abandoned before the poison pills could be put into action.48

Soon, researchers discovered that injecting small amounts of this toxin into a hyperactive muscle caused temporary ‘relaxation’. Thus, one of the earlier applications was in the treatment of crossed eyes (‘strabismus’) and uncontrollable contraction or twitching of the eyelids (‘blepharospasm’).

Additional research showed its benefits beyond ophthalmology: facial spasms, neck-and-shoulder spasms, vocal cord spasms, bladder spasms (leading to incontinence), writer’s cramp, muscle stiffness, excessive underarm sweating, and chronic migraine. Even cerebral palsy in children was alleviated temporarily by injections of the neurotoxin.

But the most astounding discovery had to wait till the year 1987, when Vancouver ophthalmologist Dr Jean Carruthers noticed, while treating her patients for blepharospasm with botulinum toxin, that they had started to lose the frown lines between their eyebrows. Fortuitously, her husband, Alastair, was a dermatologist. Together, they published a study in 1992 stating that treatment with C. botulinum-A exotoxin is a simple, safe procedure for the treatment (albeit temporary) of brow wrinkles.

Dermatologists of Hollywood celebrities and other well-heeled citizenry immediately sprang into action. They would paralyze the wrinkled portion of the face, shaving off a few years from a person’s look. Even though it made the face look frozen and incapable of expressing emotions—or gave it an angry or tired look—the rich and famous couldn’t have enough of this neurotoxin. It was revered by Hollywood actresses as it could extend their careers by many years.

The Carruthers never patented nor cashed in on their billion-dollar discovery, but Allergan (an American pharmaceutical company) did. Allergan also changed the drug’s name from botulinum toxin, ‘sausage poison’, to the compact, catchy ‘Botox’.
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WORK-ALCOHOLIC

I was a workaholic for over seventeen years when I worked in banking and finance, but strangely, never wrote this word down, never called anyone else one, and hence never needed to pronounce it. I wasn’t even aware of its spelling. I assumed spelling wasn’t a big issue in the age of spell-check and auto-correct. You may probably excuse this ignorance but I need to make another confession.

I thought it was a portmanteau word composed of ‘work’ and ‘alcoholic’, spelled ‘workalcoholic’ and pronounced as it is written. I only scored one on three. According to William Safire, the term workaholic (different from ‘workalcoholic’) was coined by US author Wayne Oates in 1968 from work, with the second element abstracted absurdly from ‘alcoholic’, setting up the Rodney Dangerfield* joke: ‘My old man was a workaholic: every time he thought about work, he got drunk.’

A workaholic is a person who is obsessively and compulsively addicted to work. The ‘work’ in question is usually a paying job, but it may also refer to independent pursuits such as sports, music, and art. A workaholic’s obsession with work is all-occupying, and it prevents him or her from maintaining healthy relationships and other interests, or even taking measures to remain healthy. The term gained widespread use in the 1990s, as the result of the self-help movement that centred on addiction, forming an analogy between harmful social behaviour, such as overwork, and drug addiction, including addiction to alcohol.

It is interesting to note that the absurd abstraction of ‘alco’ or ‘lco’ from ‘alcoholic’ (probably to make it a non-controversial word-forming element) is not unique to workmen who are addicted (they would say ‘devoted’) to their work. This usage was first reported in ‘sugarholic’ (1965), then ‘foodoholic’ (1965), and only then in workaholic (1968). Thereafter, it further took under its wing the game of golf (golfaholic, from 1971), chocolates (chocoholic, from 1971), and shopping (shopaholic, from 1984).

Workaholics are not the predominant breed in offices. Most people like to work fixed hours and maintain a healthy work-life balance. Some, however, take it to the other extreme. They are habitual latecomers but usually, very prompt in leaving the office. Mr Sitaram Hans was one such perennial latecomer in one of my earlier organizations. He was the North Head of Security and Administration and based in Delhi. His own work was shoddy and he appropriated* all the new ideas and good work done by his team members to himself with impunity.†


The year 1984, when ‘shopaholic’ entered the English language, is also the title of a famous novel by George Orwell. He wrote most of it on the Scottish island of Jura, from 1947 to 1948, despite being seriously ill with tuberculosis. On 4 December 1948, he sent the final manuscript to the publisher Secker and Warburg, and Nineteen Eighty-Four was published on 8 June 1949.

According to Anthony Burgess, Orwell, disillusioned by the onset of the Cold War (1945–91), intended to call the book 1948. However, his publisher Fredric Warburg gently pointed out that the title would be out of sync with the futuristic setting of the novel by the time it was published in 1949 (the narrative occurs, successively, in 1980, 1982, and finally, 1984). Hence, the last two digits of 1948 were switched to get the final title of the book.



His supervisor, Mr Kundan Desai, was a soft-spoken and mild-mannered gentleman who succumbed surprisingly easily to sycophancy (I will come to this word in a minute). And whoa! Mr Hans had mastered the art of sycophancy to perfection! However, his luck was on the verge of running out with a change of guard at the supervisory level, with the softie, Mr Kundan Desai, making way for the toughie, Mr Raghavendra Singh Rathore, a retired Brigadier from the Indian Army, who carried the reputation of a martinet (I will also come to this word in a minute).

Mr Hans tried to change with the times and shrug off his torpor,* but the winter had been unusually harsh and prolonged in 2012 in North India, rendering Mr Hans utterly helpless to energize his enervated corpulence to report to work on time. He may have also been lulled into a false sense of comfort by his sycophancy, deftly delivered telephonically and through emails to the new boss, Brig. Rathore, stationed at Mumbai. 13 January (which happened to be a Friday) turned out to be the day when he finally met his nemesis.† Mr Rathore arrived in the Delhi office on a surprise visit and found Mr Hans missing. He, along with the local head of Human Resources, Ms Puja Poojary, waited for Mr Hans to reach the office at his usual time. Mr Hans spotted the duo, hesitated to enter his room and was about to turn towards the bathroom to steal some time for making up a plausible excuse when the boss thundered:

‘Don’t be flustered and don’t turn; come right up, Mr. Hans! Today you must get your comeuppance.’

I commend the supervisor on his superior vocabulary. To fluster is to make somebody nervous and confused: The child was flustered by the constant criticism of his father. And comeuppance (which incidentally rhymes with ‘come up Hans’) means ‘a deserved punishment’: Mr Hans got his comeuppance when he was put on a performance-improvement plan with severe ramifications with regard to job security if he fell short in sticking to the plan. It is interesting to note that the word ‘comeuppance’ is likely to have originated from ‘come up’, and present oneself for judgment before a tribunal.

Mr Hans’s sycophancy did serve him well for a few years but what more can one expect from a perishable fruit? Perishable fruit? Yes, if my sources serve me right, the word ‘sycophant’ comes from the Latin sykon—‘a fig’ and phanein—‘to show’, thus, literally, a fig shower. Sycophants usually cluster around the rich and famous, flatter them, and overtly profess consensus ad idem* with all their beliefs, ideas, and actions, even though, covertly, they may not approve of them at all.

People usually indulge in sycophancy to hide their incompetence and to seek benefits and favours widely in excess of their efforts. Someone took a really dim view of their existence when he remarked: ‘Why create the enormity of the universe merely to have a single solitary planet briefly inhabited by cringing sycophants?’ A good mnemonic aid for this word is ‘seek’ and ‘fan’. Sycophants ‘seek’ to further their own interests by ‘fanning’ your ego.

Sycophant has the linguistic company of a boot-licker, fawner, flatterer, lickspittle, minion, obsequious person, servile flatterer, subservient flatterer, or a toady. This is when we have steered clear of words in vulgar slang (arse-licker, arse-kisser, to mention just a couple). Shouldn’t we check where all these words come from? I can imagine your consternation at my suggestion, so we’ll check only a few.

The word servile (as in, a servile flatterer) comes from the Latin servilis—‘of a slave’ and—ultimately from servire—‘serve’—making one slavishly submissive. Prefixing sub—‘under’—to servire—‘serve’—makes this person excessively submissive (a ‘subservient’ flatterer). Obsequious (as in, an obsequious flatterer) comes from the Latin obsequi—‘to accommodate to the will of another,’ which further comes from ob—‘after’—and sequi—‘to follow’ and meant a compliant, obedient, and dutiful person until it underwent pejoration, and came to mean a fawner, a sycophant.

The two roots of ‘obsequious’ got together once again to give us obsequy (plural: obsequies); a funeral rite or ceremony, and the root sequi—‘to follow’—went solo to give us ‘sequel’ and ‘sequence’. ‘Good grief! I don’t follow this idiosyncratic language that creates a fawner (obsequious person) and a funeral rite (obsequy) from the same root!’ Well, ‘follow’ is the operative word here. An obsequious person ‘follows’ a fellow living being while in an obsequy, a group of people ‘follow’ the dead in a funeral procession.

It’s getting too heavy. To make matters light, let me tell you an interesting story of a toady.

In olden times, medicine sellers often planted their assistants in the crowd. The assistant would then dare to answer to a public call and eat (or pretend to eat) a toad. Then, he would suddenly be gripped by a fictitious disease. The medicine seller, of course, had at hand a magic drug to cure the person, and subsequently sell to the impressed people around. The assistant, originally a toad-eater, now only a toady, was thus a person willing to risk or endanger himself for his master. These days, ‘toady’ is also used to refer to a servile follower, a sycophant.

In the corporate environment, while it is not tough to locate some servile followers, most people share a healthy supervisor-subordinate relationship. It seems that English has been quite liberal with the concept of subordination and peppered its vast vocabulary with a number of exact or near synonyms. So, one can choose to call a subordinate a subaltern, an acolyte, or an amanuensis. Of the three, the word amanuenses looked like a word I could create a mnemonic for. Amanuensis is generally a literary subordinate; the one who takes dictations or copies what somebody else has written. It comes from the Greek manus—‘hand’—and hence, this person was originally supposed to take dictation by hand. An interesting way to remember the meaning of this word is to associate it with a boss’s quip—‘Amanuensis! A man with no senses!’ for a subordinate who is not quite up to the mark.

This brings me to Brig. Rathore, a martinet, a strict disciplinarian, especially a military one; someone who stubbornly adheres to methods or rules: You only need to look at the middle-aged martinets who say ‘A strict upbringing never did me any harm’ to see the kind of harm it does. This word sprang from the name of Jean Martinet, lieutenant colonel in the Régiment du Roi (name given to several of the most prestigious regiments of the French Army under Louis XIV), who, in 1668, was appointed inspector general of the infantry. It was his responsibility to introduce and enforce the drill and strict discipline of the French regiment of Guards across the whole infantry. The surname Martinet is a diminutive of Latin Martinus, which also gave us the first name Martin.

A good mnemonic for Martinet is Martin+Bayonet (a dagger-like steel weapon that is attached to the muzzle of a gun and used for stabbing or slashing in hand-to-hand combat). You already know that Martin come from Mars, the Roman god of war, who also gave us ‘martial’ and the month of March. You can also visualize Martinet with his regiment holding bayoneted guns and marching in perfect synchronization (he was a drill master, remember, and won’t tolerate any error) or him giving marching orders to a soldier named Martin who dropped his bayonet while marching. Allow me a quick digression to let you know that 4 March is celebrated as National Grammar Day in the United States, and for good reason—this date can be pronounced like a complete sentence (March forth!). Incidentally, even ‘Martinet’ owes its origin to the Roman god of war, Mars.

We know that Mr Hans’s work output was quite shoddy. Since he habitually came late and yet left office in the late afternoon, the word ‘slapdash’ seems more appropriate to describe his work quality, as it adds an element of haste. Slapdash combines two simple words and evokes a visual of a street fight where a person slaps someone and dashes to safety. However, the word doesn’t quite live up to this imagery. Slapdash means something done in a careless, haphazard, and hasty manner: The slapdash manner in which the wall was plastered is apparent from its coarse look and its cracks. Well, instead of losing heart, let’s use these visuals to our advantage. Imagine a wall that is being plastered by young recruits who merely slap a coat of cement mixture and, without giving it a smooth finish or curing it, some of them dash to catch the show of a slapstick comedy and the others to watch the film, Whiplash.

Since they slipped out early, the outcome was slipshod.

‘Slipshod’ shares some of its traits with ‘slapdash’. ‘Slipshod’ means negligent and careless, as in appearance or workmanship; something done poorly or too quickly: Simply paying by the hour without specifying any quality standards will naturally promote slipshod work. When it comes to appearances, it means untidy, run-down, slovenly, shabby, shoddy, etc.

How is ‘since they slipped out early, the outcome was shoddy’ as a mnemonic for ‘slipshod’? Let’s also explore the fascinating etymology that gave ‘slipshod’ its first meaning—‘wearing slippers or loose shoes, especially ones worn at the heel’—now archaic. We know that slippers are so called because we can easily slip our feet into them, but ‘shod’ is not easily guessed. Why? ‘Shod’ is never used stand alone and even combines extremely rarely with other words. Shod means ‘wearing shoes’ and, as a verb, it is the simple past tense and past participle of ‘shoe’. ‘Slipshod’ evolved this sense of careless and shabby, probably from the notion of appearing like one in slippers, or whose shoes are down-at-the-heels (‘worn out from long use or neglect; dilapidated’).

Let’s do some digging to locate the only other word where the shy ‘shod’ makes an appearance. And that word is roughshod, etymologically, a rough shoe. With such a restrictive evolution, I can’t appreciate a wide appreciation and application of this word. I for one didn’t even know how to pronounce it and would wonder if it was roughs-hod or rough-shod! But my ex-boss was very familiar with the word, and extremely fond of using it. A roughshod’ is a shod (shoe) with a U-shaped metal plate (horseshoe) attached to it. This metal plate has projecting nails or points to prevent slipping. But even as a horse-riding enthusiast who owned and maintained a mare at the Mahalaxmi Race Course, Mumbai, he used the word idiomatically.

Ride roughshod over is an idiom that means to treat someone harshly or domineeringly, to override, to crush, especially in order to advance oneself: He rode roughshod over his friends to advance himself in the business world. Or, as my ex-boss would often say in his weekly business reviews: I am once again telling you guys; don’t be meek as a sheep. Please learn how to ride roughshod over the sales force, or don’t come to me complaining that they are not selling your products. Some of the guys simply refused to improve; maybe it wasn’t in their DNA. So, in the next meeting, he would lambaste them and demote them by calling them ‘as meek as lambs’ instead of ‘as meek as sheep’.

Let’s imagine that you know that besides meaning a young sheep or the meat of a young sheep, the word lamb is also used to denote a person who is gentle, meek, innocent, etc.: Their little daughter is such a lamb; and also to refer to a person who is easily cheated or outsmarted, especially an inexperienced speculator. With such imagery, imagine being told that to lambaste is to beat or whip severely and to scold sharply, reprimand or berate harshly: Often lambasted for bugs in its products, Microsoft is doing its best to win the respect of the security community. Does this baffle you?

Well, it depends on whether you visualize a lamb whipping or scolding someone or see someone beating or berating the poor lamb. If it is the latter, let’s see if we can use it to our advantage. Let’s also seek assistance from the second part of this word, ‘baste’, which comes from some Scandinavian source and means ‘to beat, to thrash’. ‘Baste’ also sounds similar to blast which, among other things, means a strong, sudden outburst, as in, of criticism: In his campaign speech, he really blasts the other party.

Imagine a lamb that put its innocent life in danger by straying out of its pen or the flock when they all went grazing to the pastures. Naturally, it was blasted by its mother and came running back into the safe zone. Are you beginning to see ‘lamb’ + ‘blast’ and a mnemonic for lambaste? Well, congratulations!

Oh, some of you didn’t like it. How about a visual of a newly wedded wife who, having never cooked anything more complicated than an omelette, plans to surprise her spouse by preparing his favourite dish—lamb curry and rice. The outcome is a culinary debacle and, in the heat of the moment, she calls and blasts her cooking instructor.

Can you do me a little favour? Go back to page 296 and read the description under ‘slapdash’ once again. Is there anything at all that you don’t understand? I can see some of you reporting the word ‘curing.’

Well, ‘curing’ is an interesting verb of a rather simple word, ‘cure’, and apart from its core emphasis on the restoration of health, it lends support to cure some other problems of food sciences and engineering. Curing means: a) preparing meat, fish, etc. for preservation by salting, smoking, drying, or the like; b) to process rubber, tobacco, etc. by fermentation or aging; and c) to promote the hardening of fresh concrete or mortar by keeping it damp. It is the last bit that the young recruits of page 296 in their slapdash approach did not complete.

The interesting expanse of curing is making me curious to check out the similar-sounding ‘curator’, a word I have come across mainly in connection with museums and art galleries. Taking a cue from cure and curing, I assumed that a curator helps restore the health of artefacts and paintings, and applies specialized techniques to preserve them for posterity. Gladly, I wasn’t too off the mark. But I didn’t take into account the curator’s aspiration for a promotion, a move from a workstation to a semi-cubicle (or a shared cubicle), from a semi-cubicle to a cubicle, from a cubicle to a cabin, and from a cabin to a corner office.

A modern-day curator is the overseer, manager, or superintendent-in-charge of a museum or an art collection which is definitely a promotion from his original job as guardian of a minor, lunatic, or other incompetent person, especially with regard to his or her property.
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CUBICLE AND CONCUBINE

I distinctly remember my own corporate journey when my growth was inexorably* linked to a movement from a workstation to a cabin following all the intermediate shapes and sizes of working dens. The word ‘cubicle’ was somewhat intriguing, especially as its size kept shrinking as we shifted offices to supposedly newer and better buildings. I had conveniently assumed that the nomenclature was linked to the shape of this privileged workspace. However, once I sat in my cubicle in a contemplative mood with a little spare time on my side, and despite using all three-dimensional configurations, I couldn’t fathom how my cubicle resembled a small cube.

I measured its length and breadth (thankfully, identical) but the height of the walls of my cubicle (at 4.5 feet) fell short by 2.5 feet. If I appropriated all the distance from the floor to the false ceiling, I ended up drawing a cuboid. When I discussed this observation with some of my friends and colleagues, they paused to ponder over the issue at hand and then dismissed it by asking me to simply assume the height of airspace that could make my workspace an exact cube.

Not to be dismissed by unscientific assumptions, I took to the Internet. And what a shocker! ‘Cubicle’ stems from the Latin cubiculum—‘bedroom’—which further came from cubare—‘to lie down’ (originally to ‘bend oneself’). This word was already obsolete in the sixteenth century, but was revived in the nineteenth century for a bedroom, especially one of a number of small ones in a divided dormitory, as in English public schools. The sense of ‘any partitioned space’ (such as a library carrel* or, later, office work station) was first recorded in 1926. This means that companies can’t penalize erring employees who frequently doze off on their desks in their cubicles, as, etymologically speaking, cubicles are ‘office sleeping chambers’.

But what if the employees are found sleeping with their partners in their cubicles? Well, that doesn’t even merit an explanation but what is interesting is what it does to the woman who lies down with a man. She is branded a concubine (com—‘together’ —and cubare—’to lie down’). A concubine is a woman who cohabits with a man to whom she is not legally married, especially one regarded as socially or sexually subservient; mistress. Among polygamous peoples, she is a secondary wife, usually of inferior rank. She is also, especially formerly in Muslim societies, a woman residing in a harem and kept by a sultan for sexual purposes.

A succubus (sub—‘under’—and cubare—‘to lie down’) is a demon in female form believed in folklore to lie upon sleeping persons, especially to have sexual intercourse with men in their sleep. It also means any demon or evil spirit, or even a prostitute. If we prefix ‘in-’ instead of ‘sub-’, we get incubus, an imaginary demon or evil spirit supposed to descend upon sleeping persons, especially one fabled to have sexual intercourse with women during their sleep. It also means something that oppresses, worries, or disturbs greatly, especially a nightmare or obsession: Her guilt for not being able to save her son’s life attacked her during her sleepless night like a relentless incubus.

In spite of the fact that the demon or evil spirit is imaginary, let us assume that the sex act resulted in the impregnation of an egg-laying animal. In comes the word incubate, a fairly common method of hatching eggs when animals sit on them for an extended time, thus creating a warm and favourable temperature. Transferred to Homo sapiens, it sheds the physical aspect of ‘sitting on’ and refers to the use of technology to maintain a favourable temperature and create other suitable conditions to promote the development of prematurely born infants (or even cultures of bacteria). This gave us the incubator.

Then we expanded the scope beyond premature babies and cultures of bacteria to ideas and plans in our mind. If these are business ideas and plans and we need help to give them some shape or form and help them grow, we can seek help from a business incubator, a company that helps new and start-up companies to develop by providing services such as management training or office space.

For many years, social entrepreneurship was merely an idea that raised its head sporadically, but now a unique plan to set up an old-age, friendly township for elderly parents of NRIs (Non-Resident Indians) was incubating in Kavish’s mind. It was now incumbent upon him to decide whether he wanted to pursue it or succumb once again to the comfort of a nine-to-nine job. He hatched a plan to take a few days off, go to a quiet beach location and lay recumbent in a swinging hammock. Once he had made up his mind, he decided to quit. Since he was a part of the senior management of the company, it was incumbent upon him to provide adequate notice to his employers and help them find a suitable replacement for his corner cubicle.

I was absorbed in Kavish’s quest for entrepreneurship and how deftly he weaved words like incumbent (with two different meanings), recumbent, and succumb in his narrative. If you explore the dictionary to check for their meanings, you will also discover they owe their existence to the same Latin root cubare—‘to lie down’.

I spent the prime of my life working on Saturdays. Granted, Saturdays were half days, but as young men and women committed to prove our worth and stay ahead of each other for favourable ratings, increments, bonuses, and promotions, by the time we winded up on a Saturday, it would be evening. Then some of us winded down till late night with a mug of beer or a glass of rum, whiskey, or wine, and some others with a book. In those days, we would eagerly wait for Saturday and it looked so distant, appeared so slowly, and disappeared in the blink of an eye. No wonder, it’s been named after Saturn, one of the farthest planets from the Sun, and thus one of the coldest and slowest-revolving ones.

The focus on unwinding and partying on Saturday that went late into the night gave us Saturday night, a term that has been used figuratively since at least the mid-nineteenth century to suggest drunkenness and, not surprisingly, looseness in relations between the young men and women. My first impulse was to grant Saturn the benefit of doubt (after all, Saturn was named after the Roman god of agriculture, who I assume was hardworking and morally upright) and put the onus of corruption of his name on the industrial revolution. It was natural for men who came back after six days of continuous back-breaking work in factories to get drunk on Saturday night and have some fun.

My impulse to exonerate* Saturn of sexual impropriety was also based on my reading that medieval physiology believed our characteristics and temperaments was formed under the astrological influence of the planets we are born under. Saturn, which is one of the most remote planets, makes us gloomy, morose, sluggish, and grave. This gave birth to the English word saturnine, literally someone born under the influence of the planet Saturn and figuratively, ‘gloomy, morose, sluggish, and grave’: The saturnine temperament of her husband forced Sarah to look for fun outside her marriage.

However, as this language cautions me often, I was yet again reminded not to use my knowledge or my intuition to draw hasty conclusions about Saturn’s hand in giving Sarah’s husband a saturnine temperament and Sarah the Saturday night. It transpires that Saturn, who, over different periods of time, was also associated with generation, dissolution, plenty, wealth, periodic renewal, time, and liberation, has a rather liberal and interesting side as well.

Sarah had her Saturday night under the influence of Saturnalia, an ancient Roman festival of Saturn (held on 17 December of the Julian calendar and later expanded with festivities so that it would end right around the day of the winter solstice on 23 December), a time of feasting, unrestrained merrymaking, revelry (boisterous festivity), and debauchery (excessive indulgence in sensual pleasures; intemperance) for all. When used in lowercase, ‘saturnalia’ gets an extended sense of ‘period of unrestrained, often licentious and orgiastic, revelry’; an orgy: He was going on a saturnalia with his friends to Bangkok, a plan he had managed to keep a secret from his family.


Saturnalia was also characterized by role reversals and behavioural license. Slaves were treated to a banquet of the kind usually enjoyed by their masters. Ancient sources differ on the circumstances; some suggest that master and slave dined together, while others indicate that the slaves feasted first, or that the masters actually served the food. The practice may have varied over time, and, in any case, slaves would still have prepared the meal. Gambling and dice-playing, normally prohibited or at least frowned upon, were permitted for all, even slaves. Saturnalian license also permitted slaves to criticize their masters and enjoy pretence of disrespect for them, and exempted them from punishment. It was a time for free speech. But everyone knew that the levelling of the social hierarchy was temporary and had limits; no social norms were ultimately threatened, because the holiday would end.



Allow me to go back to Saturday night, a term that was more relevant when hardworking people like us worked six days a week. This begs the question—who decided to combine Saturday and Sunday for the weekend and not Sunday and Monday? Let me theorize. It is likely that since people were celebrating the one-day weekend from Saturday evening, it was already notorious as a day of low-employee concentration and productivity, high error rates, and substantially higher defective output. Hence, when numerous countries started adopting a forty-hour workweek and eight-hour workday, employers were happy to merge Saturday into the weekend.

By the time this practice was adopted by corporate India, I had already spent the prime of my youth working on Saturdays. But we was headed for a change . . . for the worse. Unbeknownst to us, two engineering students Mike Lazaridis and Douglas Fregin had formed a company called Research in Motion (RIM), now renamed BlackBerry Ltd., whose devices had the potential to destroy the boundaries between day and night, weekdays and weekends, and office time and family time—and they eventually unleashed this potential on people like us.

But who were we to carry such foresight? Instead, we made memos that justified why our job description necessitated us to urgently have one of these coveted devices and how it would immensely boost our productivity. Going by the number of emails I was now writing and responding to, for a while, I firmly believed that my personal productivity had indeed shot up thanks to a BlackBerry. My belief was duly supported by the seniors in the organization who opined that it was time I advanced from my role as senior transactor to team leader and moved from a cubicle to a cabin.

This transition, always sudden, presented a different set of challenges and some of them were language-related. A large part of my time was now spent in sending congratulatory messages to the team for a deal win or a new client acquisition. As a senior transactor who had been sitting in a cubicle until a day earlier, and directly involved in deal making, I had always been a beneficiary of such messages. From my own experience, I cherished such emails if they were longer—forget verbosity and redundancy. What was the fun in receiving an email after many days, weeks, or even months of toiling to beat competition hollow and bag a big deal if all we received was a terse ‘Well done!’ or ‘Excellent win!’ or simply ‘Excellent!’

There was a different charm and motivation when, of all the seniors marked on the deal-win announcement, one or two would come back with:

‘Heartiest congratulations! Fantastic win! This deal is a testament to your diligence, client centricity, and ability to structure a solution that fits the client need perfectly. Little wonder, when it comes to addressing their complex banking needs, they only think of one bank—XYZ Bank.

I see an immense potential of this unique solution deal across Asia Pacific and, in fact, other regions as well. I would like you to take charge of its success transfer and I am sure this will become yet another marquee solution from the India business that becomes a global product. I am marking the regional and global seniors for their sponsorship and guidance. Congratulations once again!’

As a senior guy in the cabin, when the first such occasion presented itself, and I had to applaud the team and celebrate a deal, I was feverishly typing what I intended to be a verbose congratulatory email, when I suddenly got stuck at ‘testament’. I wasn’t sure whether it was supposed to be ‘testament for’ or ‘testament of’—or was it ‘testament to’? My logic seemed to approve all three. This was an easy kill though; I merely had to look into my ‘Achievements’ folder on Outlook (which I had created to facilitate a facts-and-figures-based discussion at the time of annual appraisals) and there wasn’t a single email where ‘testament’ wasn’t used, and used without being followed by a ‘to’.

Another big change in my life was that I had to convene meetings of my own and sit through meetings convened by several other seniors and often by more senior leaders of the company. Whenever (and there were several occasions) there was a clash with a senior’s meeting, it was an unwritten rule that I had to prepone or postpone my meetings. Wait! Is ‘prepone’ a legitimate word? If not, what is the opposite of postpone? Can I use it as a responsible senior sitting in a cabin? What options do I realistically have?

It is interesting to note that South Asian speakers have evolved the word ‘prepone’ to mean the opposite of ‘postpone’, under the false impression that ‘postpone’ is a combination of ‘post’ and ‘pone’. It’s a handy word, but users of this word in South Asia should be aware that those living outside their region are unfamiliar with this neologism and may get confused or even baffled by this word (or at least take a moment to parse it), but technically, it is a perfectly cromulent* word.49

The good thing going for this word is that unlike other apparent malapropisms (or eggcorns*), this word is succinct and clear in meaning, and it fills a hole. In early 2010, it was formally added to the Oxford and other major dictionaries. So, if one takes that as the definition of being English, ‘prepone’ is now an English word.

When I checked the OED, I found that this word was coined in 1913. Here is the quote, which comes from the New York Times: ‘For the benefit mainly of the legal profession in this age of hurry and bustle, may I be permitted to coin the word ‘prepone’ as a needed rival of that much-revered and oft-invoked standby, “postpone”.’

It is shocking to note that this word has been floating around in the fringes for about a hundred years and hasn’t really taken hold outside South Asia.

So how does one convey whether a meeting has been preponed by an hour without using this word?


	a)Our meeting has been advanced by an hour.

	b)Our meeting has been brought forward by an hour.

	c)Our meeting has been moved up (or moved ahead) by an hour.

	d)Our meeting has been rescheduled (or moved to) an earlier time (and you mention the new time of the meeting).



My friend Shreevatsa R. occasionally finds spatial metaphors for time somewhat confusing and liable to be misunderstood (‘advanced’ = brought earlier, but ‘advanced a pawn’ = pushed further away; ‘brought forward’ = earlier, ‘going forward’ = in future; ‘moved up or moved ahead’ = brought earlier, but moved up the corporate ladder and moved ahead in the rat race = moved forward), and he is not alone. In my own experience, if I advanced or brought forward or moved up or moved ahead a meeting originally scheduled for 4 p.m. by an hour, and if I did not specify the revised timing as 3 p.m., almost half the team would land up in the conference room or dial into the conference bridge a couple of hours late at 5 p.m.







Epilogue

When I decided to move out of banking and begin my entrepreneurial journey in the field of consulting, facilitation, and training, I was aware that a significant part of my work would involve addressing small or large groups of unknown people. It would also involve one-on-one coaching and mentoring sessions. Suddenly, it dawned on me that I must aim to operate at the highest scale of articulation—level nine.

There are challenges, I must admit. If someone is probing me deeper on a subject, should I compliment their sense of inquiry or enquiry? Similarly, if some participant is offering an ‘opinion’ on a matter that is different from mine or that of my researchers, should I say, ‘This is an interesting perspective you have brought into this discussion’ and then smartly toss the question into the room for further deliberation? I am now wondering if this is also an opportunity to bring more elegance, brevity, and consultant-speak into my oratory skills and instead of complimenting the person for airing his opinion, can I compliment him for being opinionated? What do you say?

As I dig deeper, I come across opinionate (now largely obsolete) which means ‘to possess or form an opinion’. This takes me to the original meaning of opinionated ‘to have, and not afraid to state, strong beliefs or opinions’. Unfortunately, over a period of time it developed a negative sense of ‘holding stubbornly and often unreasonably to one’s own opinions’. Thankfully, I had thus far only evaluated the possibility but never complimented anyone by calling them opinionated.

I often take teams to the lawns of training facilities to play some management games. It is rare, however, to see a performance that is perfectly harmonized wherein all the steps of all team members are well co-ordinated and one step precisely matches the other. Such rare acts deserve profuse praise. Do I say that this was an act of perfect synchronization or perfect synchronicity?

Well, it turns out that both are correct, though ‘synchronicity’ has an additional and somewhat different meaning as well. This word defines the occurrence of seemingly unrelated events in some unexpected association with each other. Life Magazine once reported that all fifteen people scheduled to attend a rehearsal of a church choir in Beatrice, Nebraska were late for practice on 1 March 1950, and each had a different reason: a car wouldn’t start, a radio program wasn’t over, ironing wasn’t finished, a conversation dragged on. It was fortunate that none arrived on schedule at 7.15 p.m., for an explosion at 7.25 p.m. destroyed the church. It was estimated that there was a one in a million chance that all fifteen would be late the same evening. A pioneer in the field of coincidences, Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung coined the word synchronicity to explain such weird coincidences.

Perhaps the most popular example of synchronicity is hidden in the chronicles from the lives of Napoleon Bonaparte and Adolf Hitler.


	Napoleon came to power in 1804, and Hitler, in 1933.

	Napoleon occupied Vienna in 1809, and Hitler, in 1938.

	Napoleon declared war on Russia in 1812, and Hitler, in 1941.

	Napoleon was defeated in 1816, and Hitler, in 1945.



What’s unusual about these historical events is that the difference in dates for each of them is exactly the same—129 years!

My language challenge is exacerbated* by the blistering pace at which English has been expanding its vocabulary. It continues to liberally borrow words and expressions from most other languages, as well as accept new words created as a result of scientific, social and cultural evolution. This is when at one million words (2–3 million words if one adds all the technical ones), English already has the largest vocabulary of all the languages in the world!

Sometimes, I scratch my head in exasperation to think of a single human or remotely human expression for which English doesn’t already have a word. Lo and behold, there is pana po’o, a Hawaiian word that means ‘to scratch your head in order to help you to remember something you’ve forgotten’. Well, as soon as I scratch my head, a few more expressions tumble out:




	Age-otori (Japanese)
	means to look worse after a haircut.



	Bakku-shan (Japanese)
	is a beautiful girl . . . as long as she is being viewed from behind.



	Chai-Pani (Hindi)
	is the small amount of money given to someone (often a bureaucratic worker) to get things done.



	Culaccino (Italian)
	is the mark left on a table by a moist glass.



	Friolero (Spanish)
	is a person who is especially sensitive to cold weather and temperatures.



	Iktsuarpok (Inuit)
	is that feeling of anticipation when you’re waiting for someone to show up at your house and you keep going outside to see if they’re there yet.



	Kyoikumama (Japanese)
	is a mom who pushes her children too much for academic achievement.



	Mamihlapinatapai (Yaghan language of Tierra del Fuego)
	allegedly refers to ‘a look shared by two people, each wishing that the other will offer or initiate something that they both desire but are unwilling to suggest or initiate themselves’. Interestingly, this word is listed in The Guinness Book of World Records as the ‘most succinct word’. It is also considered one of the hardest words to translate.



	Papakata (Cook Islands Maori)
	means to have one leg shorter than the other.



	Pochemuchka (Russian)
	is a person who asks too many questions. Don’t we all know at least one such person? If someone doesn’t, you may watch actor Paresh Rawal acting as a pochemuchka in the movie Judaai.



	Prozvonit (Czech)
	is to call a mobile phone only to have it ring once so that the other person will call back, saving the first caller money.



	Schadenfreude (German)
	is the joy obtained from watching others’ misery especially someone who is more successful or powerful.



	Shlimazl (Yiddish)
	is a chronically unlucky person. Incidentally, Hindi has a word for this unfortunate fellow: panauti.



	Utepils (Norwegian)
	means to sit outside on a sunny day enjoying a beer.





Finally, tsundoku (Japanese) is the act of leaving a book unread after buying it, typically piling it up together with other such unread books. I have almost half of my bookrack filled with such books. This is not a reflection of their lack of quality or usefulness to me; it is merely an outcome of ‘too many books . . . too little time’.

If you have come this far, I am glad this book did not meet the fate of tsundoku and hopefully it helped you to spice up your learning journey.

I wish you all the very best in your language adventure.
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* Naiveté (nah-eev-tey, nah-ee-vuh-tey) is the quality or state of being naive; natural or artless simplicity: The degree of naiveté implicit in that statement is nothing short of staggering for somebody in his position. Naive (nah-eev), also naïve, means simple and guileless, unsophisticated, and not artificial: a child with a naive charm. It also means lacking worldly experience, judgement, and understanding: He has a naive attitude towards politics.







* Miscegenation (from the Latin miscere, ‘to mix’, and genus, ‘kind’) is the mixing of different racial groups through marriage, cohabitation, sexual relations or procreation.

‡ Horrendous means shockingly dreadful, horrible: a horrendous crime. It also means causing fear, dread, or terror: Polio is no longer the horrendous disease it once was.

‡ Atrocity means a shockingly cruel and inhumane act: In the weeks following the war, refugees flooded out, many with tales to tell of appalling atrocities.

* Interestingly, the Greek root kolla—‘glue’—is what gives us the words collage (which involves a lot of pasting with glue) and collagen (the fibrous protein esp. in the skin, bone, cartilage, tendon, and teeth that serves as connective tissue between cells, providing bodies with the ability to withstand forces that stretch them. It is this protein that converts into gelatine upon boiling). I wonder if the makers of the famous brand of adhesives Fevicol were influenced by kolla—‘glue’—when they added ‘col’ to ‘Fevi’!







* Recalcitrant means marked by stubborn resistance to and defiance of authority or guidance; hard to deal with, manage, or operate: Raghav, a recalcitrant student, constantly defies the teacher in the class.

† A diadem is a crown or a cloth headband, sometimes adorned with jewels, formerly worn by oriental kings. A diadem is also a jewelled ornament in the shape of a half-crown, worn by women and placed on the forehead (in this sense, also called a tiara).

‡ Established in 2003, D’damas is a joint venture between Gitanjali (India’s largest jewellery retailer) and Damas, Dubai (the Middle East’s largest gold retailer).







* Escapade means a reckless adventure or prank: What started out as a harmless prank turned into a fatal escapade. Its original meaning (now archaic), true it its etymology, was to escape from restraint or confinement.

† Extricate means to remove or free from complication, hindrance, or difficulty; to disentangle: The accident victim was successfully extricated from the van and immediately moved to the hospital.

‡ Condescending means displaying a patronizingly superior attitude: Wine waiters need to be able to communicate their knowledge to the customer in a simple way without sounding condescending.

* Exposé (ek-spoh-zey) means a public exposure or revelation of something discreditable: The exposé of the criminal background of the election candidate with a clean public image forced him to withdraw from the upcoming elections.

† Liveried means clad in livery. Livery is a uniform worn by members of a particular group like male servants, ushers, janitors, and chauffeurs. It also means to keep and take care of horses, vehicles, or both for a charge, and is extended to refer to the business that offers vehicles, such as automobiles, boats, horses, or carriages for hire: a livery stable.

* A peg usually contains 1–2 fluid ounces (30–60 ml) of whisky, 100 ml of wine, or 250 ml of beer.

* Partake means to take part in an activity; to participate. It also means to take a portion or take something to eat or drink, especially in the company of others: In the frequent team-building events organized by the office, we all partake in a wide variety of challenges.

† Temperance is the state or quality of being temperate; showing self-restraint in conduct, expression, eating or drinking (especially alcohol), etc.; moderation: As one commentator put it, the US and UK look as though they are preaching temperance from a bar stool.

‡ Ardent means intense and enthusiastic; with feeling, devotion, or passion; with zeal: Tammy is an ardent admirer of her English teacher. It also means glowing and radiant; burning; aflame.

* A crusade is a vigorous, concerted action or movement for some cause or idea, or against some abuse or unfair practice: I was trying to fill a gap, not to lead a crusade. It was originally used to refer to any of the military expeditions which European Christians undertook from the eleventh century to the end of thirteenth century to recover the Holy Land from the Muslims.







* Lark means a silly game, joke, prank, etc.

* Malnourished (mal—‘bad, badly’) means insufficiently nourished: The stunted growth of these children shows that they are malnourished. Initially, given the prefix ‘mal’, I used to associate ‘malnourish’ only with insufficient ‘quality’ of nourishment. If the ‘quantity’ was insufficient, I would use the word undernourish. It was only recently that I realized that both words are synonymous and cover inadequacy of quantity as well as quality.

* A covenant is an agreement (usually formal) between two or more persons, to do or not do something specified. In ecclesiastical matters, i.e., matters of the church or religion, a covenant is a solemn agreement between the members of a church to act together in harmony with the precepts (commandments or directions) of the gospel (the teachings of Jesus and the apostles).

† Exodus is the second book of the Jewish Torah and of the Christian Old Testament. It tells the story of how Moses leads Israelites out of Egypt and through the wilderness to the mountain of the god Sinai.

‡ Ratify means to confirm by expressing consent, approval, or formal sanction: to ratify a constitutional amendment through signatures of the President.

§ An awl is a pointed instrument for piercing small holes in leather, wood, etc.

* A nonconformist (often with initial letter capitalized) is also a Protestant in England who is not a member of the Church of England; a dissenter.

* To gobble is to swallow or eat hastily or hungrily in large pieces; gulp. It also means to seize upon eagerly (often followed by ‘up’): After being gone for so long, they gobbled up all the local news.

† To strut is to walk with a vain, pompous bearing, with the head erect and chest thrown out, as if expecting to impress observers. In the case of a turkey, the tail feathers are often spread out like a fan when the male is strutting, and he will puff up his chest feathers and drag the tips of his wings on the ground.

‡ Ludicrous means causing laughter because of absurdity, provoking or deserving derision: a ludicrous lack of efficiency. One easy mnemonic to remember this word is that it is nearly synonymous with a rhyming and a more common word: ‘ridiculous’.

§ Pompous means a) characterized by excessive self-esteem or an ostentatious display of dignity or importance; pretentious: a pompous minor official who enjoys giving orders; b) full of high-sounding phrases; bombastic: a pompous proclamation or speech; and c) characterized by pomp, stately display or magnificence: a pompous occasion.







* Indigenous means characteristic of or originating and living or occurring naturally in a particular region or country; native (often followed by ‘to’): The Maple tree is indigenous to Canada. It also means innate, inherent, or natural (usually followed by ‘to’): Can fathers fully comprehend the feelings indigenous to lactating mothers?

* An irredentist is a member of a party in any country advocating the acquisition of some region included in another country by reason of cultural, historical, ethnic, racial, or other ties. Historically, an irredentist was a member of an Italian political party which (after 1878) demanded the annexation of neighbouring Italian-speaking regions (Trieste, S. Tyrol, Nice, Corsica, etc.) and comes from the Italian irredenta—‘unredeemed (Italy)’.

* Entrails is also used to refer to the internal parts of anything—for instance, the entrails of a machine.

† Suet is the hard, fatty tissue about the loins and kidneys of cows, sheep, etc., used in cooking or processed to yield tallow.

* To assuage is to relieve, ease, mitigate, make milder or less severe: The fact that the driver was under the influence of alcohol does nothing to assuage grief or diminish the crime. It also means to soothe, calm, or mollify: In its decision last night to abolish the long-term capital gains tax, the finance ministry tried to assuage the markets.







* A laxative is a medicine or food that induces bowel movement by stimulating the evacuation of the bowels. The most popular natural laxatives are foods (fruits, vegetables, and grains) rich in fibre.

† A diuretic is any substance that tends to increase the flow of urine and causes the body to get rid of excess water. Diuretics include caffeinated beverages like tea, coffee, and sodas. They also include fruits—particularly citrus fruits, and others such as pineapples, grapes, cherries, and blueberries. All of these act as natural diuretics.

* Gargantuan means huge, mammoth, gigantic, enormous, colossal, elephantine, etc.: Constructing the Great Wall of China was a gargantuan task.

† The snout is the part of an animal’s head that projects forward and contains the nose and jaws; muzzle. The word is also used to refer to a person’s nose, especially when it is large or prominent.

* Bigwig came from the practice of the wearing of large wigs by judges and other men of distinction, when wearing wigs was fashionable. ‘Bigwig’ now means an important person, especially an official: Normally, when a party applauds a defeated or deposed bigwig, there is a strong whiff of hypocrisy in the air.

* Cupping is the process of drawing blood from the body using a cupping glass—a glass vessel from which air can be removed by suction or heat to create a partial vacuum. It was formerly used in drawing blood to the surface of the skin for slow bloodletting.







* Flail means to move or be moved like a flail, an implement used for threshing grain, consisting of a wooden handle to one end of which is attached a freely swinging stick or bar: Crocodiles position themselves nearby, picking off the animals as they flail in the water. It also means to strike or lash out violently; to move vigorously or erratically: He cannot afford to flail around aimlessly; he needs to focus his efforts on one business idea and pursue it vigorously.

* Motley means a heterogeneous, diverse, varied, often incongruous mixture of elements: a motley collection of students at the coffee shop. It also means having many colours; variegated, polychromatic: a motley tunic.

* A trench is a deep furrow, ditch, or cut. In the military, it means a long, narrow excavation in the ground, the earth from which is thrown up in front to serve as a shelter from enemy fire or attack. A system of such excavations, with their embankments, etc., is called trenches.

* Stubble refers to the remaining cut stalks in the ground after grain or hay has been mowed and gathered. It also refers to the regrowth of shaven hair, when it is short and has a rough, abrasive texture.

* In the Bible, the leviathan is a large sea monster, variously thought of as a reptile or a whale, which guards the gates of hell at the bottom of the sea. It also means anything of immense size and/or power: The book titled Gray’s Anatomy is considered a leviathan among medical textbooks.







* Peripatetic means walking or moving about; not staying in one place; itinerant: His peripatetic nature and his love for nature were ideal for a job as a National Geographic photographer. The word originally referred to the followers of Aristotle, who walked about in the Lyceum while he was teaching and philosophizing.

* Corps (kawr, kohr) is a body of people associated in some work, organization, etc. under common direction: a diplomatic corps. In the army, it has a couple of meanings: a) a branch of the armed forces having some specialized function: the Signal Corps; the Marine Corps, and b) a tactical unit of ground combat forces, normally composed of two or more divisions, plus auxiliary service troops, and commanded by a lieutenant general.

* Claustrophobia refers to an abnormal tendency to feel terror in closed spaces, or to any kind of temporary feeling of being closed in or unable to escape. While initially, this word was used only to describe a psychological state, it has now become common to use it to refer to any kind of space that might make a person feel such sensations: a claustrophobic little room.

† Brimming comes from brim, which means the upper edge of anything hollow like a cup, glass, or a bowl; the rim; the brink: the brim of a cup. It also means a projecting rim or edge of anything: the brim of a hat. ‘Brimming’ takes a figurative meaning to describe a state where someone or something is full to the brim: Lavleen was brimming with excitement as she entered the film studio where her favourite actor was shooting.

‡ Track, besides the more common meaning, is a structure consisting of a pair of parallel lines of rails with their cross ties (essentially a pair of continuous metal belts), on which vehicles such as bulldozers and tanks move over the ground.

* Foliage means the leaves of a plant, collectively; leafage. It also stands for the representation of leaves, flowers, and branches in painting, architectural ornament, etc.: The large trees and their thick foliage almost completely obscured the sunlight in the rainforest.

* Inhibition means something that inhibits, constrains, and restrains or suppresses behaviour—especially due to guilt or fear produced by past punishment: I could only overcome my inhibitions about public speaking through several mock sessions in front of family and friends.

† To shudder is to tremble or shiver with a sudden convulsive movement, as from horror, fear, or cold: I shudder to think of the consequences had the landing gear of the aeroplane not opened in the nick of time.

‡ To reverberate is to re-echo or resound: Her singing reverberated through the house. It also means to have a long or continuing effect: The discussions with my teacher reverberated throughout my adult life.

* A plank is a flat piece of wood, thicker than a board, used in building or construction. In a figurative sense, it is something that supports or sustains (say, an argument or a statement). It also refers to any of the articles or principles making up the platform or stated programme of a political party: A central plank of the election manifesto of the newest political party in the country is to eradicate corruption from the nation.

† Lissome means lithesome or lithe (especially of body; flexible, bending or moving gracefully, or with ease and lightness), supple, limber, agile, or active: the lissome body of a ballerina.

* Entitled means a) to give (a person or thing) a title, right, or claim to something; furnish with grounds for laying claim: His executive position entitled him to certain courtesies rarely accorded to others; b) to call by a particular title or name: What was the book entitled?; and c) to designate (a person) with an honourary title.

† Petite means diminutive; short, and having a small and trim figure (of a woman): She was so petite, it was difficult to conceive of her as the managing director of our company.







* Windbag is the bag of a bagpipe. Informally, it is also used to refer to an empty, voluble, pretentious talker, a person who talks too much, without uttering anything of substance or interest: The pompous windbag said nothing of substance; he was just blowing a lot of hot air.

† To glower is to look or stare with sullen dislike, discontent, or anger: The clouds were glowering, there was thunder and lightning, and suddenly the dry and hot earth was blessed with a cool shower.

‡ To snap is a) to make a sudden, sharp, distinct sound; b) to crack, as a whip, or to break suddenly, especially with a sharp, cracking sound, as in something slender and brittle: the branch snapped; c) to utter a quick, sharp sentence or speech, especially a command, reproof, retort, etc. (often followed by ‘at’): The commander snapped at the sergeant; and d) to move, strike, shut, catch, click, etc., with a sharp sound, as a door, lid, lock, or jaws coming together.

* Pique means to arouse someone’s interest or curiosity. It also, quite strangely, means just the opposite as well—i.e. to arouse a feeling of sharp irritation and resentment, especially by some wound to pride or self-esteem: She was greatly piqued when he refused her invitation to accompany her to an opera.

* Non-commissioned refers to sergeants and corporals, generally a subordinate officer, not appointed by a commission from the chief executive or supreme authority of the State; but by the Secretary of War or by the commanding officer of the regiment.

† A bodice is a close-fitting, sleeveless outer garment covering the waist and bust, and common in a peasant’s dress. For a more detailed explanation, refer to p. 119

‡ Profusion means the state of being in abundance or having a large, lavish supply: Its volcanic soil has produced a profusion of tomatoes, olives, walnuts, grapes, oranges, lemons, and figs. It also means lavish or unrestrained expense that is often wasteful; extravagance.

* In English, marshal was first recorded in 1218, as a surname (still surviving and spelled Marshall).







* Laryngitis is a medical term to denote the inflammation of the larynx, the human voice box.

† Pompous means characterized by an ostentatious display of dignity or importance; pomp, stately splendour, or magnificence: a pompous minor official. It also means something full of high-sounding phrases: a pompous speech.

* Anti-Semitism means discrimination against, or prejudice or hostility toward Jews.

* Paradox means a statement or proposition that seems self-contradictory or absurd, but in reality expresses a possible truth. It also means an opinion or statement that is contrary to commonly accepted opinion: A classic paradox is when love becomes so intense that it becomes painful.

† A mutineer is a person who revolts or rebels against authority, especially sailors against their officers: Murder and suicide finished eight of them and the last surviving mutineer was granted amnesty in 1825.

* Profligate means recklessly wasteful, prodigal, or extravagant; a person who is shameless, indecent, unprincipled, and corrupt, utterly immoral or dissipated, thoroughly dissolute: He was a profligate son of exceedingly rich parents.

† To squander is to waste, spend, fritter, or throw away, misuse, etc.: The team squandered their finest chance of winning the trophy in many years, by losing their nerve in the dying moments of the game.

‡ Perpetrate means to commit a crime, to present, execute, or do in a poor or tasteless manner: Who perpetrated this so-called comedy?

§ Disparage means to speak of or treat disapprovingly, depreciate, belittle: Do not disparage good manners.

* Divination is the practice of foretelling (predicting, forecasting) future events or discovering hidden knowledge by occult or supernatural means; prophecy. It also means perception by intuition, instinctive foresight, or an inspired guess or presentiment: Some believe that how future events unfold is almost always based on the principles of probability—hence more calculation than divination.

† A card sharp is a person who uses skill and deception to win at poker or other card games.







* Destitute means lacking the basic necessities of life like food, clothing, and shelter; living in complete poverty. It also means deprived of, devoid of, or lacking (often followed by ‘of’) in something: The country between the mountain and this lake is completely barren, and entirely destitute of trees and animals.

* Sire means a father or the male parent of an animal, especially a domesticated mammal, such as a horse. This word was earlier used to address a male ancestor; a forefather; a gentleman of rank; or a superior, especially a king. To sire means to father; to beget, especially by impregnating a female animal, but the word was also extended to homo sapiens: ‘Tigers do not sire puppy dogs.’ (unknown author)

† Norman (also called Norman French) is a member of one of the mixed Scandinavian and French people who inhabited Normandy and conquered England in 1066. Normandy is a region in North Western France along the English Channel.

* Doomsday is the day of God’s final judgment, the day the world ends, expanded to include a) any day of judgement or sentence, and b) day when something dangerous, terrible, or catastrophic will happen: There was apparently a doomsday cult that believed aliens would take over the world at the beginning of the new millennium.

* A grove is a small wood or forested area, usually with no undergrowth: a grove of pines. It is also a small orchard or stand of fruit-bearing trees, especially citrus trees: a grove of lemon trees.

* Fiddle (Informal) is any stringed instrument played with a bow, especially the viol and violin family. It is interesting to note the subtle difference between the viol and the violin and you can check a detailed account of this at http://www.diabolus.org/guide/viols.htm, last accessed on 18 March 2014. In British informal use, fiddle is also the act or an instance of cheating or swindling; a fraud: Fiddle as a verb means a) to move one’s fingers or hands in a nervous fashion; b) to occupy oneself in an aimless or desultory way: He liked to fiddle with all the knobs and dials; and c) to meddle or tamper or to commit a fraud, especially to steal from one’s employer: a reporter who fiddled with the facts. Fiddle is used in a couple of popular idioms: Fit as a fiddle (or fine as a fiddle) means in perfect health: He may be feeling weak and drowsy after the surgery, but will be fit as a fiddle in a few weeks. Play second fiddle means to be in a subordinate or weaker position than someone else: Tom is tired of playing second fiddle to Kate as he believes he is much more experienced and knowledgeable than her.







* More (to something/somebody) than meets the eye is an idiom that means that something or someone is more important or significant than they seem at first.

† Muster means to assemble or summon (troops, etc.), for inspection, roll call, or service. It also means to gather together and display; collect; summon (often with up): Halfway into the book, I was so depressed I could barely muster up the energy to turn the page.

* Cognate means related by birth; of the same parentage, descent, etc. and it also means allied or similar in nature or quality. In linguistics, it means descended from the same language or common original form: French and Spanish are cognate languages.

* Paparazzi are photographers, often freelancers, who follow celebrities around, often in an intrusive manner, to take their candid pictures for magazines and newspapers. This word comes from the Italian Paparazzo (plural paparazzi), surname of the freelance photographer in Federico Fellini’s 1959 film La Dolce Vita. The surname itself is of no special significance. It is said to be a common one in Calabria (a region in southern Italy), and Fellini is said to have borrowed it from a travel book, By the Ionian Sea. This word came under heavy fire, and ironically, also became popular when paparazzi were chasing Princess Diana when she was killed in a car accident in France on 31 August 1997.







* Pedagogy refers to the principles, practice, or profession of teaching; the art or science of teaching; instructional methods: All sides of every educational debate agree that quality learning happens when knowledgeable, caring teachers use sound pedagogy that is conceptualized to ensure active student engagement.

* While I have used it in a literal sense, break bread is an idiom that means ‘to eat a meal, especially in the company of others’.

† Pejoration means the process or condition of worsening or degenerating: In recognition of a national crisis of objectifying women, let’s refuse to participate in the pejoration of women in the advertising and entertainment industry. In linguistics, pejoration is the process by which the meaning of a word becomes less favourable, less approved, less respectable, or even negative and disparaging over a period of time, such as silly, from Middle English seely—‘blessed, innocent’, which has come to mean ‘showing a lack of good sense, frivolous’.

* Strictly in reference to those who spin, ‘spinster’ was also used to indicate both sexes and so a doubly feminine form emerged, spinstress, ‘a female spinner’ (1640s), which, by 1716, was also being used to mean ‘maiden’. The suffix ‘-ster’ was also used in Middle English to form nouns of action (meaning ‘a person who . . .’) without regard for gender. This is represented in surnames such as Brewster (a brewer, the person who makes fermented liquor), Baxter (a baker), Webster (a weaver), Whitester (one who bleaches cloth), etc., though ‘spinster’ probably carries an originally female ending. In Modern English, the suffix has often been used to form derivative nouns (gamester, punster, etc.).

* Alluring is very attractive or tempting, enticing, seductive, fascinating, charming, etc.: A creek running behind, and the Coronet Peak ski resort directly in front, make this cottage very alluring.







* Incursion means a running in or coming in to a place or an activity, especially when undesired. It also means a sudden, brief invasion or raid, especially into foreign territory: The country spokesperson said that another incursion from the neighbouring country this week was repulsed, though both armies deny violating the ceasefire.

† Tenuous means thin, slender, or fine in form, as a fibre. It also means thin in consistency; rare or rarefied, as air at high altitudes; not dense. Transferred to the figurative sense, it means lacking in clarity or sound basis; unsubstantiated; slight; flimsy: The evidence produced in the court to support the allegation of adultery was tenuous at best.

* Jostle means to bump, push, shove, brush against, or elbow roughly or rudely. It also means to drive or force by, or as if by, pushing or shoving: In the hustle and bustle of the marketplace, people need to be constantly watching their wallets lest they get flicked when people jostle one another in the streets.

* Vicissitude means shifting circumstance, ups and downs, unpredictable changes or variations that keep occurring in life, fortune, and in external environment: After every possible vicissitude, the surrender negotiations with the airplane hijackers appear again to be progressing. To take an example from the state of global economy: The emerging global world economy lacks the corresponding social structures that cushion society against economic vicissitudes.

* The derogatory figurative use of black sheep is supposedly because a real black sheep had wool that couldn’t be dyed and was thus worthless. But one black sheep in a flock was considered good luck by shepherds in Sussex, Somerset, Kent, Derbyshire, etc., which was probably why the ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ nursery rhyme was created in the first place. It is also likely that the wool of black sheep may have been prized as it could be made into dark cloth without spending money on dyeing. However, as with most nursery rhymes, no corroborating evidence has ever been found.

* Unbeknownst (also unbeknown) means ‘without the knowledge of a specified party’ (usually followed by ‘to’): Unbeknownst to the astronauts, their space craft’s propulsion rocket had a minor leak that could spell doom for them.

† Nap, in addition to its conventional meaning of a short sheep—oops, I mean sleep—means the raised fibres of velvet or similar cloth. It also means the direction in which these fibres lie when smoothed down. ‘Nap’ can be confused with nape, which means the back of the neck.

‡ Pile means a soft, velvety, raised surface on a rug, fabric, etc., produced by making yarn loops on the body of the material (as in corduroy) and, often, shearing them (as in Turkish towelling, velvet, and velveteen). It also means soft, fine hair, on wool, fur, etc.

* A godown is a warehouse or other storage place. It is a word that is mainly used in India and other countries in Asia, and comes from the Malay godong, perhaps ultimately from the Telugu giḍ(ḍ)angi, Tamil kiṭanku, akin to kiṭa-, meaning ‘to lie’.







* Indolence means the quality or state of being indolent. Indolent is habitually lazy, disliking or avoiding work, exertion, etc.: Humans are, by nature, ‘indolent’ and work hard only because they need to earn a living. In medicine, ‘indolent’ is used to describe something that causes little or no pain: an indolent cyst; is slow to heal: an indolent ulcer; or inactive or slowly developing: an indolent tumour.

* I must confess that I had a warped idea about the meaning of this word. I assumed that a person who had a degree from a prestigious college or university is considered to have a pedigree. Pedigree means a distinguished, excellent, or pure ancestry. It is also a table or chart recording a line of ancestors either of persons or (more especially) of animals, such as horses, cattle, and dogs. In the case of purebred animals, such a table is used as proof of superior qualities. It comes from the Anglo-French pe de gru, a variant of the Old French pied de gru—‘foot of a crane’. In old manuscripts, ‘descent’ was indicated by a forked sign resembling the branching lines of a genealogical chart; the sign also happened to look like a bird’s footprint. While ‘pedigree’ has strong leanings towards animals, if we need a word to convey the same meaning but only for humans, we can use genealogy.

* For a fascinating tale of the origin of the words denim and jeans, check out my earlier book, English Bites! (p. 129-130).







* Parlance means a certain way of speaking, of using words, especially when it comes to those with a particular job or interest. It comes from the Old French parler—‘to talk’—via the Late Latin parabola—‘speech’. The words parley (‘conference or speech between enemies under a truce, especially to discuss terms, conditions of surrender, etc.’), parable (‘a statement or comment that conveys a meaning indirectly by the use of comparison, analogy, or the like’), and parlour (‘a room, apartment, or building serving as a place of business for certain businesses or professions’ e.g. beauty parlour, ice-cream parlour) also come from the same root.

* Impropriety means the quality or condition of being improper or incorrect in action, speech, or behaviour: Gone are the days when office relationships were scorned for fear of favouritism, impropriety, or security problems.

* A maven is an expert or connoisseur, often specifically a self-proclaimed one: The maven didn’t train one day before the match and got out on a duck.

† Chaps are a pair of joined leather leggings, often widely flared, worn over trousers, especially by cowboys, as protection against burs, rope burns, etc., while on horseback.







* In grammar, genitive (also called the possessive case or second case) is the grammatical case that marks a noun as modifying another noun to express possession, source, or origin. For instance, in Capricorn Latin, capri is the genitive of caper to indicate that Capricorn means caper’s cornu (horn) or capri cornu. Let’s take another example: In ‘goat’s milk’, ‘goat’s’ is a genitive case of ‘goat’.

* Avarice has been explained in detail on page 271.

† Munificence is the quality of being munificent, extremely liberal in giving or shows unusual generosity: The decision not to allow advertisements or to charge an access fee on Wikipedia is an act of extreme munificence on the part of its founders, Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger. An easy mnemonic for this word is acquired when we associate ‘munificence’ with the Sanskrit and Hindi word for a great sage, muni, one known for leading an austere life and for their generous sharing of their knowledge and skills. We can also associate ‘munificence’ with the municipal corporation of a large city, especially if we have some appreciation for their generous service in maintaining it. Incidentally, both muni and municipal come from a common root the Latin munus (plural munia)—‘service performed for the community, duty, work, etc.’







* Chagrin is a feeling of embarrassment and annoyance caused by failure or disappointment, or a disconcerting event: He was chagrined at the poor sales of his book.

† Emulate means to try to equal or excel; imitate with effort to equal or surpass: to emulate one’s father as a concert violinist. It also means to rival with some degree of success: Some smaller cities now emulate the major capitals in their cultural offerings.

* Circadian rhythm, present in humans and most other animals, is generated by an internal clock that is synchronized to light-dark cycles and other cues in an organism’s environment. This internal clock accounts for waking up at the same time every day, even without an alarm clock. It also causes nocturnal animals to function at night when diurnal creatures are at rest. While the underlying process of the circadian rhythm is still being investigated, it is known to be controlled mainly by the release of hormones.

† Delectable means delightful; highly pleasing; enjoyable: When the priest sees John’s highly delectable wife for the first time, he leers at her, making her feel uneasy. It also means delicious or appetizing: The buffet spread had many delectable options and was complemented by a carefully selected wine list.

* While you are probably familiar with the formal meanings of this word, barrel as slang means ‘to go at high speed’. In informal usage, it also means a great amount: a barrel of fun.

* Terra firma means solid ground or dry land, as opposed to water or air (Latin terra—‘earth, land’ [see terrain]—and firma—‘firm’): After our stormy voyage across the Atlantic Ocean, we were relieved to set foot on terra firma.

* Posit means to put forward as fact or the factual basis for an argument; postulate: Social scientists have long posited a relationship between economic opportunity and marriage; His plan to meet budget was posited on status quo on external factors and failed when half of his team was either poached by competition or proceeded to go on maternity leave.

* A potion is a drink or draft, especially one having or reputed to have medicinal, poisonous, or magical powers: a love potion; a sleeping potion. This word comes from the Latin potus, irregular past participle of potare—‘to drink’—and ultimately from PIE base *po(i)—‘to drink’. This root also gives us the English word potable (fit or suitable for drinking: potable water or beverage). The Sanskrit word pānam—‘drinking’— comes from the same PIE base as does the Hindi word पेय (‘pay’)—‘drinks’.







* Bravado means a pretentious (false), swaggering show of bravery, self-confidence, or defiance when one is actually afraid, often in order to make a false impression or mislead someone: The politician, filled with drunken bravado, shouted at the crowd of protesters: ‘Will anyone challenge me to hand-to-hand combat?’

* A shellfish is any aquatic invertebrate (without a vertebral column i.e. backbone) animal with a shell, especially an edible one. Examples are crustaceans such as crabs and lobsters, and molluscs such as oysters.

* Gelatin is protein obtained by boiling skin, tendons, ligaments, and/or bones with water. It is usually obtained from cows or pigs. Gelatin is used in shampoos, face masks, and other cosmetics; as a thickener for fruit gelatins and puddings (such as jello); in candies, marshmallows, cakes, ice cream, and yogurts; on photographic film; in vitamins as a coating and as capsules; and it is sometimes used to assist in ‘clearing’ wines. Gelatin is not vegan. However, there is a product called ‘agar agar’ that is sometimes marketed as ‘gelatin’, but it is vegan as it is derived from a type of seaweed. (Source: http://www.peta.org/about-peta/faq/what-is-gelatin-made-of/). Incidentally, the word gelatin is derived from PIE base *gel- ‘cold, to freeze’ which gives the Hindi words jal (‘water’), geela (‘wet’), etc.

* Well-heeled means having plenty of money; prosperous: The technology is intriguing if imperfect, and it should appeal to well-heeled, early adopters.

* Some people mistakenly believe that WC stands for ‘washing closet’, or even ‘western commode’.

† A bassinet is a basket with a hood over one end, for use as a baby’s cradle. It is probably a diminutive of the French bassin, basin.







* Despicable means deserving to be despised; loathsome; contemptible: Taking financial advantage of an unsuspecting and naïve customer is rather despicable.

* Sparring means to wrangle or dispute, or become involved in an argument. It also means to go through the motions of attack and defence with the arms and fists in fighting or boxing position for practice and training, without actually engaging in a match. As a noun, spar is defined as a thick, strong pole like a ship’s mast that supports or extends the sail of a ship, or a main beam in an airplane fuselage that supports the wings, or a shiny crystalline mineral that easily chips.

* Enunciate means to utter or pronounce (words, sentences, etc.), especially in an articulate or a particular manner: He actually has a very strong and unique delivery, fragile and emotional at the same time, with all words carefully enunciated. It also means to state or declare definitely, as a theory, and to announce or proclaim: to enunciate one’s intentions.

† Syndicate: In the field of journalism, a syndicate is an agency that buys articles, stories, columns, photographs, comic strips, or other features and distributes them for simultaneous publication in a number of newspapers or periodicals in different localities (compare boiler plate) or a business organization owning and operating a number of newspapers; a newspaper chain. It is also a) a group of individuals or organizations combined or making a joint effort to undertake some specific duty or carry out specific transactions or negotiations: The local furniture store is individually owned, but is part of a buying syndicate; b) a combination of bankers or capitalists formed for the purpose of carrying out some project requiring large resources of capital, as the underwriting of an issue of stock or bonds; and c) a group, combination, or association of gangsters controlling organized crime or one type of crime, especially in one region of the country.

* Melodious means musical and harmonious: melodious sound of a shepherd girl calling her small flock.

* Allusion means a passing or a casual reference, an indirect reference: Without naming anyone, the candidate who lost the election criticized the national leaders of the party by allusion.

† Abound means to occur or exist in great quantities or numbers: a stream in which trout abound. It also means to be rich or well supplied (usually followed by ‘in’): The region abounds in coal.

* Squeal is a somewhat prolonged, sharp, shrill cry of pain, fear, or surprise: Then, suddenly, we heard squeals of delight from behind a line of trees. As slang, squeal (often with ‘on’) means to act as an informer; betray a secret: Jack squealed on drug dealers so that he could get them arrested before they converted any Jack or Jill into a drug addict.

* Puritanical means excessively strict in moral or religious matters, esp. one who regards luxury, pleasure, and sensual enjoyment as sinful; rigidly austere: His posture on the surface is that of a puritanical moralist denouncing contemporary society for its materialism and vanity. A person with puritanical values is called a puritan. A puritan is also a member of a group of Protestants that arose in the sixteenth century within the Church of England, demanding simplification of the ceremonies and services of worship, and greater strictness in morals: During the 1630s, the Puritans became a powerful political party and began to dominate the English Parliament.

* Uncanny means having or seeming to have a supernatural or inexplicable basis; beyond the ordinary or normal; extraordinary: uncanny accuracy; an uncanny knack for foreseeing trouble. It also means mysterious or unfamiliar; uncomfortably or preternaturally strange; eerie; weird: Uncanny sounds filled the house.







* Purulent means full of, containing, forming, or discharging pus; suppurating: A simple wound had turned purulent as the young boy kept entering the village pond to bathe his buffaloes.

* To infantilize is to keep in or reduce to an infantile state; to treat or regard as infantile or immature: According to one theory, professors who don’t have children or whose children are still very young, tend to infantilize adult university students.

* Rime is the coating of ice, as on grass and trees, formed when extremely cold water droplets freeze almost instantly on a cold surface. However, in the poem ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, ‘rime’ is actually a modification of the word ‘rhyme’ or ‘rhythm’.

† Mariner is a person who directs, or assists in, the navigation of a ship, a sailor.

‡ Penance is a punishment undertaken voluntarily to show repentance or sorrow for a sin or wrongdoing: He decided to go without food for three days a penance for entertaining thoughts of infidelity.







* Gaius (also Caius), feminine form Gaia, was the second-most common Latin praenomen (after Lucius) throughout Roman history. It is abbreviated as C. The praenomen was a personal name chosen by the parents of a Roman child. It was first bestowed on the dies lustricus (day of lustration), the eighth day after the birth of a girl, or the ninth day after the birth of a boy. The praenomen would then be formally conferred a second time when girls married, or when boys put on a white toga (toga virilis) at the end of their fourteenth year symbolizing their reaching manhood.

* Nymphomania is a morbid and uncontrollable desire for sex in a woman (from the Greek nymphe—‘bride’). The same morbid and overpowering desire in a male is defined by the word Satyromania. It comes from ‘Satyr’, a Greek deity who, in pre-Roman Greek art, is depicted as a man-like being with the tail and ears of a horse and sometimes a horse-like phallus, because of his permanent erection. He was famous for his lechery (unrestrained or excessive indulgence of sexual desire).

* August means ‘inspiring reverence or admiration; imposing, magnificent, and majestic’: He had an august presence but came short as a public speaker. August also means ‘worthy of respect because of age and dignity, noble birth or high rank’: His august lineage reflected in his venerable personage

* To redress is to set right, to rectify or remedy a wrong or a grievance, often by making monetary compensation for it: The question before the newly elected democratic government was how to ensure that people whose fundamental rights were being abused under the autocratic rule are given adequate and immediate redress.

* Barren means not producing or incapable of producing offspring; sterile: a barren woman. It also means something that is not productive or fruitful, or a place with few or no plants: llamas walking listlessly across a barren landscape. Used in a figurative sense, it means without capacity to interest or attract: a barren period in American architecture.







* Some histories say the bull was issued on 13 February.

† To propound is to put forth for consideration, to propose: to propound a theory or a proposal.







* To glean is to gather or collect slowly, laboriously, and bit by bit. In reference to food grains, it refers to gathering grain that is left behind by the reapers or regular gatherers after the harvest. It also means to learn, discover, or gather information little by little: I painstakingly gleaned a lot of information on a rare type of disease from various books and websites.

† Hoof (plural: hoofs or hooves) is the horny sheath that covers, and hence protects, the lower part of the foot with certain animals like the horse and the ox. The entire foot of a horse or a donkey is also referred to as a hoof.

* Metamorphosis refers to alteration, change, transformation, and transmutation: The transformation of a tadpole to a frog and a caterpillar to a butterfly, through the intermediate stages of pupa and chrysalis respectively, is an example of metamorphosis.

† Bovine is explained later in this chapter on page 206.

* To flummox is to bewilder, to confound, or to confuse: Sam was flummoxed by the sheer variety of Indian cuisine.

* Stolid means having or revealing little emotion or sensibility; not easily aroused or excited: She remained stolid throughout our presentation.

† Ruminants are four-footed, cud-chewing mammals with a stomach that has either three chambers (camel, llama, and chevrotain) or four chambers (cow, buffalo, goat, deer, antelope, and giraffe).

* To regurgitate is to surge or rush back, to vomit (especially partially digested food). It also means to give back or repeat, especially something not fully understood or assimilated: to regurgitate the teacher’s lectures on the exam.

* Vaudeville is a theatrical entertainment consisting of a number of individual performances, acts, or mixed numbers, as by comedians, singers, dancers, acrobats, and magicians.







* Epitome means a representative or perfect example of a class or type: He is the epitome of goodness. It also means a condensed account, especially of a literary work, an abstract.

† Ingenious is clever, creative, inventive, and imaginative: Amir’s ingenuity in creating fuel from household waste is truly commendable.

* Monu is a popular nickname in North India.

† To rant means to speak or write in an angry or emotionally charged manner; rave. It also means to express at length a complaint or negative opinion: You seem to derive some masochistic pleasure from reading a blog that always leaves you ranting and raving.

* Demure means modest, quiet, sober, or reserved in manner or conduct: He loved the way she could be wanton and sensual one minute, then bashful (‘self-conscious, shy, timid, withdrawn’) and demure the next.

† A masquerade is a party, dance, or other festive gathering of persons wearing masks and other disguises, and often elegant, historical, or fantastic costumes.

‡ Truth be told, as an idiom, monkey business means silly, mischievous, dishonest, or deceitful acts or behaviour: The tax inspectors discovered that there had been some monkey business with the accounts of the company.

* Prehensile means adapted for seizing, holding, or grasping, especially by wrapping or folding around an object, as the tail of certain monkeys. It also means having a keen intellect or powerful memory: He inherited his prehensile mind from his father.







* Testimonial means a written declaration certifying to a person’s character, conduct, or qualifications, or to the value, excellence, etc., of a thing; a letter or written statement of recommendation. It also means something given or done as an expression of esteem, admiration, or gratitude.

* Incest means sexual intercourse between persons too closely related to marry legally. It also means sexual molestation of a child or adolescent by a relative, especially by a parent or other adult relative.

† Consternation means sudden, alarming amazement or dread that results in utter confusion, disappointment, helplessness, bewilderment, paralyzing dismay, or shock: The Duke, whose private life had caused much consternation within the palace in the early 1980s, appeared to have finally settled down. If you prefer an alliterative example: The sudden announcement of a three-month delay in completion of the construction of the community hall caused consternation in the community that was banking on it to conduct marriages in the busy marriage season ahead.

* Chamberlain is also an official who receives rents and revenues, as of a municipal corporation; treasurer; the high steward or factor of a member of the nobility; and a high official of a royal court.

† Comrade is also a fellow member of a fraternal group, a political party—typically the Communist Party or any other party—with strongly leftist views.

* Ministration is the act or an instance of ministering, i.e., giving care or aid or religious service; attend, as to wants or necessities: Philip thanked the priest for his prayers and comforting ministrations during his father’s illness and on his final journey. A minister is a person authorized to conduct religious worship; member of the clergy; pastor, and also a person appointed by or under the authority of a sovereign or head of a government to some high office of state, especially to that of head of an administrative department: the minister of finance.

* Adroit means expert or nimble in the use of the hands or body. It also means cleverly skilful, resourceful, or ingenious: His adroit handling of an awkward situation won him many admirers. This word comes from the French phrase à droit—‘according to right’ from the Old French à—‘to’—and droit—‘right’.







* Coherent means logically connected; consistent: a coherent argument. It also means sticking together, having a natural or due agreement of parts; harmonious; having coherence: a coherent mass of sticky candies; a coherent design.

† Cogent means convincing or believable by virtue of forcible, clear, to-the-point, pertinent, or incisive presentation or argument: Answers should be crisp and cogent, but do not hesitate more than three seconds before responding.

* Barbar in Hindi (बड़बड़) means ‘to babble confusedly’.

* Vestige means a mark, trace, or visible evidence of something, some condition or practice that is no longer present or in existence. If it is present, it is as a very slight trace or amount: A few columns were the last vestiges of a Greek temple; these superstitions are vestiges of an ancient religion. In biology, a degenerate or imperfectly developed organ or structure that has little or no utility, but that in an earlier stage of the individual or in preceding evolutionary forms of the organism performed a useful function. For instance, vermiform appendix (an organ found at the junction of the small intestine and large intestine) and pinna (the projecting outer portion of the ear) are examples of vestigial organs.

* Sanctum sanctorum is Latin for ‘holy of holies’. It is the place in the Jewish temple in Jerusalem where the Ark of the Covenant was kept. It means, by extension, a sacred and private place.







* In weaving, weft (sometimes woof) is the term for the thread or yarn which is drawn through the warp yarns to create cloth. Warp is the lengthwise or longitudinal thread in a roll, while ‘weft’ is the transverse thread. The expression ‘woof and warp’ (also ‘warp and woof’, ‘warp and weft’) is sometimes used metaphorically as one might similarly use ‘fabric; e.g., ‘the warp and woof of a student’s life’ means ‘the fabric of a student’s life’. ‘Weft’ is also a hairdressing term for temporary hair extensions which are glued into a person’s hair. A useful way of remembering which is ‘warp’ and which is ‘weft’ is that ‘weft’ goes from ‘weft’ to ‘wight’.

* Twill is a type of textile weave with a pattern of diagonal parallel ribs (in contrast with a satin and plain weave). This is done by passing the weft thread over one or more warp threads and then under two or more warp threads and so on, with a ‘step’ or offset between rows to create the characteristic diagonal pattern. Because of this structure, twills generally drape well. Examples of twill fabric are tweed, denim, chino, gabardine, drill, covert, and serge.

* Paisley is a pattern of small curving shapes with intricate detailing, usually printed in bright colours. It is also used to denote a soft, woollen fabric mainly used to make a shawl, scarf, or a tie using this pattern of colourful and minutely detailed figures.

* The Sartorius muscle assists in flexing, weak abduction, and lateral rotation of the hip, and flexion of the knee. Looking at the bottom of one’s foot, as if checking to see if one had stepped in gum, demonstrates all four actions of Sartorius.

† Adventitious means associated with something by chance rather than as an integral part; extrinsic: The drug Minoxidil, a potent peripheral vasodilator used in the treatment of severe hypertension, was adventitiously discovered to promote hair growth with some types of baldness when applied topically. In botany and zoology, it means ‘appearing in abnormal or unusual positions or places’: These areal roots are adventitious and they grow out from the branches.







* Spawn means the mass of eggs or young produced by fish, molluscs, crustaceans, amphibians, etc.; something produced, especially in great quantity; specifically numerous offspring or progeny (usually used contemptuously). In figurative usage, it means to give birth to; give rise to: His sudden disappearance spawned many rumours.

* Derisive means showing or provoking derision (contempt or ridicule): He stagnated as a filmmaker as he was always somewhat derisive about the critics of his work.

† Mulligatawny is a curry-flavoured soup of Anglo-Indian origin, made with chicken or meat stock. It comes from the Tamil milakutanni, from milaku—‘pepper’—and tanni—‘water’.

* Punch is a beverage consisting of wine or spirits mixed with fruit juice, soda, water, milk, or the like, and flavoured with sugar, spices, etc. It derives from the Sanskrit panchan-s, from pancha—‘five’, from the Hindi panch—‘five’—in reference to the number of original ingredients (spirits, water, lemon juice, sugar, and spice).

† Curry is a pungent dish of vegetables, onions, meat or fish, etc., flavoured with various spices or curry powder, and often eaten with rice. It comes from the Tamil kaṟi—‘sauce.’

‡ Chapatti (in Indian cuisine) is a thin and flat pancake of unleavened wholemeal bread cooked on a tava (a round, concave, cast-iron plate).

* Imperative in grammar means relating or pertaining to the mood of the verb used in commands, strong requests, or exhortation. For example: Take that chewing gum out of your mouth. Other types of grammatical moods are indicative and subjunctive, but I am not in the mood to explain them here.

* Karma: In Hinduism and Buddhism, the totality of a person’s actions and conduct in any one of the successive incarnations, thought of as determining the fate of the next stage. It also means a force or law of nature which causes one to reap what one sows; destiny; fate.







* A boo is an exclamation of contempt or disapproval: He was booed off the stage after his stand-up-comedy act was found to be full of sexually explicit content.







* An epithet is an adjective or phrase, sometimes a disparaging one, used to express the characteristics of a person, thing, or place; e.g. Catherine the Great, Ivan the Terrible, rosy-fingered dawn, etc. It is also used to refer to a descriptive substitute for the name or title of a person, such as ‘The Great Emancipator’ for Abraham Lincoln.

* Ubiquitous means existing or being everywhere, especially at the same time; omnipresent: Caught between ubiquitous marketing and conflicting science, many consumers can’t tell what to believe.

† Dreary means something that is gloomy, cheerless, dismal, dull, or depressing: When I cracked a joke with John in the morning, he thanked me for helping him start his dreary work day with a hearty laugh. He unfortunately believed that most modern life is dreary, with an awful lot of routine drudgery.

* To repudiate means to refuse to have anything to do with (someone or something) or to disown or reject publicly: Even after the routing of his party in the elections, the outgoing Prime Minister repudiated blame for the electoral failure and chose instead to call it a collective failure of governance. ‘Repudiate’ also means to refuse to acknowledge or pay a debt or obligation, especially of a government.

* Lagniappe (Chiefly Southern Louisiana, Mississippi, and south-east Texas) is a small gift presented by a store owner to a customer with the customer’s purchase. By extension, it has come to mean ‘an extra or unexpected gift or an indirect benefit’.

* Tutelage means the condition of being under the care or protection of a guardian or tutor. It also means the act of guarding (guardianship), guiding or teaching: She was fortunate to have received her training in classical music under the tutelage of the legendary master.







* Decrepit means weakened by old age or illness; feeble; infirm: He was too decrepit to take care of even his morning ablutions. It also means worn out by long use: Most of the decrepit old buildings need to be demolished and only a few can be economically renovated.

* A child is called a newborn or neonate for the first twenty-eight days after birth; an infant till the age of one (sometimes, and especially as per airline definition, till the age of two); a toddler in the age group one to three; a preschooler in the age group three to five; a primary or elementary school student (corresponds to middle childhood) in the age group five to eight; and pre-adolescent in the age group nine to thirteen. Adolescence is a transitional stage of physical and psychological human development that generally occurs during the period between puberty and legal adulthood (age of majority). The period of adolescence is most closely associated with the teenage years (thirteen to nineteen) though its physical, psychological, and cultural expressions may begin earlier and end later.

* Reflexive means a) reflecting back, pondering deeply: With age, Tom became more reflexive, more interested in the past; b) of or relating to a reflex (any automatic, unthinking, involuntary, often habitual behaviour, reaction, or response to a stimulus): The mild electric shock elicited a reflexive response from him. The word ‘reflexive’ is also used to express a grammatical relation in which a verb’s subject and object in a sentence are the same person or thing and the action of the verb is directed back at the subject e.g. Jane hurt herself; Kane bandaged himself. In these examples, even the pronoun (herself, himself) is used as an object to refer to the subject of the verb. Both the verb and the pronoun in such a relation are designated as reflexive.

* Contrived means obviously planned or calculated; not spontaneous or natural; laboured: a novel with a contrived ending. It is the past participle of contrive which means a) to manage or do something, especially by means of a trick; engineer: He contrived to make them meet; and b) to think up or adapt ingeniously or elaborately: He contrived a new mast for the boat.

* Jagged means marked by irregular projections and indentations on the edge or surface: the jagged edge of the broken window. It also means having a rough or harsh quality: ‘not a stutter exactly, but a jagged sound, as if the words were being broken off from some other, stronger current of words deep inside.’—Anne Tyler

† Ragged means a) having loose or hanging shreds or fragmentary bits: a ragged wound; b) full of rough or sharp projections; jagged: ragged stones; c) shabby or torn from wear; tattered; or someone who is clothed in tattered garments: a ragged old man; d) shaggy; unkempt, as in, an animal, its coat, etc.; and e) harsh; strident, as in sound, the voice, etc.: a ragged voice.

* Phrenology is a psychological theory or analytical method based on the belief that certain mental faculties and character traits are indicated by the configurations of the skull.







* Ante is the gaming stake put up before the deal in poker by the players. In informal usage, it is a sum of money representing a person’s share, as in a syndicate. It is also used as a phrase ‘up the ante’ to increase the costs, risks, or considerations involved in taking an action or reaching a conclusion: Whenever they reached their goal, they upped the ante by setting more complex challenges for themselves.

* Suet is the hard fat deposited around the loins and kidneys of cattle, sheep, etc., used in cooking or as a source of tallow.







* Rodney Dangerfield (1921–2004) was an American comedian and actor, known for the catchphrase, ‘I don’t get no respect!’ and his monologues on that theme. He is also remembered for his 1980s film roles, especially in Easy Money, Caddyshack, and Back to School.

* Appropriate, in addition to its common meanings (‘suitable for a particular purpose, person, occasion, etc.’) also means a) to set apart for a specific use: The school appropriated 50 per cent of the corpus for its expansion; and b) to take possession of or make use of exclusively for oneself, often without permission: A bunch of rowdy kids appropriated a large part of the playground to play soccer, leaving all the other kids hapless bystanders.

† Impunity means exemption or immunity from punishment or unpleasant consequences: Men in power exploited the poor with impunity for many years. The phrase ‘with impunity’ also conveys the sense that the person has no care or heed for such unpleasant consequences.

* Torpor is a state of mental or physical inactivity or insensibility; sluggishness; lethargy; inertia; dullness; apathy; lethargic indifference: It had been long day, and the meal was inducing a pleasant torpor. Torpor is also the dormant, inactive state of a hibernating (‘spending the winter in sleep or a dormant state’) or aestivating (‘spending the summer in an inactive, dormant state’) animal.

† Nemesis is anyone or anything that seems to be the inevitable cause of someone’s downfall or defeat; an opponent or rival whom a person cannot best or overcome, or something that a person cannot conquer, achieve, etc.: The rigorous physicals at the selection test for the National Defence Academy proved to be my nemesis. In Greek mythology, Nemesis was the name of the goddess of retributive justice, or vengeance.

* Consensus ad idem means absolute agreement.







* Inexorably means something that cannot be altered, checked, etc.: Lacking the adaptability of bears, coyotes and other scavengers, the fate of koala bears is tied inexorably to the steadily shrinking bamboo forest. It also means something that cannot be moved or influenced by persuasion or entreaty; unrelenting: Some believe that the inexorable decline in the number of church goers is a tragic episode in the modern history of the West.

* Carrel means a small recess or enclosed area in a library stack, designed for individual study or reading. It is also used to refer to a table or desk with three sides extending above the writing surface to serve as partitions, designed for individual study, as in a library.

* To exonerate is to clear from a charge or an accusation; free from guilt or blame; exculpate: He was exonerated by a court from the charge of cheating. Exonerate also means to relieve, as from an obligation, duty, or task: The overworked employee tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to exonerate himself of the responsibility of the new project.

* Cromulent means fine, acceptable or normal; excellent, realistic, legitimate or authentic. It’s a humorous neologism coined by television writer David X. Cohen and used by the schoolteacher, Miss Hoover, in an episode of The Simpsons, in which she defended one made-up word by making up another.

* Eggcorn is a word or phrase that is a seemingly logical alteration of another word or phrase that sounds similar and has been misheard or misinterpreted, as ‘to the manor born’ for ‘to the manner born’ (from William Shakespeare’s Hamlet), ‘old-timers’ disease’ for ‘Alzheimer’s disease’, ‘old wise tale’ for ‘old wives’ tale’, etc. The term ‘eggcorn’ was coined by a professor of linguistics, Geoffrey Pullum, in September 2003, in response to an article by Mark Liberman that discussed the case of a woman who substitutes the phrase ‘egg corn’ for the word ‘acorn’ (‘the fruit of the oak tree, a smooth oval nut in a rough cup-like base’), and argued that the precise phenomenon lacked a name. Pullum suggested using ‘eggcorn’ itself as a label for the class of error.







* Exacerbate means to aggravate, to increase the severity, violence, or bitterness of something: It may be interesting to debate whether subsidies to the poor help to bridge or, in fact, exacerbate existing inequalities.
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