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Introduction

English is the mutt, the Heinz 57, the bastard child of every language that came before it. That’s why it’s so inscrutable to those who encounter it after learning their well-behaved, logical languages. Our words trace gnarly roots that sometimes dead end, and we’re certainly not averse to coining words that have no roots or reason at all. (“Hornswoggle,” anyone?)

It’s those gnarly roots that you’ll find in this book. Some of the English words you think you’re familiar with actually used to mean something quite different. How on earth does a definition just change, you ask? Well, it depends. The definitions of the words in this book were twisted due to historical events, cultural adjustments, or technological advancements. The fascinating stories behind these transformations are surprising (see entry for “stadium”), thoughtful (see entry for “acquit”), and sometimes pretty funny (see entry for “occupy”). One thing to keep in mind is that “English” is really three Englishes: old, middle, and modern. Ask most people which one was Shakespeare’s purview, and they’ll say, “Oh, he wrote in Middle English.” Nope, sorry. He wrote in Modern English. Don’t let all those “forsooths,” “cozes,” and “fiddlesticks” throw you off.

Before we get started, it’s helpful to know a little bit about the origins of the English language. Old English lasted from roughly A.D. 700 to about A.D. 1100. The grammar of Old English was closely related to Latin. Old English, also called Anglo-Saxon, was spoken by the … Anglo-Saxons. These were Germanic tribes who invaded and then settled in portions of what is today Great Britain.

Old English is indecipherable to us today; it’s basically a “foreign” language. Nonetheless, we do have surviving Old English texts such as Caedmon’s Hymn. This nine-line poem written in honor of God is the acorn (see entry for “acorn”) from which has grown the mighty oak of literature in English. Written around A.D. 700, it’s the oldest piece of English literature known to exist. Old English also is the language of the epic Beowulf … .

For all intents and purposes, Old English ended with the famous Norman Conquest. The Normans were French and defeated the English, the erstwhile Anglo-Saxons, at the Battle of Hastings on October 14, 1066. Middle English survived until the 1400s. It’s the language of Geoffrey Chaucer, author of the immortal The Canterbury Tales. Though it’s written in Middle English, most people today can read and understand those stories, as long as the text contains plenty of footnotes.

Middle English shifted to Modern English when many in England adopted the Chancery Standard, a form of English spoken in London. The standard was adapted, in part, because of the printing press, introduced to England around 1470. Thus, Modern English took over by the 1500s and holds sway today. It’s the language of everything from Shakespeare to Dickens to Hawthorne to Dickinson to Faulkner to all those annoying bloggers who can’t spell.

Modern English rose at the time of great world exploration and is now the polyglot stew we know and usually love (but sometimes abhor). Perhaps due to its “mutt-like” origins, we English speakers continue to coin words and phrases with a frequency that would have shocked Chaucer … and probably even Shakespeare.

With centuries of history under its belt, maybe it’s not so surprising that English words have changed meanings over the years. Sometimes, we easily can trace why a word once meant “this” but now means “that”; yet, at other times, the only things to rely on are common sense and speculation based on historical trends.

What follows are about 200 words that used to mean one thing and now mean something else. Some of them have changed in logical, sensible ways, while others have undergone the linguistic equivalent of complete reconstructive surgery—shifting, for example, from a verb to a noun or vice versa—bringing them to the point where even these words’ mothers wouldn’t recognize them. But what do you expect from a language that’s the semantic cross between a Dutch elm, an oak, and a Japanese maple?





A

aback

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: at or on the back; backward

NEW DEFINITION: by surprise (with “taken”)

You’re most familiar with this word from the expression “taken aback.” Come to think of it … do you ever hear the word without “taken” as its partner? When the word first popped up, in the middle of the Middle Ages, you might have.

For example, you might have carried your wares “aback,” meaning “on your back.” Or the wind might have been “aback,” meaning “at your back.” These seem like perfectly reasonable uses of the word “aback,” but they lost favor completely by the middle of the nineteenth century.

The word as we know it today—as part of the expression “taken aback”—came about for nautical reasons. When finicky winds change direction quickly, boats’ sails can “deflate” and hang limply back onto the ship’s mast. Eventually, sailors began to refer to this condition as being “taken aback.”

One hundred years later, the expression became metaphorical. After all, you can imagine that wind suddenly changing direction for no apparent reason was surprising and dismaying. By extension, anytime you are “taken aback,” you are surprised and dismayed.

abode

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: delay; act of waiting

NEW DEFINITION: formal word for one’s home

The words “abode” and “abide” spring from the same source. In fact, from the 1200s to the 1500s, they meant the same thing—“wait,” “withstand,” or “tolerate.” The words were connected because of the manner in which Old English verbs were conjugated: “Abode” was a past tense version of “abide.”

Then, during the 1500s and 1600s, “abide” still meant “wait,” “withstand,” or “tolerate,” while “abode” changed to refer to one’s home. One reason for the change is metaphorical. If you think about it, people spend a lot of time waiting at home. In the sixteenth century, people waited for dinner to be slaughtered, for wool to be spun into coats, and for the kids to come home from whatever bad stuff they were doing. Today, people wait for their favorite TV show to come on, and for the kids to come home from whatever bad stuff they’re doing. As people “aboded” in their homes, they just began to refer to their dwellings as abodes.

The modern, mostly European, concept of “right of abode” captures both the old and new meanings of the word. The “right” allows people to be free from immigration authorities and to have a right to work and live in a particular country. Thus, they can “wait” as long as they like in a nation, and have an “abode” there as well.

accentuate

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: to pronounce with an accent

NEW DEFINITION: to emphasize

Our world’s increasingly polyglot nature led to the change in the word “accentuate.” Originally, it meant “to pronounce with an accent.” As cultures and their respective languages mingled, people had to work extra hard to be understood. As a result, they spoke carefully so that people could understand their “accentuated” (spoken with an accent) words. Thus, it’s not much of a leap for the word to shift from “speaking with an accent” to carefully “emphasizing” each word so that other people can understand what you’re saying.

After the shift occurred, “accentuate” began to mean “emphasize.” By the middle of the nineteenth century, “accentuate” had all but lost its original meaning. In writing, “accentuate” means to mark with written accents. For example, if you’re writing out the meter of a poem, you use accentuating marks to indicate how to “scan lines” (analyze them rhythmically).

accolade

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: ceremony conferring knighthood

NEW DEFINITION: praise; expression of approval

From a Latin word meaning “to embrace around the neck,” an accolade used to include this actual action. An accolade was a formal ceremony that conferred knighthood on a worthy wight (person).

The ceremony went something like this. Royalty would embrace the knight-to-be about the neck, kiss him, and tap his shoulders with a sword. Even today, children still mimic the shoulder-tapping portion of the ceremony.

Thus, from the beginning, an “accolade” suggested praise for accomplishment. But for several hundred years, it referred to the specific ceremony, which contained detailed actions—including the ceremonial embrace that formed the word in the first place.

As knighthood became more of a spectacle (Sir Mick Jagger, anyone?), and knights of old became fodder for the novels of Sir Walter Scott, the word “accolade” lost its connection to a specific ceremony and became instead a generic word for “praise.”

Of course, if you’ve done something really good for your significant other (unexpected flowers, breakfast in bed, etc.), then your accolade may still include an embrace around the neck.

accost

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: to come up to the side of (focusing on the action of ships)

NEW DEFINITION: to challenge aggressively

When you hear the word “accost,” you might picture pushy salespeople, debt collectors, pissed-off landlords, or an angry spouse taking you to task for leaving the toilet seat up (again!!). Chances are, you don’t picture boats, but at one time, you would have.

The word “accost” contains the same root as the word “coast” because, initially, the word referred to actions that ships took during battles—or potential skirmishes—at sea. For example, a ship would come up alongside another boat to see if the other ship contained friends or foes. Or, a ship would approach the coastline and threaten a town.

The word also had the milder, non-nautical definition of addressing someone formally, but you will probably encounter this version of “accost” solely in English novels of manners. In addition, Shakespeare occasionally used the word “accost” to mean simply “approach” … minus the aggression.

As piracy and naval battles became less common—though both still occur today, of course—the word “accost” became more generic. It still suggests someone approaching you aggressively, but he or she doesn’t have to be in a boat in order to put you on the defensive.


[image: ] Trix Are for Women [image: ]

Men who accost the women in their lives by leaving the toilet seat up, farting at will, and believing that picking up after themselves is “women’s work” will meet their match if the “little woman” turns into an agitatrix. This rarely used word means “female agitator.” She’s the type who won’t accept Neanderthal behavior from her mate. She’ll push right back.

Whenever you see “trix” at the end of a word, it denotes the “feminine” version of a better-known word. Here are some others you’ve probably never heard:


	administratrix: female administrator

	creatrix: female creator

	fornicatrix: female fornicator

	imitatrix: female imitator

	janitrix: female janitor

	oratrix: female orator

	victrix: female conqueror (female form of victor)





acorn

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: generic nut

NEW DEFINITION: “nut” from an oak tree

If you want to say somebody’s crazy, you might say he’s “nuts.” Once upon a time, you could simply have said he was an “acorn.” Prior to the sixteenth century, “acorn” was generic for nut.

In Old English, “acorn” had a slightly different spelling, and its roots contained a word meaning “fruit.” Just as people once called pinecones pineapples (see entry for “pineapple”) because they are the “fruit” of a pine tree, folks called nuts “fruits” since they are the “fruit” of various trees.

From the Old English and well into the Middle English period of our language, an “acorn” was the generic word given to the “fruits” of the forest trees, from which farm animals gained sustenance.

By the sixteenth century, “acorn” came to be associated exclusively with the oak tree because the mighty oak was the king of feeding swine. It’s comparable to the way some modern trademarks have become synonyms for various products. For example, Band-Aid is a generic term for an adhesive bandage and Kleenex refers to facial tissue.

The various root spellings of “acorn” were “akarn” or “akram,” but since the Old English word for “oak” was “ac” and the object was used like “corn” to feed the animals, the spelling of the word shifted to the present-day “acorn.”

acquit

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: to pay off a debt

NEW DEFINITION: to declare innocent or not guilty in a court of law

Long before “acquit” became part of an oh-so-ripe-for-punning piece of courtroom doggerel, it had a different, though related, meaning.

In the early thirteenth century, “acquit” meant to satisfy a debt or claim. For example, let’s say your neighbor loaned you twenty-five guinea fowl, and you repaid him a year later with thirty-five geese. You had “acquitted” your debt. The word carried with it the sense that something had been done. You had to actively do something to cause the debt in the first place, then do something to pay it off.

By the late fourteenth century, “acquit” began to suggest that no debt or claim rightfully existed to begin with. People associated it with wiping out a debt or claim, so they emphasized the fact that the debt was gone. By the seventeenth century, the word was dragged into the courts in the form of “acquitted,” which meant that, though you had been accused of bearing responsibility for some action or debt, a jury found that you were not, in fact, responsible for it.

The late defense attorney Johnnie Cochran breathed new life into this stale legal term by making it part of an immortal couplet during the O. J. Simpson murder trial: “If it doesn’t fit, you must acquit.”

acre

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: open, tillable land

NEW DEFINITION: a unit of measure equal to 43,560 square feet

Originally, an acre meant open space that a team of yoked oxen could till in one day. For several hundred years, an acre had no specific measurement. Thus, the Old English word “acre” meant almost any expanse of arable land.

Yet some oxen clearly covered more land than others. As time went on, and people began to want ownership quantified, the acre measurement became more standardized. By the tail end of the Middle Ages, an acre was equal to about 40 rods × 4 rods (a rod measuring 16.5 feet). You do the math.

By the time people started homesteading in the western United States, an acre was equal to its current measure of 43,560 feet, which is just a little smaller than a football field. Who knows what people of old would have thought of today’s “zero-lot-line” homes.


[image: ] God’s Acre [image: ]

To this day, some church graveyards are referred to as “God’s acre” because they are “sown” with the bodies of believers. The expression is a modern embodiment of “acre’s” original meaning, “field,” and has nothing to do with the modern measurement.



actual

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: active

NEW DEFINITION: real; existing in fact

“Actual” was once a vital, action-packed word. It was a mover and shaker. Over time, thanks to the French language, it became a couch potato.

Originally, “actual” was to acts as “factual” is to facts or “natural” is to nature. Something factual has to do with facts, and something natural has at least a tenuous relationship with nature. Something actual was something active.

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, you might have spoken of an “actual” plow horse, meaning one used on a regular basis. Or you might have had an “actual,” on-the-side relationship with thy neighbor’s wife, which meant you were, um, visiting her regularly.

English is a mutt, however, so before long, an old French word (“les actualités”) with a similar construction got intermingled with “actual.” The French word meant “news”—as in, the report of a fact. This commingling is the likely reason “actual” stopped being active and became passive.

Thus, something actual now means something already accomplished, something real, something factual that exists. It’s “old news.”

adamant

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: mythical, unbreakable stone

NEW DEFINITION: dogged in maintaining a position

Scientists of the Middle Ages believed in a mythical mineral that was unbreakable. They called it adamant. If found, they believed it would have been useful for any number of purposes: defense, construction, prisons, etc.

Various minerals and hard materials were called “adamant” in medieval times, including white sapphires, magnets, and steel. Ultimately, most associated the mythical adamant with real diamonds.

Once the identity of adamant was settled, people began to use the word metaphorically. As a noun, “adamant” meant an unbreakable stone, so when people transformed it into an adjective, “adamant” meant hard, unbreakable, unconquerable, and invincible. Thus, the adjectival form of “adamant” has had a wider scope than the noun form.

By the nineteenth century, “adamant” began to take on a mostly negative connotation. Pundits and wags commonly referred to people whose ideas—some might say whose heads—were hard and unbreakable as being “adamant.”

To this day, “adamant’s” synonyms are a stubborn bunch, including such hardheaded words as: headstrong, truculent, mulish, tenacious, inflexible, obstinate, and recalcitrant.

addict

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: to deliver over to, as a slave (verb)

NEW DEFINITION: one who is dependent on narcotics; one who is dependent on anything (noun)

When you hear the word “addict,” you are likely to think of B-list celebrities who, once again, are taking up residence for “exhaustion” in some tony rehab center. But “addict” didn’t become associated with narcotics—nor did it become a noun—until the dawn of the twentieth century.

For more than 2,000 years, “addict” was a verb with many dark meanings: to sacrifice (as in, on an altar, not as in doing something selfless for others), sell out, betray, give over. Most definitions suggested slavery or enslavement in some way. You would “addict”—or sell into slavery—someone whom you bested in battle, for example.

Thus, the path from ancient “addict” to modern “addict” traces a smooth metaphorical groove. To “addict” was to enslave someone. An addict is someone enslaved to narcotics. After that connection was made around 1900, the newly minted noun eventually went on to describe people “enslaved” to everything from pornography to television to video games.

addle

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: urine; filth

NEW DEFINITION: to confuse; mix up

What does “addle” have to do with rotten eggs? Quite a bit, actually.

The Old English word from which “addle” derives meant urine or liquid filth. Eew, gross. In the 1100s, you might have walked into your house and stepped in addle left by your dog or your small child.

By the thirteenth century, a connection was made between liquid filth and rotten eggs, likely because both are gross things that smell bad. A common expression of the day was “addle egg,” which meant hen fruit (eggs) that had become putrid. Folks in medieval times didn’t exactly follow today’s food pyramid religiously, but even they knew to avoid addled eggs.

By the 1600s, “addle” changed meaning and parts of speech. The noun became an adjective describing anything putrid, not just eggs. Then, the word broadened even more. First, it designated something useless, which makes sense. Urine is a waste product, after all.

Finally, thanks in part to seventeenth-century poet and critic John Dryden, “addle” began to take on its modern meaning of “confuse” or, more specifically, the adjectival form of the word, “addled,” which means confused or mixed-up.

Dryden is credited with coining the expression “addlepated,” which he intended to mean, “a head filled with unsound, mixed-up, putrid ideas.”

aftermath

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: second growth of grass, after the first growth has been harvested

NEW DEFINITION: that which follows; often associated with disasters

Originally, in the sixteenth century, “aftermath” was farmer jargon for a second growth of grass. The first crop, harvested for feed and grain or hay, was gone. If the season stretched into the fall, a second growth of grass popped up. Thus it was “after” the “math,” which was an updated version of an Old English word for “mowing.”

By the seventeenth century, “aftermath” extended metaphorically to mean “that which follows,” just as the original meaning described the patch of grass that sprang up after the first had been harvested. It was a neutral word and technically still is, though its association with man-made and natural-made disasters (see entry for “disaster”) has given it a seamy reputation.

“Aftermath” is one of those words that, today, has a negative connotation because it’s so often used by reporters to describe the chaos following a disaster. For example, Jane Smith of Channel 2 News will explain how, “The aftermath of the hurricane left dozens dead and caused millions of dollars of damage.” By contrast, you don’t usually hear about the “aftermath” of a delightful picnic or an enjoyable day in the country.


[image: ] The Aftermath of Discordianism [image: ]

Discordianism is a satirical “religion” created in the 1950s. The focus of its worship is Eris (a.k.a. Discordia), the goddess of chaos. Disciples of Discordianism believe that order and disorder are artificial states. There is only reality. In this respect, the “faith” is a lot like Zen Buddhism. This religion even has its own calendar, which contains seventy-three-day months: Chaos, Discord, Confusion, Bureaucracy, and The Aftermath. The Aftermath, as its name suggests, is “a time of cleaning up the mess.”



album

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: white

NEW DEFINITION: book of keepsakes; phonograph record

The Beatles released an album in 1968 called The Beatles but known to most as “The White Album” because of its stark white cover, containing only the words “The Beatles” on it. Did they, or did most record buyers, know that there actually was a connection between “white” and “album”?

In ancient Rome, “albus” meant “white” and “blank.” Romans used the name to denote the tablet on which public notices were posted because, prior to any postings, the tablet was both white and blank. Before long, people began using the word “album” to mean the collection of notices themselves, ignoring the word’s “white” roots.

As the word was adopted into English, people emphasized the concept of pictures or items placed on pages. Albums became books of photos or autographs or various odds and ends. But the sense of “white” lingered.

In the twentieth century, people began to use “album” to describe phonograph records, and this meaning actually harks back to the word’s original denotation. Records usually had inner, protective sleeves that were blank and stark white.

allude

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: to mock; make fun of

NEW DEFINITION: to make an indirect reference

At one time, “allusion” and “ludicrous” were kissin’ cousins. If you “alluded” someone, you made fun of her. Maybe you mocked the mannerisms of your teacher, for example. “Ludicrous” also suggested a similar play or sport (see entry for “ludicrous”).

Just how did “allusion” stop meaning “mock” and come to be a concept that continues to stymie high school English students?

A lesser meaning of “allude” was “to play with,” and an allusion does “play with” language as well as create a puzzle for the listener or reader to figure out. If someone says, for example, that a couple seems like Romeo and Juliet, then she could be saying the couple exemplifies true love … or that it’s hopelessly doomed.

Another key to the change is in the mocking itself. People in the early sixteenth century “alluded” someone by aping his mannerisms. In so doing, they were “alluding” to that person, in the modern sense of the word, by making an indirect reference to him.

amazing

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: terrible, dreadful

NEW DEFINITION: really wonderful; causing amazement

When “amazing” first began to be written in the fifteenth century, it meant something akin to the modern sense of “causing amazement” or “stupefying” you. If God were to come down from the sky and stand next to you in a cornfield, that would have been amazing then, just as it would be amazing now.

However, by the 1700s, something “amazing” meant something that would fill you with wonder. The word took on a pejorative connotation and referred to something dreadful. You found your best friend in bed with your wife? Amazing. The king is going to tax you even more? Amazing.

This sense of the word was a metaphorical leap from “stupefying.” If something makes you feel stupid or insensible, then it must be bad, right? By the turn of the eighteenth century, however, “amazing” shifted again and often described something “wonderful.”

Thus, “amazing,” like many contemporary politicians, could be accused of being a “flip-flopper.”


[image: ] Amazing Grace [image: ]

John Newton was your quintessential bad boy. A sailor who participated in the eighteenth-century slave trade, Newton loved to make up profane ditties to pass the time. One night, his ship was caught in a dreadful storm. Newton’s fear of the terrible storm led him to call out to God for mercy, also known as grace.

Newton survived the storm and transformed his life. He was ordained by the Church of England in 1764, and in 1773, he wrote a poem to accompany a sermon. The poem was called “Amazing Grace,” and it was autobiographical. He was the “wretch” who had been “saved.” In 1835, “Amazing Grace” was joined to an extant tune and became the staple of Sunday morning services it continues to be today.



ambulance

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: mobile or field hospital

NEW DEFINITION: conveyance for getting someone to a standing hospital

If you’ve seen the movie or television show M*A*S*H, then you’ve seen an ambulance. No, not those trucks that bring patients to Hawkeye and the gang. The field hospital itself was the ambulance. It brought the care to you … not the other way around.

Look at the word. It has the same root as words like “ambulatory” or “amble.” In essence, the word means “walking.” The French term from which the English derives was “hôpital ambulant,” but English dropped “hôpital.” The bottom line is that the emphasis was on walking, on movement.

Then came the Crimean War (1853–1856). Sometimes considered the first “modern” war, this struggle for control of the former Ottoman Empire was the first to use railroads and telegraphs tactically.

In addition to giving literature (and dismayed students) Lord Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” the Crimean War was when people began to refer to ambulances as the conveyances moving troops from the field to places where their injuries were treated.

The change likely occurred because the war had so many different theaters. Field hospitals couldn’t possibly have kept up with all of the battles. Thus, ambulances took you to the hospital instead of being the hospital. Field hospitals still exist today, of course, but they’re no longer called ambulances.

amuse

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: to delude; deceive

NEW DEFINITION: to appeal to one’s sense of humor

From the Middle Ages into the eighteenth century, “amused” had a mostly negative connotation. It was used to describe someone diverting your attention while trying to cheat you. For example, a minister who preached fire and brimstone to cover up the fact that he was breaking multiple commandments would have been described as “amusing.” (Actually, some might still find him amusing.)

As early as the mid-1600s, the word was occasionally used the way it is today. It described something preoccupying, especially something humorously preoccupying; something that puzzles or bewilders you. Nonetheless, it continued to be a synonym for “deception” and “trickery” for another hundred years. Now, however, it has dropped its deceptive tone and simply means something humorous.


[image: ] Amuse vs. Bemuse [image: ]

Good news! You’re not the only one who gets the definitions for “amuse” and “bemuse” mixed up. Nowadays, if something bemuses you, then it puzzles or bewilders you. At one time, something or someone “amusing” did the same thing—but now, “amuse” usually refers to something humorous. So the next time someone corrects you for using the wrong word, you can explain why you are not as bemused as you may seem. So … are you bemused yet?



apron

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: from “napron,” meaning napkin or tablecloth

NEW DEFINITION: garment worn over one’s clothing to protect from spills and other household messes

“Apron” comes, via Latin, from an Old French (the Gallic version of Old English) word “naperon,” changed ultimately in English to “napron.” The Latin word meant napkin, and the French word meant tablecloth.

The shift in the word’s denotation was complete by the 1600s. Tablecloths protect tables from food and drink spills. Napkins clean stains off of your face. Thus, it wasn’t too great a leap to make “napron” gain its current meaning. Aprons, after all, are like tablecloths for your body.

But why is the word “apron” instead of “napron”?

English is a great hodgepodge, and when it was newly minted, confusion reached Babel-like proportions. For example, the French pronunciation (and difference in the articles used with nouns) made “un naperon” sound like “un aperon.” Thus, a lot of folks thought people were saying “an apron” rather than “a napron.”

And that’s how we got a seemingly boring word that shouldn’t exist at all. Umpire (see entry for “umpire”) is another example of this French to English screw-up.

artifice

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: workmanship demonstrating craft or skill

NEW DEFINITION: trickery; deception

“Artifice” is a word that can be said to have an infancy, an adolescence, and an adulthood.

As an infant, “artifice” suggested cunning or skill. Note that word “cunning.” When that word was born around the fifteenth century, it contained seeds of “artifice’s” contemporary meaning. Thus, “artifice” was not always a positive word.

As an adolescent, however, “artifice” shifted until it did have a completely positive connotation. If a builder of tables showed “artifice,” it meant he or she showed great skill and craftsmanship. Presumably, someone who told good stories showed “artifice” as well.

When “artifice” grew up, it once again took on the mostly negative connotation it contains today. One reason is that the word, as noted, once contained the sense of “cunning.” If someone is cunning, then he’s probably being tricky. Granted, he may be using his wits to help out humanity, but most of the time, cunning suggests someone trying to get away with something.

In addition, the word suffered from its association with “artificial.” Originally, “artificial” was a neutral word, used simply to differentiate goods made by humans from goods “created” by nature. However, “artificial” came to have the pejorative taint it contains to this day, and “artifice” suffered as a result.

assassin

Original meaning: hashish user

NEW MEANING: one who commits murder for political reasons

What does John Wilkes Booth have to do with hash? Oddly enough, there is a connection.

In 1090, a Muslim religious leader named Hasan ibn al-Sabbah created a fiefdom near Tehran. He surrounded himself with fanatical followers and came to be known as “The Old Man of the Mountain.”

Hasan and his followers struck terror in the hearts of many. They had no problem killing political enemies because they believed they, themselves, were doing the work of God. If one of Hasan’s followers was killed during an attempt to murder enemies, they believed he would go straight to heaven. Some modern terrorists have the same belief today.

Hasan and his followers also were known to smoke hashish. The visions the drug gave them were supposed to be glimpses of the heaven that awaited them upon a martyr’s death. Therefore, followers of Hasan were called “hashishyy,” which, through the vagaries of English pronunciation, became “assassin.”

Hasan and his successors continued killing political opponents until the Mongols came along and unseated them in the thirteenth century. Although he has been gone for a thousand years, Hasan’s evil legacy of politically motivated murders continues straight on to John Wilkes Booth and Lee Harvey Oswald.


Lesser-Known American Assassins

Four U.S. presidents have been assassinated, but Charles Guiteau and Leon Czolgosz are not exactly household names.

Guiteau assassinated James Garfield just four months after Garfield’s inauguration. Guiteau, a one-time member of the utopian Oneida Community, had delusions of grandeur. He believed he should be appointed to a cushy governmental sinecure and was upset that Garfield didn’t agree. Guiteau shot Garfield on July 2, 1881, in a Washington D.C. train station. Garfield lived two months after the shooting. Ironically, the bullet didn’t kill him. His doctors did, because antiseptic medicine was still a couple of decades away in the United States.

Michigan-born Czolgosz became enraptured by anarchistic beliefs. As a result, he decided to assassinate President William McKinley, believing it would help the United States … somehow. McKinley was in Buffalo visiting the Pan-American Exposition when he was shot by Czolgosz on September 6, 1901. Even improved medicine couldn’t save McKinley, who died from his injuries on September 14.



attic

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: pertaining to Athens (usually capitalized)

NEW DEFINITION: top story of a home, usually filled with junk

Greece may be floundering in debt at present, but hundreds of years before the birth of Christ, it was the very cradle of culture. Athens, in particular, was the site of cultural advancements unmatched since.

Athens sat on the Greek peninsula of Attica, and since Athens dominated the peninsula, “Attic” became an adjective and was used interchangeably with the word Athenian. Amazing advancements in philosophy, poetry, athletics, and architecture—among others—characterized the “Attic way.”

Now, jump in a time machine and move ahead to the eighteenth century. Even though Athens was no longer a cultural mecca, “Attic” architecture still represented a sophisticated, cosmopolitan, and educated class of people. Thus, businesses and institutions began to build structures in an “Attic” style. In fact, that style still is used today.

Peaked roofs, placed over the main structure, were the part of a building that seemed most “Attic.” Thus, for a time, “attic” (with a small “a”) meant “decorative façade above a building’s main story.” Ultimately, attic became the word to describe the room behind that façade and, nowadays, is associated primarily with private homes, rather than with public structures.

The condition of most modern attics—junk filling every corner, rats, mice, spider webs—would likely give the average Athenian of old a coronary.

awful

ORIGINAL DEFINITION: worthy of respect or fear; inspiring awe

NEW DEFINITION: abhorrent, offensive

Picture yourself hundreds of years ago, seated at a friend’s table. She’s just provided you with a meal. As you eat the food, you shake your head contentedly and say, “Gee, this is awful!” It would have been a compliment.

The word “awful” first appears in the fourteenth century, and it suggested something or someone who filled one with terror … God, an angel, a divine being. The Bible is filled with the word. In Hebrews 10:31, for example, the anonymous writer tells his readers, “It is an awful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”

Obviously, the scribe was not saying “it’s a terrible thing.” He was saying, “It’s a scary but awe-inspiring thing.” After all, he was exhorting his readers to stand up strong in the face of persecution. Later, “awful” suggested anything that inspired awe … such as an excellently prepared meal, for example.

By the nineteenth century, “awful” became mainly pejorative. Something inspiring awe or dread simply became “something that’s pretty darn bad.” A bit later in the 1800s, the word gained another use and became equivalent to the adverb “exceedingly,” as in “awfully nice to see you.”
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