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WRITTEN IN STONE 

With a soft 'f' sound, bhand is the root of all faith, which 
binds us together, and .federation, which is a bundle of states or 
countries all tied up with ribbon ... or red tape. 
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Dik, to point to 

W
hen the Colombian novelist Gabriel Garcia Marquez
created the fictional village of Macomba in his master­

piece One Hundred Years of Solitude, he imagined it at first as a 
collection of mud huts on a riverbank: 'The world was so recent 
that many things lacked names, and in order to indicate them 
it was necessary to point.' 

For the original speakers ofindo-European, that is how their 
universe was. They pointed, and made up names, and in many 
cases those names have stuck for 8,000 years. But even the act 
of pointing had to have a word: dik. In our civilised era, it's rude 
to point, so we say indicate. 

We point with our fingers but we also count with them -
that's why digit has a do�ble meaning. Toes are digits too: that 
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After that comes either vindication or a verdict. The evidence 
will be examined by a member of the judiciary, who will adjudi­
cate or judge the case without prejudice. 

A blessing is a benediction; a curse is a malediction; a mumble 
is bad diction. That's enough to make anyone vindictive, from 
the Latin vindicta ... which in Italian became vendetta. The 
Latin vindicare was pronounced venchier in Old French - a 
useful word in the Middle Ages and one that the English 
adopted eagerly. We used it with a vengeance in vengeful, avenge 
and revenge. 

Another Latin word, predicare, meant to proclaim or declare, 
to issue an edict. It became prescher in Old French, which is 
where our preacher comes from. It is likely that teacher is derived 
in a similar way: the Latin dicere is to say, which became zeikhan 
in Old High German and teikn in Old Norse. By the time it 
reached Middle English, the dialect of the Chaucer era, it was 
pronounced techen. 

If you want to say something in song, that's a ditty. If you 
want to say it again, that's ditto. We could go on forever with 
this, because it's addictive. 
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Es, to exist 

E
verything that is must exist. 'I think, therefore I am,' said
the philosopher Rene Descartes, and so he was, but 

Neolithic man had reached that conclusion millennia before 
him. That's why es had a double meaning- to be, and to be true. 

In Latin, to be was esse, an essential verb. Ancient wisdom 
held that the universe was composed of four elements - earth, 
wind, fire and water - but some mystics claimed there had to be 
something binding and vivifying them all, a life force, a godhead 
... a fifth essence. The Greeks believed it was the air that the gods 
breathed, permeating all matter. Fifth was quinta, so metaphysi­
cians spoke of the quintessence. Victorian scientists believed it 
was an invisible substance that transmitted light and radio 
waves, and called it the ether. These days, physicists use the 
word quintessence to cover some unknown sort of dark energy 
that drives the accelerating expansion of the universe. 

Ether isn't there, of course. It is entirely absent. Ab in Latin 
means away, so ab-esse gives us absence. The opposite is to be 
right in the middle of things, or inter-esse, which is an 
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GAR, GEL, GHU, GN AND GRI 

That errant 'g' comes and goes in words based on the Greek 
gnosis, meaning cognition - the higher thoughts that are born in 
the mind. Agnostics use the 'g', for example, but gnostics don't; 
prognosis and diagnosis do, and knowledge doesn't. The verb to 
know has two senses: it can mean mental comprehension but 
also sexual familiarity. '.Adam knew his wife, Eve, and she con­
ceived' ... and we're back to Genesis. 

 



KAD, KAP, KAR, KARD, KAS, KER, KIV, KRU, KU, KWA AND KWI 
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Kwi, to live 

T
o get the first fact over with quickly: quick doesn't only
mean fast. Its original meaning was alive, and it's that 

sense which we invoke when we talk about being cut to the quick 
- right to the heart and down to the soul. The quick is also the
tender skin at the base of the fingernail, the place where the
cuticle stops and living flesh starts. In pregnancy, quickening is
the stage when the unborn child first starts to kick.

'He shall come to judge the quick and the dead,' warns the 
Book of Common Prayer, and that implies that everyone, 
living and dead, will face the heavenly accounting procedures. 
The phrase became a favourite of cowboy pulp novelists, who 
took it to mean that there were two kinds of gunfighters ... 
Louis L'Amour, the biggest-selling Western writer ever (200 
million copies and rising) named one of his novels 1he Quick 
and the Dead; it was also the title of a cowboy movie with 
Sharon Stone in 1996. 

When a dry stream quickened, it began to flow; quick coals 
were burning; a quick mind was lively; a quick disposition was 
hasty and hot-tempered - and it was not until the mid-1500s 
that quick came to mean rapid or swift. 

The greatest quick-change performer ever was Leopoldo 
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The Roman word for wood is materia. In Portuguese, the 
word is similar but slightly more nasal, which is why the thickly 
wooded archipelago of islands north ofTenerife, and the sweet 
strong wine that is casked there, are called Madeira. 

Mother's ruin, in the nineteenth century, was gin, whereas 
mother's milk was brandy. Mother's blessing was laudanum, a 
mixture of brandy and tincture of opium. In the 1960s, mother's 
little helper was the tranquiliser Miltown, a dangerously addic­
tive muscle relaxant, or perhaps the sedative Valium ... as well 
as the title of a top-ten hit in 1966 for the Rolling Stones. 
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Numerare in Latin was to count. As well as numeral, it gives 
us supernumerary, which used to mean left over or surplus to 
numbers; these days, thanks to a touch of bureaucratic legerde­
main, it means an employee who is not, strictly speaking, on the 
books but who can be called into action when required ... one 
of many anomalies in the modern office. Nummary is dealing in 
coins, because numismatics is the study of money. 

The Greek nemein means to distribute. Never slow when it 
came to handouts, the medieval English turned that into nimel, 

to take - though they had to be nimble to get anything. That was 
shortened to the slang nym, a thief. His nimbles were· his light 
fingers. If the city guards laid hold of him, he'd met his Nemesis: 

she was the goddess of vengeance who distributed men's fates. 
Like a dark angel, Nemesis had wings so that she could swoop 
down to mete out justice all the faster. One of her duties was to 
defend the memory of the dead from insults. Some accounts 
say that Nemesis, and not Leda, was the real mother of Helen 
of Troy ... but that was probably a misnomer. 

The past tense of nimel is nume, which means taken. Take 
away all feeling and we're left numb. A numb hand, in Dickens's 
London, was a clumsy oa£ Numskull is such a stupid word that 
it has lost its own 'b'. What a dimwit ... a real numby ... not 
deserving of any other name. 

Numbers 

E
arly Inda-European speakers counted in tens, as we do.
Their names for numbers have changed little as new Ian-
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Rud,red 

T
he first painters used ochre, an iron-rich earth that was 

mixed with saliva and animal fat before it was applied to 
cave walls. Some of the most ancient, depicting men, horses 
and bison, at the Chauvet caves in southern France, are over 
30,000 years old. Ochre can vary from yellow to brown, but it 
is predominantly red - the most important colour in the Stone 
Age world. 

Red is the colour of life and death, of blood, meat and the 
rising sun. Ruddy faces are signs of a rude constitution, because 
they attest to good circulation. 

Rude usually means coarse, or ill-mannered. In the sixteenth 
century, a rudesby was an insolent, brawling troublemaker, 
whereas a rudaswas a foul-mouthed drunken old woman. To be 
rumbustious is to be boisterous and boozed up - it's a punning 
mix of robustious and rum. Rude can also mean robustly healthy, 
but its original meaning was half-finished, because it comes 
from the Latin rudis, meaning raw - like red meat. Robustus in 
Latin was strength, sometimes in the sense of being hard as 
oakwood: the oak was roboreus, because of the hardness of its 
timber. To corroborate a story means to stiffen and strengthen it, 
literally to 'confirm' it. A roborant is a strengthening, invigorat-. 
ing medicine or tonic. 
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Streg, to squeeze 

N
ote to readers of an anxious disposition: some of the ideas
here are gory, brutish and quite distressing . . . 

Mr Spock started the trend in Star Trek, with the Vulcan 
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