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Editor’s Introduction

Incredible as it may seem, every entry in this book, even the most ludicrous,
has been accepted as a formal or legitimate English word by at least one major
dictionary. The dignity that goes with endorsement by lexicographers of
trusted sobriety, however, was not enough for inclusion here—subjective
criteria were applied as well. The words had to strike the author as unusual,
obscure, difficult, unfamiliar, amusing, or preposterous. Thus Mrs. Byrne has
created a new kind of dictionary: one based entirely on her own tastes.

A language like English, rich in synonyms and near-synonyms, leaves an
enormous slag-heap behind it as it advances and evolves. Some nations
appoint commissions to root through the ash pile and dispose of the wo
clinkers. 3

The problem, of course, is that one man’s clinker is another man’s nugget.
Applying the label is often a matter of personal preference. Mrs. Byrne made
the choice several hundred thousand times during the ten years she spent re-
searching this book. Working alone and without government support (or even
comprehension) she managed to assembie the six thousand weirdest words in
the English language. Nobody asked her to do it because nobody thought such
a thing was possible. In fact, I asked her not to do it. Completed, the book
stands as one of the most remarkable and peculiar feats of compulsive lexi-
cography since Cawdrey's A Table Alphabeticall . . . Of Hard Usual English
Words in 1604.

Mrs. Byrne's Dictionary brings into view thousands of little-known curiosi-
ties that lie buried in specialized dictionaries and unabridged works too bulky
for browsing. Mrs. Byrne exhumed many words from the boneyards of the
obsolete and the nearly forgotten because in her judgment they deserved
another chance to live. Words like hieromachy—a fight between men or
women of the cloth, and minimifidianism—having aimost no faith or belief.
Words like furfuraceous—covered with dandruff: kakistocracy—government
by the worst citizens; omphaloskepsis—meditation while gazing at one’s
navel; and gardyloo!—a warning cry made before ejecting slops from the
windows of old Edinburgh.






For years anthropologists have been describing certain Hottentots with the
help of the word steatopygia—having 100 much fat in the buttocks. It is far
too useful to be restricted in its application to the African bush. The Ameri-
can people need this word.

Medicine and law have many terms that merit wider currency. In these
pages you'll find deraign—to settle a dispute by combat between the litiganis,
and dharna—an attempt to collect a debt by camping on the debtor’s door-
step until he either pays you or you siarve to death. Political analysts should
find a use for palilalia—involuntarily repeating a phrase faster and faster.

Some words are included because of their cdd mixture of meanings. For
example, several dictionaries define bismer as 1. shame; 2. a disgraceful per-
son; 3. a steelyard: 4. the fifteen-spined stickleback. My favorite in this group

. is merkin—I. female genitalia; 2. false pubic hair; 3. a mop for swabbing
cannons.

In writing definitions, the goals were clarity and directness. Edentate is de-
fined by one word: toothless. In contrast, the sixth edition of Merriam-
Webster's Collegiate offers destitute of teeth. In addition to pomposity, most
dictionaries are afflicted with an unfitting evasiveness when it comes to certain
words relating to the human body. You'll find no frustrating delicacy or
cowardice in Mrs. Byrne. When faced with words like rectalgia and proctalgia
she comes right out and calls them a pain in the ass.

Some readers may complain that more than a sprinkling of slang should
have been included. Others will claim that words are in that should be out, and
vice versa. Such readers can only be invited to write their own dictionaries.

Although Mrs. Byrne's Dictionary has enough comedy in it to reward
casual browsers, it is intended to serve as a supplement to a desk dictionary. A
word not listed in either place is not worth having at your fingertips, unless, of
course, you are an institution, a library, or a governmental body at the federal,
state, or municipal level. -

The author and editor apologize for the ammunition this book provides to
bad writers.

ROBERT BYRNE
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kon'tim-§é
kon'tyam-1&
kon'tom-ig
kon'chom-1&
Second syllable accented:
kon-ti'ma-Ié
kon-td'ma-lf
kan-ti'mé-lé
kon-t30’' ma-1&
kan-150'ma-li
My own favorite pronunciation, kon'tgom-lé, is mot yet among the
accepted ones, but the way things have been going I'm sure some day it will be.

Most dictionaries do not confront the browser with such a variety of con-
flicting pronunciations. Charientism (a gracefully veiled insult), a word I final-
Iy tracked down in the august pages of the Oxford English Dictionary, was
bereft of pronunciation even in that grand panjandrum of lexicons. *“If you
don’t know how to pronounce a word, say it loud!"™ hence, kar'-I-on-1iz"am,
based on Greek roots and cold logic.

Mirs. Byrne’s pronunciation guide is self-explanatory with the following ex-
ceptions: the long i () resolutely maintained by the British is shortened when-
ever I think I can gt away with it. The vowel sound in care, fair, etc., | donot
. consider to be signilicantly different from that of the short e in fé1, me, etc.,
when followed by an r. The act of sounding the r is enough to slightly alter the
pronuncuuon. Therefore, 1 have not used a different symbol. (Care=keér;

air=fer, etc.)l.lkeevemhmgehemthlsdlcuonary the pronunciation,
though not necessarily authoritative, is decidedly authoritarian.

1 wish to state plainly that this is not a book in which one may find romantic
stories about word origins. Etymological books abound and proliferate like
drosophilae. There is surely no need to add to that swollea list. I do include the
etymology when it seems necessary for a complete understanding of the word,
or when it is uncommonly interesting. As for definitions, 1 have written them
after comparing those of the leading authorities. Any errors, however, are my
own, and behind them I stand nervously.

JOSEFA HEIFETZ
(Mrs. Byrne)

'William Strunk: The Elements of Style, edited by E.B. White; The Macmil-
fan Company, New York, 1959.






Pronunciation Guide
main stress’  secondary stress”

hallucination  (ha-156"sin-a'shon)
paleontology  (pa"le-on-tol'a-j€)

Stressed Vowels Unstressed Vowels
a man (mn) The schwa (3) sounds like a cross
a made (mad) between the u in dill and lhc uin
e (let) birp.
e be (be&)
i sip (sip) balloon  (b2-156n")
i wme (win) omen (6'moan)
o hot (hot) gallon (gal'sn)
o cold (kdld) Saturday (sat'ar-dd)
o - sore  (sor)
v dull - (dul) The short i (I) usually retains its
u fugue (fig) stressed sound in unstressed
::o bua gbg%ﬁ)) syllables, though meh lack of stress
g0 B will soften it somewhat.
oo food (food) s
ou out (out)
Consonants
C cat (kat) th thin (thin)
¢ cent (sént) th this (this)
g gender (jén'dor) x: % (&ks)
g get (ger) x  exhibit (&gz-ib'it)
q quay (kd) y yer  (yir)
q quick (kwik) z zebra (28'bnd)
s SO (s6) z azure (¥'%or)
s i (iz)
FOREIGN

1. The French nasal sounds: ent, in, on, un, are indicated by N as, lent (I5N);
vin (vAN); mon (mONY); un (iN). 2. The heavily aspirated h, as the ch in Bach;
is indicated byﬁas.Badl(bﬁh) 3 Thefrmchnmdurandtbeﬁerman uin fiir
are indicated by umlauts as, dur (diir); flir (fiir).

mén; made; 1&t; b&; sip; wine; hdt; cold; sore; doll; figue; birp;
g00d; f35d; out; gét; thin; this; year; azure; &' mon”; viN; fir; Bach







@a (3'0) n. rough, crumbling lava
(Hawaiian).

aasvogel (0s'f6"gal) n. the South
African vulture.

abacinate (3-bas'i-ndt) v.1. to blind
by putting a red-hot copper basin
near the eyes.

abaction (a-bak'shon) n. cattle-
stealing.

abasia (i-bd'zi-0) n. inability to
walk because of lack of muscular
coordination.

sbattoir (ab'a>-twdr) n. a slaughter-
house.

sbatvoix (5-bd-vwd') n. a sounding
board or canopy over the speak-
er's platform (French abbatre =
to throw down + voix = voice).

sbbey-lubber (ab'&-lib"ar) ». a
lazy monk pretending to be
ascetic: any loafer.

abbozzo (5-bot'sd) n. a rough draft
or sketch.

Abderian (ib-dir'i-on) adj. per-
taining to foolish or excessive
laughter (from Abdero, the birth-
place of Democritus, the “laugh-
ing philosopher™).

sbditive (ab'di-tiv) adj. able to
hide: hidden. :

(4b-ddo'sant) adj. carry- .

ing or drawing away: abducting.

abecedarian (i"bé-sé-dér'i-on) n. a
person learning the alphabet: a
beginner; one teaching the alpha-
bet or fundamentals of a subject.
-adj. pertaining to the alphabet;
clementary.

abecedism (3-bé-sé'diz"am) n. a
word created from the initials of
words in a phrase; an acronym
(slang).

abigeus (ab-Ig'é-3s) n. a cattle rust-

ler.

abiogenesis’ (4"bi-0-j¢n’-a-sls) n.
spontaneous ration.

abishag (2'bi-shag) n. the child of a
woman and married man not her
husband (from Hebrew = the
mother's error).

ablactation (ab-lik-ta'shan) m.
weaning. .

ablation (i-bld'shan) n. surgical re-
moval; wearing or wasting away.

ablepsia (3-blép'si-o) n. blindness.

abligurition (a-blig"yar-ish’an) n.
extravagance in cooking and
serving (obs.).

ablutomania (3-bl56"t>-ma’ni-o) n.
a mania for washing oneself.

man; made; i&t; bE; sip; wine: hot; cdid; sbre; dill;

fiigue; birp;

£56d; f55d; out; ght; thin; this; year; ature; §'man”; viN; fir; Bach



abra

abra (6'bro) n. a narrow mountain
pass (Spanish).

abraxas (i-brak’sas) n. a god wor-
shiped by the Gnostics until the
thirteenth century; the word
carved on gems, which were used
as charms or amulets.

abreaction (ab-ré-ak’shon) n. re-
lease of repressed ideas or emo-
tions during psychoanalysis.

abrosia (3-bro'zi-9) n. fasting.

abscotchalater (ib-skdch’s-1a"tar)

n. one in hiding from the police
(slang).
absinthism (ab'sin-thi"zam) n. a
nervous or mental illness result-
ing from overimbibing absinthe.
absquatulate (3b-skwdt'ya-lat) v.i.
to leave hurriedly, suddenly, or
secretly.
absterge (ib-stirj’) v.1. to wipe
clean; to purge. %
abuccinate (i-bik'sin-at) v.i. to
proclaim, like a fanfare.
abulic (2-bd0'lik) adj. pertaining to
a lack of will power. also aboudlic.
acalculia (3-ka-kd'li-0) n. the in-
ability to work. with numbers;
a mental block against arith-
metic.
acanaceous (i- k:n-i'shas) adj.
prickly.
acapnotic (2-kap-ndt'ik) ».-a non-
smoker.
acarophobia  (4"kor-2-f6'bi-a) n.
fear of itching or of those insects
that cause il.
acarpous (i-korp'as) adj. fruitless,
sterile. -syn. agennesic, apogen-
ous, anandrious.
acataleptic . (3-kat">-1gp'tik) adj.
incomprehensible.
(ak-sép"til-a’shan) a.
. the settlement of a debt without
payment.
accessit (ak-sés'it) n. a prize for
students in second place (British).

accidence (3k'si-déns) ». . a
grammar book. 2. the funda-
mentals of just about anything.

accismus (ak-siz’'mas) n. a phony
refusal (rhetoric).

accolent (ak'G-lont) adj. living
nearby; neighboring. -n. a neigh-

bor.

accubation (ik-i-bd'shan) n. re-
clining at meals.

accubitum (3-kd'bi-tim) n. a cres-
cent-shaped couch for five people
used by ancient Roman diners.

acedia (i-sé'di-o) n. apathy, bore-
dom, sloth.

aceldama (3-sél’da>-ma) n. a battle-
field (referring to the alleged

“potter’s field" nedr Jerusalem

bought with Judas’s filthy lucre.
Acts 1:19. Matt. 27:8).

acervuline (i-sdr'vi-lin) adj. re-
sembling small heaps.

acescent (3-sés'anl) adj. slightly
sour; turning sour.

acetarious (i-so-tér'i-s) adj. per-
taining to plants used in salads.

threonyiserylprolylserylgiutam-
inyiphenylalanyivalyiphenylal-
anylieucylserylserylvalyitry-
ptophﬂdmmmﬂvlmlﬁbol-
eucyigiutamylieucylleuc
pauglnylulylcyatdnylﬂmonyl—

man; made; 1&t; be; sip; wine; hot; cold; sore; dull; figue; birp;

good; f56d; out; gét; thin;

this; year; a2ure; &'mon”; viN; fir;



