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HE PROBLEM FACING THE ASSEMBLED
editors of The Mew York Times in
early 1977 was brow-furromang: what
kind of column could be ereated for
the front of the Magazine that would seem to be
right on wp of the news, as if wrinen for the
claiby mellu could be written a couple of
mwﬂfmmmthrhuwbudm

of the color-paged Magazine?

A. M. Rosenthal, then merely executive editor
{before his elevation to columnist), suddenly
mmhﬁdﬂﬂﬂ:ﬂwsﬂs onky pnlm?:itxr-

her was on payroll and s
£ Schie e 4 oyl sl
others, “Thar's Greek for "I've [ound w." Safire
will do a column abour words. Could be sus-
wained lor a year, maybe.”

Than was 18 years ago. My imroduciory eolumn
mlhﬂmlhupunmumn of "How do you do™
(no question mark required when consorued as a
sratement rather thean 4 guestion), rcher than cthe
erymology of Emrskal the exclamavon areribured
to the Greek scientist Archimedes when he dis-
covered the way to determine the purity of gold

Forget about eurske; only classicist editors use
it in everyday speech. Today, the word breathed
when a light bulb goes off in an inventor's head,
or when some imsight flashes chrough =
discoverar's mind, is Aba!

Ahal — mm&nmwwu-lyl‘nlwudhrm
exchimaion mark, that spelling now prefersble 1o
A-lh! — s one of the great, and
deliciously muanced words in the English language.

Chaucer was the first to write it down. In “The
Canterbury Tales® (1330%), he wrot= "They
crieden, out! .. . A b the fox! and afrer him they
ran.” Shakespeare in 1600 had Hamle: say o
Hosatio: "Ab, ha! Come, some music.” By 1611,
the manslators of the King James Bible made one
ward of it in rendering Issiah 44: 16 "He warmeth
hirself, and saith, Abe, T am warm.”

But what has: the favonte eclamation of palin-
dromists come to mean? A new book by Jordan
HAoyan i titled “Aba™ its heuristic sense found in
the subsitle *10 Ways w Free Your Creative
Spiriz and Find Your Great Ideas.” But aba! does
not always mean eereka’ Robers Young, in his
Imt-'bgznlwnmthmhundnmqnmm
Ezekiel, transliterated from the Hebrew besch,
and defined it with a nice roist: “malicious joy.”

That's the “Gaoschal™ sense, pulsing with savage
glee through so many of my comespondents when
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IT"5 AN ESSENTIAL
BLOWINGYOUR-HORN
WORD, AS A CERTAIN
PLAYWRIGHT KNOWS,

finding me in error. Robert Clirke Brown of Mew
York noted my use of ing meteorite” and
ﬁpmﬁﬁﬁﬁmfg WEs Duter Eptﬂ.
Lnges earth's atm
meteor visible in the sky and ﬁumdu u.nh
becoming a meteorite As he wrote this, carching
the maven in a blasant imprecision, un-
doubitedly the shy thrill of aba ! surged through his
mind. {Aha! yoursell: Tan't Earth cpimalized when
refen'qmduphmi‘ Mo, noe wsually; Mr.
Brown is correct m using the lowercase, Ours
the anly phinet now cipitalzed, presumably becauss
earthlings are modest, Withdraw my aba)
m:uﬂrhenfﬂynrhrmnfthkﬁ:h
exclamation. [ cn hear, in my mind's ear, the scor
Lou Jacobi, in Mel Simon’s st play, "Come Blow
Your Horn™ {1957), saying the word in a combina-
tion of rrumph and derision. Aba! Why not ask
Meil Simon himself for his definition? T did
"Aha! 5o I've been asked 1o help contribune o
your column,” replies Mr. Simon. "In this case
et — A) T am rised, B) S0 you
ﬁmﬂrukﬂlmgﬂ}‘ll'l’m tmT:hw this 1o my
fri=nds.

“Aha! i5 also stalling for time when someone
makes a statement you don’t understand bot
pretend to.

“dhal is alzo said sarcastically o vour daughter
when she says she came home at 11:00 Jast night
when you know it was 12:15,

“Abal can be 2 respomse,” contniues r]1.tgl'ﬂ.l.

plywright-synonymist, "when you know some-
thing but find it unnecessary o share, as for
example, Sherlock Holmes picking wp an object
and exclaiming, ‘Abe’ 1o which Wason asks,
"Whar is it, Holmes?® “T°ll let you know when we
get to Blenheim Castle. Quickly, Warson. To
Wicroria Station,

“Abs! can also mean quite simply, when you
finally think you know whar life is abowr, And
lastly,” Simon concludes, “Abal can be the first
half of an incompleted sneeze.”

Run 1o DavLiguT

Jerry Kramer, Hall of Fame lineman for the
Green Bay Packers in the 60%, wrote an Op-Ed
column dusing Super Bowl month sbour Coach
WVince Lombard: LE:L included this sentence: "A
series of Mike commercials poreeay him as a groff
but lovable ald coot™

Cruesstion: Should it be “series of commercials
1 I Ar o "WWHF

Answer to this subjec-verh agreement conun-
drum: depends an the writer’s “notional con-
cord” TF you think of the subject “series™ as
plural, and especially if yoo have the plural
“commercials” up tight agamst the verb, then
you use the pheral portray, but if you think of the
subject as singuler, as primarily a group or
collective, then go for the singular portnge, as
you would with "The World Series . ... ™ ([
know that leaves the moorings-hungry unsaris-
fied, but grammatical ife is hard.)

Emmer, behind whom the quarterhack Bart
Soasr boved to sneak, went on to guote Lombarde:
"You don't do things right once in a while, you
do thern righe all the mme”

Tirne! inn: Should thar be 2 comma or a
semicalon after "while™?

I say that sentence contains two independent
elauses requiring a semicolon; as it stands, the
sentence i joined inta a “eomena splice,” gram-
miar's equivalent of a goal-line fumble.

Sol Seeinmerz, the Hall of Fame lexicogmpher
at Bandom House, di : "Because the em-
phasis here is on ‘once in a while,” a semicolon
doesn't fit becaze it would separate a conmmuous
thought into two idess. The sentence is punciuar-
ed comectly with a comma because © i5 &
parnlle]l betwesn the two i chiuses."

That's what makes Enguistic ball games. Go with
miy call if somebody gives you 14 points. m



