Everyday Words We Didn’t Realize Were Portmanteaus

You know those words that are basically two words smushed together? Like how “smog” is a combination of “smoke” and “fog.” Or “brunch” is the baby of “breakfast" and “lunch.”

Well, there is a word for these compound words - a portmanteau (pronounced port-MAN-toe). Fittingly, “portmanteau” is a portmanteau, coming from the two root words of “porter” (to carry) and “manteau” (a cloak). So, the loose translation of “carrying a cloak” means to carry two ideas together. Or, more simply, think of a portmanteau as “two meanings packed up into one word.”

There are many words in the English language that not many of us probably realize are portmanteaus - everything from our favorite electronic pets to the stuff that closes our toddlers' shoes. 

Stash 

Original words: stow + cache 

Definition: Most of us use “stash” in our everyday language, like: “I'm going to stash away some money for a rainy day.” Or: “That boy has a massive stash of candy under his bed.”

Stash means to hide something away, or a collection of items that are hidden away. 

But “stash” originally came about in the late 1700s, as a combination of “stow” (to put away) and “cache” (a hiding place). 

Velcro

Original words: velour + crochet

Definition: Did you know Velcro is actually a brand name? Much like Kleenex has become synonmous with tissues, "Velcro" has become the word most of us use for the hook and loop products that connect together with that satisfying “zip” sound. (This genericization has become such an issue that Velcro released a whole marketing campaign in 2017 with the goal of stopping people from using their name.)

But the name Velcro originally came about back in the 1950s when inventor George de Mestral needed a name for his fastening tape. So, he combined the French words “velour” (velvet) and “crochet” hook to coin his new textile. 

Endorphin

Original words: endogenous + morphine

Definition: When you have a sore back, you might reach for some painkillers to become more comfortable. 

Well, endorphins are our body's natural pain relievers. If we're stressed or not feeling great, our body will often release endorphins to try and ease the discomfort we're feeling. 

When scientists discovered this pain-relieving hormone in 1975, they used the base word that they often associated with pain relief at the time: morphine. They combined this with the word “endogenous” which means “from within”. So basically, our internal morphine. 

Tarmac

Original words:  tar + macadam

Definition: Many of us have less-than-great memories of being stuck on a tarmac - AKA the runway at an airport. But Tarmac is actually a trademarked, specific kind of binding used for surfacing roads, parking lots, and runways. It's created by spraying tar over crushed stone.

Tarmac's word origin is pretty self-explanatory if you know the whole story. It's a combination of tar, one of the main ingredients used in the process, and macadam - a method of leveling roads and paving them with gravel developed by John L. McAdam in the late 1700s.

Electrocute

Original words: electricity + execute 

Definition: Many of us are so familiar with the term “electrocute” that we don't realize where the word comes from. Meaning to “kill by electricity” this term became closely linked to criminals who were executed by way of the electric chair.

And there you can see the base words - “electricity” and “execute” (to kill). “Electrocute" was penned in the late 1880s in the United States, right around the time the first person was killed via electric chair in 1890. 

Splatter

Original words: splash + spatter

Definition: When something splatters, it usually means a clean-up process is closely ensuing. This could include anything from paint splattering when we drop a brush or ketchup splattering on our shirt.

Splatter has a vivid image for most of us, and its base words build up that imagery even more. Splatter is a combination of splash and spatter (scattering in small drops). 

So are splash, spatter, and splatter pretty much all synonyms of one another? We'll let you be the judge. 

Gerrymander

Original words: Elbridge Gerry + salamander

Definition: It's a little fitting that this nefarious political practice was named after the dirty politician that first did it. 

To gerrymander means to manipulate the natural boundaries of a district to favor a political party. This practice is rightly looked down upon, but still can happen to this day. 

One of the first instances of gerrymandering came from Elbridge Gerry, whose name became synonymous with this practice. In 1812, Governor Gerry redistricted Boston so that it would be more favorable for the Democratic-Republican Party. The resulting shape of the districts looked like a mythological salamander, which is where the second half of the word comes from. 
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Vitamin
Original words: vita + amine

Definition: Vitamin C, D, E… these are all essential to our health and well-being. But until 1912, doctors and scientists didn't know exactly what vitamins were. This changed when Polish biochemist Casimir Funk discovered what is now known as vitamin B1. 

At the time, Funk thought his discovery contained amino acids, so he named the substance “vitamines” - with the latter part of the word representing amino acids. “Vita” means “life” in Latin, which Funk chose because he could see how vital vitamins are to living. 

When it was discovered that amino acids were not in vitamins, the “e” at the end of the word was removed. 

Linoleum

Original words: [Latin] linum (linen) + oleum (oil)

Definition: How many of us remember sliding on the linoleum in our childhood homes? For those of you who didn't have this experience, linoleum is a kind of floor covering that uses a mixture of powdered cork, linseed oil, rosin, and pigment. It has a slick texture and is often used in kitchens or bathrooms. 

When linoleum was first invented in 1860, it consisted of canvas covered in a solidified linseed oil. So “linoleum” really is the combination of Latin words that define what this item is - linum (linen) and oleum (oil). 

Pokémon
Original words: pocket + monster

Definition: Is there a millennial out there who didn't experience playing with Pokémon at least in some capacity? 

Pokémon are of course the lovable creatures that have led to countless video games, card games, and board games.

But Pokémon is not a fun, made-up word. No, it's actually a shortening of the Japanese phrase “Poketto Monsutā” - which itself is a translation of the English words “pocket” and “monster”. 

We'd not normally think of Pikachu as a monster per say, but hey you can't argue with the word's origin. 

Sploot

Original words: splay + scoot

Definition: Sploot may be the most adorable word in this collection. Essentially, “sploot” refers to when an animal (often a dog or cat) lies on its stomach with its hind legs stretched out behind it. 

This is a combination of “splaying” out (stretching), and “scooting” down. Most of the time, it's a cute way for your pup to stretch out or cool off, but could be a warning sign in an older dog. 

If you want another heartwarming fact, “sploot” is apparently part of the growing lexicon of “DoggoLingo.” Yes, all those words we use for our furry friends - like “heckin” and “smol” - are officially part of this slang way of thinking in the 21st century

Botox

Original words: botulin + toxin

Definition: Do you really know what Botox is? Well, when you find out you may have a tougher time convincing yourself to inject it into your face. 

Botox is a purified form of botulinum, a neurotoxin that causes botulism. This purified form is then injected into facial muscles to reduce wrinkles. 

So the root words of Botox are just that “botulin” and “toxin.” Guess they were looking for a name that was a tad more marketable than “toxin.” 

Moped

Original words: motor + pedal

Definition: When we hear “moped,” we might picture cruising around an Italian city under the sunshine. Or we might think of our first, hand-me-down vehicle as a teenager. 

Whatever image “moped” conjures in your mind, you likely know what one looks like. Well, the two base words of moped are pretty self-explanatory: motor and pedal. The words originally came from Swedish mo(tor och) ped(aler), and it was known as a “pedal cycle with engine and pedals” - as the original mopeds did have pedals. 

Podcast

Original words: iPod + broadcast
Definition: Most of us are familiar with podcasts, audio shows that can cover everything from the news to murder mysteries. Data from a study conducted in 2021 showed that 41 percent of the U.S. population reported to have listened to a podcast in the past month, with estimates that 160 million people will listen to podcasts in 2023. 

With podcasts being so part of mainstream media nowadays, many of us may have forgotten where the term originated from. The term can trace its roots back to Steve Jobs and the iPod. Since iPods became the main way most of consumed audio content in the early 2000s, the broadcasts that started becoming popular were tied to the device's name. 

Tamagotchi 

Original words: 卵 tamago ("egg") and ウオッチ utochi ("watch")

Definition: Did you just get a flashback to that moment of panic when you realized you hadn't fed your Tamagotchi? 

For ‘90s kids, Tamagotchis were some of the biggest responsibilities our young selves had. We would feed and nurture these electronic, palm-sized pets, and in return we'd get to show off to our friends how long we'd been able to keep them alive. 

The name Tamagotchi originally came from two words - tamago (“egg”), representing the shape of the device, and uotchi, the Japanese equivalent of the English word watch, as it was to be worn on the wrist in the original concept but was later changed to a keychain.

Despite the skepticism of toy manufacturers, the device turned out to be a massive hit. Over 82 million were sold worldwide by 2017. Those heady days of the 1990s are long gone, but different versions of the concept lives on in the present. 

