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Looking at Language

W

It’s About Time

elcome to two thousand ten, or is it two thousand
and ten, or is it twenty ten? I contend it’s twenty
ten, and here’s why:
During most of our lives we used the following formula
to name years: nineteen forty one, nineteen eighty four, and
nineteen ninety nine.
Then we reached the year two thousand, after which,
when we tried to say twenty one, we realized that we would
be ambiguous because twenty one could mean 21. So we
started saying two thousand two, three, etc. This new formula
was probably influenced by Arthur C. Clarke’s fantasy Two
Thousand and One: A Space Odyssey, which preceded the year
two thousand and one by 33 years.
But now that we’ve arrived at 2010, we realize that saying twenty ten is not ambiguous. Twenty ten allows us to return
to the template of the nineteen hundreds, and saves five letters, one syllable, and one word.
That’s the American way: When you can save letters and
syllables, you go for it. That’s why we usually say (or write)
done instead of finished and despite instead of in spite of.
That’s why I predict that twenty ten (eleven, etc.) will win out
over two thousand ten (eleven, etc.).
Then there’s the decade debate. Does 2010 mark the
beginning of a new decade, or does that milestone not appear
till first second of next year? To hear and read the dozens of
decade-nt summaries of the years 2000 through 2009 that
recently appeared in newspapers and magazines and whizzed
around the Internet, you’d think that the first decade of the 21st
century ended just as 2009 ticked into 2010.
But bear in mind that Christ was one year old at the end
of the first year A.D. and that the first decade A.D. did not
run its course until the end of the year 10. Each new decade,
then, begins with a year ending with the number one, not zero,
so that the second decade of this century (and millennium) will
begin at the first breath of 2011, not 2010.
And that first decade of the new century and millennium
will have remained nameless. Some of us recall the Twenties,
Thirties, and Forties; and more of us have lived through the
Fifties, Sixties, Seventies, Eighties, and Nineties.
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Then, starting January 1, 2001, came the first nameless
decade of our lives. We could have called it The Zeros, but
that would have been too dismal. The Noughts or Naughts?
Too negative. The Aughts or Oughts? Too prescriptive and
ambiguous. The Ohs? Exuberant but also ambiguous. So we
didn’t call that decade anything.
And what shall we name the next decade, starting January
1, 2011? The Teens leap to mind, but 2011 and 2012 will not
include numbers in the teens. Maybe we’ll embrace The Teens
when 2013 dawns.
Finally, let us note that the second day of this year—
01/02/2010—reads the same forward and backward, coming
and going. The next such January 2 will not occur for another
10,000 years—01/02/12010. Left-to-right-and-right-to-left patterns in language are called palindromes, from single words
such as deified to compounds such as race car to statements
such as the astonishing Doc, note. I dissent. A fast never prevents a fatness. I diet on cod.
Mirror-image dates—the next one will wink out at us on
11/02/2011—are commonly called numerical palindromes. I
suggest a more compact sobriquet—calindromes.

Richard Lederer, Ph.D., is the author of more
than 3,000 books and articles about language and
humor. See order form for books by Richard
Lederer on the next page.
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Books by Richard Lederer
Anguished English (bloopers), $11.00
More Anguished English (bloopers), $7.50
Fractured English (bloopers), $14.00
The Bride of Anguished English (bloopers), $14.00
The Revenge of Anguished English (bloopers), $14.00
Get Thee to a Punnery (classic puns), $11.00
The Ants Are My Friends (a concert of musical punchlines, $14.00
The Cunning Linguist (good clean dirty wordplay), $14.00
Pun & Games (word play for children 10-13), $11.00
The Circus of Words (letter play for children 10-13), $14.00
The Giant Book of Animal Jokes (4,509 beastly puns), $20.00
Presidential Trivia (fascinating facts about our presidents), $11.00
Word Wizard (an anthology of my best and most popular work), $14.00
A Man of My Words (my life in language), $14.00
The Write Way (a guide to real-life writing), $14.00
Sleeping Dogs Don’t Lay (advice for the grammatically challenged), $14.00
Comma Sense (a fun-damental guide to punctuation), $11.00
Literary Trivia (stories and games for book lovers), $8.50
Classic Literary Trivia (Bible, mythology, Shakespeare), $8.50
Crazy English (creative word play), $14.00
The Play of Words (educational word games), $14.00
The Miracle of Language (a hymn of praise to English), $14.00
Word Play Crosswords (50 original puzzles), $13.00
The Word Circus (making the alphabet dance), $14.00
ORDER directly from Richard Lederer, 9974 Scripps Ranch Blvd., Suite 201, San
Diego, CA 92131. Phone 858-549-6788. Fax 858-549-2276. E-mail: richard.lederer
@pobox.com. Web site: www. verbivore.com. Include $2.00 for postage and handling
of first book, 50 cents for each additional book. Indicate your wishes for personal inscriptions.
Please print your name and address and instructions for inscriptions (to whom and
message):
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