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D7 AY W ANTHHR TEIRNHEE
(English Even Americans Can’t Understand)

RETEFEZRE (R) OIJ+—2A=2MISLTT,

I have a confession to make- I have trouble reading many
katakana. I know, I am an English speaker, but sometimes
I don’t get them at all.

When I was a college student in Japan, I played in a tennis
club. When someone missed a shot, they would yell
“donmai desu!” I thought donmai was a Japanese word.
Later I realized it was actually “dont mind” hidden in
katakana! In English we would say “dont worry” or “no
problem.”

Some of my favorite katakana is very clear in meaning as
it combines two ideas in a simple way. For example, in
Japanese, the English words open and car combine to
mean convertible. Similarly, a “babycar” is a stroller. Pair
+ glass = double-paned window. Back + mirror= rear-view
mirror. In American English we have an expression “one
size fits all” that in Japanese is simplified to “free size”.
Isn't the katakana phrase more compact? None of these
word combinations are used in American English, but if
you said them, English-speakers would probably
understand.

Some katakana though, are a complete mystery. I sent my
mother, who doesnt know any Japanese, some katakana
words in the Roman alphabet and asked her to guess
what they mean.

First, if she saw “baikingu” (N1 & > %) she would think
it was related to bicycles. We say buffet (from French) or
use the Swedish word smorgasbord, but normally don't
think Vikings have anything to do with food!

When she heard “Hotchkiss” (7~ v F F X) she thought it
sounded like something you say to someone after they
sneeze. In English we use “God Bless You” or the German
“Gesundheit” after someone sneezes. We know
“Hochkiss” as a stapler, though. “Kanningu” (1> => %)
sounds more like canning ({fiif), not cheating, to her.

One of the things I like best about Japanese is how
flexible it is. Languages change as they are used. English
may be changing Japanese, but will Japanese also change
English? If English really becomes an international
language, maybe it will change as more non-native
speakers use it. I hope the most clever katakana
neologisms will re-enter English and become popular.
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