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death in 
brown

BROWN ROT
A plant disease 

attacking peach, plum, 
apricot and cherry trees. 
The fungus wilts and 
browns the flowers and 
leaves and rots the 

fruits. Sorry, Farmer 
Brown.

color is...
by jude stewart

What’s Old Is Brown Again (& Oddly British)

BROWN 
ANIMALIA

Just a sampling of animals 
and plants in shades of brown: 

brown algae, brown recluse spi-
der, brown-banded snake, a sorrel 

mare, wakame seaweed, the brandling 
earthworm, the eyra fox, Icelandic moss, 
the German caterpillar, the African ante-
lope kob, the Japanese beetle, the Bel-
gian hare, the Alaskan Kodiak bear, 
the pie-billed grebe, the wren tit, the 

saw-whet owl, and the frogmouth, 
that dusky nocturnal bird that 

rotates at dusk over 
Southeast Asia.

YEAR OF THE 
EARTHY BROWN RAT

2008 comes up particularly 
brown on the Chinese calendar: The 

cycle combines natural elements with 
animals, falling this year on Earth (brown) and the 

Rat (also brown). Here’s a tidy explanation of how 
Rat became the first of 12 animals in the Chinese cal-

endar cycle: The gods held a footrace among animals to 
determine who would make it into the cycle and in what 

order. Cat forgot when the race started and asked Rat, 
who promptly gave him the wrong time on purpose and 
dove into the race himself with full vigor—picture a little 
rat with ’80s-style sweatbands and Adidas short-shorts. 
After throwing Cat off, Rat battled through the miles, 
even clinging to Ox’s horns to make it across a rag-

ing river, and slithered exhaustedly across the fin-
ish line in first place. Cat, who missed the race 

entirely, swore revenge—locking the two 
species in their eternal game of cat-

and-mouse … or the rat race, if 
you prefer.

BROWNY
A shaggy lit-

tle house-elf that tidies up 
Scottish homes and farms over-

night. Here’s a recipe for some very 
tame high jinks: First lure the sprite 

with a chocolate brownie on his offer-
ing-plate (“Browny’s stone”). Then 
press and starch your Brownie uni-
form, put it on and sneak downstairs 
to catch him in action, flash bulbs 

blazing on your Brownie camera—
a bait-and-switch move that 

may not, alas, score you 
brownie points.

BOLE
A very old English 

word for brown, bole 
arose from the linguistic 

muck as early as 1386. In fact, it 
is the color of muck itself—a soft, 

fine, reddish-brown clay. Bole also 
refers to the trunk of a tree. Picture 
it: a late-winter afternoon. Bare of 
all leaves, one bole sprouts qui-

etly out of another. Brown 
comes from brown and 

returns to it.

bole

PUCE
Likely the most 

c r i n g e - i n d u c i n g l y 
ugly color name ever, 

puce is a purplish-brown 
reminiscent of raw chicken 
meat, prunes sweating in 
hot water or the blood-
filled French flea for 

which it is named.

p u ce

saw-whet owl

rat

»
Weird-science TV 

shows Mythbusters and Brai-
niac: Science Abuse try and fail to 

reproduce the effect with a series of “exper-
iments.” When Cartman on South Park succeeds 

in broadcasting the sound, everyone in the whole 
world ends up steeping themselves in ordure. (Kenny, 

true to his custom, up and dies right afterwards, per-
haps mercifully.) The triumph of fakery in the brown note 

concept—referred to as brown noise in the episode—seems 
all but assured.

Until, that is, reporter Jon Ronson from the veddy respect-
able British newspaper The Guardian suggests it might actu-
ally be real—real enough for governments to fund research 
into it, anyway. Author of The Men Who Stare At Goats, 
which he describes as “a book about U.S. military cra-

ziness,” Ronson stumbled on a leaked Defense 
Department report describing various “non-lethal 

techniques” designed to disrupt the enemy, 
including, but not limited to, the nefari-

ous note.* Truth or fiction? Per-
haps only time will tell.

* w
ww.guardian.co.uk/world/2007/jun/18/gayrights.u

sa

 
BROWN NOTE

A raging internet 
rumor is spawned, so 

outrageous as to deny all 
truth: A low-frequency noise 
between 5–10 Hz, just below the 
threshold of human hearing, 
supposedly can induce nau-
sea, vomiting, disorienta-

tion and uncontrollable 
bowel movements. 
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ALL TO ASTONISH 
THE BROWNS!

So ubiquitous is the name Brown 
among the English that the Browns in this 

expression refers to two polar opposites of 
society: the elegant upper crust and their coun-

try-bumpkin cousins.
Fable has it that Anne Boleyn, Henry VIII’s second 

wife, surrounded herself with gaggles of Browns at court, 
country cousins who oohed at her flouncy dresses and 
were bewildered by all the silverware. The snootier mem-
bers of her entourage delighted in shocking these sim-
ple souls with outré pronouncements, “all to astonish the 
Browns.” Thus the phrase is an English-language equiva-
lent of the more familiar French épater la bourgeoisie.

Flash-forward three centuries to the publication of 
John Ashton’s poem, “All to Astonish the Browns,” in 

which the frumpy Craggs try (and fail) to compete 
socially with their neighbor, the dashing Gen-

tleman Brown. If you’re struggling to keep 
up with the Joneses, Ashton has a 

little timeless advice: »

BROWN, 
JONES & ROBINSON

Three bumbling arche-
typal Englishmen who travel 

together, as chronicled in the 
pages of Punch in the 1850s by 
cartoonist Richard Doyle. Brown, 
Jones and Robinson were supposed 
to epitomize how poorly middle-

class English people behaved 
abroad: snobbish, provin-

cial and in a thousand 
ways gauche.

BROWN STUDY
As you unpack your 

brown-bag lunch, a worker 
bee among millions, you might 

sigh and toss a brown (a cop-
per penny, that is) to a beggar, 
sit down on a park bench and 
ponder your insignificance, 

momentarily immersed in a 
moody, pensive reverie—

lost, as they say, in a 
brown study.

FOR LOVE 
OF FIREPOWER

Brown ‘em with trusty 
Brown Bess: To burnish your 

weapon against rust actually 
means to make it brown—explaining 

innumerable references in medieval ballads 
to “brown blades” or “shining brown brand.” A 

brownish stain of blood also speaks of experi-
ence: It mellows and seals a sword much the way a 
cook seasons a wok with repeated use. 

This goes a ways toward explaining the British 
soldier’s deep feeling for his musket, often nick-
named Brown Bill or Brown Bess. Of course, a 
giddy affection for Brown Bess does not quite 

excuse the faux pas of an overeager hunter 
who browns: firing indiscriminately 

at the darkest spot in a covey of 
birds, usually hitting none 

and scattering all.

TO BE 
DONE BROWN

When you’ve been 
bamboozled and made a 

complete fool of, you’ve 
truly been done brown. 
Burnt! Roasted! Oh, 

my: your goose has 
definitely been 

cooked.

BROWN SHIRTS
A curiously meek 

color spreads over 
Nazi ideological history: 
brown. The Nazi supporters 
donned brown shirts: left-
over WWI uniforms for 

German troops headed 
to Africa. As many 

  quipped  » 

   »
In this you’ll 

discover my moral,
A moral worth mitres 

and crowns,
If you would save silver 

and gold,
You must always 

beware of the 
Browns.

» at the 
time, most Brown 

Shirts resembled barely 
singed beefsteaks in their pol-

itics: brown on the outside, but red 
(Communist) at their cores.
Brown spread over maps, denoting 

Nazi stronghold neighborhoods; to vote 
Nazi became known as voting brown. Nazi 
headquarters in Munich was located in 
the Brown House. Perhaps most creep-
ily, Adolf Hitler chose to sleep under 

a big brown quilt emblazoned with 
a swastika, wearing match-

ing brown pajamas and a 
brown silk dressing 

gown.
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