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Ha mburo: kick the bum out

It’s the first Friday in July and that means it’s time for our first summer pop quiz. Actually, I
just made that up, but it sounds like a good idea. So put away your books, get out a pencil and
clean sheet of paper. Now then: what basic verb do propagandists, teenagers, criminals,
housekeepers and oceans use? No, not that verb! Oceans can’t swear.

The answer, of course, is MbITB (to wash). Play a bit of mix and match with prefixes, and you’ll
be able to brainwash the public, wash your hair until it’s squeaky clean, launder money, clean
away stains, and rue bad choices. All your language needs in one little verb.

MbeIThb is the plain vanilla form of the verb, used to describe washing just about anything with
water and usually some cleanser. In Russian MoOT pyKu, PpYKTHI, I0JIbI, OKHA (people wash
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their hands, fruits, floors and windows). When they wash their hair, they call it their head:
Hazio mHe MBITB roj1oBY (I've got to wash my hair). In the natural world: BosiHbI MoIOT 6eper
(Waves wash up on the shore). In the real world: Pyka pyky moeT (one hand washes the
other), apparently a calque from Latin that means: Tb1 MmHe u 51 Tebe (I’1l take care of you, and
you take care of me).

Washing yourself entirely, that is, taking a shower or bathing, uses the reflexive verb pair
MBITBCSI/TIOMBIThCS. In the summer in Russian cities, it’s not uncommon for someone you
know well — or barely know at all — to call up and say: Mo>kHO y Bac oMbIThCs1? (Can I
shower at your place?) This is, sadly, not an interesting development in your relationship, but
rather the consequence of your friend’s hot water being turned off for three weeks.

Nicely, the word for what you wash things with is derived from the word for washing: mbi0
(soap). V Mmoeit MaMbl MaHWAKaJIbHAsI YUCTOIUIOTHOCTD B TaK, HallpuMep, STHIla repe
BapKoM OoHa MoeT ¢ MblsTom (My mother has a mania for cleanliness — for example, before
she boils eggs she washes them with soap). This word has also given us a snappy saying:
MeHSITh IINJI0 Ha MbUIO (to trade bad for worse, literally to change an awl for a pick). The
origins of the expression are contested — and none of them make much sense to me since I
know absolutely nothing about work done with awls or small picks. But you get the idea — or
maybe you’ve been there: JIto6a 6ecriomoIiHO mocMoTpesta Ha rmogpyry. B 1110 Ha MbLTO,
CKazaza Ta. B [IbssHUIly Ha Bopa... (Liuba stared helplessly at her friend. “Out of the frying
pan and into the fire,” she said. “You’re trading a drunk for a thief.”)

Another soapy expression that’s good to know, especially during football tournaments, is
usually not said but shouted: Cyapio — Ha mbut0! (literally, send the judge for soap!) This
expression dates back to the days when old horses and farm animals were sent to soap-
making factory when no longer useful. In a different part of the world, the practice was the
same, but the factory was different. All the same, when the ref makes a bad call, stand up and
scream: Ha mbuto! (Send him to the glue factory!)

Now if you clean something really, really well so that it shines or is squeaky clean, you can add
the prefix BrI- to your basic verb pairs to get BEIMbIBaTh/BbIMBITE. Remember this verb when
you want a pat on the head: TsI mocmoTpesn? I BeiMbLITa Bcé Ha KyxHe! (Did you see?
scrubbed the kitchen til it shines). You find this verb a lot in recipes: BEIMBITE 1
BBIIIOTPOIIUTD PHIOY IO/ XOJIOGHOM BOIOM, COPBI3HYTh IMMOHHBIM COKOM U CJIerKa
noconuth (Thoroughly wash and clean the fish under cold running water, squeeze lemon
juice over it and lightly salt).

This verb can also be used for washing Bad Things out of the body, which is why you come
across it in ads for expensive fake medicines you shouldn’t buy: IIpenapaT BbIMbIBaeT
TOKCHUHBI, 03[ OPOBJIsIeT IIeUeHb, IIOUKHU U KOXKY U YCKopsieT nuilieBapeHue (This product
washes toxins out of your system, improves the health of your liver, kidneys and skin, and it
speeds up digestion). Do.Not.Buy. A bowl of borshch will do the same thing and taste
delicious, too.

OTMBIBaTh/OTMBITE is the cleaning pair you use for getting a stain out (oT) of something. You
might remember it with this nice saying: YépHoro kobesst He oTmoetIb fobesna (You can't
whitewash a black dog).



It is also the verb pair you use for laundering your ill-gained millions. Beino Bpemsi, Rorga
II0JIOBMHA PUEITOPOB ObUTM 6aHAMTAaMU, a IT0JIOBMHA OAHIUTOB OTMBbIBAJIA IEHBI'U C
nomoInbio HeAB>KUMOCTHU (There was a time when half the realtors were gangsters, and
half the gangsters laundered their money through real estate).

Another washing-up verb pair has equally illegal and immoral connotations:
IIPOMBIBATh/IIPOMBITS. Its first meaning is to flush a wound — xopo1to mpoMbITh paHO — Or
rinse something in copious amounts of water to clean it — HoBepXHOCTY IIPOMBIBAIOT
Térto BosoH (the surfaces should be wiped down with warm water). The rinsing in a lot of
water gives us another meaning, albeit less useful in our daily urban lives: CTost o KoneHo B
6nemHO-ro1y00M X0JIOMHOM BOJE, s LIeIbIU JeHb ITPOMbBIBaJ 30;10T0 (Standing up to my
knees in freezing, pale blue water, I would pan for gold all day).

However, you can also wash someone’s brain. In Russian, this can be used in the sense of
bringing someone to their senses. Hajio mpoMbITh MO3T'Y Y COTPYAHUKOB OT/IeJla — OCTAIOCh
TPU JIHS JIO BBIIYCKa HOBOTO IIPOAYKTA, M HUYero He roToBo (I've got to read the riot act to
the department — the product launch is in three days, and nothing is ready).

But it can also be sinister: 9Tum nM0gIM COBeTCKasl TOTAIMTapHAasA CUCTeMa Bpy4uuniia
TOTAJIBHYIO >Ke BJIACTh HaJl CPeJICTBaMU MacCOBOM MH(POPMALUN, BO3MO>KHOCTh
IIPOMBIBATh MO3TH COTHSIM MWUTHOHOB ntofiel (The totalitarian Soviet system gave those
people total power over the media and the capability to brainwash hundreds of millions of

people).

This brings us to what you might want to do in this situation: cmseiTbcs (hightail it out of
here). This slang expression comes from the verb cmbiTh, which suggests washing something
away, like a stain; or high tides washing away a shoreline; or a wave washing someone
overboard. I cMbLT UepHUIIBbHBIE TISITHA o cTojia (I scrubbed the ink stains from the desktop).
Bo BpeMsI IIITOpMa MX CMbIJIO BOJTHOM B OKeaH (A wave washed them overboard into the
ocean during a storm).

With all this washing away, it’s easy to see how cmbIThest came to mean taking off, dashing
away, or doing a runner. MsI CUAETH Y BEPU, YTOOBI MO>KHO OBLIIO JTETKO CMBIThCS (We sat
by the door so it would be easy to slip out).

The prefix pa3- has the sense of diffusing or scattering, and when added to mbITs it has the
meaning of eroding something, diluting or degrading it. This can be a natural phenomenon:
HaBopguenueM ckioH pa3Mbulo (The hill was eroded by flooding). Or it can be a physical
phenomenon: JI0>Kb pa3MbUI PYKOIIMCHBIN TeKCT B KHUTe (The rain blurred the handwriting
in the book). Or it can be figurative: JKanp, uTo rpaHuIla Me>KAY 671aroJapHOCTHIO U B3ITKOM
pa3mblITa (It’s a shame that the line between gratitude and a bribe has become blurred).

And finally, there is one other very useful verb that is only used in exactly one expression:
3aMbUINBAThCS (to get soaped up). What gets sudsy are your eyes when they are tired: I'ma3
3aMBUIWJICSI, HUUero He UMTa0. BepHYCH K TeKCTy 3aBTpa yTpoM (I’ve gone cross-eyed, and I
can’t read anything. I'll get back to the text tomorrow morning).

Which exactly what I said last night.
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