
YEGGMEN, SOLONS, TOGAS, SAMMIES, VAMPS AND ALIENISTS 
 

 Do you know the meaning of these words? Most people probably do not. They are from 
a by-gone era, used in Mt. Vernon newspapers mainly in the early Twentieth Century. 
 

YEGGMEN 
 

 Many newspaper headlines of this period were about like this: "Yeggmen Steal $1,000," 
"Yeggmen Hit Local Bank," or "Police Arrest Yeggmen in Jefferson County." The term "Yegg-
men" originated with the gypsies and meant a particularly clever thief. But it was popularized in 
the late Nineteenth Century by Allan Pinkerton of the Pinkerton Detective Agency. The press 
adopted the term and for a time it was used throughout the United States. 
 

 
 

 
SOLONS 

 
 In the same time period local newspapers reported that "Solons Pass Tariff Bill" or "So-
lons Consider Treaty With Spain." The "solons" were legislators. Where did they get that term? 
Most educated people of the time were taught Greek and Roman history. Solon was a leader of 
ancient Athens in Greece and was known for his legislative reforms. 
 

TOGAS 
 

 Most people know that a toga was a garment worn by the leaders of ancient Rome. In 



the early 1900s local Jefferson County newspapers often had headlines like this: "Smith Enters 
Race for the Toga." They meant that Mr. Smith was running for a seat in the Senate, the upper 
house of our national legislature. The U. S. of course adopted this name from the Roman Sen-
ate where they all wore togas. 
 

SAMMIES 
 

 "Sammies" was used in Jefferson County newspapers in the 1917 - 1918 period. That 
should give you a hint. The headlines were: "Sammies Triumph on Western Front," or "Sam-
mies Defeat Huns." Most of us remember the American soldiers of World War I being called 
"doughboys" not "sammies." But the patriotic symbol Uncle Sam first appeared on a recruitment 
poster by James M. Flagg in 1916 and led to the nickname "sammies" for American soldiers. 
 

VAMPS 
 

 "Vamps" first appeared in our newspapers about 1920. "Vamping was often used in sto-
ries about young women called "flappers" and meant gaining favor by flaunting personal attrac-
tiveness. One newspaper story told of "flappers" in Chicago hitching rides with businessmen by 
using the "vamping" technique. Another local newspaper had a story about an "anti-vamping" 
law proposed in the legislature in Springfield. 
 

Alienists 
 

 This term was also used in the old Jefferson County newspapers and certainly would 
confuse people today. They were not talking about creatures from Mars or illegal immigrants. 
They were referring to psychiatrists. The newspaper stories about a crime would say: “The court 
called for an alienist to examine the accused.” Psychiatry was a new science in the late 1800s 
and the word, alienist, was used for about fifty years. 
 
 No doubt there will be many words from our time that will seem strange to people one 
hundred years from today. 
 
 


