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  Preface

 The inspiration for this book came from reading W. G. Sebalds The Rings of Saturn, an atmospheric semi-fictional account of a walking tour throughout East Anglia, in which personal reflections, historical allusions, and traveller observations randomly combine into a mesmerizing novel about change, memory, oblivion, and survival. The metaphor of the title  Saturns rings created from fragments of shattered moons  captures the fragmentary and stream-of-consciousness flow of the narrative.
 I was frequently reminded of the serendipitous nature of language study, when reading that book. Around the next corner is always a new linguistic experience, waiting to be observed. Language is in a state of constant change, with each day bringing new developments. Any linguistic study is a search for the impossible  to say something sensible about the whole of a language. I have spent my entire professional life as a university teacher and researcher in linguistics trying to make valid statements about language and languages  and about the English language in particular. Every now and then I feel I have come close to it, and then it leaves me behind, like the soldiers chasing the Ghost in Hamlet  Tis here! Tis here! Tis gone. I feel I am always dealing in linguistic half-truths.
 My subtitle has other echoes, chiefly of the series of explorations carried out by H. V. Morton in the 1920s and 30  In Search of England, In Search of Scotland, In Search of Wales This is what he writes, in the preface to In Search of England:
 
  I have gone round England like a magpie picking up any bright thing that pleased me. A glance at the route followed will prove that this is not a guide book, and a glance at the contents will expose me to the scorn of local patriots who will see, with incredulous rage, that on many an occasion I have passed silently through their favourite village. That is inevitable. It was a moody holiday, and I followed the roads; some of them led me aright and some astray. The first were the most useful; the others were the most interesting.

 This has been my experience too: the linguistic side roads always proved more interesting. And writing this preface having finished the book, I can see that its spirit  and certainly its style  is far more Morton than Sebald.
 Both Sebald and Morton had reasons for starting their journeys. I did not. The idea for this book had been wandering around my head for several months, but I had no particular motive to go off on a linguistic journey. After all, where should I go? There was everywhere to choose from, and that was too much. A journey needs a structure, and I didnt have one.
 Then, out of the blue, I was given a reason, and a structure. In 2002 the BBC had initiated an ambitious project to record and celebrate the whole range of present-day British English accents and dialects. The project was called, quite simply, Voices, and it came to fruition in August 2005, when broadcasters all over the country presented a wide range of programmes in Voices Week. I had been the projects linguistics consultant.
 It was mainly a radio experience, but a few television programmes were also being made, and in May I was asked to help present one of them, for BBC Wales. The idea was to travel around the principality to find out what was happening to the English accents in the region. My impression was that Anglo- Welsh accents were becoming increasingly diverse. Was this so? And what did people feel about the changes which were taking place? The programme would find out.
 And that is how I found myself suddenly faced with a series of ports-of-call, dotted around Wales. Several of them coincided with plans I had already made to visit places in nearby England, such as the Hay Festival, and one week in particular, at the beginning of June, stood out as an especially wide-ranging opportunity. The events of that week, I decided, would act as my structure.
 In making a television documentary, there are long chunks of time when there is nothing for a presenter to do, other than wait for the moment when the producer and the film crew have everything ready  the right light, the right angle, the right background I imagine some presenters read a novel at that point. With me, the linguistic bit of my mind goes walkabout. The spoken and written paraphernalia around me  voices, place-names, signs, noticeboards  trigger all kinds of questions, reflections, and memories. Everything goes into a notebook. My book includes those moments too. They took me all over the English-speaking world.
 By Hook or by Crook is a linguistic travelogue. It is an attempt to capture the exploratory, seductive, teasing, quirky, tantalizing nature of language study. Certainly, in both structure and style, it is unlike anything I have written before. My previous published encounters with the English language have ranged from the research monograph to the school textbook, and from highly illustrated encyclopedias to the most unillustrated of dictionaries. But everything, hitherto, has had a tight structure. In each case, I knew where I was going, and where my book would end.
  As I began to write By Hook or by Crook, I realized it was not going to be like that. In piecing together my journey, telling my Voices story, and researching the answers to my notebook questions, I found still more linguistic side roads that I could not resist exploring. A surprising number of questions have more than one answer. This book includes them all. I suppose it might be called stream-of-consciousness linguistics.
  

 DAVID CRYSTAL
 Holyhead, 2006 
 
 
  [image: alt]
  
 
 BY HOOK OR BY CROOK















1

By Hook or by Crook


GAERWEN




Its a Welsh accent, ye see.

I looked again at the sheep, and then at the farmer. Was he having me on? His face was old, lined, and very serious. The price of sheep was down today, and he had six ewes at auction. He was not in a joking mood.

All I had wanted to do was start a conversation. I was in Gaerwen sheep market, in the east of Anglesey in North Wales, on a Wednesday morning in June 2005, looking for regional accents. Gaer  wen. Thats fort white in Welsh, though theres no trace of any fort now. The Romans passed through once, so maybe it was one of theirs.

I was travelling all around the country, as part of the BBC Voices project, and this was one of the days in the north. The programme researcher had been tasked to find some local people who would interview well. She had found one, in the form of Simon, the Gaerwen auctioneer, and we had arranged to meet him before the days auction started. And thus I found myself in the stockyard, surrounded by 1,500 noisy sheep.

The producer wanted actuality. She gave me a digital tape recorder and suggested I wander round and find interesting people to talk to with typical local voices. That suited me fine. I know what an Anglesey accent sounds like. I was brought up in the county as a child, and live there again now. But its one thing knowing an accent, and quite another seeing it in the faces around you. From a phonetic point of view, all faces look the same.

I spotted a good prospect. A tall, craggy man, aged I thought about seventy, who was shepherding some sheep into a pen with his staff. He was one of the oldest farmers there  a classic local accent if ever I saw one. I switched on the tape recorder, and squelched my way towards him, suddenly aware why everyone else in the yard was wearing boots.

He pushed the last ewe into the pen and lugged the gate shut behind it. What should I talk about? I decided to ask him about his staff, which was puzzling me. It was a long, thin pole, and it didnt have a curved end. I dont know much about sheep, but I do know that shepherds sticks are supposed to have crooks. Thats their name. A shepherds crook. Why wasnt his curved?

He looked at me and my tape recorder and my splattered trousers without any evident emotion.

Good morning, I said. Nice day.

Ay, he replied, its a brave morning. In a broad Scots voice.

I temporarily lost the power of speech. My crook question fled. I was definitely in Gaerwen, not in Glasgow. If my tape recorder could have spoken, it would have said, in the manner of Hal, the onboard computer in 2001, I dont think you want to be doing this, Dave. Certainly my producer wouldnt want me collaborating with non- Welsh accents. We were short of time as it was. I looked around. She was nowhere to be seen, so I reckoned I could get away with a few moments of surreptitious conversation.

I just had to find out what was going on. I switched my machine off and took the ram, as it were, by the horns.

Im here making a programme about Welsh accents, but I dont think Im asking the right person!

He laughed. Yeere right theere, laddie.

Laddie! I couldnt remember the last time I was called laddie. Have I ever been called laddie? Still, at age sixty-five, if someone offers you a youth credit, you accept it gladly.

So where are you from? I asked him.

Llanfairpwll, he said.

Now, in case you are wondering, Llanfairpwll is not in Scotland. It is a small village in the east of Anglesey. Lots of sheep-farming over that way. A very Welsh area. Its name has archetypal status, as in its full form it is the longest name in the British Isles, with fifty-eight letters. Not in the world  a place in New Zealand is longer.

Place-names like that dont come up naturally. The historical name of the village was already quite long  Llanfair Pwllgwyngyll  but that was because of the way names work in Wales. I know two men near where I live, Dick Jones who drives a taxi, and Dick Jones who works on the ferry-boats. One is called Dick Jones Taxi and the other Dick Jones Ferry, or Dick Taxi and Dick Ferry for short. Its the same with place-names. There are lots of places called Llanfair. Llan in Welsh means church; fair is a form of Mair, Mary. Together the words mean Marys Church. To distinguish them, something gets added on. The Anglesey Marys Church was located by a hollow (pwll). In fact, by a hollow near a white hazel (pwll  gwyn  gyll). So thats what they called it.

Thats how it was for centuries. Then in the 1800s, the railway was built between Chester and Holyhead, and Llanfair Pwllgwyngyll was on the route. A local committee was formed to think of ways of encouraging the trains, travellers, and tourists to stop there. A cobbler from the nearby town of Menai Bridge came up with the fifty-eight-letter name:








Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwll-llantysiliogogogoch








The town council adopted it. It was one of the most successful travel marketing ploys ever.





When you live in Anglesey, learning the name by heart is a child rite of linguistic passage. You can then spend the rest of your life correcting English-speakers who say it all wrong apart from the last three syllables. But it isnt so hard if you remember that w and y are vowels in Welsh, f is pronounced like an English v, and the double-l is exactly like an English l, but without any buzzing of the vocal cords. Try it. Say l, and notice where your tongue is  hard against the ridge behind your top teeth. Keep it there, and just push the air past the sides of your tongue. Thats the Welsh double-l. Then you can go for the name, splitting it up into its meaningful bits:





	Llan 	fair 	pwll 	gwyn gyll






Church (of) Mary (in the) hollow (of the) white hazel




	goger y 	chwyrn drobwll 	llan 	tysilio 	gogo goch






 near the rapid whirlpool (and) church of (St) Tysilio (by the) red cave.

Locals never use the long name. Life is too short. They even avoid the official shorter version. Instead they abbreviate it, and say either Llanfairpwll or Llanfair P.G. 

The full name is actually used as a valid domain name on the Internet. A domain name can have up to sixty-seven characters. They have to be 0 to 9, a to z, or the hyphen. The dot and what follows it count in the total  so, for instance, if your domain name ends in .com, that would be four characters, leaving you with sixty-three. In fact, someone has already registered Llanfairs full name with an additional five letters in it, making up the sixty-three. The extra five letters are uchaf, which means higher in Welsh. It would be like saying Upper Llanfair like Upper Slaughter in the Cotswolds.

Actually, technically, the full Llanfair name has only fifty-one letters, as the double-l counts as a single letter in Welsh. But Internet software usually assumes that all languages work like English.

You cant beat the ingenuity of the people of Llanfairpwll, though you can try. Years later, another Welsh town, further south, in Cardiganshire, decided to do the same thing, and thought up a sixty-six-letter name. It never caught on. A country can only get away with this kind of creative name-building once.

Theres a joke told about an American tourist who bought a postcard in Llanfairpwll, and stopped for a coffee at the nearby Little Chef. She studied the full name on the card intently, then asked the waitress, Can you tell me how to pronounce the place were in? And the waitress said, slowly and distinctly: Lit  tle Chef.

English doesnt go in for long place-names. Indeed, the language as a whole doesnt go in for long words. I know there are competitions to find the longest word in English, and the winners always earn a place in the Guinness Book of Records. But that makes the point, really. Long words are the exceptions, so they fascinate us. Even quite young kids play with them. I learned to say antidisestablishmentarianism when I was nine. I still dont know what it means. Theres no special interest in long words in Greenland Eskimo, where most of the words are lengthy.

Nobody knows what the longest word in English really is, anyway. That would be a scientific term  probably one of the terms in chemistry for some unbelievably complex molecule. No scientist would ever say it, of course. So when people hold competitions, there is usually a rider  the longest word in an English dictionary. Which is also a cheat. Dictionaries dont always agree. If its the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), it would be the forty-five-letter

pneumonoultramictoscopicsilicovolcanoconiosis 

sometimes spelled with a k instead of its last c. It is a lung disease caused by breathing in particles of siliceous volcanic dust. It is another cheat. It was coined in 1935 by Everett Smith, the president of the US National Puzzlers League, purely for the purpose of making sure he had found the longest word.

You can look for the longest word for ever, and not reach agreement about it. Does supercalifragilisticexpialidocious from Mary Poppins count? Or is that excluded because it is a nonsense word? I dont know.

Llanfairpwll may be recognized as having the longest place-name in the UK, but it isnt the longest one in English. There are lakes in the USA, named in American Indian languages, which are much longer. And there is the eighty-five-letter monster in New Zealand, coming from Maori. But theres nothing to match it in the UK. The nearest is the eighteen-letter Blakehopeburnhaugh, a hamlet in the Redesdale Forest in Northumberland. The name is a combination of four words of Old English origin  black + valley + stream + area of flat riverside land. I think its the longest. I havent found anywhere longer with Anglo-Saxon (as opposed to Celtic) origins  yet.

If you go there  as a linguist would, just to see  you might notice a sign to Cottonshopeburnfoot, half a mile up the valley, and think to yourself, wait a minute, thats got nineteen letters. But spaces and hyphens arent usually allowed to count, when youre searching for long place-names. It has to be a single word. And on the Ordnance Survey map this place is written Cottonshopeburn Foot.

You could cheat, of course, and let hyphens in. Then you will find Stratton-on-the-Fosse in Somerset, Winchester-on-the-Severn in Maryland, and a host of others. I dont know what the longest hyphenated place-name is in England. Someone will probably write and tell me. Id like to know. It would be another piece fitted into the jigsaw puzzle of facts that make up the English language.

The valley of Redesdale is an interesting place. It has for centuries been an important route from England into Scotland. Today it contains the A68, winding its way towards Jedburgh and Edinburgh. Spectacular scenery, well worth a leisurely drive. The road crosses the border six miles to the north-west of Carter Bar.

Carter Bar was the scene of one of the last battles fought between the English and the Scots  the so-called Redeswire Fray. A fray is a fight. Its a shortened version of the word affray. Neither word is used much now, except in legal contexts. But it may be getting a new lease of life. It is the name of a UK rock band as well as of a fantasy comic- book by Joss Whedon, the creator of the TV show Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

The fight was in 1575. The Warden of the English Marches had an argument with the Keeper of Liddesdale, and it escalated into a violent confrontation. Several men were killed. The English had the worst of it. The irony is that the meeting took place on a day of truce, and both men had been employed to keep the peace on their own side of the border.

I knew my Scottish farmer was local when he said Llanfairpwll. Only locals say that. Moreover, he said the Welsh double-l very accurately. He had obviously lived here long enough to master it. But that didnt make sense. How could he have lived here so long and yet kept his Scottish accent so strong?

How long have you been in Anglesey, then? I asked him.

I came here in 65.

I did a swift calculation. Thats forty years.

And where did you grow up?

Near Galashiels.

Id been there. Its just a few miles north of Jedburgh. On a road off the A68.

How come youve not lost your accent?

I reckon I was too old to change. I was in me forties when I got here.

In his forties. How old was this man!

He was right. An accent would be thoroughly established by then, and it would take a huge change in circumstances to shift it. Accents exist to express your identity. They tell people where you are from. And they get established very early in life. Children have them by the age of three. New accents come easily during childhood and into the teenage years. When a family moves from one part of the country to another, its invariably the children who pick up the new accent first.

But no accent is immune from its surroundings. And, indeed, in the old farmers voice I could hear the occasional Welsh lilt. I wanted to hear more of it. So I asked him about his stick.

I always thought shepherds had crooks, I said.

Ay, he said, thats true, but I havent meself for quite a while.

He paused. Did ye know that there are different kinds of crooks?

He said the word with a long oo, asin croon.

I had to confess I didnt. My definition of crook would be a stick with one end bent into a hooked sort of shape. I was vague about why. The linguist in me suggested a link with by hook or by crook, but I couldnt immediately think of a good reason why this phrase should have come into existence.

The next five minutes was a tutorial on crooks. I hadnt realised crook-making was such a precise craft. And I hadnt realised that classic crooks have hooks at both ends, one larger than the other. One end is large enough to catch hold of a sheeps neck; the other end is smaller, for catching hold of the hind foot. He called it a leg cleek. I heard it as clayk, and only established the spelling when I looked it up later. Not an everyday word. It took me three dictionaries to find it. Never an easy matter finding a word in a dictionary if you dont know how to spell it. Cleak? Cliek? Cleke?

It seems to have been a Scottish word originally, in the fifteenth century. A hook for catching hold of something, or pulling something, or hanging something up. Fishermen used it a lot. And then it turned up again in the nineteenth century, in golf, referring to a type of club. Theres an early instance recorded in 1829: golfers at St Andrews are described as swinging their drivers and cleeks. At that time it was spelled cleques.

In parts of Scotland, to this day, if someone calls you cleeky, they mean youre grasping, captious.

And in the jazz era it turned up again, meaning a wet blanket at a party, a party-pooper. Beatniks in the US used it in the 1960s for any sad or melancholy person. Could that be the same word? Did it cross the Atlantic with some Scots emigrants?

I learned from my farmer friend that the space between the shank and the nose of a neck crook was usually the width of the four fingers of a persons hand. It should be wide enough to comfortably slip over the forearm. The leg cleek has a width of one old English penny. That would make it about three centimetres.

He also mentioned that the crook had been used for fighting in the old days. He didnt say how old those days were, or who were the fighters. English and Scots shepherds at Carter Bar, perhaps? Later, I recounted this conversation to a friend whos into martial arts in a big way, and he wasnt at all surprised. Hed used sticks in some fights, and he could see the value of having one with two hooks, especially if they were good at trapping necks and legs. And then he asked me: Is that where by hook or by crook comes from?

I was at home at the time, so wordbooks were everywhere. I found references to the phrase in three books straight away  and found three different explanations. Thats the trouble with folk idioms. The origins of many of them are lost, and people have to start guessing where they came from. Quite often there are some nice pieces of real evidence from literature or history.

The first use of hook and crook seems to have been in the writing of the Bible translator John Wiclife  or Wycliffe, as he is usually spelled today. That was around 1380. He wrote about the sale of sacraments and people being made to buy them with hook or crook. Plainly the phrase already had its modern meaning, by all possible means, fair or foul. The modern expression, with by used twice, is known from at least 1529.

When a dictionary says a word was first recorded at such-and-such a date, you have to take it with a pinch of salt. It might mean that the word was invented in that year, but it usually doesnt. People have generally been using a word for a while before it gets written down. In the Middle Ages, when things werent written down all that often, a phrase like hook and crook would probably have been in everyday speech for decades before the 1380s. Wycliffe had a good ear for common idiom, and tried to make his translation of the Bible as down-to-earth as possible. If he used the phrase, it was certainly out on the street.

The two words hook and crook had already been in English for several hundred years. Hook is found in Old English, in the tenth century, with the same meaning that it has today. Crook comes into the language in the early thirteenth century, with a meaning very similar to hook. The sense used in shepherding can be traced from the early 1400s. All sorts of other meanings followed. The criminal sense grew up in US slang towards the end of the nineteenth century. And in Australia and New Zealand, the word developed a general sense as an adjective meaning bad, useless, unsatisfactory, malfunctioning.

When I was last in Australia I didnt feel so well at one point. Somebody said: You feelin a bit crook? He was asking if I felt ill.

The most likely origin of by hook or by crook lies in a medieval countryside practice. The forests of medieval Britain belonged to the king, and trees could not be cut down without permission. The penalties were ferocious. So how would people get wood for their fires? They were allowed to use branches that had fallen on the ground. And they were also allowed to cut any dead wood from a tree if it could be reached with a shepherds crook or the hooked tool used by a reaper. The Bodmin Register of 1525 refers to local people being allowed to bear away upon their backs a burden of lop, crop, hook, crook, and bag wood.

If you go to the New Forest, you will see a plaque, the Rufus Stone, just off the A31 near Ringwood, marking the place where King William II was killed. There are clear signposts on the main road. Its inscription reads:





Here stood the oak tree on which an arrow shot by Sir Walter Tyrrell at a stag glanced and struck King William II surnamed Rufus on the breast of which stroke he instantly died on the second day of August anno 1100. King William thus slain was laid on a cart belonging to one Purkess and drawn from hence to Winchester, and buried in the Cathedral Church of that City.





Nearby, in the Sir Walter Tyrrell pub, you can reflect on the fact that Purkess was rewarded with permission to gather all the wood he could reach by hook or crook. Several generations of the Purkess family are buried in the cemetery of All Saints Church in Minstead, and the Purkiss name is still known in the area.

If you visit the churchyard, prepare to be distracted by Sherlock Holmes enthusiasts. Behind the church, under an oak, is the grave of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

An Irish origin has also been claimed for the phrase. In 1170 Richard de Clare, 2nd Earl of Pembroke, known as Strongbow, sailed into Waterford harbour as part of Henry IIs Irish campaign. He saw a tower on one side and a church on the other. On being told that it was the Tower of Hook (in County Wexford) and the Church of Crook (in County Waterford), he is reported to have said, We shall take the town by Hook and by Crook. There are several variations of the story in Irish folklore. Cromwell is supposed to have said the same thing in 1650 when he was attacking Waterford.

I never got a chance to ask my Scottish-Welsh farmer if he had any opinions about the origins of by hook or by crook. My BBC producer, apparently sensing that something was not going as expected, appeared from within a flock of sheep-farmers. She had found somebody she wanted me to talk to. I thanked my friend for his company, and was just walking away from him when I felt my arm being tugged backwards. I looked down at it. There was a crook round it, holding it tight. I looked back at the farmer.

You should be interviewing the sheep, ye know, he said.

Excuse me?

They dont bleat the same down here as they do in Scotland.

You dont say.

Ay, its a Welsh accent, ye see.
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 			Making a Beeline
MENAI

 		Later, as I got into my car, I looked out at the sheep, thousands of sheep, and ruminated about their accents. Five sheep for every person in the county, so they say. The face of my Gaerwen shepherd had been unmoving as he said it, no sign of a wink or a smile. Had he been joking? The notion wasnt totally absurd. Why shouldnt sheep have accents? If farmers can distinguish their breeds by the way they look, why not by the way they sound? I wonder if Karl von Frisch ever studied sheep?
 	Probably not. Bees were his thing. And fish. But mainly bees. I still have the copy of a Scientific American article he wrote in 1962: Dialects in the Language of the Bees. It led me to his book, written a few years before, translated into English as The Dancing Bees. Von Frisch was director of the Zoological Institute at Munich University, and in the 1920s he began a lifelong series of experiments into the way bees communicate with each other. It got him a share of the 1973 Nobel Prize for Physiology/Medicine.
Observers of nature know that when a single forager bee finds a good source of nectar, within an hour or so dozens, maybe hundreds, of bees will have found their way to the place. Evidently, the pioneer bee has returned to the hive and told the others about the location of the food. But how? Von Frisch and his colleagues discovered that the information was being conveyed through a pattern of repeated body movements which he called dancing.
It was taking a while to get out of the sheep-market car park. I had to negotiate my way through a slow reversing dance of Range Rovers and sheep trailers, as they manoeuvred to offload their noisy contents into the sheep pens. A bee floated indecisively across my windscreen, plainly not on a von Frisch mission.
How had he worked it out? The researchers method was to put a small dish of sugar water some distance from the hive. The dish might not be discovered for several days, but as soon as one bee found it, and returned to the hive, others soon emerged and made their way to exactly the place where the dish was. It seemed to be precision navigating.
The first time I read about this research, I remember thinking: how on earth could you keep track of a single bee within a hive? But there was a simple solution. The researchers marked the pioneer forager with a coloured dot while it was feeding, so that they could track its movements when it returned. The hive had glass walls so that they could see what was happening inside. And there they saw the dance  a round dance, with the bee turning in circles alternately to the left and the right.
The behaviour has now been observed by hundreds of researchers. Its been filmed, and  these days  computer-analysed. The dance is evidently saying, Hey, everyone, come and see what Ive found, not far away! If the nectar source is especially rich, the dance language is especially lively. Hey, you really have to see this!
I finally got out of the sheep-market, and followed the little back road around to the junction with the A5 at the edge of Gaerwen, near where the Lit  tle Chef used to be. Its a quiet road now. The new dual-carriageway A55 across Anglesey took most of the traffic away, and the caf went with it. But there are enough points of interest along the A5 to keep the tourists coming. Llanfairpwll is just a couple of miles away, on the edge of the Menai Straits that separate Anglesey from the Welsh mainland. I always have a linguistic compulsion to avoid the bypass and drive along its main street, just to take in the long name outside the railway station.
Things have changed in Llanfairpwll. During the later decades of the last century you would see navy cadets (of both sexes) walking around the village. They were from the Royal Navy shore-based training school on the edge of the Menai Straits. The name of the school, inherited from a famous training vessel of the past, was on the front of their caps. It said simply Indefatigable. The school closed in 1995, and with it went an era of risqu jokes.
These days Llanfairpwll has another magnet as well as the name: Pringles knitwear store  though its racks of souvenir mugs, books, and teatowels have added fresh nuances to the definition of knitting. Several tourist buses were lined up outside, and their contents were dancing to and fro at the entrance, excitedly pointing out things in the shop to one another. Hey, you really have to see this!
A busload of Japanese tourists was posing for a photograph in front of the long name on the shop and trying to pronounce it. The one at the railway station has a pseudo-phonetic transcription underneath it, which I suppose helps.
One of the buses was having some difficulty negotiating the turn into the car park, so a small traffic jam built up. While I waited for it to clear, I looked across at the buzzing forecourt. Just inside the door of the shop there is one of those signposts which gives distances and directions to major cities. It tells you that it is 6,879 miles to Buenos Aires that way (past Aberystwyth and keep going) and 5,923 miles to Tokyo this way (via Benllech). It is also 9,898 miles from Llanfairpwll to the South Pole.
I expect when the tourists get back home they will tell their friends about where they have been, and more will come.
That seems to be what happened to von Frischs bees. When the forager did its round dance, the nearby bees got the message, detected the scent of the kind of flower on the foragers body, and flew off to look for it. When they found it, they too returned to the hive and did a similar dance. And so it went on, with more and more bees making the visit, until most of the nectar had been drained from the source. Late arrivals at the flower then found little to feed on, so when they returned to the hive they had, quite literally, nothing to make a buzz and dance about. Their dancing movements were slow or they stopped altogether. Dont bother going! And the other bees, noting the inactivity, stayed put  until the next excited forager arrived with news of a fresh source of nectar.
There was no danger of the Pringles source being totally drained. Indeed, as I waited for the traffic to clear, I could see a delivery van unloading fresh supplies. Nectar yesterday, nectar tomorrow, and always nectar today.
The round dance is enough to indicate the source if its fairly near to the hive  von Frisch thought within about 275 feet or so  but if its a lot further away, such as a mile or more, something more precise is needed. Thats when the bees do the tail-wagging dance. Inside the hive, the forager runs a short distance in a straight line, wagging its abdomen from side to side, then returns in a semi-circle to the starting point. It repeats the run, and comes back in a semi-circle on the opposite side. Then it does the whole cycle again  and again
Its the tempo of the dance that signals the distance from the source. For instance, in one experiment, a feeding dish was placed a thousand feet away, and the bee that discovered it performed fifteen complete cycles of the dance in thirty seconds. When the dish was placed two thousand feet away, the number dropped to eleven. The further away, the fewer the cycles.
And how do they work out the direction of the food? Thats shown by the straight-line part of the dance. If the dance is done on the platform in front of a hive, in the light of day, the orientation of the bees body along the line with respect to the sun is enough to point other bees directly towards the goal. Inside the hive, where its dark, the bees sense of gravity allows it to make an upwards movement against the honeycomb wall. Its as if the bee draws a straight vertical line on the wall. If it then runs straight up the line, this tells the others that the food is in the same direction as the sun. If the food is, say, forty degrees to the left of the sun, the run points forty degrees to the left of this line.
Its an amazingly sophisticated system, with modifications built in to allow for the suns movement across the sky. And it works. When other bees fly out, they know that the nectar source is, say, about half a mile away at a bearing of forty degrees left, and  from the excitement of the dance  how much nectar is likely to be there. And thats the source they go for, ignoring everything else on the way. In one series of experiments, von Frisch placed other food dishes between the hive and the nectar source that the pioneer forager had found. The other bees flew straight over them, making a beeline, as it were, only for the source theyd been told about.
The bus that had been causing all the trouble finally made it into its parking bay, but my little traffic jam stayed put. A tractor was trying to follow it in, and that was now blocking the road. What on earth was a farmer doing at Pringles at this time of day? As it slewed around, I could see it was pulling a trailer with two sheep in it. Now thats what I call service. Out of the field, into the Gaerwen auction, and onto a Pringles shelf, all in one afternoon.
I could hear the sound of the sheep above the noise of the traffic. Were there Welsh-English bleatlects? I fantasized about an article: Dialects in the Language of the Sheep. Von Frischs first experiments had used black Austrian honeybees. He then carried out some further experiments using Italian honeybees. The Italians restricted their round dances to distances of only thirty feet. For intermediate distances they performed a sickle-shaped dance, which the Austrians did not do. Then, for distances over 120 feet they did the tail-wagging dance, but rather more slowly than the Austrians.
As a result, when the Austrian and Italian bees were placed in the same hive, the wagging dance of the Italians made the Austrians search for the feeding place too far away. And vice versa. They seemed to understand each other, but not exactly. Just like the dialects of human language, really, von Frisch thought.
If hed studied the buzzing, he might have said accents too. I wonder if the sound of the buzz alters in proportion to the excitement?
The bee-dancing hypothesis was received with considerable scepticism at first. Later observations showed that the time it took for bees to arrive at the source was usually longer than von Frisch had predicted. Maybe it was all a mixture of chance, sight, and scent after all? But in 2005 a research team made more precise measurements to show that von Frischs dancing theory was right.
They used a method called harmonic radar  a system first used to track the location of avalanche victims. A tiny transponder was attached to a bee, and this returned radar signals enabling its flight path to be plotted. The team was able to demonstrate that the waggle dance was enough to enable most of the bees to reach the vicinity of the food. But they then needed sight and odour to pinpoint the final destination.
That was why von Frischs bees took longer than expected to reach the food. The dance got them to the railway station, as it were, but they had to find the right platform for themselves.
The busload of Japanese tourists had found their way onto the station platform and had lined up under the name sign. They were having trouble working out how to stand in front of it without obscuring the letters. The photographer was having trouble too, getting everybody into his shot. He backed away, momentarily forgetting that the railway line was right behind him. An eruption of Japanese  which, roughly translated, said, Excuse our temerity in troubling you, Hiro, but you are about to fall onto a railway track and there is a train coming kept him safe.
After the train had passed he solved his problem by taking the photograph from the opposite platform. And his subjects solved theirs by having some of their party sit down on the ground in front of the name sign. It looked as if the letters were sprouting out of their heads.
Suddenly the jam cleared, and I drove on, leaving the sheep and Japanese behind. The road out of Llanfairpwll runs alongside the Menai Straits, and if you pull into a lay-by there is a splendid view of the two bridges  Thomas Telfords fine Menai Suspension Bridge to the north, and the later Britannia Bridge, originally built by Robert Stephenson, a mile and a half to the south.
The suspension bridge was opened on 30 January 1826. It was one of the highest bridges of its day, because the Admiralty insisted that there should be room beneath it to allow the passage of sailing ships. Its a hundred-foot drop to the water below. It carried the A5 from London to Holyhead  the first British road instituted by an Act of Parliament. The Irish Act of Union had been passed in 1801. Once the link was completed, Irish MPs would be able to make the journey down to the Houses of Parliament in two days instead of four.
Before the bridge there were only ferries  six main services, running at different points along the Straits, each under the control of a local landowner. A highly competitive business it was, I suppose much like the local taxi businesses in the area today. Apart from the time involved, and the danger from the strong currents, it could be expensive. Who pays the ferryman? You did  and sometimes twice! Some boatmen would charge you when you got onto the boat, and then charge you again before they let you off.
The ferry owners were totally against the project, but they were overruled by London, and work started on the bridge in 1819. Limestone was quarried at Penmon a few miles north, and carried down by boat. The ironwork was made at a Shrewsbury foundry. To prevent rust, it was immersed in warm linseed oil.
Lewis Carroll had a different idea. In Chapter 8 of Through the Looking Glass he has the White Knight come up with a unique preservation scheme. The Knight has been singing a song to Alice about the life-story told to him by an aged, aged man, a-sitting on a gate. Then, quite out of the blue, he reflects:
 			I heard him then, for I had just
Completed my design
To keep the Menai Bridge from rust
By boiling it in wine.

A-sitting. That use of a-goes back to the Middle Ages. It is historically a form of on, which came to be used to emphasize the duration of an action, and especially its repeated character. If you were a-shouting, as Casca says the people do at the beginning of Shakespeares Julius Caesar, you would be engaged in that activity for longer than if you were just shouting. You would be shouting over and over.
Why does Carroll use it here? Sitting isnt a verb which needs an a-  prefix. It is already expressing a continuous duration. The aged man wasnt sitting repeatedly on his gate. So you wouldnt expect to find an a-used.
What happened was that poets started to use the prefix to make up the te-tum-te-tum rhythm of a line. It was a bit cheeky, really, but the nuance added by a- was so slight that it hardly made any difference. And it was an easy fix.
The stratagem was a boon to anyone making up simple rhymes:
 		   
 Bye, baby bunting. Daddys gone hunting.
 		   
 Doesnt work.
 		   
 Bye, baby bunting. Daddys gone a-hunting.
 		   
Works.
So, A-hunting we will go, Here we come a-wassailing and an aged, aged man, a-sitting on a gate.
That day in June 2005, as I passed by, they were preserving the bridge again, but totally ignoring Carrolls advice, for there was no wine in sight. They were three months into the painstaking task of stripping off the old paint down to the bare metal and repainting. It would take them several months to finish, and in the meantime one side of the bridge was covered with scaffolding. Only one lane of the bridge was open. In the morning it took the traffic across from Anglesey to the mainland, and then at 2 p.m. the flow reversed. Hard luck if you arrived at the Anglesey side at one minute past two. You had to find another way  or wait a day, of course.
Fortunately, there is another way. Just a few years after Telfords bridge was opened, plans were drawn up by Robert Stephenson for a bridge to carry the LondonHolyhead railway across the Straits. To take the weight of a train, he designed a bridge consisting of two rectangular wrought-iron tubes, ten feet apart, one of which enclosed the up-line and the other the down-line. A protective wooden roof was added, covered with hessian and coated with tar, along the whole length of the bridge. There was a gap of a couple of feet between the roof and the top of the tubes.
The tubes were 150 feet above the water, supported by five tall masonry towers, again using Penmon limestone. Each tower was surmounted by a stone structure, which gave the bridge a distinctive fort-like silhouette. Four limestone lions, about thirteen feet in height, guarded the bridge, two at each end. They were carved by John Thomas, who had previously worked at the Houses of Parliament and Buckingham Palace.
Would the tubes take the weight of a train? To be on the safe side, Stephenson allowed for suspension chains in his design, and put slots into the top of the arches above the bridge. But it proved to be an unnecessary precaution. A model of the bridge was built and tested, and the tubular construction went ahead without chains. The bridge was opened on 5 March 1850, and trains passed comfortably to and fro for 120 years. The slots now look rather ominous as you approach them  like pairs of beady eyes.
I remember travelling by steam train through the bridge in the 1950s, to and from Holyhead. If the window of your compartment was open  and as a child you tried to make sure it was  you would soon be covered with wonderful smoke and ash, and your ears would ring with the whistle of the engine as it entered the tunnel and the deafening noise of the train in the confined space.
Then, on the evening of Saturday, 23 May 1970, the bridge burned down. A group of local teenagers had gone into the tunnel on the Caernarfonshire side to see what it was like, and lit some paper for illumination a few yards inside. They dropped it accidentally, and other rubbish alongside the track caught fire. The mixture of wood, hessian, and tar, and the draught tunnel formed by the roof space, did the rest.
The problem for the fire brigade was that the entrance to the tubes was difficult to access  they had to negotiate three-quarters of a mile of rough track. There were no pressure water supplies in the area, and the nearest static water was the Menai Straits, 450 yards away down a one-in-three gradient.
By the time they got some water onto it, the fire had taken hold. One of the red-hot girders even snapped in half when water was sprayed upon it. It was a raging inferno inside the roof space  though curiously, because of the enclosed nature of the bridge, for some time no fire could be seen from the outside. But once it broke through, the line of flames extending across the Straits was as spectacular as it was horrific. You can see a video clip, and an interview with one of the teenagers, at a BBC Wales website.
One estimate of the damage was over 1 million, but as the bridge cost over 600,000 to build in 1850, that was surely a low guess. The railway was out of action for four years. Irish ferries to and from Holyhead had to be diverted to Morecambe. The economy of the area took years to recover.
A new single-track railway bridge was back in action in 1974, supported by arches, and they put a road on top of it in 1980. Its now the main link between Anglesey and the mainland, carrying the A55. Three
 		 			A flamboyant advertisement; an inspired testimonial.
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