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Dedication

To Roothee




Epigraph

Those people spell best who do not know how to spell.

—Benjamin Franklin

Real Gs move in silence like lasagna.

—Lil Wayne
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Introduction

Why does the G in wage sound different from the G in wag? Why does C begin both crease and cease? And why is it funny when a phonologist falls, but not polight to laf about it?

Anyone who has the misfortune to write in English will, every now and then, struggle with its spelling. In our woeful orthography, choir and liar rhyme, daughter and laughter don’t, and God help you if you encounter a pterodactyl out in the wild. There’s an old British joke, first told around 1855, about a nervous schoolboy who is called upon to spell the word fish. He understands just enough about English spelling to be utterly confused by it. He knows that GH makes the sound of an F in tough, O sounds like an I in women, and TI is pronounced SH in station. And so he recites this combination:

G-H-O-T-I

There’s a reason spelling bees are only common in English-speaking countries: English spelling is absurd.

So why do we continue to use it? If our system of writing words is so tragically inconsistent—from the unpronounced B in doubt to the ghostly whisper of an R in colonel—why haven’t we standardized it, phoneticized it, brought it into line? How many brave linguists have ever had the courage to state, in a declaration of phonetic revolt, “Enough is enuf”?

The answer: many. In the comic annals of linguistic history, legions of rebel wordsmiths have died on the hill of spelling reform, risking their reputations to bring English into the realm of the rational. This book is about them: Mark Twain, Eliza Burnz, Benjamin Franklin, George Bernard Shaw, Noah Webster, and the innumerable others who, for a time in their lives, became fanatically occupied with writing laf instead of laugh, tung for tongue, fyzics for physics, and dawter for daughter (and tried futilely to get everyone around them to do it too).

For most of these “simplified spellers,” the passion was intense but short-lived—a temporary project abandoned for lack of support and abundance of ridicule. For others, simplified spelling became a lifelong obsession.

***

Learning to spell in English can be a harrowing experience. According to a study in the British Journal of Psychology, children take two to three times longer to grasp English spelling, compared to more phonetic orthographies like German or Spanish. And what do we do with our extra schooling? We memorize little rhymed sayings like “i before e except after c,” a rule that has so many exceptions that it’s not even worth calling a rule. We study the eight pronunciations—yes, eight—of the letter quartet ough. We learn that row rows your boat and roe goes on your plate, and that a rose is not arose despite what the poets say. (Interestingly, this is also what makes our language good for punning.)

The heart of our problem, linguists tell us, is this: English has 44 sounds but only 26 letters. To make up for those missing 18 phonemes, some letters are forced to work multiple jobs. C performs three roles in cup, lace, and charge. H helps out in honor, thicket, and laugh. If 26 employees had to cover 44 positions, the work would suffer, and so would those employees.

Another problem is this: Every sound in English has, on average, four ways of spelling it. Ask a toddler to spell cat. Then ask them to spell kid, chrome, and queen. Watch their face as they develop a hatred for English in real time—then ask them to spell face. Our spelling is so vexing, in fact, that even William Shakespeare misspelled his name—repeatedly. Of the six signatures he left behind, no two are spelled alike, and his surname appears on official documents variously as Sakspere, Shakespeer, and Shaxpyere. If even our best English writers couldn’t spell, what chance do the young spellers of today have?

Questions like this have plagued us since, well, the Plague, and we’ve been trying to find solutions for nearly as long. Ormin, a medieval monk, sought to bring order to English orthography by addinng morre letterrs to worrds. Auguste Thibaudin, a London professor, tried 9dding n3mbers. Our ideas for simplifying spelling have ranged from the rashonal to the redikulus to the döunnryt ubsërrd, and with each whimsical solution we seem to get further away from cognitive stability.

I first encountered one of these “solutions” in college. One day, a Wednesday—I remember because I’d had to spell it—a college professor of mine projected an old Revolutionary War–era text on a large screen in front of the class. It looked entirely typical of the times, all sepia toned and faded, but the spelling seemed strangely modern, even childlike: ruf, laf, thru, tho, hav, pleez, beleev.

This was called “simplified spelling,” Professor Palencsar explained, and despite its somewhat silly appearance it was an earnest movement, led by some very earnest adults, to reform the way we spell. It had roots stretching back centuries and advocates from every field of learning. It once had the backing of the world’s richest man, America’s highest-selling author, and the president of the United States, all at the same time. And yet, for all that star-studded support, the public never took simplified spelling even remotely seriously. One look at some of its literature and it’s easy to see why:

[image: image]

Simplified spelling is a curio, a fascinating “What If” in the annals of language and history. What if Noah Webster, author of the definitive American dictionary, succeeded in removing all silent letters from his pages instead of the occasional U (colour), K (publick), and O (diarrhoea)? What if Parliament passed its 1953 bill to rid Inglish uv al speling iregyularitiz? What if the Victorian fad for “rebus” poetry inspired every1 in England 2 start spelling like twenty-first-century teens? These questions still hang in the air as texting and social media carry the movement into the digital age, where the swift pace of online exchanges pushes us all 2ward simplification, and abridgments like thru and tho are more common than Noah Webster ever imagined when he proposed them in 1789.

As you turn these pages, I invite you to ponder the What Ifs, the Why Nots, the What the Hells, and the curious cast of pedantic obsessives who comprise this unsung movement to reform our language. You’re welcome to sneer. You’re welcome to scoff. But every so often, take a moment to cheer on these intrepid reformers as they toil, quills poised over parchment (and now fingers over touchscreens), attempting to solve the grand conundrum of English spelling. Who knows? They might have the last laf yet.




Part I

Washington, D.C., 2010

The flash of cameras and buzz of anticipation fill the ballroom of the Grand Hyatt Hotel as the Scripps National Spelling Bee begins. In their last quiet moments before the telecast goes live, America’s prodigy spellers peer into their dog-eared dictionaries and color-coded note cards, chanting through their practiced mnemonics and quietly mouthing their problem words:



P-S-A-M-M-O-P-H-I-L-E, noun, Greek: a plant or animal that thrives in sandy areas.

P-L-U-M-B-I-F-E-R-O-U-S, adjective, Latin: containing or yielding lead.

B-O-U-I-L-L-A-B-A-I-S-S-E, noun, French: a type of fish stew.



A young contestant steps up to the microphone. The moderator announces the word, defines it, and then the room plunges into silence. The contestant leafs through pages in her mind. She writes the word in the air with her fingers. The ticking seconds seem to stretch into infinity, etching the tension deeper, deeper, until finally she starts to spell.

E-N-O-U . . .

The first Scripps champion was an 11-year-old boy from Kentucky. His winning word was gladiolus, a flower genus meaning “little sword,” a Latin cousin of the word gladiator. For this, he won $500 and a visit with Calvin Coolidge. Since then, gladiolus flowers have been part of the iconography of the bee, encircling the Scripps trophy with their bright petal blades. And as these little gladiators duel for the national prize, they demonstrate their understanding or misunderstanding of a linguistic universe that has been millennia in the making—a universe that continues to evolve and expand even as they stand onstage, spellbound by the gravity of the task before them.

And then the contest is over. A winner is announced, confetti flutters from the ceiling, and the audience files out.

As they exit the building, winners or losers, they are confronted by a strange group of protestors. One is dressed like Benjamin Franklin. Others are dressed like bumblebees. They are holding up signs. One reads, “Spelling shuud be lojical!” Another says, “All you need is L-U-V!”

These are the last of the simplified spellers—relics of a fanatical and (mostly) fruitless movement that tried to change the way we write our language. At its peak, the simplified spelling movement boasted hundreds of thousands of energized supporters. Today, only a few hundred are left. They run a smattering of websites and Facebook pages. They hold quarterly video calls and post their discussions to YouTube. And every few years, when the energy is there, a few of them make their way to the nation’s capital to picket the bee.

A bumblebee drops his sign for a moment to fix his antennae. Ben Franklin chats with a passerby about the Founding Father’s advocacy for simplified spelling. A woman steps forward carrying a tray of brightly colored buttons. Written across each is the same message, a rallying cry. It is more than just a piece of metal; this button is a badge of protest. It embodies the fading spirit of the movement and imagines a future in which English spelling is truly as simple as sounding it out. It’s a future she believes in, one she has condensed into a wearable statement, a modest accessory, a sartorial contrast to her friend over there in the powdered wig.

“Enuf is enuf,” reads the button. “But enough is too much.”
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A Man of Letters

orthografi (n) • The art ov riting wurdz with the korekt letterz, akording tu kommon usaj

Benjamin Franklin never cared much for “good” spelling—that is, spelling as it appears in this sentence and in most English books since the eighteenth century. A man of reason and science, he viewed traditional English orthography as pure irrational nonsense, with its fickle silent E’s, erratic oughs, and stubborn allegiance to the forms of the past. Franklin lived his life by a set of principles, and English spelling seemed to go against many of them:


	It impedes education, requiring nearly three times longer to learn than French or Spanish spelling. (Franklin did not like wasting time.)

	It is economically inefficient, with its superfluous silent letters stretching the page counts of books and running up printers’ costs. (Franklin did not like wasting money.)

	And it is painfully inconsistent, with G doing triple duty in wage, wag, and weigh and T spread thin between throne, table, natural, nation, and them—all while poor Q, the wallflower of Roman letters, just stands around, waiting for its U. (Franklin did not like waiting.)



So, in 1768, armed with nothing but his wits and a quill (and a revolutionary zeal he would later bring to America’s War of Independence), Franklin embarked on a campaign to transform the alphabet.

He began by eliminating the letter C; all C sounds, according to Franklin’s new system, would now be the domain of K and S, as in kup (cup) and sity (city). Next, he nixed Q and X, those low-frequency, high-value Scrabble favorites, and again passed their duties to K and S, as in kuestion (question) and ekstrakt (extract). W, too, got the boot—it is quite literally a redundant U—and likewise Y, which can be replaced in most instances by I. The last letter to go was J: frankly, before J joined the alphabet in 1524, we had been getting along gust fine.

After purging these unnecessary letters, that dead weight that kept English in the Dark Ages, Franklin invented six new ones and assigned them the following sounds:









	Letter

	Name

	Sound




	[image: image]

	Aw

	O, as in folly




	ɥ

	Uh

	UM, as in umbrage




	[image: image]

	Ish

	SH, as in ship




	ŋ

	Ing

	ING, as in writing




	h̢

	Eth

	soft TH, as in think




	ⱨ

	Edh

	hard TH, as in that






As a final phoneticizing measure, Franklin developed a technique for conveying long vowels. The A sound in words like remain and late would be written as a double E. The long E, naturally, would be written as a double I. Remain and late were now remeen and leet. Seized and teased were siized and tiised. Pleased was pliised, and so was Franklin.

Since his early childhood, Franklin had been driven to invent. In the summer of his eleventh year, he took two oval wooden planks, fashioned them to fit over his palms, and used them to paddle through the Charles River in Boston, thereby inventing the modern swim fins. By the time America broke away from Britain in 1776, Franklin had given the world the Franklin stove (a metal-lined fireplace designed for better heating and less smoke); the flexible catheter; the glass armonica; and an early version of an odometer that counted the revolutions of his carriage wheels and outputted a rough mileage estimate. In the last few years of his life, as his body weakened but his mind still hungered for knowledge, Franklin would invent an extendable arm that allowed him to reach books off high shelves in his study.

But this wasn’t like his other inventions. It wasn’t a physical object; it was a linguistic tool, an efficient new system of communication that would touch every stratum of English-speaking society. It was also America’s first foray into phonetic science—proof of what can be achieved when rational analysis is applied to language. Eager to share his design with a world gasping for linguistic clarity, Franklin sent his proposal, “A Scheme for a New Alphabet and Reformed Mode of Spelling,” to his closest confidante, the one person who could be counted on to champion his wildest ideas: Mary “Polly” Stevenson, the 29-year-old daughter of his landlady. In his accompanying letter, dated “D[image: image]ulɥi” (July) 1768, Franklin makes his plea (translated here):



Diir P[image: image]li,



ɥi intended to hev sent iu ⱨiz Pepers sunɥr, bɥt biiŋ bizi f[image: image]rg[image: image]t it . . .

ɥi ui[image: image] iu to k[image: image]nsider ⱨis Alfabet, and giv mi Instanses [image: image]f sy[image: image] Iŋlis Uɥrds and S[image: image]unds az iu mee h̢ink kann[image: image]t perfektlɥi bi eksprest bɥi it. ɥi am persueeded it mee bi k[image: image]mplited bɥi iur help . . .

ɥi am, mɥi diir Frend, Iurz afek[image: image]ɥnetli,

B. Franklin*



For a moment, Polly might have dismissed this as another one of Franklin’s jokes. He was a consummate prankster, after all. (His 1781 “Letter to a Royal Academy,” which proposed scientific improvements for the odor of flatulence, is legendary.) The idea that he might craft a comically unreadable system of writing and tout it as “scientific advancement” was certainly his brand of humor. But Franklin’s gags typically ran in newspapers, not in personal correspondences, and Polly soon realized that this gloriously incomprehensible spelling was, in fact, a serious proposal. She decided to master Franklin’s new writing system—and two months later, in a letter dated “Septembɥr” 1768, Polly sent back her phonetic two cents:



Diir Sɥr,



ɥi have transkrɥib’d iur Alfabet &c. huit[image: image] ɥi h̢ink mɥit bi [image: image]v sɥrvis tu ⱨoz hu ui[image: image] tu akuɥir an akiuret pronɥnsie[image: image]ɥn if ⱨat kuld bi fiks’d, bɥt ɥi si meni ink[image: image]nvinienses az uel az difikultis ⱨat uuld atend ⱨi briŋiŋ iur letɥrs & [image: image]rh̢[image: image]grafi intu k[image: image]mɥn ius.*



Polly then proceeds to list all the “difikultis” she sees in Franklin’s alphabet:

It would erase all the “etim[image: image]lodⱨis” (“etymologies”) that language enthusiasts like her love, as in the Greek root logia in etymology;

It would muddle “ⱨi distinks[image: image]ɥn . . . bituiin uɥrds [image: image]v difɥrent miiniŋ & similar s[image: image]und” (“the distinction . . . between words of different meaning & similar sound”), as in the homophonic pairs meet/meat and sun/son;

And it would render obsolete “[image: image][image: image]l ⱨi buks [image: image]lredi riten” (“all the books already written”), as their current library of English literature—every scroll, folio, and manuscript—would eventually become unintelligible to future generations of Franklinian spellers.

In short, she says, “ui mɥst let pipil spel [image: image]n in ⱨeer old ue”—“We must let people spell on in their old way”—and do the same ourselves.

[image: image]
Polly Stevenson, depicted here in 1770, casts what might be a disapproving eye over Benjamin Franklin’s new alphabet.



Polly might’ve gone on criticizing Franklin’s proposal, but one paragraph in his spelling is all she can muster. As she loses orthographic steam, she resorts to standard English. “With ease & with sincerity,” she signs off her letter, “I can in the old way subscribe myself . . .” The sigh of relief is almost audible.

And with that, Franklin’s short-lived campaign was effectively over. He thanked Polly for her “well-spelt” feedback, slipped his “Scheme for a New Alphabet” into a drawer, and moved on like it never happened.

***

Franklin’s experience is typical. Wherever history finds a simplified speller, the story follows a similar arc. It begins with a burst of enthusiasm. The reformer, believing they’ve discovered the cure for English’s centuries-long woes, announces their plan to simplify conventional spelling. The design is comprehensive—here they’ve removed the silent I in friend, there they’ve turned chaos into kaos. But as they present their ideas to the unsuspecting public, they find that change, especially in language, faces stiff resistance from a society rooted in tradition. In the best case, the world will respond to their proposal with a collective shrug of indifference. In the worst case, it’ll unleash upon the reformer a sustained barrage of mockery and scorn that forever will tarnish their name and reduce their legacy to a punch line.

Their conviction withers. Embarrassment takes hold. At this point, some reformers will simply let their idea fade into silent oblivion, never to be spoken of again. Others, overcome with shame, will publicly disavow their linguistic treasons in an attempt to claw back some dignity. And then there are the indomitable few, unswayed by the pushback, who will press forward in the face of ridicule, thru hel and hi water, driven by a clear and unwavering vision of linguistic utopia.
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English: A Simplified History

Our language is a rich verbal tapestry woven together from the tongues of the Greeks, the Latins, the Angles, the Klaxtons, the Celtics, the 76ers and many other ancient peoples, all of whom had severe drinking problems.

—Dave Barry

Benjamin Franklin wasn’t the first simplified speller, nor among the first dozen. By the time he came along in 1768 with his “Scheme for a New Alphabet,” the language had already fought off many zealous simplifiers bent on reshaping English in their ideal image.

The first English spelling reformer was a twelfth-century monk known as Ormin—a name that once meant “dragon man” in Old Norse but which translates, less flatteringly, into Modern English as “worm man.” Ormin lived during the era of Middle English, a time when the concept of standardized spelling didn’t exist. To write a simple word like though, you could either (a) make up your own spelling; or (b) choose from the seemingly infinite variations in use in England at the time, such as, but not limited to, thowh, thowgh, thoagh, thoughe, thow, thowe, thauth, thoff, thauh, thaugh, thagh, thaghe, thaw, thoghe, thogh, thouh, thou, and tho.

There was no manual, no dictionary, no uniform approach to spelling that could guide a scribe or reader. It was orthographic anarchy.

Of all the problems plaguing English, Ormin was bothered most by its inability to distinguish short and long vowels. Today, of course, we have a nifty solution for this—the silent E—which we place after a short vowel to turn win into wine and fin into fine. But the silent E wouldn’t fully take root until around the sixteenth century. Instead, Ormin had to devise his own nifty technique. In every case where a short vowel occurs, Ormin proposed doubling the consonant that follows it. Instead of cat, write catt. Instead of dog, write dogg. Write furr for fur and sirr for sir. And where there’s a digraph—like the th in with—well, you can just go ahead and double both letters: withth.

Emboldened by his ingenuity, Ormin published a book of biblical homilies titled the Ormulum (he named it after himself), written entirely in his reduplicate spelling. In this eye-straining tome, after becomes affterr, living becomes livvinng, kinsman becomes kinnessmann, alderman becomes allderrmann, and all multisyllabic words swell to a Mississippi level of superfluous consonant doubling.

Simpler? No. Practical? Not particularly. Extra letters meant extra time, extra labor, extra parchment, and extra ink—and for those poor scribes already working morning to night hand-copying biblical texts,* Ormin’s “helpful” new spelling proved no help at all. “Ormography,” as some have playfully called it, translates to “worm writing,” and in the end it was just that: slow as a worm.

***

Ormin was first in a long lineage of visionaries seeking to bring simplicity (or their version of it) to English spelling. But before we meet his descendants—before Ruzevelt, Karnegi, and the Phunny Phellows come barreling onto the stage—we should address a question that, if it isn’t on your mind already, probably will be soon: How did English spelling become so complicated in the first place?

To understand the drive of the simplifiers, we need to understand the tangled roots of the language itself—the historical forces, linguistic traumas, and curious twists of fate that turned English into the sad, jumbled orthography it is today. In the spirit of Ormin, we’ll keep this simple.

The Celts

The earliest documented language in England was Celtic, named after the Celts who brought it from Central Europe around 600 B.C.E. (give or take a few hundred years—the records are notoriously poor). Celtic wasn’t a single cohesive language like we think of today—it was a family of related but distinct languages—and the Celts weren’t one unified group but a collection of different tribes. Their influence is all over the British Isles (Welsh, Irish, Scottish Gaelic, and Breton derive from branches of Celtic), and several dozen Celtic words remain in English today, notably in the names of waterways (Thames and Avon), grassy terrains (bog and glen), and mythical creatures (banshee and leprechaun).

Because of its location off mainland Europe, the Celtic land was both desirable and vulnerable to seafaring invaders. And because the Celts had no central government or language, they seemed like easy pickings. Enter the Romans.

The Romans

Julius Caesar had tried to conquer England twice before Emperor Claudius finally succeeded in 43 C.E. As the Roman Empire expanded across England, the Celts fled into the outer rural areas (eventually giving Wales, Ireland, and Scotland their distinctive tongues), and Latin became England’s new dominant language.

For the next four hundred years, Latin was the language of law and literature, of military and government, and it’s here that we get words like castle (from the Latin castrum, also in Lancaster and Winchester) and port (from the Latin portus). Relatively speaking, though, Latin’s impact on English during the Roman Empire was minimal. (Most Latin-derived words we use today arrived after the sixth century, when St. Augustine brought Christianity to England.) In 410 C.E., Rome was sacked by the Visigoths, the vast empire began to crumble, and the Romans pulled abruptly out of England, taking their Latin language with them. England returned to a state of limbo—not quite Celtic, not quite Roman, not quite anything—and the door was wide open for new groups to move in.

The Anglo-Saxons

Into this linguistic void rushed four Germanic tribes: the Angles, Saxons, Jutes, and Frisians. They came, they saw, they liked the rain, and they decided to stay in England.

Over the next generations, as these tribes mixed and mingled, their Germanic dialects merged into a single, semi-cohesive language. If you look closely at this language today—if you really squint, and blur your eyes, and maybe tilt your head—you might recognize something resembling English. In fact, this is Old English—a.k.a. Anglo-Saxon—and it’s where our language officially begins.

Compared to Ormin’s Middle English, the orthography of Old English was surprisingly simple. Words were spelled as they sounded, free of silent letters and irregular pronunciations. And though spellings often varied from dialect to dialect (again, standardization didn’t exist), their phonetic structure allowed for wide comprehension across regions. It was a paradise of phonetic simplicity, a golden age of orthographic bliss. Many hope to experience it again one day.

The Norse

The downfall of Old English can be summed up in a single ominous line—words that throughout history have marked the death of civilizations, the end to peaceful and prosperous eras, and the beginning of many a TV miniseries: then the Vikings came.

They came from Denmark on longboats in 865, landing in East Anglia (in modern-day Suffolk, on England’s eastern coast) and igniting a series of territorial wars. The Norse invaders wove their linguistic peculiarities into the fabric of Old English, and English and Danish mingled into an Anglo-Norse dialect. In northern England, where the Norse eventually settled,* their preference for SK sounds turned shirt into skirt. Ship became skip. And some Anglo-Saxon words, like dic (meaning “to dig”), split into distinct versions with similar meanings and sounds: the Norse called it dyke; the Anglo-Saxons called it ditch. Over time, English also adopted hundreds of Scandinavian loanwords, including skull, scream, ransack, heathen, slaughter, leg, skin, anger, hit, die, knife, and snare (many of which, incidentally, seem to describe a particularly vivid Viking battle). Pronunciations changed. Syntax shifted. The era of simplicity was over.

The Normans

In 1066, the Vikings came again. (Sort of.) These invaders hailed from Normandy, a former Viking stronghold in France named after the Northmen, or Normans, who first conquered the region in the tenth century. The Normans (who boasted Viking blood but considered themselves French) spoke a dialect known as Norman-French, which trickled down through the noble and scholarly classes of Britain. The English courts adopted French words like judge, justice, attorney, felony, and perjury. Cows, pigs, and sheep became boeuf, porc, and mouton. Traditional Old English names like Harold and Edward fell out of favor, and whole generations of Williams, Henrys, Roberts, and Richards, all French, grew up in England never speaking a word of the mother tongue. In fact, for the next three centuries, no English monarch spoke English.

Had this sudden frenchification touched all of England equally, it’s possible we would all be speaking French today. But the Franco influence reached only England’s upper classes; the lower classes, meanwhile—the peasants, bakers, craftsmen, laborers—continued speaking English as if nothing had changed. England thus became bilingual along class lines. As scribes struggled to pin down the chaos, the mixture of Anglo-Norse and Norman-French scrambled the linguistic landscape. In the resulting mélange, English evolved five major English dialects—Northern, Southern, East Midlands, West Midlands, and Kentish—each boasting its own regional accents and its own regional spellings.* We call this hodgepodge Middle English.

A story from the period illustrates how unintelligible English had become even among Englishmen. A group of London sailors are traveling to Holland. On their way, they dock in Kent and approach a local house for food:



[He] axed for mete; and specially he axyd after eggys. And the goode wyf answered, that she coude speke no frenshe. And the merchant was angry, for he also coude speke no frenshe. But wolde have hadde egges, and she understode him not. And thenne at laste a nother sayd that he wolde have eyren. Then the good wyf sayd that she understood hym wel. Loo, what sholde a man in thyse days now wryte, egges or eyren?



Ormin was the first to articulate what, by the twelfth century, many already knew: English was spiraling fast and in desperate need of saving. Rock bottom, however, was still a long way down.

The Great Vowel Shift

In the late fourteenth century, English entered a period of transformation known as the Great Vowel Shift.* Over the next three centuries, we gradually shifted our pronunciations, forming our long vowels higher up and closer to the fronts of our mouths. Feel the vowel move as you utter the following words: Nom. Nem. Name. The sound migrates from the lower back of the mouth (nom) to midway along the soft palate on the roof of the mouth (nem) and then into its modern location on the front roof (name). This is the general path many (but not all) of our vowels took between 1400 and 1700. But our spellings—this is key—didn’t evolve with our speech. Thus, a rift formed between the way we spoke and the way we wrote. Meat and great, which once rhymed, drifted apart. So did foot and boot. Everywhere we look today, mismatched vowels laugh at us from the Middle Ages. The great rift remains. It keeps linguists up at night.

The Printer

In the fifteenth century, a glimmer of hope emerged in the form of William Caxton, a middle-class textile merchant from Kent. On a trading trip to Cologne in 1471, Caxton encountered Germany’s thriving printing industry. He saw his first printing press—a revolutionary device invented by Johannes Gutenberg in that country less than 20 years earlier—and when he returned to England two years later, he leased a room in Westminster Abbey Church, cobbled together a winepress and movable block type, and set up a printing press of his own. With mass printing came the promise of language standardization, and as England’s first printer it became Caxton’s duty to select a standard English dialect. The future of English hinged on Caxton’s printing press. Egges or eyren, it was up to him.

Caxton considered his home dialect of Kentish to be too “broad and rude,” fit for the lower classes he had grown away from. He chose instead a variety of East Midlands called Chancery Standard, the dialect of London’s universities and courts. Chancery was associated with nobility, in part because it contained scores of French loanwords. (Mots de France still carried the elegance they had when the Normans ruled the English aristocracy.) It was the speech of “a clerke and a noble gentylman,” Caxton wrote—and it was now Standard English.

As Caxton’s books reached the far corners of England, so did Chancery Standard, and for the first time in its history England had a universal model for its written language. Today, Chancery remains the foundation upon which all English literature and communication are built. This sentence is descended from Chancery Standard. So is this one.

But while the printing press brought much-needed order to English, it also brought fresh complications. By standardizing English in 1476, Caxton froze our orthography during a time of linguistic flux. Our spellings today are therefore anchored to a pronunciation spoken sometime between Chaucer and Shakespeare, back when we voiced the S in aisle, the G in gnarl, and the K in knife. Over the next 600 years, we gradually silenced these letters in our speech, and yet there they remain on the page—echoes of an old pronunciation, fixed in time by Caxton’s press, confounding kindergarteners into the twenty-first century.

Further confusion arose inside Caxton’s print shop. With the future of English in Caxton’s hands, any decision, no matter how small, had potentially catastrophic implications for the language. Caxton, ever the perfectionist, liked the look of justified margins and square-block text (like you see on this page). Modern publishers, when faced with an awkwardly long word approaching the right margin, will split it with a hyphen and carry one half down to the next line. The margin therefore remains neat and even, all straight lines to the scanning eye. These “marginal hyphens,” as they’re called, were popularized by Gutenberg. Many printers followed Gutenberg’s example, but not Caxton. Instead, Caxton preferred to fiddle with his spellings, adding or subtracting letters to keep his lines flush with the margins. If a line ended one space shy of the right edge, Caxton might squeeze in one extra letter. It’s the reason Caxton’s works contain such variants of pity as pitty and pittye, and why music appears in one place as musik and in another as musycque. At times, Caxton would append an E to the ends of booke, goode, gete, and acte, a spelling convention that fortunately never caught on—but he’s also responsible for the E in done, come, have, and give, which did.

The Typesetter

To help run his print shop, Caxton hired a typesetter named Wynkyn de Worde. Wynkyn spoke fluent Flemish but broken English. Wherever he encountered an English word that reminded him of a Flemish one, he deferred to the Flemish spelling. That’s where we get the silent H in ghost; in Flemish, it’s gheest.* Once established, the Flemish H migrated into ghoul, aghast, and other spectral conjugations. Wynkyn also had a habit of confusing the lowercase letters f and s. (In his defense, they do appear similar in Caxton’s typeface.) In 1493, after Caxton died and Wynkyn inherited his Westminster press, he reprinted a manuscript that included the English word fnese, a term of Norse origin meaning to “puff” or “snort” (pronounced fuh-NEEZE). But Wynkyn printed it snese—thereby coining our modern word sneeze.

[image: image]
William Caxton shows his printing press to King Edward IV and his wife, Queen Elizabeth Woodville, of England. The man turning the spindle is likely Caxton’s assistant, Wynkyn de Worde. (Published in The Graphic in June 1877 for the Caxton Quadricentennial Celebration in London.)



***

This is a simplified history, of course—a compact answer to the complex question What went wrong? With each foreign conquest, with every fateful sneeze, the weight of linguistic baggage had grown heavier until, by around the sixteenth century, it had reached the state of complication that we call Early Modern English. And so, as the pages of history turned, teachers, preachers, journalists, and politicians embarked on a journey to restore reason, to simplify spelling, and to salvage English from the clutches of chaos, as we moved steadfastly into the aj of simplifyd speling.
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The Faýer, Sun, and Holi Ghoost

An intelligent child who is bidden to spell debt, and very properly spells it d-e-t, is caned for not spelling it with a b because Julius Caesar spelled it with a b.

—George Bernard Shaw, 1948

The year is 1550. Copernicus’s heliocentric theory is shaking the foundations of science. Europeans are tasting chocolate for the first time. And John Cheke, a tutor to the twelve-year-old King of England, is developing his seven-point plan for simplifying English spelling:


	Remove the silent E at the ends of words: e.g., prais (praise), giv (give), excus (excuse).

	Remove all unpronounced consonants within a word: e.g., dout (doubt), det (debt), receit (receipt).

	Where a long A, E, or I vowel sound appears, replace with duplicate letters: e.g., (made), eet (eat), desiir (desire).

	Where a long U appears, add a long stroke above: e.g., presūm (presume), assūm (assume).

	Replace the letter Y with I or duplicate E: e.g., awai (away), sai (say), personalitee (personality).

	Where a TH appears within a word, replace with an accented ý: e.g., faýer (father), ýe (the), ýees (these).

	Otherwise respell all words to better express their sounds: e.g., (good), britil (brittle), sufferabil (sufferable).



As a royal tutor, instructing young Edward VI (and occasionally his older sister Elizabeth, the future queen) in the study “of toungues, of the scripture, of philosophie and all liberal sciences,” Cheke grew to despise one particular quirk of English: silent Latin letters. These quiet pests—the superfluous B’s and C’s in words like doubt and indict—served no phonetic purpose and needlessly befuddled children at the start of their linguistic journeys. Plus, until recently, these letters didn’t even exist in English. As the print revolution exploded at the turn of the sixteenth century and English spelling slid inexorably toward anarchy, some British scholars had proposed a solution: to fix English spelling, they would make it look more like Latin. Latin was solid, sturdy, anchored in the bedrock of antiquity. Just the word alone—Latin—evoked a sense of historical grandeur and lexical precision, a world of marble columns and concrete syntax. It was the language of philosophers and emperors, of Cicero and Caesar, and it was a language that every educated schoolboy in Britain grew up learning. And so, as the linguist David Crystal explains it: “If English spelling was a mess, and all literate people knew Latin, why not put Latin to work to help reduce some of the uncertainties in English?”

Thus, scribes began peppering letters throughout English to align it with Latin. Consider the word doubt. Before the sixteenth century, it showed up variously as doute, dout, and dute. It comes to us from the French doute, and the French got it from the Latin dubitare (pronounced doo-bee-TAH-ray, with every letter voiced), the root shared with dubious and indubitably. During the Renaissance, as scholars looked with renewed interest to the classical world, they decided to trace doute back to its original Latin dubitare and restore the B to its “rightful” place in the word. Now whenever a scribe grappled with its spelling, he could call back to his childhood Latin studies. The B was a mnemonic of sorts—a silent reminder of how to spell certain words.

This same Latinizing effort also gave us the silent B in debt and subtle, the L in balm and salmon, and the P in receipt. (From Latin’s debitum, subtilis, balsamum, salmo, and recepta, respectively.) For these Renaissance scholars, it made more sense to conform English to its etymological past than to its phonetic present. Spelling, they believed, shouldn’t just be a guide to pronunciation; it should also be a record of the word’s origins.


Attempts to Latinize the English language sometimes missed the mark entirely. The word sissors received a silent C based on the misconception that it derives from the Latin scindere, meaning “to split.” But the term actually has its roots in the Latin cisorium, meaning “cutting implement.” Elsewhere, iland became island by a mistaken derivation from the Latin insula, rather than from the Germanic iegland, saddling us with five centuries and counting of an erroneous S. And sovereign comes from the Latin superanus (“highest one”), not the Latin regnare (“to reign”) as one scribe apparently assumed, and therefore has no etymological reason for its G.



Cheke found these silent letters both pointless and confusing. But that wasn’t the only reason he wanted them gone. Cheke was a linguistic patriot; he hated the B in doubt simply for the fact that it came from Latin—and Latin wasn’t English. “Our own tung should be written cleane and pure,” he argued, “unmixt and unmangled with borrowing of other tunges . . . For then doth our tung naturallie and praisablie utter her meaning, when she bouroweth no conterfeitness of other tunges.” His new spelling would be pure, phonetic, “unmangled” by foreign influence. He began work on an “English” edition of the New Testament, translated into his simplified anti-Latinate style. In 1550, he published the first installment, the Gospel of Matthew:



Enter in bi a narrow gaat, for ýe gaat is wiid and ýe way brood, ýt leadeth to destruction, and maní goeth in theerbí. And ýe gaat is narrow, and ýe waí streight ýt ledeth to life, and few ýeer be ýt find it. Taak heed of fals propheets which cõm to yow in scheeps garments, and inwardli ýei be ravening wolfes. (Matthew 7:13)



Cheke would only get as far as the second Gospel. In 1553, he landed behind bars on a treason charge for backing Lady Jane Grey’s ill-fated claim to the throne—a disastrous miscalculation, especially with Mary I already sitting on it—and in the damp stone walls of the Tower of London, Cheke’s spelling reform died a silent death. Four years later, he did too.

John Cheke wasn’t the only simplified speller in Tudor England, nor the only simplifier in the Tudor court. A decade later, John Hart, a high-ranking officer of arms under Queen Elizabeth, would offer his own prescription for our spelling ills: “To use as many letters in our writing as we doe voyces or breathes in speaking,” he vowed, “and no more.” To this end, Hart cut C, J, W, and Y from the alphabet and removed silent letters with gusto. Heaven became hẹvn, bread became brẹd, and words, with the loss of its W, became ụrds. He placed a dot beneath long vowels (Ạ, Ẹ, Ị, Ọ, Ụ) to let the reader know when to stretch their pronunciation (a less dizzying approach than Ormin’s excessssivve redoublinng) and he introduced five new letters, [image: image], [image: image], [image: image], [image: image], [image: image] for the sounds of CH, SH, TH (as in this), and TH (as in thin), and the soft G of gentle. “Hierbei iu mẹ persẹv,” Hart wrote in his spelling in 1569, “[image: image]at our singl sounding and ius of letters, mẹ in proses ov teim, bring our họl nasion tu ọn serten, perfet and ʒeneral spẹking.”*


In his pursuit to keep English pure, John Cheke took great pains to avoid using words rooted in Latin. Instead of lunacy, which comes from the Latin luna, he wrote moond. Instead of founded, he wrote groundwrought. And instead of exiled—as in, the Jewish people were “exiled to Babylon” (Matthew 1:11)—he wrote out-peopled.



Despite his proximity to the throne, Hart, like Cheke, was powerless against the relentless descent of English. Instead of lobbying for a sweeping, language-wide ban on silent letters,* Hart quietly circulated his ideas in a trio of reform books, for the eyes of a learned few and the practical use of no one. His final book—the egregiously titled A Methode, or comfortable beginning for all vnlearned, whereby they may bee taught to read English, in a very short time, vvith pleasure (1570)—presented his new translation of the Lord’s Prayer (opposite).

[image: image]
From A Methode by John Hart, 1570.



For all their talk of concision and simplicity, sixteenth-century reformers could be a verbose and long-winded bunch, particularly in their elaborate book titles. William Bullokar, a London schoolteacher, took subtitling to the extreme in his 1580 Booke at large:

[image: image]

Bullokar was a maximalist: He believed orthographic clarity lay not in the reduction of letters but in the addition of accent marks. Where Cheke had cut out B’s and C’s, Bullokar would add in dots and carets. In Aesop’s Fables, where others saw moral lessons, Bullokar saw an opportunity to bedazzle the language back to coherence:*

[image: image]

Otto Jespersen, the great twentieth-century linguist, would later deride Bullokar’s system as “nothing but the traditional spelling with a host of mystical and inconsistently employed dots and accents over and under the letters,” and Bullokar himself was a “muddle-headed spelling-reformer” for proposing it. Jespersen preferred the simplified spelling of Alexander Gil the Elder, the ruthless and often vicious headmaster of St. Paul’s School in London. In 1621, Gil published his 40-letter alphabet that introduced, among other characters, an NG combo letter to replace all -ng word endings and a WH combo to replace all wh- beginnings. “Etymology should never make us write letters which are not actually heard and which neither can nor ought to be heard,” Gil wrote in Logonomia Anglica (1619). “Thus I object strongly to writing houer, honor, honest instead of ouer, onor, onest, because we say an ouer, not a houer, etc . . . educated people who have learnt etymology, should write divjn, skolar, onor, kungurer . . .”

Gil’s passion for language occasionally reached a violent degree. At St. Paul’s, he was given to “whipping fits” as punishment for student infractions (his student John Milton may have received a flogging or two), and nothing boiled his blood so much as linguistic errors. He once suggested crucifying anyone who purveyed “cant speech,” for it contributed to that “poisonous and most stinking ulcer of our state” (a.k.a. the English language). Until such linguistic abuses could be answered with penalty of death, whipping would have to do.

Of all the zealous simplifiers slicing and dicing the language during the Renaissance, only Charls Butler had the courage to turn the pruning knife upon himself. In an act of personal rebranding, Butler cut the silent E from Charles to become a living, breathing embodiment of simplified spelling. He walked the walk, and he typd the typ.

Butler was intrigued by the sounds and rhythms of nature. A trained musicologist and professional beekeeper, Butler had once transcribed the buzz of a beehive into a musical score, and it emboldened him with a sense of possibility: If he could capture all those hums and drones on the written page, how hard could it be to transcribe spoken English into a phonetically consistent spelling? In 1633, the 62-year-old apiarist began picking at the alphabet. He turned all silent vowels into backward apostrophes (strang’, hiv’, medicin’) and crafted eight new letters (D, W, G, ꓕ, to nam‘ a few). A year later, he combined his dual passions, spelling reform (which promised order and efficiency) and bees (who had already achieved it), into a singular work that aimed to make language as harmonious and functional as the hive itself: Đe Feminin‘ Monarķi‘, or Đe Histori of Bee‘s.

The backlash to Butler’s book had nothing to

[image: image]
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