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Introduction

In fact, the book has two introductions, because there are two stories to be told.

On p. 3 there is an outline of the history of English, as often recounted. The past century has seen dozens of books which have presented the language in such terms, describing stages in the emergence of what has come to be called ‘Standard English’. A standard is a variety of a language which has acquired special prestige within a community. It is an important focus of study, and one which will be routinely encountered as the chronology of the present book unfolds. But an account of the standard language is only a small part of the whole story of English. The real story is much, much bigger.

Accordingly, beginning on p. 5, there is an introduction to this real story, which is what this book is largely about. ‘Real stories’ would be more accurate, for in the history of something as multifaceted as a language, there are always several trends taking place simultaneously. A richness of diversity exists everywhere, and always has, over the language’s 1,500-year history; but the story of Standard English has hitherto attracted all the attention. The other stories have never been given their rightful place in English linguistic history, and it is time they were.

Telling several stories simultaneously is not something which suits the linear expository method of a book, so to convey this message I have had to adopt a somewhat unorthodox structure. The main sequence of chapters provides a chronological narrative from Old English to Modern English, focusing on the interaction between standard and nonstandard; but they are separated by ‘Interludes’ illustrating topics to do with nonstandard English which fall outside the time framework. Also, within chapters, I have used panels to illustrate the nature of the nonstandard dimension, thereby emphasizing the dynamic tension which always exists between nonstandard and standard varieties.

It is a patchwork quilt of a book, as a result; but that is inevitable, given the constraints faced by any historian of nonstandard language. It is not easy to obtain data on the various kinds of nonstandard English, or even on what informal spoken Standard English was really like, in the years before broadcasting, tape-recorders, camcorders, and the Internet gave voices to daily personal interaction in all its regional and cultural diversity. Standard English presents us with no such problem because, as the community’s prestige written form, it has been the medium of authorial expression over several centuries. The other varieties do not fare so well.

If the recorded linguistic echoes of the past are predominantly White and Anglo-Saxon, as they seem to be, how much will we ever learn about the language of the ethnic minorities which form an important part of British history? If past echoes are predominantly male, will we ever discover what role women played in the history of English? And if these echoes are all so closely tied to the standard dialect, with writers dismissing regional dialects as ‘sadly battered and mutilated’ or ‘quaint and eccentric’, will we ever discover our real sociolinguistic heritage?1

The Stories of English is an exploration of this heritage.

The standard story

The standard history of the English language usually goes something like this.


	In the year 449 Germanic tribes arrived in Britain from the European mainland, and displaced the native British (Celtic) population, eventually establishing a single language which was Anglo-Saxon in character.

	Most writings of the period are shown to be preserved in the West Saxon dialect, the language of King Alfred, spoken in the politically and culturally dominant region of southern England around Winchester. Descriptions of the language, known as Anglo-Saxon or Old English, therefore reflect this dominance.

	Fundamental changes began to affect Old English grammar during the later Anglo-Saxon period, and these, along with changes in pronunciation, innovative spelling conventions, and a huge influx of new words after the Norman Conquest, led to the language evolving a fresh character, known as Middle English.

	During the Middle English period, the literary language began to evolve, culminating in the compositions of Chaucer, and we see the first signs of a Standard English emerging in the work of the Chancery scribes in London.

	The introduction of printing by Caxton in 1476 brought an enormous expansion in the written resources of the language, and was the major influence on the development of a standardized writing system. Spelling began to stabilize, and thus became less of a guide to pronunciation, which continued to change.

	Further changes in pronunciation and grammar, and another enormous increase in vocabulary stimulated by the Renaissance, led to the emergence of an Early Modern English. Its character was much influenced by Elizabethan literature, notably by Shakespeare, and by the texts of many Bibles, especially those of Tyndale (1525) and King James (1611).

	The unprecedented increase in the language’s range and creativity brought a reaction, in the form of a climate of concern about the unwelcome pace and character of language change. This led to the writing of the first English dictionaries, grammars, and manuals of pronunciation, in an attempt to bring the language under some measure of control.

	As a result, there emerged a sharpened sense of correctness in relation to a standard form of English, and this came to be encountered worldwide, as speakers of educated British English gained global influence throughout the British Empire. At the same time, the question of standards became more complex, with the arrival of American English as an alternative global presence.

	By the end of the eighteenth century, the standard language had become so close to that of the present-day, at least in grammar, pronunciation, and spelling, that it is safely described as Modern English. But there continued to be massive increases in vocabulary, chiefly as a consequence of the industrial and scientific revolutions, and of the ongoing globalization of the language – a process which would continue throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.



Just one story is being told here.2 It is predominantly the story of what happened to English in England, and moreover to just one kind of English in England – the kind of English which we associate with the written language, with literary expression, and with speaking and writing in a formal, educated way. It is a story, in short, of the rise of Standard English – and, as we shall see, not even all of that. Yet it takes only a moment’s reflection to deduce that this cannot be the whole story. The book needs a better introduction.

The real story

It is not what the orthodox histories include which is the problem; it is what they omit, or marginalize. ‘The’ story of English, as it has been presented in the mainstream tradition, is the story of a single variety of the language, Standard English, its special status usually symbolized through capitalization. But this variety is only a small part of the kaleidoscopic diversity of dialects and styles which make up ‘the English language’. Indeed, for every one person who speaks Standard English, there must be a hundred who do not, and another hundred who speak other varieties as well as the standard. Where is their story told?

The marginalization has not been accidental. Several authors have taken the view that only Standard English is worth studying. One of the most influential, Henry Cecil Wyld, wrote A Short History of English in 1914, which I remember having to read as an English undergraduate nearly fifty years later. His opening sections could not have made the bias clearer. After referring to the great diversity of English dialects, he says:


Fortunately, at the present time, the great majority of the English Dialects are of very little importance as representatives of English speech, and for our present purpose we can afford to let them go, except in so far as they throw light upon the growth of those forms of our language which are the main objects of our solicitude, namely the language of Literature and Received Standard Spoken English…



Only the dialects which gave rise to the standard are worth studying, therefore (though he does allow Scots, thinking doubtless of Burns):


After the end of the fourteenth century, the other dialects, excepting always those of Lowland Scotch, gradually cease to be the vehicle of literary expression, and are no longer of importance to us as independent forms of English.



He concludes:


In this book, therefore, the developments of the Modern provincial English dialects are not considered unless they can throw light on the history of Standard English.3



In this single-mindedness of vision, he was by no means alone, and such views coloured much of the thinking about the language, both in Britain and abroad, during the twentieth century.

The standard tradition

The focus on Standard English is understandable. We have only to look around us. Every country in the world is in the process of coming to terms with English, in its new role as a global lingua franca, and when we encounter the language in advertising, travel, and other international domains, it is invariably Standard English that we see. Within a country where English is the primary language, the impression is even stronger: it is unusual to see anything but the standard language in the press, on television, in public signage, on commercial products, in bookshops, or in schools.

That is what we would expect. The role of a standard language, whether it is used nationally or internationally, is to enable the members of a community to understand each other. Everyone needs to learn it, in the interests of efficient and effective communication. That is why in school we are taught to read and write Standard English, and are given opportunities to read it aloud and to hear others read it. The leading national institutions, such as the British Parliament, the US Congress, the BBC, and CNN, adopt it as their primary means of expression, in the interests of universal comprehensibility, so we hear it widely spoken in public as the language of power and prestige. Its expressive potential is exploited throughout English literature. It has an especially high profile among foreign learners of English. A small minority of families, from a certain class and educational background, speak it naturally at home as a mother dialect.

Nowhere in this book will there be any denigration of Standard English, therefore. Its role is crucial in fostering intelligibility within national and global society, and its adoption as the primary medium of literary expression has produced six centuries of authorial achievement. I am using it (with just a few exceptions) to write this book now. At the same time, we only have to listen to the English-speaking world around us to realize the absurdity of any account which identifies Standard English with the language as a whole, whether today or in previous centuries. Three facts are critical. Most English speakers do not speak Standard English. A significant number of English authors do not write in Standard English. And a large number of those using English in computer-mediated interaction do not use it either.

There are no reliable figures, but anyone who travels around the English-speaking world – or who simply stands and listens in a city centre or village shop – will be left in no doubt that nonstandard Englishes, in the form of regional and ethnic dialects, are the normal linguistic way of life for most people. And even if others do not use nonstandard English in their speaking and writing, they have an evident ability to process a great deal of it in their listening and reading. The exploitation of nonstandard varieties is the basis of many television sitcoms. And Standard English users often deviate from the rules of the standard, in speech or in writing, in order to convey a particular effect. As the title of one book on the electronic revolution playfully reads: ‘We ain’t seen nothin’ yet’. It may be nonstandard in grammar, but everyone understands it.

A large number of terms have evolved to characterize nonstandard varieties of English, some of them scientific and objective, some popular and impressionistic, some positively insulting. Towards one end of the terminological spectrum we find ‘regional dialects’, ‘modified standards’, ‘nonstandard speech’, ‘creoles’, ‘pidgins’, ‘vernaculars’, and ‘code-mixing’; towards the other end we find ‘substandard speech’, ‘country talk’, ‘patois’, ‘brogue’, ‘argot’, ‘cant’, ‘lingo’, ‘broken English’, and ‘gutter speech’. They all have one thing in common: none of them are ‘standard’.

Histories of English do not of course totally ignore all these varieties; but they do tend to marginalize them. Certainly they are not given the central position which they would receive if the balance of content in a survey were to reflect the corpus of national and international regional English usage. Accounts of Old or Middle English, for example, traditionally spend several chapters describing the language and literature of the period, but treat dialects as an isolated topic – usually somewhere towards the back of the book. Even in the modern period, when there is no shortage of literary dialect representation, language histories tend to treat regional usage in a disproportionately minimalist manner. The Stories of English is, accordingly, an attempt to redress the balance.4 It deals with Standard English, as it must, for there are many stories to be told there, too; but it also reflects – insofar as the historical record (largely and inevitably expressed through the standard language) enables me to do so – the presence of nonstandard, and specifically regional varieties in earlier English linguistic history. The closer we come to modern times, the easier it becomes to represent the nonstandard perspective. But it has always been there.

Variation within Standard English

There are many stories to be told within Standard English, too…? This is because the standard language is not a homogeneous phenomenon, internally consistent throughout in the way it uses pronunciation, spelling, grammar, vocabulary, and patterns of discourse. The common impression that such consistency exists, within an English-speaking community, derives from the fact that most of the written English we see around us is formal in character. It is English on its best behaviour. When people compose books, articles, brochures, signs, posters, and all the other forms of printed English, they try to ‘get it right’, often employing personnel (such as copy-editors) or manuals (such as guides to house style) to ensure that the language does conform to the standard. The same applies to people who speak the standard professionally, such as radio announcers, political spokespersons, university professors, and courtroom lawyers. The closer they can make their spoken style conform to the written standard, the less they will attract the criticism of being ‘careless’, ‘lazy’, or ‘sloppy’. The public language that we hear and read is therefore characteristically at the formal end of the stylistic spectrum.

And a spectrum there is, within Standard English. Variation is everywhere. Even within the formal domain, there is variety. Lawyers, clerics, politicians, doctors, dons, radio announcers, scientists, and others, even when communicating as carefully as they can, do not all talk and write in the same way. There are major linguistic variations between ‘legal English’, ‘religious English’, and all the other styles which we associate with leading social institutions. Most of these have received recognition. Books have been written on ‘the language of the law’ or ‘religious language’. The properties of formal English, both spoken and written, have been quite thoroughly explored.

However, at the other end of the spectrum, informal Standard English has been much neglected. What happens to the speech of radio announcers in the BBC canteen? How do politicians talk when they meet up for a drink? How do lawyers express themselves when they go home in the evening? Do university professors on a foreign tour use the same language in their postcards or emails home as they do in their lectures and articles? Do off-duty copy-editors never split their infinitives? As soon as we begin to ask such questions, it is plain that there is another world here, waiting to be explored. It is common experience that people ‘slip into something comfortable’, when they go off-duty. What is the linguistic equivalent of being ‘comfortable’, when people are no longer in the public eye? And do all these professionals slip into the same linguistic clothes, when they cease being professional? Very little information is available about such matters. This story has not been told either.

There is no question that a broad band of informal speech and writing exists. Anyone who has ever begun a postcard with the words ‘Having a lovely time’ is being informal, for omitting part of a sentence (ellipsis – here, the subject and auxiliary verb, I’m or We’re) is one of the things we routinely do to make our writing or speech sound casual and familiar. Anyone who has allowed an expletive into their speech, whether a mild euphemism such as blooming or darn or one of the serious four-letter options, is being informal, for these forms by their nature have evolved to meet the demands of earthy, grass-roots interaction. Anyone who has used a piece of slang, whether popular or professional, is being informal, for slang primarily exists to foster rapport among individuals who wish to express their sense of belonging to a social group. Anyone = Everyone, in such contexts.

The wardrobe analogy is apt, for it suggests that we have several options for being informal. In clothing, we may choose something slightly casual or go for something totally outrageous, depending on our personalities and bank balances. In speech and writing, too, we have several options – levels of informality which also range from the slightly casual to the totally outrageous. Personality is relevant here, in the same way – though not bank balance, for language is the cheapest way of expressing identity – and our choice of language will also be conditioned by such factors as the subject-matter of the conversation, the number, age, and gender of the participants, and the type of situation in which the conversation is taking place. Unifying, universal features of informal English do exist, but there is a great deal of variation here as well.

The more options we have, within the formal–informal spectrum, the more we feel ready to meet the needs of a complex, multifaceted society. With clothing, a diverse wardrobe enables us to dress to suit the occasion; and so it is with language. The more linguistic choice we command, the more we find ourselves able to act appropriately as we move from one social occasion to another. It is obvious that anyone who lacks the ability to express English formally, with control and precision, is at a serious disadvantage in modern society. But the opposite also applies: anyone who lacks the ability to handle the informal range of English usage is seriously disadvantaged, too.

The latter point is not so relevant for native speakers of English, who will have grown up with an informal command of the language; but it is crucial for non-native learners, who comprise the vast majority of English language users today (see Chapter 17). For example, a multinational organization with headquarters in Britain or the USA may hold all its meetings in formal business English, but a great deal of the ‘real’ business often takes place in the corridors and cafes outside the meeting-room, carried on in a colloquial, idiomatic style which non-native managers may struggle to comprehend. Even within the meeting-room, a piece of casual repartee or a passing jokey usage can be enough to undermine the confidence of anyone who lacks a sense of the varieties of informal English. It is a familiar scenario. The British and American members of the management team all laugh, but not the managers from, say, Italy or Hong Kong.

Again, there are no reliable figures, but intuitively we sense that informal English is far more ‘normal’ than formal English. If we had some way of adding up all the occasions on which informal and formal English speech are used by Standard English speakers all over the world, I suspect the former would exceed the latter by a ratio of at least ten to one. If you are a Standard English speaker, think back over your past week, and recall the occasions when you spoke formal English. They will be islands of identifiable usage – such as at work, in public meetings, or during certain kinds of visit or phone call. It will not be possible to bring to mind so readily the occasions when you made informal use of English, because there will have been so many of them – conversations with family, friends, workplace contacts, neighbours, and passers-by; conversations at home or work, in shops, bars, restaurants, buses, trains, and sporting arenas. Informal English chat is the matrix within which formal English locates itself and with which it contrasts. It is the norm.

The story of informal conversation is beginning to be told, in dictionaries and grammars and manuals of style, but the account is patchy and the attitude typically suspicious. The impression is still widespread that there is something a little odd about informal English – that a casual style, with its half-formed thoughts, loosely constructed sentences, unfinished utterances, interruptions, changes of subject, vagueness, repetitiveness, and a general ‘play it by ear’ attitude to interaction, is somehow intrinsically inferior to a style where everything is carefully thought out, sentences are tightly organized and complete, the progression of meaning is logical and coherent, and conscious effort is made to be relevant, clear, and precise. This is a message which prescriptive grammarians and purist commentators have been drumming into us for the past 250 years. It may take another 250 to forget it, though the signs are that it will take much less (Chapter 20).

We need both stylistic domains to live a full linguistic life. ‘Thanks a million’ has its place alongside ‘I am most grateful’. ‘We’ve got all sorts of lovely grub and booze in the fridge’ complements ‘A wide variety of foodstuffs and beverages has been left in the refrigerator’. There are times at work when ‘Hey, Dick, take a look-see here’ will be appropriate, and those when we need something more like ‘Excuse me, Mr Smith, would you please examine this’. Likewise, at the dinner table, there are occasions when it would be exactly right to say ‘Be a dear and send the salt down… Ta’, and occasions when we know it has to be ‘Would you kindly pass the salt?… Thank you so much’. The exact character of the informal language will of course depend on such factors as the age of the participants and their cultural background: in 2003, I heard such expressions of thanks as ‘Cheers’, ‘Wicked’, ‘Good one’, ‘Cool’, ‘Fierce’, and there are many more. But the basic point remains, regardless of which particular words are used. To have only one style at our disposal, or to lack a sense of appropriateness in stylistic use, is disempowering and socially disturbing. Not only are we no longer in control of the situation in which we find ourselves, we soon discover that stylistic ineptitude is the first step on the road towards social exclusion.

The point applies to all cultures and to all languages, but it is especially an issue in the case of a language like English, which has developed so many nuances of formality and informality in the course of its long, socially diverse, technologically influenced, and increasingly global history. The more we understand these nuances the better, so that we can use them appropriately upon occasion, and also respond appropriately when others use them. Being in control also means that we can switch from one style to another, in order to convey a particular effect. Television weather-forecasters, for example, have developed this style-switching into a fine art, from formal, through various degrees of informal, to totally informal.


A deep depression is approaching the British Isles, which will bring heavy rainfall by early morning.

Another low coming in, so you’ll need your umbrellas tomorrow.
More rain on the way, I’m afraid, so get your brollies out for the morrow.



We also have to be in control to avoid incongruous or bizarre usage, or to appreciate a joke when it is made. We need to know that ‘How’s tricks, your grace?’ is improbable outside the world of television satire. And we need to be very sure of our ground (or very drunk) before we say ‘Yo, Officer’.

No account of the history of English should ignore the whole of the language’s formality range, but the informal levels have been seriously under-represented in the traditional accounts, partly because they have been so much associated with regional dialect speech. For centuries of language pedagogy, formal English has been lionized and informal English marginalized – often penalized, using such labels as ‘sloppy’ or ‘incorrect’. But the more we look for informality in English linguistic history, the more we find it, and moreover in contexts which have an unequivocal literary pedigree. It is yet another story which is waiting to be told.

Standards and formality: further stories

The standard story; the nonstandard stories, the informality story… It should now be clear why I am dissatisfied with the kind of singular-noun approach to English, such as we find in the title of many a book or television programme: ‘the story’ of English, ‘the heritage’ of English. But there is more. The previous section has focused entirely on the formality range within Standard English. Yet contrasts of formality are an intrinsic part of all varieties, not just the standard. Although we tend to associate regional dialects with informal speech, this is purely an artefact of the standard perspective. Anyone who has lived within a linguistically nonstandard community knows that there are gradations of formality there, too.

I lived my entire secondary-school life in Liverpool, and can recall many a playground situation where everyone, teachers and pupils, was speaking Liverpudlian English, but in very different styles. There were forms of address, nicknames, wordplay, expletives, and all sorts of everyday words which we would happily use together, though never to the teacher, and vice versa. A new record might be described as gear (‘fine’) to a mate, but if the teacher asked about it, we would say something like great. I recall one of the most popular teachers once saying that something was gear, and causing a bit of a snigger by so doing. But that was why he was popular. He spoke our language.

Out of the playground and into the classroom, and Standard English ruled (albeit with a Liverpool accent). British Standard English, of course. And in that slight modification lies yet another story. My secondary-school anecdote has its myriad equivalents in the high schools of the United States, but there the move from playground to classroom would be a move from local dialect into American Standard English. In the US classrooms, the teachers would be allowing such expressions as I’ve gotten and quarter of four, whereas in the UK the corresponding standard usages would be I’ve got and quarter to four. Write something on the board, and the US teacher would allow color and traveling, whereas the British teacher would insist on colour and travelling. There are several thousand differences of pronunciation, spelling, grammar, vocabulary, idiom, and discourse between British and American English. There seem to be two standards in the world, and presumably each has its individual story.

The British / American distinction is of course well recognized and studied. But are these the only two global standards? The more we observe the way the English language is evolving in such parts of the world as Australia, South Africa, and India, the more we sense that new standards are emerging there, too – varieties which are not identical to British or American English, but which are fulfilling the same role in providing educated people within the community with an agreed set of conventions to facilitate efficient and effective intelligibility. Once upon a time, such international regional variations would have been treated with the same condescension and contempt as were the features of national regional dialects – as inferior, incorrect, and uneducated. Today, when we note that these features are in widespread educated use within those communities, when we see them used throughout the print media, and hear them in the speech of government ministers and chief executives, then we can no longer use such labels. If you want to sell your goods to other English-speaking countries, or wish to maintain good diplomatic links with them, it would be as well not to refer to their speech as ‘inferior’.

One of the most important trends within the evolution of English during the second half of the twentieth century has indeed been the emergence of new standard usages within the world’s English-speaking communities, as well as of new varieties of nonstandard English within those communities, many of them spoken by ethnic minorities. At the same time, older regional varieties which had previously received little attention outside their own country of origin, such as the English of the Caribbean, South Africa, or India, have come into international public prominence, especially through the medium of creative literature. Their stories are important, too, for they are stories of emerging identity – far too important nowadays to be briefly summarized in a single chapter on ‘New Englishes’. They should be a significant presence in any book on the history of English.

There is something about such phrases as ‘new varieties’ and ‘ethnic minorities’ which does not well capture the scale of this dimension of the inquiry. They suggest a few thousand people, or perhaps tens of thousands. But when we consider the international locations where English is now established, we need to talk in terms of much larger figures – millions, and tens of millions. If only 5 per cent or so of the population of India, for example, speak English, then we are talking about as many people speaking English in that country as speak English in the whole of Britain. (The real figure is certainly much greater.) This can come as something of a shock to people who have not thought beyond the ‘Standard British English’ perspective. With over 1.5 billion speakers of English around the globe, the English of England is today a tiny minority dialect of ‘World English’, and getting tinier by the decade. Here, too, we ain’t seen nothin’yet.

Identity, of course, is a much bigger notion than geography. The answer to the question ‘Who are you?’ cannot be reduced to ‘Where are you from?’, though that dimension is undeniably critical. There are many other possible answers, such as ‘I am a doctor’, ‘I am a Sikh’, ‘I am a teenager’, or ‘I am a woman’, and each of these identities exercises an influence on the way the speaker uses language – or has used language in the past. Sociolinguistics is the subject which investigates the nature of the linguistic variation that relates to identity. And during the past fifty years, sociolinguists have been highly successful in demonstrating the enormous range of variation in speech and writing which exists in modern society. The speech of ethnic minorities, such as African-American English in the USA or Caribbean English in the UK, has been given serious attention for the first time. And the linguistic features which differentiate male and female patterns of discourse have also come to be thoroughly explored.

We know these differences exist now – and we can guess that similar differences must have existed in the past. In this respect, sociolinguists are linguistic uniformitarians – appropriating here the term describing the view of James Hutton, the eighteenth-century Scots geologist, that the processes controlling the evolution of the earth’s crust were of the same kind throughout geological time as they are today. Human nature hasn’t changed that much during the past 2,000 years. Linguistic variation of the same kind as we encounter today must have existed throughout the history of English. English will always have been spoken by ethnic minorities in distinctive ways. Women will always have played their part in shaping the language, both as users and as commentators. But you would never guess this from the standard story of English.

New standards, non-standards, informalities, and identities. This is a book about the real stories of English, which have never, in their entirety, been told.
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Chapter 1 The origins of Old English

There was variety from the very beginning. There must have been. No one has ever found a speech community which does not contain regional and social variation, and it is inconceivable that the human race has changed in this respect in the course of a mere 1,500 years. Indeed, the society which the Anglo-Saxons joined in Britain in the fifth century was notably heterogeneous. Old English, as we have come to call the earliest stage of the language, evolved in a land which was full of migrants, raiders, mercenaries, temporary settlers, long-established families, people of mixed ethnic origins, and rapidly changing power bases. The society was not very numerous – the total population of Britain in the fifth century cannot have been much more than half a million – but it was highly scattered, with people living in small communities, and groups continually on the move. These are ideal conditions for a proliferation of dialects.

Our main source of information about the period, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, written c. 730 (see panel 1.1), opens with a statement recognizing the existence of a multi-ethnic and multilingual Britain. In his first book, Chapter 1, we read:


This island at present… contains five nations, the English, Britons, Scots, Picts, and Latins, each in its own peculiar dialect cultivating the sublime study of Divine truth. The Latin tongue is, by the study of the Scriptures, become common to all the rest.1



Subsequent chapters describe in detail how this situation evolved. The first arrivals, Bede says, were Britons (we would now call them Celts), and they gave their name to the land. The Picts then arrived in the north of Britain, from Scythia via northern Ireland, where the resident Scots would not let them stay. The Scots themselves arrived in Britain some time later, and secured their own settlements in the Pictish regions. Then, ‘in the year of Rome 798’ (= AD 43), Emperor Claudius sent an expedition which rapidly established a Roman presence in most of the island. The Romans ruled there until the early fifth century, when Rome was taken by the Goths, and military garrisons were withdrawn. Attacks on the Britons by the Picts and Scots followed. The Britons appealed to Rome for help, but the Romans, preoccupied with their own wars, could do little. The attacks continued, so the Britons came to a decision. As Bede recounts in Chapters 14 and 15:


They consulted what was to be done, and where they should seek assistance to prevent or repel the cruel and frequent incursions of the northern nations; and they all agreed with their King Vortigern to call over to their aid, from the parts beyond the sea, the Saxon nation…

Then the nation of the Angles, or Saxons, being invited by the aforesaid king, arrived in Britain with three long ships.



The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports their landing in Ebbsfleet (Pegwell Bay, near Ramsgate, Kent) in ad 449. The fifth nation, led by the brother-commanders Hengist and Horsa, had arrived.

The account is clear and succinct, but the terms used to describe the peoples hide a deeper complexity which would have had linguistic consequences. The translators use such words as ‘nation’, ‘race’, and ‘tribe’, which suggest social groupings of a much more determinate and coherent nature than would have been the case. We need to be especially suspicious when we see Bede explaining (in Book I, Chapter 15), with apparent conviction, how the Germanic arrivals were the ancestors of the English peoples that surrounded him in the eighth century:


Those who came over were of the three most powerful nations of Germany – Saxons, Angles, and Jutes. From the Jutes are descended the people of Kent, and of the Isle of Wight, and those also in the province of the West-Saxons who are to this day called Jutes, seated opposite to the Isle of Wight. From the Saxons, that is, the country which is now called Old Saxony, came the East-Saxons, the South-Saxons, and the West-Saxons. From the Angles, that is, the country which is called Anglia [Angulus, modern Angeln], and which is said, from that time, to remain desert to this day, between the provinces of the Jutes and the Saxons, are descended the East-Angles, the Midland-Angles, Mercians, all the race of the Northumbrians, that is, of those nations that dwell on the north side of the river Humber, and the other nations of the English.



The account was influential, and was incorporated into the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the year 449.

The ‘nations’ were ‘Saxons, Angles, and Jutes’? We dare not trust the names and the descriptions. Nowadays we are used to interpreting community names as if they reflected a social reality that is essentially coherent, territorial, and culturally homogeneous: the Poles live in Poland and do things that are typically Polish, the Danes live in Denmark and do things typically Danish. Of course we know that such characterizations hide a host of variations, not least those arising from immigration, emigration, ethnic mixing, and different levels of language proficiency. But in the days described by Bede, the names bore an even greater unpredictability in relation to social conditions. As historian Peter Hunter Blair puts it, referring to Bede, ‘there are many grounds for thinking that his threefold division reflects the orderliness of his own mind rather than the realities of the settlements’.2 Bede himself in fact did not maintain his distinctions consistently, as the quotations suggest, referring to the same people sometimes as Angli and sometimes as Saxones.



1.1 Who was Bede?

Bede – in Old English, Baeda – was born c. 672 in Monkton, a Northumbrian settlement just south of the River Tyne (present-day Tyne and Wear). At the age of seven he was taken to the monastery of Wearmouth, near modern Sunderland, and soon after joined the monastery at Jarrow. He became a deacon at nineteen and a priest at thirty, working as a writer and teacher. He died in 735 and was buried at Jarrow, his remains later being moved to Durham Cathedral. A doctor of the Church, he was canonized in 1899. His feast-day is 25 May.

Almost everything we know about Bede comes from an autobiographical chapter at the very end of the Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, which was begun in his late fifties, and finished only four years before he died. He lists in detail all his works until that point: biblical commentaries, treatises on language, biographies, letters, compilations, and histories. The Ecclesiastical History, written in Latin (Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum), was his masterpiece. His aim was to tell the story of how Christianity arrived in Britain, but in so doing he became the first to give an account of the island’s history, and he is the earliest literary source we have for the events which shaped the nation. He scrupulously acknowledged his sources and helpers in a Preface. One of his contacts, a London priest called Nothhelm, even travelled to Rome to search the papal archives for relevant letters from the popes. Bede’s wide learning, reinforced by a historian’s skills of synthesis and detachment, led to the book quickly becoming an authority throughout Europe, and it was frequently copied. A translation into Old English was instigated (some have thought, made) by King Alfred the Great, and this is the source of the extract on p. 16 .



Modern historians now know, thanks especially to twentieth-century archaeological discoveries, that the social setting for these events was much more complex than Bede’s outline account suggested. This is hardly surprising. Bede was after all writing some 300 years after the arrival of the Germanic tribes, and even though some of his information came from an earlier source – a treatise written by a sixth-century British monk, St Gildas – that source was still a century away from the time of Vortigern. Both Bede and Gildas, moreover, had a particular focus – the history of Christianity – and the main forces and factors involved in this history did not need to take into account sociolinguistic realities. Any statement about these realities must always be tentative, given the limited evidence, but all conclusions point in the same direction, that fifth-century north-west Europe must have been a salad-bowl of languages and dialects.

The community names of the time were of several kinds. Some were ‘tribal’, in the sense that all the members of the group would be originally related through kinship: the Angles may well have been a tribe, in this sense, though doubtless mixed with other stock. Other names reflected a much looser sense of ‘tribal’, being little more than a collection of bands gathered together under a leader. The -ing names of English towns suggest this interpretation: Reading, for example, was where the ‘people of Read’ (the ‘red one’) lived – though Read, of course, might have founded a dynastic succession, and the group would have become more tribal (in the first sense) as time went by. Yet another interpretation of a name is as a label for a confederation of groups who came together for defence or attack: this description seems to suit the Saxons, whose identity was based on their fighting ability with the type of short sword known as the seax. As long as a man carried a seax, he would be called Saxon, regardless of his ethnic or geographical origins. (In a similar way, later, all Vikings would be called ‘Danes’, regardless of whether they came from Denmark or not.)

The names, accordingly, are not as clear-cut as they might appear. In particular, it was perfectly possible for an Angle to ‘become’a Saxon by joining one of the seax-wielding groups. And as the Saxons moved westwards towards Normandy from their homeland in south-west Denmark, doubtless many Frisians, Franks, and others would have been incorporated into their ranks. We know least of all about the Jutes. The name Jutland, in northern Denmark (see panel 1.2), suggests an original homeland, but there is evidence that by the time the Jutes arrived in England they had lived elsewhere and adopted other ways. Their burial practice, for example, was inhumation – like that used by the Franks and other tribes on the middle Rhine – and not like that which was usual among the tribes of north-west Germany, who practised cremation. Many of the trappings found in graves in Kent, Sussex, and along the Thames are similar to those discovered in Frankish and Frisian territories. All this mixing suggests that the Jutes had no clear ethnic identity when they crossed the Channel: they may have given their name to Jutland, but they left no name in Britain. Indeed, as Bede never mentions the Jutes again, and as the name never appears in Kentish personal or place-names, a direct ethnic line of connection between Kent and the Continent has often been questioned.

The linguistic situation, always a reflex of social structure, must accordingly have been much messier than any simple classification could ever reflect. When the invaders arrived in England, they did not bring with them three ‘pure’ Germanic dialects – Anglian, Saxon, and Jutish – but a wide range of spoken varieties, displaying different kinds of mutual influence. Attempts to find neat origins of the English dialects on the Continent are misguided, notwithstanding the points of similarity which have been noted between, say, Kentish and Frisian. The notion of ‘purity’ was as mythical then as it is now. A modern analogy is hard to find, but television these days sometimes allows us to observe a battalion of British troops abroad. They are brought together by their military purpose, not by speech: when we listen to them talk, we hear all kinds of accents. Their Anglo-Saxon counterparts would have been no different. Or, if they were different, it would be because the situation was much more volatile, compared with today, and the variation would have been more marked. Their age, after all, was an ‘age of migrations’– a period of upheaval following a rise in the Germanic population during the first centuries of the millennium, when small groups were often on the move, living in territories which had no defined political boundaries. Accents and dialects proliferate, in such circumstances.



1.2 The general direction of the fifth-century Germanic invasions
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Geography accounts for the location of the arrivals. Angles migrating from Denmark would arrive along the length of the east coast. Saxons migrating from the northern coast of Continental Europe would arrive in the area of the Thames and along the south coast.



Traditional accounts of the history of languages tend to minimize or ignore the inherent messiness found in real-life linguistic situations. Philologists have always tried to impose some order on the field by using the notion of a ‘family’ of languages – the Germanic family, in the present case, with its three main branches: North Germanic (Icelandic, Faeroese, Norwegian, Swedish, Danish), East Germanic (Gothic), and West Germanic (English, Frisian, Dutch, German, and derived languages). The metaphor of a ‘family’ is helpful, but it is also misleading in its suggestion that languages evolve through nice clear lines of descent, as in a human family. It does not allow for the kind of ‘sideways’ influence which individual languages have on each other. Varieties of a language which have begun to separate from each other can still influence one another in all kinds of ways, sometimes converging, sometimes diverging. The process never stops, being a reflex of the kind of mutual contact societies have. In these early centuries, communities which lived on the coast used sea-routes enabling them to maintain connections, and some shared linguistic features would have been one of the consequences. A group which moved inland would be less likely to maintain regular contact with its coastal associates, and be more likely to develop new features. Dialect convergence and divergence would be taking place at the same time, in different locations.

We can note both of these processes happening for the Germanic group of languages during the period. In the late second century, the Goths moved into Europe from southern Scandinavia, eventually arriving in the Mediterranean region. During the fourth century, Bishop Wulfilas translated the Bible into Gothic. The language had changed so much during this short time that scholars now consider it to be a distinct, eastern branch of the Germanic family. On the other hand, the westward movement of peoples along the north European coast and into England resulted in a group of languages which had much greater similarities. English and Frisian, indeed, were so close that they would probably have been mutually intelligible for many centuries, especially in Kent. Even today, though mutual intelligibility has long since gone, English people listening to modern Frisian sense a familiarity with its expression which is not present in the case of Dutch or German. Genetic anthropologists have discovered a significant Y-chromosome identity, too (p. 31).3

It is not possible to say how intelligible the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes found each other. There was a great deal that unified them culturally, of course. They had a common oral literary heritage and a common set of religious beliefs. Probably their dialects would have been mutually comprehensible, for the most part, though with islands of difficulty due to distinctive local pronunciations and vocabulary. The variation may have been no more than that which differentiates, say, present-day Glasgow, Newcastle, or London. The speech of these cities can be extremely difficult for outsiders to understand, when spoken rapidly and colloquially; but it becomes accessible when people speak slowly, and regular contact with the speakers quickly increases recognizability. Doubtless such variations in style existed in early Germanic, too. But there were significant differences separating the eastern and western branches of Germanic. If a Goth met a Saxon, in the fifth century, they would probably have had great difficulty understanding each other.

Not only was there a great deal of sociolinguistic variety among the Continental peoples before they crossed the Channel and the North Sea, there was substantial variation in Britain already. Bede gives the impression that there were no Germanic people in Britain before the Anglo-Saxon invasions; but we now know that Hengist and Horsa were by no means the first Germanics to arrive in Britain from the European Continent. There is archaeological evidence of a Germanic presence in the Roman towns and forts of the south and east before the end of the Roman occupation in c. 400. For example, Germans in Roman military service in Gaul wore belt buckles of a distinctive type, and these have been found in early fifth-century graves at locations along the River Thames. Early runic inscriptions have been found, of Continental origin (see panel 1.3). There is argument over whether the numbers of Germanic incomers were large or small, and what their role was (mercenaries? settlers? traders? invaders?), but there is no doubt that they were there. And their speech – whether a different language, dialect, or accent – would have been distinctive.

Kent must have been an especially mixed sociolinguistic region. The name long precedes the Anglo-Saxon invasions. It is Celtic in origin, from a hypothetical root form canto- probably meaning ‘rim’or ‘border’– hence, ‘the land on the border’ – and the British tribe that lived there were known as the Cantii. As the region on the ‘rim’of England, and the part closest to the European mainland, it is likely that there had long been contact with the Germanic peoples. Indeed, Julius Caesar noticed the similarities as early as the 50s BC: he comments in his Gallic Wars (Commentarii de bello Gallico, Book V, 14), ‘By far the most civilized inhabitants are those living in Kent [Cantium]… whose way of life differs little from that of the Gauls.’Soon after, Kent became a trade route to and from the Continent, and as a result was exposed to a wide range of Continental influences, especially from Frisians and Franks. During the late sixth century, in the reign of aethelbert (who married the Christian daughter of a Frankish king), it would become a major cultural and political centre, doubtless highly cosmopolitan in outlook.



1.3 The Caistor rune
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The earliest runic inscription known in England was found in a cremation cemetery at the former Roman town of Caistor-by-Norwich, Norfolk (the name comes from Latin castra, ‘fort’). It is written on a roe-deer’s ankle-bone (astragalus), which was probably used as a plaything (perhaps a die in a game), and reads raihan, ‘roe-deer’. The runic scholar R. I. Page draws attention to the shape of the H rune, which has a single cross-bar: this was typical of northern runic writing, rather than the system used further south in Frisia (where the H was written with two cross-bars).4 It suggests that the person who used this script came from Scandinavia, possibly southern Denmark. The significance of the find is that it dates from c. 400. This person was living in East Anglia well before the Anglo-Saxon invasions began.



If there had long been Germanic people in Kent, then they may have been responsible – as some scholars have thought – for the naming of the Saxon peoples, as they heard of their arrival. Those to the south came to be called the South Saxons (Sussex) and to the west the West Saxons (Wessex), with those in between the Middle Saxons (Middlesex). Those to the north, curiously, were not called North Saxons (there is no Norsex) but East Saxons (Essex), which suggests that the naming took place at a time when the arrivals on the east coast had moved along the Thames until they could be seen to be ‘east’ of the other groups. The -sex name does not imply that the same people lived in all three areas; indeed, archaeologists have pointed out evidence of close links between Essex and Kent and relatively little in common with Wessex. The other interesting point is that these names are the names of the people, not the place they lived in: if it had been the latter, the names would have appeared as Sussexland, or the like – just as Englaland (‘land of the Angles’) would appear later.

A cross-section of British society in 449 would thus show people of many different backgrounds – Celts, Romano-Celts, Germanic immigrants of various origins, probably some Germano-Celts (for how many of the invaders would have brought their wives with them?) – living in tiny communities of perhaps just a few hundred people. But this synchronic picture is not the only dimension we have to consider, in understanding the sociolinguistic forces which influenced Old English. The diachronic dimension – the way language changes over time – must also be taken into account. We must not forget that the various waves of immigration and invasion did not take place all at once. If Germanic people were arriving in Britain in, say, 400, their speech would be very different from those who arrived a century later – even if the two groups of people originated in exactly the same part of the Continent. And at least a century was involved. It was some fifty years before the first waves of Angles and Jutes arrived (449, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle), another twenty-five before the South Saxons came (477), and nearly twenty years later before the West Saxons did (495). A lot can happen to pronunciation in a hundred years. We listen today to recordings made by the BBC in the 1920s and are struck by the very different ‘far back’ sound of Received Pronunciation then (p. 472). How much more different would a century of pronunciation change have been, at a time when there was so little contact between people?

Once in the country, mobility did not cease. Population growth within the Anglo-Saxon groups, plus the continual pressure from new arrivals in the east, forced people to move inland. Although frequently halted through conflict with the British, the Anglo-Saxons rapidly spread throughout central, southern, and north-eastern England (see panel 1.4). By 600 they had reached the area of present-day Dorset, and occupied land north to the River Severn, across central England into Yorkshire, and north along the coast towards the River Tyne. The paths taken by the Anglians followed the major rivers. Some entered the country via the Wash, at the River Ouse, eventually moving north-west to form the kingdom of Lindsey. A major grouping moved south to form the kingdom of East Anglia. A group who settled in an area west of modern Cambridge in the early sixth century came to be known as Middle Angles. Some entered via the River Humber, taking the Trent tributary southwards towards central England: these came to be called Mercians (a name which meant ‘marchmen’ or ‘borderers’). Some moved north from the Humber, along the Yorkshire River Ouse, forming the kingdom of Deira. Further north still, the kingdom of Bernicia came to be established through a series of incursions, initially from the sea and then from the south. There was no movement at that time into Cornwall, Wales, Cumbria, or southern Scotland, where the British were still dominant. Indeed, numerically the Anglo-Saxons were probably a minority until well into the eighth century.

In all this, we are talking about small groups meeting small groups: no national armies existed in the sixth century, or for some time after. Accordingly, it is not possible to generalize about the social consequences of the expansion.


1.4 Early domains of Anglo-Saxon power (seventh century)
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In some places, an Anglo-Saxon victory would mean the total displacement of the British; in others, the British would have stayed near by (often preferring to live on the higher ground, while the Anglo-Saxons preferred the lower); in still others, cultural assimilation would have taken place. The traditional view that the Anglo-Saxons arrived and pushed all the British back into Wales and Cornwall, destroying everything en route, is now known to be simplistic. Although there are several reports in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle of towns being sacked (such as Pevensey, Sussex, in 491), the archaeological evidence suggests that most towns were not. And although some Britons fled to the Welsh mountains, the far north, the Cornish moors, or further afield to Brittany, many – probably the majority – stayed in subjection, and by degrees adopted the new culture.

There would have been a great deal of accommodation between people – that is, accents and dialects coming closer together when communities were at peace with each other, and diverging when they were at odds. A great deal of bilingualism must have been heard at the outset, and there must have been some language mixing. There are tantalizing hints of bilingual awareness in some of the place-names. The British name for Dover, for example, was Dubris, which was a plural form meaning ‘waters’. When the name was adopted by the Anglo-Saxons it became Dofras, which was likewise a plural form. This suggests that those who named the place had some awareness of Celtic grammar. Wendover (‘white waters’ – a stream) in Berkshire and Andover (‘ash-tree stream’) in Hampshire had a similar history.

Place-names provide intriguing evidence about the developing relationships between the British and the Anglo-Saxons. There are large numbers of Celtic place-names in England. A small selection would include Arden, Avon, Exe, Leeds, and Severn, as well as the hundreds of compound names which contain a Celtic component. Most of the forms found in these names (insofar as they can be interpreted at all) have meanings to do with features of the landscape, such as cumb/comb ‘deep valley’, dun ‘hill fort’, lin ‘lake’, and several words for ‘hill’ – torr, pen, crug, bre. The Celtic element is italicized in the following selection: Berkshire, Bray, Bredon, Cambridge, Carlisle, Cirencester, Doncaster, Gloucester, Ilfracombe, Lancaster, Leicester, Lincoln, Malvern, Manchester, Penkridge, Penrith, Penzance, Wiltshire, Winchester, Worcester.

Lists of this kind hide an important point – that the names are not evenly distributed across England. If there are few such names in an area, presumably this was a location where few British people remained, or where the assimilation into Anglo-Saxon society was complete. Conversely, where there are clusters of Celtic names, we must assume a culture where the British survived with their own identity for some time, coexisting with their Anglo-Saxon neighbours, who were presumably fewer in number compared with their compeers in the east. On this basis, we can see a steady increase in Celtic place-names as we look from east to west across England, until we reach Wales and Cornwall, where there are hardly any Germanic names at all. Celtic names in the east are by no means entirely absent, but they do tend to be names of major centres and features, such as Thames, London, Dover, and Kent. In such cases, we are probably seeing the workings of convenience: the Anglo-Saxons took over the Celtic name simply because it was widely known. A similar pragmatism would be seen many times in the later development of place-names.

In an age of great mobility, contacts would have been very transient and of variable status. At one point, two groups might be trading partners; at another, they might be enemies. There was a continual shifting of local alliances between bands. There must have been dozens of fiefdoms throughout the period. By 600, ten independent domains had evolved south of the River Humber: Lindsey, East Anglia, and Essex in the east; Kent and Sussex in the south-east; Mercia and Middle Anglia in the midlands; Wessex in the south; and Magonsaetan and Hwicce in the west, along the Welsh border. By 700, seven ‘kingdoms’ had been established throughout the country, the so-called Anglo-Saxon Heptarchy of Kent, Sussex, Wessex, Essex, East Anglia, Mercia, and Bernicia (Northumberland), though it would be misleading to think of these domains as being particularly large (some were more like a modern county in size) or as having clear-cut political boundaries. Nor is the balance of power between these kingdoms stable during the next 200 years. East Anglia and Kent were important areas in the seventh century, the latter especially following the arrival of St Augustine and other Roman Catholic missionaries in 597. By the end of that century Northumbria had become a major religious and cultural centre (as Bede would later demonstrate). Mercia’s power grew in the eighth century, especially under King Offa. In the ninth century, political power moved south again, with Wessex dominant under King Alfred (reigned 871–99), and it remained there for some time.



1.5 Why England, not Saxonland?

If the Angles established themselves in one half of the country and the Saxons in the other, why did the name of the modern country derive from the former rather than the latter? The historical evidence, though meagre, does not suggest that the Angles were any more numerous than the Saxons, or had greater military successes. Why, then, is the country called England, and not Saxonland, Saxland, or some other such form? It is a puzzle, but we can make some guesses.

The original use of the name Angli (for the people) and Anglia (for the country) is found in Latin writers during the seventh century, but only with reference to the Angles (as opposed to the Saxons and Jutes). A king of Kent, Æthelbert, is called rex Anglorum – ‘king of the Angles’. Angl- is later found in Old English as both Angel- and Engl-. In the Alfredian translation of Bede (Book IV, Chapter 26), for example, we find the phrase on Engla lande, translating Latin in regione Anglorum, which meant ‘in the country of the Angles’. Bede never used Anglia for the country as a whole: his name for it was Brittania or Britannia (‘Britain’).

There was one context, however, where the early Latin writers did give the Angl- element prominence. This was in the phrase Angli Saxones, used at least from the eighth century to mean the ‘English Saxons’(of Britain) as opposed to the ‘Old Saxons’ (of the Continent). A long time afterwards, as the historical facts began to blur in the popular mind, Anglo-Saxons came to be interpreted as ‘Angles and Saxons’, the combined Germanic people of Britain, which is how the term is used today. But in the eighth century Angl- did not have this sense. Rather, it was the crucial, contrastive element in the phrase – the English Saxons, as opposed to other kinds. Issues of identity being so important, perhaps it was this prominence which fixed Angl- in the intuitions of the people, as a label for the people as a whole?

Whatever the reason, we can see the name broadening its meaning in the ninth century. The Old English translation of Bede uses the term Angelcynn (literally, ‘race of the Angles’, Bede’s gens Anglorum) to refer to all the Germanic peoples. The adjective English makes its first appearance at that time, too – long predating the name England. In a treaty made between Alfred and the Dane Guthrum (c. 880) we see English opposed to Danish, and it plainly refers to all of the non-Danish population, not just the Angles. Also, at around the same time, English is used for the language: the translation of Bede at one point (Book III, Chapter 19) talks about a monastery nemned on Englisc (‘called in English’) Cneoferisburh, and Alfred quite often uses the name in this way.

It took over a century before we find the phrase Engla lande referring to the whole country, by the writers of the eleventh-century Chronicle. There was then a long period of varied usage, and we find such forms as Engle land, Englene londe, Engle lond, Engelond, and Ingland. The spelling England emerged in the fourteenth century, and soon after became established as the norm.



Then, as now (p. 434), power politics controlled language trends (see panel 1.5). Power residing in Kent meant that the Kentish dialect would gain prestige. Power in the north would lead to a corresponding boost for Northumbrian. And for the first time in the history of English we can see the effect of such power on language, through the medium of writing. The missionaries introduced the Roman alphabet to the country, and large numbers of manuscripts, initially all in Latin, were soon being produced by monastic scribes. By the middle of the seventh century, these scribes were beginning to incorporate Old English forms into their work, devising a new alphabet in the process. It was an uncertain, experimental period, for this was the first time anyone had tried to write down what English people said, and conventions of handwriting, layout, spelling, and style had to be established. The texts soon began to display distinctive features, some of which reflected the regional background of the scribe or the location where he was working. The written language immediately added a new dimension to the language, a fresh set of opportunities for expression, and a millennium later it would provide the data and motivation for a whole new field of study, Old English dialectology.5


Interlude 1 The Celtic language puzzle

In fact there are two puzzles. First, why did the Anglo-Saxons not end up speaking the Celtic languages of Britain? Arriving in such small numbers, we might have expected them to adopt the language of the country, as can easily happen after a period of settlement and intermarriage. This is what took place at the time in Normandy, for example, where the Scandinavian invaders ended up speaking French. It is also what took place in England after 1066, with the Norman invaders eventually speaking English. But the Germanic invaders of Britain retained their original language.

The second puzzle. When invaders arrive in a country and impose their own language, they take in words from the indigenous language, often in large numbers. To take a relatively recent example, there are thousands of words in the Dictionary of South African English which have come from Afrikaans, Xhosa, Zulu, and other African languages.6 Although English arrived in South Africa as a language of power, it quickly began to reflect local concerns by assimilating new vocabulary. And we may generalize: even if an invading group ends up adopting the conquered people’s language, that language leaves a sign of its presence. When the Vikings arrived in England in the late eighth century, they introduced many Scandinavian loanwords and even managed to exercise an influence on English grammar (p. 76). When the Normans took over England, they introduced thousands of French loanwords into the English they eventually adopted, as well as French conventions of spelling (p. 210). Why, then, are there so few Celtic loanwords in Old English? How can the Anglo-Saxons have failed to be influenced by the majority Celtic language around them?

Apart from the place-names referred to on p. 25, the influence is indeed small, and many of the words which are cited as of Celtic origin are of doubtful etymology. It is sometimes difficult to tell whether a word entered Old English from Welsh, after the Anglo-Saxons arrived, or whether it had been acquired on the Continent from Latin, and was thus already in their language. For example, bin ‘receptacle’ might have derived from an early British word benna (compare Welsh ben ‘wagon’) or from an even earlier Latin benna; assen ‘ass’ probably came from an Old British word assen, but it might have been earlier, from Latin asinus. There are also cases of words which probably came from Celtic, but because there are equivalent forms in some Germanic languages, the point is not certain. These include puck ‘malicious spirit’(Welsh pwca), which had a similar form in Old Norse (puki), and crock ‘pot’ (Welsh crochan), also found in several Scandinavian languages (such as Icelandic krukka).

Old English words which do seem to have a clear Celtic connection include bannoc ‘piece of a loaf or cake’, broc ‘badger’, cammoc ‘cammock, a type of plant’, crag (compare Welsh craig or carreg), dunn ‘grey-brown’ (compare Welsh dwn), and wan ‘dark’(compare Welsh gwan). Wan, for instance, a word not otherwise known in Germanic, turns up in Beowulf





1.6 The cross question












Appendix

Locations in the British Isles referred to in this book (several county boundaries reflect the situation before local government changes in 1972)
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