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INTRODUCTION


The way in which a few tribal and local Germanic dialects spoken by a hundred and fifty thousand people grew into the English language spoken and understood by about one and a half billion people has all the characteristics of a tremendous adventure. That is the story of this book. English, like a living organism, was seeded in this country a little over fifteen hundred years ago. England became its first home. From the beginning it was exposed to rivalries, dangers and threats: there was an escape from extinction, the survival of an attempt at suffocation; there was looting, great boldness, chances taken and missed; there were and there are casualties. It has often been a fierce war over words – whose language rules? – but also there were and are treasures: literatures, unified governance, and today the possibility of a world conversation, in English.


This book is about where the English language came from and how it achieved the feat of transforming itself so successfully. It is about the words which describe the way we live, the words we think in, sing in, speak in; the words which nourish our imagination, words which tell us what we are. Although English only exists in the mouths, minds and pens of its many individual users, I came to feel that English had a character and presence of its own. This is not how professional linguists see it but just as some historians see ‘England’ with a life of its own at certain times, so the language itself, in my view, can be seen as a living organism.


It is not known with any certainty as yet when language evolved: one hundred thousand years ago? Later? It probably began as signs and calls, gestures and facial and bodily expressions, many of which we retain still. We speak of ‘body language’. We can tell what someone is ‘saying’ by their expression. We ‘talk’ in our expressions still and our extreme calls of fear or ecstasy may not be much different from those of the first Homo sapiens a hundred thousand years ago. But then language began to build. We will never know who laid the foundations. Stephen Pinker and others think that Homo sapiens arrived with the gift of language innate – the language instinct. What remained to be done was to find the methods and opportunities to turn that instinct into words.


But who found the first words? Who finds new words today? We know that Shakespeare put into print at least two thousand new words but the majority of words come out of the crowd. An American frontiersman like Davy Crockett can be as good a word spinner as a Master of Trinity College, Cambridge. Early words came from those who worked the land, those whose centuries of nose to the earth made them acquainted with the minutiae of nature and most likely it was they who, often out of necessity, had to name what they saw: basic things, and creatures which might endanger or nourish them. The giving of names could be called the most democratic communal effort in our history. Language is the finest achievement of culture – and in my view, the English language is the most remarkable of the many contributions these islands have made to the world.


Some years ago I made twenty-five programmes for BBC Radio 4 called The Routes of English, whose general starting point was the way in which English had changed and developed on the tongue. My own starting point was a childhood in which I spoke a heavily accented dialect based on an Old Norse vocabulary unintelligible to all my teachers at the grammar school, for which I had to adopt Standard English or what was more commonly known as BBC English. Also in the dialect I spoke there was a seam of Romany, and the whole of the language was still based squarely in the world of agriculture, a world outside the city wall.


There was, though, I thought, another set of programmes I wanted to make, programmes which would describe the history of English, combining, I hoped, the history I had read at university with the English I had read before, during and since. ITV accepted this as a series. Although this book is far fuller than the programmes I wrote, it is based on their structure, which I decided early on would work best as an adventure story.


I am not a linguistic scholar, but I have been very greatly helped by scholars whose work is acknowledged in the book. But there is, in this country, a tradition, across many disciplines, of the permitted amateur – doctors who were biologists and ornithologists, landed gentlemen who were scientists, zoologists and historians, clergymen who were encyclopaedic – and I hope I will be admitted to the ranks of those amateurs.


One of the consequences of this is that the book, though as thoroughly researched as I could make it, is not an academic text. It is for the general reader. The spelling of words, for instance, which has changed so often and so radically, has been the subject of difficult decisions. Where the original spelling of the word is vital to the story, I have kept it. Where, in my opinion, the argument and the examples flow convincingly in a more modern version, I have opted for that.


Daniel Defoe famously wrote of ‘Your Roman-Saxon-Danish-Norman English’. Were he to reformulate this today he would have to add several other sources: Indian, West Indian, your global-technical, but most of all your American. The American influence on English has been and continues to be crucially important and one of the lucky turns in the adventure is that it was English and not, as it just might have been, French or Spanish or German which adopted or was adopted by that new-found land – that engine of the new and the modern world. America has brought much treasure to the word-hoard but also, like the British Empire it succeeded, its English has caused casualties, and in both empires they are part of this story.


This book travels across time and space from fifth-century Friesland to twenty-first-century Singapore, from the Wessex of King Alfred to the Wild West of Buffalo Bill, from the plains of India to the monasteries of Holy Island, from the Palace of Westminster to the black Gullah tongue in the Deep South of America. Along the way it reaches back to claw in Latin, Greek, Hebrew and Sanskrit: on its journey it takes from French, Italian, Arabic, Chinese and scores of other languages. English still uses the basic vocabulary of those first invaders but has added tower after tower of new words and new ideas. It has released feelings and thoughts all over the planet. It continues to reinvent new Englishes wherever it goes and shows no sign at all of slowing down.





1


___


The Common Tongue


So where did it begin?


How did the billion-tongued language of Modern English first find its voice? When and where did it stir itself, begin to assume the form we know, begin to sound like an English we can recognise? How did it set out from such a remote and unlikely small place on the map of the world to forge the way to its spectacular success?


As far as England is concerned, the language that became English arrived in the fifth century with Germanic warrior tribes from across the sea. They were first invited over as mercenaries to shore up the ruins of the departed Roman Empire, stayed to share the spoils and then, dug in. The natives, the Celts or Britons, were, the invaders asserted in their own triumphalist chronicles in an entry dated 449, ‘worthless’ and the ‘richness of the land’ was irresistible. This may have been written later but the point is clear enough: the place was ripe for plucking. The Anglo-Saxon historian Bede reports of ‘the groans of the Britons’ in a letter to the Roman Consul Aetius. The groans came from those Britons who had suffered at the hands of these Germanic tribes. ‘The Barbarians’, they called them, who ‘drive us to the sea. The sea drives us back towards the barbarians – we are either slain or drowned.’


That is one powerful image – English arriving on the scene like a fury from hell, brought to the soft shores of an abandoned imperial outpost by fearless pagan fighting men, riding along the whale’s way on their wave-steeds. It is an image of the spread of English which has been matched by reality many times, often savagely, across one and a half millennia. This dramatic colonisation became over time one of its chief characteristics.


There is another story. There were many who came as peaceful immigrants, farmers seeking profitable toil and finding a relatively peaceful home as they transported their way of life from bleak flat-lands to rich pastures. Through their occupation English was earthed. This ability to plant itself deep in foreign territory became another powerful characteristic of the language.


Moreover there were many tribes or small kingdoms – twelve at one stage – who came over at different times and in different strengths: principally the Saxons, the Angles and the Jutes, but splinter groups within and around, speaking different dialects. Though mutually intelligible, they were often at each other’s throats. That variation too became part of the story not only in the regional dialects at home but in the sunburst of variation abroad.


Nor for all the ‘groans of the Britons’ did they give up that easily. The struggle with the British Celts went on for over a hundred years, and this largely rearguard action – which gave the British their greatest mythological hero, Arthur – achieved its aim. For the Celtic language so threatened by the hammering force of the German tribes was saved. In Wales, in Cornwall, in the north of Scotland, in Gaelic, it kept its integrity. That, too, is part of this adventure – there are both casualties and survivors as this hungry creature, English, demanded more and more subjects.


It would take it two to three hundred years for English to become more than first among equals. From the beginning English was battle-hardened in strategies of survival and takeover. After the first tribes arrived it was not certain which dialect if any would become dominant. Out of the confusion of a land the majority of whose speakers for most of that time spoke Celtic, garnished in some cases by leftover Latin, where tribal independence and regional control were ferociously guarded, English took time to emerge as the common tongue. There had been luck, but also cunning and the beginnings of what was to become English’s most subtle and ruthless characteristic of all: its capacity to absorb others.


If you go to Friesland, an industrious province by the North Sea in the Netherlands, you can hear what experts believe sounds closest to what became our ancestral language. This immediately shows one of the limitations of print! On radio and television you can of course hear the words and the ears can often understand what the eyes see only as a fright of foreignness. When we hear Piet Paulusman, the local weather forecaster, saying ‘En as we dan Maart noch even besjoche, Maart hawwe we toch in oantal dajan om de froast en friezen diet it toch sa’n njoggen dagen dat foaral oan’e grun’ or more accessibly ‘trije’ (three) or ‘fjour’ (four), ‘froast’ (frost) or ‘frieze’ (freeze), ‘mist’ or ‘blau’ (blue) we may pick something up, some echo, but we still flinch away. When you can see the words on the screen at the same time as they are uttered, they soon seem familiar. Careful listening does drop us back through time: we were there once. Had the Normans not invaded England, we too could be saying not ‘Also there’s a chance of mist, and then tomorrow quite a bit of sun, blue in the sky’ but ‘En fierders, de kais op mist. En dan moarn, en dan mei flink wat sinne, blau yn’e loft en dat betsjut dat.’


When you look around the island of Terschelling in Friesland, you encounter words so close to English, again in the pronunciation as much as in the spelling, that any doubts fade: Frisian was a strong parent of English. ‘Laam’ (lamb), ‘goes’ (goose), ‘bûter’ (butter), ‘brea’ (bread), ‘tsiis’ (cheese) are in the shops; outdoors we have ‘see’ (sea), ‘stoarm’ (storm), ‘boat’ (boat), ‘rein’ (rain) and ‘snie’ (snow). Indoors there’s ‘miel’ (meal) and ‘sliepe’ (sleep). Even entire sentences which you overhear in the street, sentences which contain not one word that you can translate, sound eerily familiar. For many English-speaking non-Brits, I suspect, they are only a little less intelligible than one of England’s own current and proudly obstinate dialects, Geordie. You feel you ought to know it; it is family.


But where did Frisian come from?
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In 1786, Sir William Jones, a British judge and amateur linguist on service in India, after a close study of Sanskrit which had been in existence since at least 2000 BC in the Vedic hymns, wrote: ‘Both the Gothik and the Celtick though blended with a very different idiom, have the same origin with Sanskrit.’


He was right. Proto Indo-European is the mother of us all and Sanskrit is certainly one of the older attested members of the family of languages out of which come all the languages of Europe (save Basque, Estonian, Finnish and Hungarian) and many in Asia. Sanskrit was an inflected language which relied on changes at the ends of words (inflections) to indicate grammatical functions in nouns (through case and number) and verbs (through person, tense and mood). Germanic formed a subgroup of the Western Indo-European family – as did Celtic and Hellenic. Germanic further divided itself into three smaller groups: East Germanic, now extinct; North Germanic – the Scandinavian languages, Old Norse in sum; and West Germanic – Dutch, German, Frisian and English, the last two of which were closely connected.


The similarities are remarkable. In Sanskrit the word for father is ‘pitar’; in Greek and Latin it is ‘pater’; in German, ‘Vater’; in English, ‘father’. ‘Brother’ is English, the Dutch is ‘broeder’, in German ‘Bruder’, in Sanskrit ‘bhratar’. There can be few clearer examples of the spread and flow of language and the interconnection of peoples.


Somewhere, then, out on the plains of India more than four thousand years ago, began the movement of a language which was to become English. It was to drive west, to the edge of the mainland of Eurasia, west across to England, west again to America, and west across the Pacific where it met with Britain’s eastern trade across Asia and into the Far East and so circled the globe.


According to Bede, writing at the beginning of the eighth century, Essex, Sussex and Wessex were planted by the Saxons; East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria by the Angles; the Jutes took Kent and the Isle of Wight. They could be ruthless. Sometimes, as at Pevensey Castle, for instance, an ancient Roman fort in which the Celts took refuge, it is recorded that every man, woman and child was slaughtered by these invaders. Much the same happened in what became England, between AD 500 and, say, AD 750, to the native Celtic language.


Despite being spoken by an overwhelming majority of the population, despite preceding the Germanic invasion and creating an admired civilisation, the Celtic language left little mark on English. It has been calculated that no more than two dozen words were recruited to the conquering tongue. These are often words describing particular landscape features. In the mountainous Lake District where I live, for instance, there is still ‘tor’ and ‘pen’, meaning hill or hill-top, as in village and town names such as Torpenhow and Penrith; there’s ‘crag’ as in Friar’s Crag in Keswick, where the National Trust began, there’s also ‘luh’ for ‘lake’ or ‘lough’. And there are a few poignant others – several rivers – Thames, Don, Esk, Wye and Avon (‘afon’ is Welsh for ‘river’). And two symbolic and significant English towns, Dover and London, bear Celtic names. How could it be that so few Celtic words infiltrated a language which was to grow by embracing infiltration?


One answer could be that the invaders despised those they over came. They called the Celts ‘Wealas’ (which led to Welsh) but fifteen hundred years ago it meant slave or foreigner and the Celts became both of these in what had been their own country. Another answer is that the Celts and their language found countries of their own, most notably Wales but also Cornwall, Brittany and the Gaelic-speaking lands where they saved and nurtured the Celtic in a magisterial strategy of cultural continuity. More fancifully, I speculate that English, finding a new home, its powerful voice freed by water from old roots, groping towards the entity it would become, wanted all the space it could claim. For English to grow to its full power, others had to be felled or chopped back savagely. Until it grew confident enough to take on newcomers, it needed the air and the place to itself. The invaders were confident in their own word-hoard and in the beginning they stayed with it, building up its position in the new land.


Much the same happened with the Roman inheritance, though the invaders did borrow some Latin words spoken by the Celts. The Romans were in Britain from 43 BC to AD 410 and many Celtic Britons would have spoken or known some words from Latin. Yet the Roman influence on the first one hundred and fifty years of invaders’ English is very slight – about two hundred words at most. ‘Planta’ (plant), ‘win’ (wine), ‘catte’ (cat), ‘cetel’ (kettle), ‘candel’ (candle), ‘ancor’ (anchor), ‘cest’ (chest), ‘forca’ (fork); a few for buildings, ‘weall’ (wall), ‘ceaster’ (camp), ‘straet’ (road), ‘mortere’ (mortar), ‘epistula’ (letter), ‘rosa’ (rose). The Roman influence was to be revived through the reintroduction of Christianity but, as with the Celts, we have the Angles, Saxons and Jutes taking on very little at first. It could be that they rejected the Romans because they did not want to kow-tow to a language, therefore a people, who had a historical claim to be their superior. The masses – the Celts – would be enslaved, their language rejected; and equally the relict of empire would be spurned, its great classical sentences also rejected. Less than three per cent of Old English, the bedrock vocabulary, are loan words from other languages. The invaders kept it tight, just as their heirs, the Puritans, a thousand years on, were to do when they went into America.


Though purists maintain that English did not fully exist until the late ninth century, the time of Alfred the Great, there is little doubt that as its many varieties increasingly consolidated, English in one of its dialects from much earlier on determined the common tongue.


We can see it most plainly in the places in which we live. The ‘-ing’ ending in modern place names means ‘the people of’ and ‘-ing’ is all about us – Ealing, Dorking, Worthing, Reading, Hastings; ‘-ton’ means enclosure or village, as in my own home town of Wigton, and as in Wilton, Taunton, Bridlington, Ashton, Burton, Crediton, Luton; ‘-ham’ means farm – Birmingham, Chippenham, Grantham, Fulham, Tottenham, Nottingham. There are hundreds of examples. These were straightforward territorial claims. The language said: we are here to stay, we name and we own this.


Then came the great work, the laying of the foundations of the English language, and one which endures vigorously to this day.


Our everyday conversation is still founded on and funded by Old English. All of the following are Old English: is, you, man, son, daughter, friend, house, drink, here, there, the, in, on, into, by, from, come, go, sheep, shepherd, ox, earth, home, horse, ground, plough, swine, mouse, dog, wood, field, work, eyes, ears, mouth, nose – ‘my dog has no nose’ – broth, fish, fowl, herring, love, lust, like, sing, glee, mirth, laughter, night, day, sun, word – ‘come hell or high water’. These words are our foundation. We can have intelligent conversations in Old English and only rarely need we swerve away from it. Almost all of the hundred most common words in our language worldwide, wherever it is spoken, come from Old English. There are three from Old Norse, ‘they’, ‘their’ and ‘them’, and the first French-derived word is ‘number’, in at seventy-six.


The hundred words are: 1. the; 2. of; 3. and; 4. a; 5. to; 6. in; 7. is; 8. you; 9. that; 10. it; 11. he; 12. was; 13. for; 14. on; 15. are; 16. as; 17. with; 18. his; 19. they; 20. I; 21. at; 22. be; 23. this; 24. have; 25. from; 26. or; 27. one; 28. had; 29. by; 30. word; 31. but; 32. not; 33. what; 34. all; 35. were; 36. we; 37. when; 38. your; 39. can; 40. said; 41. there; 42. use; 43. an; 44. each; 45. which; 46. she; 47. do; 48. how; 49. their; 50. if; 51. will; 52. up; 53. other; 54. about; 55. out; 56; many; 57. then; 58. them; 59. these; 60. so; 61. some; 62. her; 63. would; 64. make; 65. like; 66. him; 67. into; 68. time; 69. has; 70. look; 71. two; 72. more; 73. write; 74. go; 75. see; 76. number; 77. no; 78. way; 79. could; 80. people; 81. my; 82. than; 83. first; 84. water; 85. been; 86. call; 87. who; 88. oil; 89. its; 90. now; 91. find; 92. long; 93. down; 94. day; 95. did; 96. get; 97. come; 98. made; 99. may; 100. part.


English had also dug into family, friendship, land, loyalty, war, numbers, pleasure, celebration, animals, the bread of life, the salt of the earth. This deep, long-toughened tongue proved to be the basis for dizzying monuments of learning and literature, for surreal jokes and songs superb and slushy.


With the 20/20 vision of hindsight it seems as if English knew exactly what it was doing: building slowly but building to last, testing itself among competing tribes as in centuries to come it would be tested among competing nations, getting ready for as difficult a fight as was needed, branding the tongue. Even in its apparent simple directness and comparatively limited vocabulary – twenty-five thousand recorded words compared with the hundreds of thousands of today – it is always able to rise to greatness.


‘We shall fight on the beaches,’ said Churchill in 1940, ‘we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.’ Only ‘surrender’ is not Old English. That, in itself, might be significant.


Rome came back, not with a sword but with a cross. In 597 Augustine arrived in Kent, sent from Holy Rome with all its authority by Pope Gregory, who had been impressed by the blond-haired Anglian boy-slaves (‘non Angli,’ said the apparently compulsively punning Pope, ‘sed angeli’). In 635, Aidan independently arrived in the north of England with all the apostolic zeal and learned crusading ferocity of the Irish Celtic Church. In remote monasteries and enclosed orders, in arcane services and devoted godly scholarship, without threat and despite hindrance, these men and their successors fed the growing English with their Church Latin. Gradually English, partly I think because it could control these marginal praying clerics, took on Latin, the second classical tongue of the ancient world, and Latin smuggled in Greek. The English talent to absorb and its appetite for layerings had begun with what are called ‘loan words’.


These words began by creeping in at the outer edges of the concerns of the pagan English. ‘Angel’, ‘mass’ and ‘bishop’ came in, as did ‘altar’, ‘minster’, ‘abbess’, ‘monk’, ‘nun’ and ‘verse’. Greek slipped in via Latin with, for example, ‘alms’, ‘psalm’, ‘apostle’, ‘pope’ and ‘school’. As importantly, existing Old English terms were given new powers, a new philosophy. Heaven and hell, for instance, or Halig Gast (Holy Ghost), Domesday (from Judgement Day). Eostre, a famous pagan goddess, gave her name to the most important of the Christian festivals. And through Christianity we have the first recorded entrance into our literature of the common man, Cædmon the swineherd who, untutored we are told and inspired wholly by faith, composed this hymn in English.


Now we shall praise the Keeper of the Heavenly Kingdom


The power of the Lord of Destiny, and his imagination . . .


Nu scylun hergan hefaenricaes uard


metudæs maecti end his modgidanc . . .


This Northumbrian version is from an eighth-century manuscript. But it is not his words alone which are of central importance here. What matters, I think, is that through the words comes a faith new to most of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes, the melders of English, and the ideas inside that faith. Ideas of resurrection, of a life after death, were in parts of the Germanic culture, but heaven and hell were of a different order. As was the idea of saints, the company of angels, of sin, and especially of a gentle Saviour, a non-warrior God. So were all the intellectual complexities of the Roman faith and its often tortuous and tormented way of looking at the material world. The word ‘martyr’, for instance, opened up astounding possibilities to non-Christians.


As the Church grew more pervasive in the land, not least through its recruitment of wealthy and learned aristocratic women like St Hilda, so its overall philosophy flourished and Latin slid under the carapace of English and would never be expelled or ignored again. This was the quietest but possibly in the long term the most successful grafting on to English for it brought to the barely literate lusty language book-tested ways of thinking and words which could and often did direct a whole view of life. The messages and words of Christianity would feed English for more than a thousand years. It was English’s first encounter with an invading force of thought and slowly, over centuries, overcoming long-held practices and superstitions, English let it in. The tightly bonded local language began to open up.


Rich bishops went to Rome and brought back pictures, books, holy relics, craftsmen, but above all, as far as the adventure of English is concerned, they brought back writing and writing began to mould and advance the native language.


The Angles, Saxons and Jutes had not brought a script with them. They used runes. The runic alphabet (called the ‘futhorc’ named after the first letters of the runic alphabet, just as our ‘alphabet’ is from the first letters of the Greek alphabet) was made up of symbols formed mainly of straight lines, so that the letters could be carved into stone or wood or bone. This best equipped them for short practical messages. They are represented in the solutions to some of the Exeter Riddles. Runes were capable of poetry, as can be seen on the eighth-century Ruthwell Cross near Dumfries in Scotland, which shows events from the life of Christ. There are lines of runes as in the poem ‘The Dream of the Rood’ in which Christ’s Passion is told from the point of view of the Cross on which he was crucified.


The Cross speaks:


[image: image]


Ic wæs miþ blodi bistemid [Old English translation]


I was with blood bedewed


Runes could not only be used for poetry, they were sufficiently developed to have coped with War and Peace. But these straight lines were designed to be cut, chiselled on hard surfaces: wood, metal, stone and bone. The Christians brought with them the manuscript book and a different script, a technology more suitable for the new medium of vellum and parchment. English was emerging from the tribal Babel as a resourceful tongue, but it had no great written language and without that it would be for ever condemned to the limbo of vernaculars all over the world whose attempt to live on by sound alone has often doomed them to insularity, then to irrelevance, finally to oblivion. Occasionally there is desperate resuscitation from a few survivors who know that to lose any language is to lose a unique way of knowing life. Only writing preserves a language. Writing gives posterity the keys it needs. It can cross all boundaries. A written language brings precision, forces ideas into steady shapes, secures against loss. Once the words are on the page they are there to be challenged and embellished by those who come across them later. Writing begins as the secondary arm but soon, for many, becomes the primary source, the guardian, the authority, the soul of language.


Written words stimulate the imagination as much as any other external reality – fire, storm, thunder – and yet they can express an internal reality – hope, philosophy, mood – in ways which also provoke the imagination, engage with that astounding faculty and set it off to make more words, adding to the visible map of the mind. Writing helps us fully to see what it is to be more completely human. ‘The word was made flesh and dwelt among us’ can apply to the alphabet as well as to Christ. The alphabet created and unleashed a new world.


The first manuscripts were in the Roman alphabet brought to Northumbria by Aidan and other Irish missionaries. That was the basis for the Old English alphabet, for in the monasteries the monks began to use the wonderfully flexible, clear and beautiful half-uncial majuscule script (which can be seen in the Lindisfarne Gospels). Monks recruited locally saw the signs and were converted. An alphabet most likely sown by anonymous clerics grew out of the Latin and remarkably early, by the seventh century, Old English had achieved its own alphabet. It was like discovering intellectual fire. A, æ, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, k, l, m, n, o, p, r, s, t, þ, ð, u, uu (to become w much later), y. Twenty-four letters to begin with but from those few letters has flowed an incalculable number of variations, fine distinctions and pyrotechnics, from Shakespeare to James Joyce, from David Hume to Noam Chomsky, from Francis Bacon to Crick and Watson’s DNA, to tens of thousands of journals, novels, magazines and newspapers.


In the early years English knew its place and its place was literally in the margins: we see a small plain English hand crawling its shy translation above the towering, magnificently wrought Latin letters which brought the word of God to save the souls of the English. I have always been ridiculously pleased that the Lindisfarne Gospels, the first great English work of art, was a book. Though using craftsmen from other lands it was made in the Northumbrian part of what was to become England. The Lindisfarne Gospels were executed in brilliant colours, a mixture of Germanic, Irish and Byzantine motifs, elaborately designed letters, decorated with precious stones, works to awe the masses and to praise God.


A few miles away, in the monastery of St Paul in Jarrow – in the early eighth century – at about the same time as the Gospels were produced, a local boy who had gone into the monastery at the age of seven and become the great scholar Bede wrote Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation which gave status and lineage to the Angles, Saxons and Jutes. His transcendent skills and talents founded the history of the English speakers. He wrote more than thirty books in Latin but it is said that he believed that the language of the people should also be employed. Soon after Bede, English began to dare to compete. Mostly, written early English was used for practical matters – laws, charters, the daily stuff of definition – dull at the time but its information rusting to gold as centuries passed. Sometimes, though, and as early as the seventh century, the new language boldly enters into the heart of things.


Our Father


Who art in heaven


Hallowed be thy name . . .


Fæder ure


Þu þe eart on heofonum


Si þin nama gehalgod . . .


It is so moving. Spoken aloud the similarity is all but a twinning. Even there on the page: ure/our; Fæder/Father; Þu/who; eart/art; heofonum/heaven. And later:


And forgyf us ure gyltas, swa we forgyfað urum gyltendum


And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.


Forgyf/forgive; gyltas (guilts)/trespasses.


Across thirteen centuries the sounds come to us, the sound of our ancestral voices speaking across time and space, words holding ideas and ideals about the conduct of life with which we still engage today, words in the English common tongue.


As if that were not enough as the roots went down, English, with the self-confidence of the new player in the book, planted its claims to literature. When precisely works like The Wanderer, The Seafarer and Beowulf were composed is hard to establish but that they came out of the intellectual ambitions of this period – seventh, eighth century – seems possible. English, settled now, began to play. The Exeter Book with its riddles gives us insights into the word games so beloved of English crossword solvers and Scrabble addicts ever since. The seeds are already there in what were so long mis-called ‘The Dark Ages’. This is from the sole remaining manuscript, in the library of Exeter Cathedral, which contains ninety-four riddles.


What is this?


I live alone, wounded by iron,


Struck by a sword, tired of battle-work,


Weary of blades. Often I see war,


Fight a fearsome foe. I crave no comfort,


That safety might come to me out of the war-strife


Before I among men perish completely.


But the forged brands strike me,


Hard-edged and fiercely sharp, the handwork of smiths,


They bite me in the strongholds. I must wait for


A more murderous meeting. Never a physician


In the battlefield could I find


One of those who with herbs healed wounds


But my sword slashes grow greater


Through death blows day and night.


The first four lines in Old English read:


Ic eom anhaga    iserne wund


bille gebennad,     beadoweorca sæd,


ecgum werig.    Oft ic wig seo,


frecne feohtan.    Frofre ne wene,


Answer:  The Shield


The greatest of the Old English poems is Beowulf, a Scandinavian hero who goes to the aid of Hrothgar, the Danish king, to defend him against the monster Grendel. It has been called the first great epic poem in the English language. It begins:


Hwaet,   we Gar-Dena        in geardagum


So,         the Spear-Danes   in days gone by


We are, yet again, hearing our own language, but this time through the art of the poet or poets using techniques which are the property of poetic literature. The language has been alchemised into literature.


Seamus Heaney’s recent translation interprets the work for our own age while providing an echo of the original, which reads, speaking of Grendel the monster:


Mynte se manscaða   manna cynnes


summa besyrwan      in sele þam hean.


Heaney writes of Grendel:


The bane of the race of men


roamed forth, hunting for prey in the high hall.


Onbræd þa bealohydig,    þa he gebolgen waes,


recedes muþan . . .


ac he gefeng hraðe    forman siðe


slæpendne rinc    slat unwearnum,


bat banlocan,    blod edrum dranc,


synsnædum swealh;    sona haefde


unlyfigendes    eal gefeormod,


fet ond folma.


When his rage boiled over


He ripped open the mouth of the building


Maddening for blood . . .


He grabbed and mauled a man on his bench


Bit into his bone lappings, bolted down his blood


And gorged on him in lumps


Leaving the body utterly lifeless


Eaten up, hand and foot.


Heaney has called this a ‘fully developed poetic language capable of great elaboration’. Its alliterative powers and percussive effects tend to overlay the subtleties. He finds it ‘terrific for action, terrific for description’. One point he made which seemed almost the clincher in Early English’s claim on poetic greatness is its capacity to make up extra words: ‘ban-hus’ – bone-house, for ‘body’; ‘gleo-beam’ – glee-wood, for ‘harp’; ‘wig-bord’ – war-board, for ‘shield’; ‘whale’s-way’ for ‘sea’; ‘wave-steed’ for ‘boat’.


Between the Lord’s Prayer, laws of the land, and Beowulf, English had already sunk deep shafts into written language. Latin and Greek had created great bodies of literature in the classical past. In the East at about this time, Arabic and Chinese were being used as the languages of poetry. But at that time, no other language in the Christian world could match the achievements of the Beowulf poet and his anonymous contemporaries inside and outside the Church.


Old English had found its home. It had fought its way to preeminence in a new, rich and diverse country. The adventure was under way.


But just as the springs of English had come from the shores of Friesland in the fifth century so, in the late eighth century, a potential destroyer of the language was ordering his battle fleets in another tongue, five hundred miles to the north.
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The Great Escape


One of the manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 793 reads: ‘In this year dire portents appeared over Northumbria and sorely frightened the people. There were exceptional flashes of lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying in the air. A great famine immediately followed these signs, and a little after that in the same year, on the eighth of June, the ravages of heathen men miserably destroyed God’s church on Lindisfarne.’


The Vikings were unloosed and for almost three centuries raids and settlements by these Scandinavian warriors devastated huge tracts of these islands and threatened to supplant the language which had begun to show such astonishing promise. The Norwegians raided the northern and western rim of Scotland and flooded into Cumbria in the north-west of England. It was the Danes, though, who came with greatest force, their armies looting and then occupying substantial territories in the Midlands and in the east of the country. They were, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle pointed out, heathen, very effective on the battlefield and with no reason to abandon their own tongue, which came from the same root as English but had evolved into a different language. English was in danger of being overrun or exiled as the Celtic languages had been.


It is important to emphasise that when we use the word English we have to be careful. It is likely that some Celtic was still spoken and the mutually intelligible but differing dialects of the Germanic tribes were by no means unified. Yet we have, for example, our great and founding historian, Bede, calling his book The Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation and that in itself, together with its early translation into Old English, is a strong indication that the fabric of a cohering language was in place. The Danes tore through that.


They ripped the jewels from the costly bindings of manuscripts like the Lindisfarne Gospels and wore them as ornaments. The Gospels themselves escaped, some would say miraculously. The year after they plundered Lindisfarne they returned and sacked Jarrow and burned down the great library which had nourished Bede. Despite some survivals it was as if their raids were designed to stamp out that which had given the tongue its greatest opportunity for survival – the books. By the middle of the ninth century the Danes were the dominating force. In 865 they landed a powerful army in East Anglia and moved south for the final kill. In 878 they won what appeared to be a decisive victory at Chippenham. Wessex, the last of the old kingdoms, was set to disappear. Alfred, the leader of that English army, fled into the baffling marshes of Somerset, known as the Levels. He and his small group of survivors moved, according to a contemporary record, ‘under difficulties, through woods and into inaccessible places’. The Danes ruled. What they said went.


Alfred is the only English monarch to be known as ‘The Great’. He has been hailed as the Saviour of England. That may be debatable in the strict sense – there was not as yet one ‘England’, more a federation waiting to be moulded into one. Alfred can, though, lay claim to saving the English language. It is in one of his own translations – in the preface to Gregory’s Pastoral Care – that one of the first appearances of the word ‘Englisc’, describing the language, is recorded. But Alfred not only saved the language, he dug it even more deeply into the minds of his people by using English as a rallying force and even more importantly as the conduit for an intense programme of education.


That, though, must have seemed impossible as the young king, disguised we assume, sat in the legendary cottage of the poor woman and dreamed away, only to be scolded for burning the wheaten cakes he had been set to mind. He had in defeat proved to be enterprising in irregular warfare and mounted guerrilla attacks against the occupying forces of Guthrum, the Danish invader.


He realised that guerrilla warfare would never be enough. To defeat the Danes he had to bring them to open battle. His army had been scattered and many had been slaughtered. But they were not wiped out. In the spring of 878, Alfred sent out a loyalty call to the men of the shire fyrds – the county armies, the basis of the great county regiments. About four thousand men joined him, mainly from Wiltshire and Somerset. We are told they were armed only with shields, battle-axes and throwing spears.


They mustered at Egbert’s Stone, where trackways and ridgeways met. Two days later they advanced against the Danish army of about five thousand men, who had positioned themselves brilliantly on high ground at Ethandune (Edington, in Wiltshire) on the western edge of Salisbury Plain. Drumming their shields and led from the front by the young king, they stormed the heights. Contemporary accounts tell us that what followed was a rout, a slaughter of the Danes. Modern historians question that, but there is no doubt that Alfred and his men prevailed. His crown and his kingdom were repossessed. The Danes surrendered. Their leader Guthrum was baptised as a Christian with Alfred in conciliatory attendance. A great white horse was carved into a Wiltshire hillside to commemorate the victory – undoubtedly a key victory for an emerging England and a crucial victory for English. Alfred had saved the language.


It is worth spending a few sentences on what might have been. The Danes were fierce and conquering tribes and had they occupied the whole of the land it is very likely that the final tongue would have come out of their dialects and not the ‘English’ dialects. Would that have mattered? Very likely, yes, I think. Their written records were meagre compared with the traditions already well established in the rich lands they had all but overrun. Their basic attitude to written language was to burn it or, more helpfully for the future, toss it aside. And though their version of a Germanic dialect might over time have dug in, it would have taken centuries and who knows whether it would have held English’s vital combination of deep obstinacy and, when faced with real extinction, astonishing flexibility and that vital survival technique, the power to absorb.


What happened to English after the Battle of Ethandune was that it not only endured, it thrived, it grew. Having held steady under fire, it moved forward. The two principal reasons for this were Alfred himself and what seems to me to be the profoundly self-preserving nature of the language which had so slowly and doggedly alchemised into English.


Sometimes I think that it is a pity that the Victorians dubbed Alfred ‘The Great’. It makes rather a nursery hero of him. He was much better than that. This is not the place to describe the full range of his achievements but with regard to English his contribution was unique.


The Danes had been defeated but they were a persistent enemy. They would and they did come back again and again. Alfred had won a victory but the war was not over. He knew that the kingdom and tribes he now commanded were still wounded from the defeats they had suffered. They needed to feel safe, they needed to feel protected, they needed to feel part of a winning side. Alfred’s use of the English language united them. He was the first but by no means the last to see that loyalty and strength could come through an appeal to a shared language. He saw that inside the language itself, in the words of the day, there lay a community of history and continuity which could be invoked. He set out to teach the English English and make them proud of it, gather around it, be prepared to fight for it.


He recognised that the Danes would not accept subjugation, and nor had he the manpower to enforce it. So he drew a line diagonally across the country from the Thames to the old Roman road of Watling Street. The land to the north and east would be known as the Danelaw and would be under Danish rule. The land to the south and west would be under West Saxon, becoming the core of the new England. This was no cosmetic exercise. No one was allowed to cross the line, save for one purpose – trade. This act of commercial realism would more radically change the structure of the English language than anything before or since. Trade refined the language and made it more flexible.


The Vikings had brought their own languages, particularly that of the Danes, but also the language based on the kindred Norwegians. Up to about AD 1000, these were pretty much undifferentiated and known as Old Norse. Deep inside the Danelaw they were attempting to impose this speech as much as they imposed their martial sovereignty. The interesting result was that, apart from the crucial matter of grammar, their success was rather limited. In its later phases, English became a language with an immense capacity to absorb others, to convert others, certainly to take on board other languages without yielding the ground on its own basic vocabulary and meanings. Yet here at this earlier stage – four hundred years on since the Frisian tribes and others had transported the roots of English into the people who would bear that name – it was still surprisingly obstinate. Only about a score of Celtic words had been admitted; only about two hundred Roman words and even now, from these overwhelming Danish invaders, no more than about one hundred and fifty words were added to a national word-hoard of about twenty-five thousand. This was partly because the power was at Winchester and texts from all around the country were copied into the West Saxon dialect there. But also it is as if at this stage English had dug in so very deeply that it would not be moved. And the result of this obstinacy, in my opinion, made it so powerfully earthed that later, when the Normans came with far more devastating consequences, it could still feed off its deep taproots.


Nevertheless the Vikings – Danes and Norwegians – brought words which enriched the language greatly. In northern parts of England the new invaders’ words predominate much more than in the south, exposing the north–south divide; and the accents too, from what linguists tell us – the Yorkshire, the Northumbrian, the Geordie, the Cumbrian – reach back to the sounds of the men in those longships whose peerless shipbuilding crafts enabled them to launch themselves as far as America and into the Mediterranean.


The Vikings live on most strikingly in the place names which spread like a rash over what was the land of the Danelaw. Locally it struck hard and has stayed fast. There are said to be at least one thousand five hundred of these names, more than six hundred of which, for example, end in ‘-by’, the Scandinavian word for farm or town.


I was brought up in the far north-west of England, a few miles outside the Lake District, a place of more than four hundred mountains and thirty-three lakes deeply settled by Norwegian Vikings, most of whom came across from their stronghold in Dublin. The words they brought were bedded into the local dialect for more than a thousand largely undisturbed years. To use ‘-by’ as an example: within a few miles of the town in which I grew up, Wigton, there are Ireby, Thursby, Wiggonby, Corby, Lazenby, Thornby, Dovenby and Gamblesby; more widely known examples would be Derby, Naseby and Rugby. The ‘-thorpe’ ending, which denotes a village, is seen in Scunthorpe, Althorp, Linthorpe. The ‘-thwaite’ ending, which denotes a portion of land, is again all over the north, and in the Lake District alone you have Bassenthwaite, Ruthwaite, Micklethwaite and Rosthwaite; ‘-toft’, which means a homestead (the site of a house and its outbuildings), can be seen in Lowestoft, Eastoft, Sandtoft. And there are less popular but still extant Viking names: the word valley was ‘dale’ in Old Norse and the Lake District is furrowed with them – Borrowdale (a valley with a fort), Wasdale (a valley with a lake), Langdale, Eskdale, Patterdale. Sometimes there is a blend as in the Cumbrian village of Blennerhasset, ‘blaen’ being Celtic top of hill, and the Old Norse ‘heysætr’ – hay pasture. And Keswick, one of the prime towns in the Lakes, is a hardened form of the Old English name ‘cesewic’ meaning cheese farm. But without the Viking influence it would most likely be called Cheswick or Cheswich. In short, the Danes pitched camps and named them as their own and with such emphasis that they still stand today.


As do the Viking family names, again much more emphatically in the north. The Danish way of making a name was to add ‘-son’ to the name of the father. If you look in the local papers inside the old Danelaw you find these sons everywhere. At my own school there were Johnsons, Pattisons, Robsons, Harrisons, Rawlinsons, Watsons, Nicholsons, Gibsons, Dickinsons, Hudsons, Hewitsons, Stevensons. And it is still true today that despite the centuries of people moving around these comparatively small islands, there are still markedly more shop names, ‘Harrison’, ‘Johnson’, ‘Wilkinson’, more sons, than in any other part of the country.


So they marked their places of arrival and they brought their names. The number of their words which entered into general use was not as many as the strength of the invasion might have promised. But as it were to compensate for that, many of them have become key words. For instance, ‘they’, ‘their’ and ‘them’ slowly replaced earlier forms (though they did not enter the language of London until the fifteenth century). Early loan words include ‘score’, and ‘steersman’ is modelled on an Old Norse word, but they could also spread into the common tongue with ‘get’ and ‘both’ and ‘same’, ‘gap’, ‘take’, ‘want’, ‘weak’ and ‘dirt’. What is impressive is its ordinariness. Other Norse loan words include ‘birth’, ‘cake’, ‘call’, ‘dregs’, ‘egg’, ‘freckle’, ‘guess’, ‘happy’, ‘law’, ‘leg’, ‘ransack’, ‘scare’, ‘sister’, ‘skill’, ‘smile’, ‘thrift’ and ‘trust’. The ‘sk’ sound is a characteristic of Old Norse and English borrowed words like ‘score’, ‘skin’ and ‘sky’. Other words from Old Norse include ‘knife’, ‘hit’, ‘husband’, ‘root’ and ‘wrong’.


So it could be argued that although they were not numerous these words became part of the soil of the language. Perhaps English was at a stage where it would only admit words which could help it describe its own world, words which could bed in without disturbing the existing word-hoard. This can best be seen by the early pairings. (In all cases the Old Norse is given first.) ‘Hale’ was used as well as ‘whole’. In Norse you were ‘ill’, in Old English you were ‘sick’. Old Norse ‘skill’ settled down alongside ‘craft’, ‘skin’ joined ‘hide’. (Some of these words appear widely only after the Conquest.) Although they most likely began their life in the common language pointing to the same thing or the same condition, they held a slightly different meaning which was used, as time went on, to make finer distinctions. This twinning, which later split and went rather different ways, became one of the most fertile and inventive characteristics of English. We can see it clearly at work in a modest but enduring number of word-pairings, here in pre-Norman times.


And along the line of the Danelaw, in the trading outposts, the great grammar shift began to take place. This is the only case in our history in which the whole structure of the language changes.


In Old English, sense is carried by inflection – it worked in the same way that Latin did. The essential thing about it was that word order was much freer than it is today. On the whole, Old English tended already to use the order that we do now: subject, verb, object is the most common. But that wasn’t a hard and fast rule. So if an Angle wanted to say ‘the dogs killed the cat’, he’d have to have the accusative form of cat, and the verb in the right form, to make his meaning clear, i.e. so that the message pointed to the death of the cat and not the dogs. Their sentences came not through word order but by tacking on endings to words, like articles and pronouns and nouns. When English came into contact with the not wholly dissimilar Danish language, a lot of the inflected endings began to lose their distinctive nature. The new grammatical meld tended to happen in the borderland market towns; words followed the trade. Clarity for commerce may have been the chief driving force.


Word endings fell away. Prepositions came in which took the language away from the Germanic and made it more English. Instead of adding a lump on the end of words, you could use ‘to’ or ‘with’. ‘I gave the dog to my daughter.’ ‘I cut the meat with my knife.’ The order of words became important and prepositions became more common as signposts around sentences.


It is not necessarily simpler than an inflected language but it did give English a shove towards modernity. It is also easier for second-language users to make themselves understood, easier to get the words wrong and still make sense when the word order has so much meaning hard-wired into it. The grammar change made it capable of greater flexibility.


This had in some degree already begun to happen before the Vikings arrived. It was a gradual, even a hesitant, process not fully settled for centuries. But it was accelerated along the line of the Danelaw and it became another strength.


Perhaps my interest in English began when I was speaking at least two versions of it in my childhood. And within these two were, I suspect, something like the jumbled, shifting sound and sense of much earlier centuries of English.


I spoke a heavily accented dialect in Cumbria until I was about sixteen. There was also a considerable purely local vocabulary. Then the influence of school and BBC English began to erode that accent. The local dialect words were discarded once I began to travel out of the county, simply because no one understood them. But for years I could revert to that accent and remembered those words. Friends back home still employ some of them. They, like me, could switch into the more mainstream English when necessary. The vocabularies intermeshed, sometimes a new word rubbed out an old, it was a jumble, not at all difficult to manage, subject to teasing, snubbing, and as the old yielded more to the new, some regret.


I thought that my experience on a local and much smaller scale might bear some resemblance to the spoken English in the ninth century. To test that, I went through a Cumbrian dialect glossary to look at some of the words I used most commonly.


First, though, the accent. In the 1940s and 1950s, Wigtonians, like so many others everywhere else in small towns and villages, were still largely immobilised in one small area save when wars took off the men or emigration lured away desperate or daring families. It was still heavily influenced by agriculture and agricultural terms which had been just as common more than a hundred, even two or three hundred years before. Its accent was broad. To refined speakers it could appear coarse. Class climbers could even pretend it was unintelligible and subhuman. Yet it carried the deep history of our language and perhaps it had carried it intact for centuries in sound as well as in vocabulary.


The word ‘I’ would always be pronounced ‘Aah’. The definite article ‘the’ would often be clipped to ‘t’ – ‘the bike’ to ‘t bike’, ‘the horse’ to ‘t horse’. ‘R’ would be given justice, as in ‘rrreet’, for right and even the last ‘r’ on ‘remember’ would be hit.


People were acutely aware of differences so nuanced that to an outsider the shadings would be as impenetrable as those between Darwin’s first gradations of finches. Wigton’s dialect would be different from that of Aspatria eight miles away and that of Carlisle eleven miles away and hugely different from that of Newcastle sixty miles away. It could still be called more a tribal collection of mutually intelligible dialects rather than a canopy of English under which were several divisions. In short it flourished from the ground up, much, I think, as it did in the ninth century and in many cases for another thousand years.


We thee’d and thou’d each other as if we had just got off the


Mayflower. The King James Bible gave us not only cadences and rhythms but metaphors and references. There were a lot of Romany words around because of the gypsy encampments long established in the Wigton area and horse dealing brought in new words. The Romany word for horse was ‘grey’ and a ‘good grey’ was a good horse. Or it could have been a ‘baary grey’, ‘baary’ also meaning good. ‘Togs’ for ‘clothes’, ‘cady’ for ‘hat’, ‘chaver’ for ‘boy’, ‘mort’ for ‘girl’, ‘paggered’ for ‘winded’, were all words from the gypsies whose women used to make swill baskets from reeds and sell them along with clothes pegs door to door for ‘lure’, money, to us ‘gadjis’ men. ‘Cower’ was a thing, any thing, and ‘mang nix’ was say nothing. There were also hundreds of local pronunciations of non-dialect words – a book was a ‘byeuk’, water was ‘watter’ (as in Wordsworth) and up was ‘oop’, down was ‘doon’, words like play and say would sound like ‘plaay’ and ‘saay’, us would be ‘uz’, face would be ‘feace’, finger would be ‘fing-er’. ‘Siste’ came from seest thou – nowadays we would say ‘do you see’. No doubt we also mixed in words from Latin, French, Italian and Spanish and Indian, but the burr of it and the look of it when put on a page is nearer to Old English than Modern English. It was a Tower of Babel underpinned by English.


‘Deke’s you gadji ower yonder wid’t dukal an’t baarry mort gaan t’beck.’ (Look at that man over there with the dog and the sexy girl going down to the river.) All us under-twelves in the 1940s spoke like that. We loved to sound just ‘uz’.


When we said ‘blud’ for ‘blood’ and ‘grun’ for ‘ground’, we were way nearer Old than BBC English. No one told us that in the 1940s and 1950s. Had they done so we might have been proud that our way of speaking was in direct descent from the great warrior founding tribes of our language one and a half millennia ago. It might have done us good. Instead, whenever we strayed from our Cumbrian patch, especially when we left the boundaries of the ancient Northumbrian kingdom and heaved up in what we felt were more polished locations, we felt like rude mechanicals. We were encouraged to wipe that dialect off our lips.


The passage of history had reduced the once fierce language of power and rule into local speech, if not of the oppressed then certainly of those outside the pale of a tongue which calculated its civilisation partly by its distance from what had become a dialect. The transformed tongue was still built on the rock of Old English, the common words, the keys to the language, the grammar, the forceful expression of feelings. That, it seems, will survive any attempt to change. But the accent and context which had bred and nurtured it was lost to the new powers and it was pushed to the margins, as Celtic had been.


But in my youth it flourished still. In the 1940s, for instance, a young soldier called Harold Manning went to Iceland when the Allies occupied that country. He came from South Cumbria and his vocabulary was freckled with Norse words from the dialect. In Ice-land, perhaps the most formaldehyde-protected of the Old Norse tongue, he used words from his home dialect and made himself understood. Within a week or two he was conversant with the Ice-landers. Old Norse was that deeply bitten into the Old North.


And it is that Nordic element, always building on Old English but in the north clawing deeply into the language, which lies at the core of the fundamental separation – so often noted – between north and south. It is a divide which even today, with the levelling out of the language, distinguishes the north from the rest of Britain and will perhaps provide a platform for a return to a form of regional government for Northumbria as England finally loosens its hold on its first colonies. But that is another story. In the ninth century such a prospect would have been a luxury. English had a surprisingly slender chance and but for a visionary strategy it could well have slid away.


So I would say ‘Aah’s gaan yem.’ ‘Gaan’, or ‘gan’ or ‘gangan’, meaning to go, was an Anglo-Saxon word also known to the Vikings. ‘Yem’ means home in Scandinavian. In Old Norse it is ‘heim’. I would ‘laik in t beck’. ‘Leika’ is an Old Norse word for ‘play’; ‘bekkr’ a word for ‘stream’. I would ‘axe for breed’. ‘Axe’ is from the Anglo-Saxon ‘acsian’, ‘breed’ is northern but Anglo-Saxon in origin, meaning bread. I would say ‘nowt’ (nothing) and ‘owt’ (anything) from the Anglian words ‘nawiht’ and ‘awiht’. I would climb a ‘yek’ (oak) tree to get a ‘yebby’ (stick). ‘Claggy’ was sticky, and like ‘clarty’ (muddy), it most likely comes from Scandinavian. I wore ‘claes’ (clothes), Anglo-Saxon, and as a ‘lad’ (Anglo-Saxon) I would ‘loup’ (Old Norse) ‘ower a yat or yet’ (a gate – northern pronunciation) or ‘gawp’ (stare) at a ‘brock’ (Celtic, badger). And ‘yen’ will always be one.


Hybrid county dialects like these, which used to be spoken by the majority in a Britain of proud geographical minorities, are now disappearing as we move to cities and as the way of life which informed the way of speech falls away. It is impressive to see the efforts being made by dialect societies and local publishers to keep the tongue alive, to keep in touch, through the history in speech, with that period when we were stitching together languages old and new. But until very recently we still sounded not unlike those who had brought them from the western European shorelands more than a millennium ago.


English not only survived the Danish invasion, eventually it benefited. When Alfred looked around at the state of the written culture, he found it to be in ruins. He used English to help weld together a demoralised and fragile people. It is also true that his stern sense of Christian duty – another of the factors which so endeared him to discerning Victorians – drove him to reinstitute the scholarship and learning which a century of Danish raids, often on the soft targets of monasteries, had so badly depleted. The high days of Bede and the tradition he exemplified had gone.


In the whole of Wessex, Alfred could barely find a handful of priests would could read and understand Latin. If they could not understand Latin they could not pass on the teachings of the religious books that told people how to lead virtuous lives. They could not save souls. Alfred found a chronic spiritual sickness in his kingdom and, as in war, he led from the front. At the age of forty, he learned Latin to help with the translations. For he had come up with a radical solution that hinged not on Latin but on English through translations. And in doing this, he took English to new heights of achievement.


In the preface to his own translation of Pope Gregory’s Pastoral Care, Alfred wrote: ‘I remember how, before it was all ravaged and burned, I’d seen how the churches throughout all England stood filled with treasures and books. And there was also a multitude of God’s servants who had very little benefit from those books because they could not understand anything of them since they were not written in their own language.’


Their own language was, of course, English. Alfred decided to come to the study of Latin through English. The best scholars could then go on to learn Latin and join holy orders. The rest would still have access to spiritual guidance but it would be written in English. Centred on his capital town of Winchester, he drew up an extraordinarily imaginative plan – unmatched anywhere else in Europe – to empower the written vernacular which would not only bring the word of God to many denied it but also promote literacy, encourage scholarship and help unite the realm.


‘We should,’ he wrote, ‘translate certain books which are most necessary for men to know into the language that we can all understand and also arrange it as, with God’s help, we very easily can if we have peace, so that all the youth of free men now among the English people, who have the means to be able to devote themselves, may be set to study, for as long as they are of no other use, until the time that they are able to read English writing well.’


And English, the word ‘Englisc’, was here used as confidently as the word ‘Latin’. Alfred’s power and intelligence put it on the map of languages.


He had five books of religious instruction, philosophy and history translated from Latin into English. This was a laborious and costly undertaking but consistent in its thoroughness and vision with the man who drew a line across England to keep the peace, founded a navy and built up Winchester into a royal capital city. Copies of these books were then sent out to the twelve bishops in his kingdom. Further to emphasise the importance he attached to these books, Alfred also sent the bishops a costly pointer used to underline the text.


The head of one of those pointers was discovered in 1693 in Somerset. It is crafted in crystal, enamel and gold and is now on show at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. It is inscribed ‘Ælfred had me made’ – in English. Alfred the Great had made the English language the jewel in his crown. His Wessex dialect would become the first Standard English.


In Winchester he established what was effectively a publishing house. His sense of being English ran through everything he published. For instance, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle had existed for centuries in different versions. Alfred brought these together in an act of compilation which seems as much an act of patriotism as of scholarship.


A hundred years on from Alfred, the Danes would again be on the rampage. At the Battle of Maldon in 991, the Danes defeated the English once more; the Danegeld was levied and in 1013 King Æthelred was exiled into Normandy. The Danish King Sweyn succeeded him. Authority in the land was once again decided on battlefields. But thanks to Alfred, authority in the language had been settled. The poem describing the Battle of Maldon is in Old English, full of the fury of alliteration, worked with words wisely woven. And still used today. Words like ‘heard’ (hard), ‘swurd’ (sword), ‘wealdan’ (wield), ‘feoll’ (fell), ‘god’ (good) and, best of all, I think, ‘word’ (word). Usually it is the victors who write the history. Here the defeated English did that service, proving that although the Danes had the land again, they could not possess the language.


For even in the worst period of the renewed Danish invasions, the monk Ælfric was working in Winchester and then in Cerne Abbas, teaching Latin in the language of English to the same peoples, ‘the youth of free men’, whom Alfred had originally targeted. Ælfric was prolific in English; his books on the lives of saints, for example, were dramatic and popular. His colloquies, in Latin, were a series of dialogues between a master and his pupils, and Ælfric did it through drama. He would assign his pupils a role – a ploughman, a fisherman, a baker, a shepherd, a monk – and Ælfric would ask them questions about what they did. This gave the pupils a chance to answer in their own words, be spontaneous, individual, inventive. And when, some years later, Old English was written above the Latin, these teaching aids brought that free discipline to English itself.


It is just as fascinating to look at the work of Archbishop Wulfstan, who wrote a sermon to the English when the Danes persecuted them most severely, in 1014. Called ‘Sermo Lupi’, it begins:


Beloved men, recognise what the truth is: this world is in haste and it is drawing near the end – there fore the longer it is the worse it will get in the world. And it needs must thus become very much worse as a result of the people’s sins prior to the Advent of Antichrist, and then indeed it will be terrible and cruel throughout the world. Understand properly also that for many years now the Devil has led this nation too far astray and that there has been little loyalty among men although they spoke fair, and too many wrongs have prevailed in the land.
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