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INTRODUCTION


Ballad of a Refuse


Disposal Officer







Oh, my old man’s a dustman, he wears a dustman’s hat, He wears cor blimey trousers and he lives in a council flat. He looks a proper nana in his great big hobnail boots, He’s got such a job to pull them up that he calls them daisy roots.


LONNIE DONEGAN


You have to ask probing questions of nature. That’s what is called experimentation, and then you may get some answers that mean something. Otherwise you just get junk.


NOAM CHOMSKY





It all started with Lonnie Donegan and the girl of my eight-year-old dreams. ‘My Old Man’s a Dustman’ was not the first record I bought: that was Cliff Richard’s ‘The Young Ones’. It was, however, the first record I loved. Lonnie’s irreverent tale of his father’s adventures as a council binman was cheekily related in an exotic (to me, 200 miles north of London) cockney accent and full of fascinatingly arcane language – 50 years later, I still don’t know what ‘cor blimey trousers’ are, and I don’t want to know: it might break the spell.


I became so obsessed with the song that I even began to wish my own old man were a dustman, rather than a telephone engineer. And not only because it would mean I could stop trying to justify my claims that while serving in the Royal Air Force (true), he had been a Spitfire pilot during the Battle of Britain (untrue). How hilarious it would have been when Dad came home to take off his dustman’s hat and hobnail boots and regale us with tales of his life as what the song’s subtitle ironically called a ‘refuse disposal officer’.


I knew I just had to perform this song live at the class Christmas concert organised by our teacher, the glamorous Mrs Birtles. My big problem, apart from a lack of instruments and talent – which I reckoned I could bluff my way through – was finding a sidekick to enable me to crack Lonnie’s jokes. Sample:




‘My dustbin’s absolutely full of toadstools.’


‘How do you know it’s full?’


‘Because there’s not mushroom inside!’





I asked all the boys in the class but, rightly fearing that they might make fools of themselves, they turned me down. I was too scared to ask the girls, and especially the girl I secretly loved: Clare, an ice-cool blonde with pale blue eyes who was the epitome of junior school style and sophistication. Admittedly, I didn’t have much to go on – my mum, Mrs Birtles and Valerie Singleton of Blue Peter were my only points of comparison – but to me, Clare was the perfect woman.


Imagine my astonishment, then, when in response to Mrs Birtles’ appeal to the girls, who should volunteer to be the foil for my comic musical turn but … Clare herself. The gig was a fiasco – she was, naturally, word perfect and charmed our sceptical audience while I fluffed or forgot most of the lyrics – but it was what Clare said to me backstage afterwards that was to have a lasting impression. Trying to act casually, I spluttered out a feeble question: why had she agreed to be my straight man?


‘Because you always come top in the spelling test.’


My spelling – the one thing I was any good at – had got me the girl!


Things didn’t work out between Clare and me: it turned out that gauche eight-year-old geeks were not really her type (although this didn’t prevent her equally lovely younger sister inexplicably agreeing to go out with a spottier, but still gauche and geeky, teenage me a few years later). But she taught me a valuable lesson. You have to make the most of what you are given in this life, and while my preferred career choices – footballer or rock star – would probably have been a more reliable route to getting girls, a flair for spelling (and, later, grammar) were what I had been given. They have been the basis of nearly four decades in journalism and a lifelong quest for grammatical perfection. Or, as you might regard it, messing about with other people’s words to make them read better. This book is the result of that quest.


The late Nicholas Tomalin, a distinguished foreign correspondent, said the only qualities essential for success as a journalist were ‘rat-like cunning, a plausible manner, and a little literary ability’. He was right about the first two, but I’m not sure about the last one – I have worked with plenty of successful journalists I would not trust to write a shopping list. The phone-hacking scandal came as no surprise to most of us because anyone who has worked as a reporter knows that you would sell your grandmother into slavery if it helped you get a good story. When it comes to writing, however, journalists are like any other group of people: some are better than others. The less good ones rely on colleagues to translate their efforts into something you can publish with reasonable confidence that the person whose name appears on the story will not be pelted with rotten fruit by contemptuous readers.


I’ve spent my adult life working for newspapers, from Kent to Hong Kong, from the Sun to the Financial Times, from local weeklies that sold a few thousand copies to the Guardian, with its global readership of many millions. Among other jobs that no one else would do, I’ve been a ballet critic, football reporter, lonely hearts correspondent, restaurant reviewer and pop pundit. But editing has given me the greatest satisfaction: the satisfaction that only comes from turning the sow’s ear of rough-and-ready reportage, written against a deadline, into a passable imitation of a silk purse, then putting a witty, apt or – at the very least – not inaccurate headline on it.


It’s been a lifelong mission to create order out of chaos. And that’s what I mean by a quest for perfection. The chaos takes many forms. It might be sloppy syntax, a disregard for grammar or a fundamental misunderstanding of what grammar is. It could be an adherence to ‘rules’ that have no real basis and get in the way of fluent, unambiguous communication at the expense of ones that are actually useful. Then there’s chaos and confusion about punctuation – for which the poor greengrocer seems, rather unfairly, to get most of the blame – and spelling. The chaos is not random, however. Clear, honest use of English has many enemies: politicians, business and marketing people, local authority and civil service jargonauts, rail companies, estate agents, academics … even some journalists. Thinking and writing in cliches, abusing and misusing language, assaulting us with gobbledegook, they are a powerful foe but we can beat them. I hope this book will help.


Let’s face it: most grammar books are boring. This includes academic works couched in language so technical and arcane that they might have been written specifically to make the subject difficult to understand, much as people imagine (wrongly, as it happens) that the Qwerty keyboard was invented to slow down typists. In Shakespeare’s Henry VI Part 2, Jack Cade says: ‘Thou hast most traitorously corrupted the youth of the realm in erecting a grammar school.’ If the old-fashioned grammar school I attended was in any way typical, it’s true that only a few nerds such as me really enjoyed the English language lessons. It takes a particular kind of kid to look forward to clause analysis and precis as enthusiastically as I did.


No one taught us fun stuff, such as the fact that an apostrophe is the difference between a company that knows its shit and a company that knows it’s shit, or the importance of capital letters to avoid ambiguity in such sentences as ‘I helped my Uncle Jack off his horse’. But this is the grammar that people really need to know. And although there’s not necessarily any harm in learning a little about form and function, noun phrases and adjuncts, binding theory and pseudo-cleft thematic ordering, on the whole we are more likely to repel the barbarians at the gate if we keep things nice and simple.


Chomsky, incidentally, was wrong about junk. He was dismissing the study of language that real people actually use, which he considers inferior to that used by theoretical linguists (sitting in an armchair, asking ‘probing questions’ about the language that real people actually use). Which brings me back to Lonnie Donegan, who was right about junk. I still listen to that record and when I do I am struck by how many of its pleasures are related to language: the cockney accent and rhyming slang (‘daisy roots’ – boots), the wordplay-based humour, the gentle dig at local authority jargon (‘Ballad of a Refuse Disposal Officer’). At eight, I knew that pop was fun. The King of Skiffle showed me that language could be fun, too.


Finally, a brief word about Muphry’s law, the editorial application of Murphy’s law (‘If there are two or more ways to do something, and one of those ways can result in a catastrophe, then someone will do it’). Muphry’s law states: ‘If you write anything criticising editing or proofreading, there will be a fault of some kind in what you have written.’ Quest for perfection or not, experience suggests this book is unlikely to be an exception to that maxim … so to save time: sorry for all the mistakes. Unlike the day I put the wrong price on the front page of the Independent, costing the company tens of thousands of pounds, I cannot blame them on a ‘computer glitch’.

















CHAPTER 1


The Wages of Syntax


Grammar is glamorous, sexy and fun.


Don’t think so? Read on







It will be proved to thy face that thou hast men about thee that usually talk of a noun and a verb, and such abominable words as no Christian ear can endure to hear.


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HENRY VI PART 2


When you are applying the rules of grammar skilfully, you ascend to another level of the beauty of language.


MURIEL BARBERY





Whose photograph do you think is estimated to have appeared on the front page of the Daily Telegraph more than anyone else’s? Margaret Thatcher? Tony Blair? The Queen Mother? Diana, Princess of Wales? Wrong. It’s an accountant called Derek Derbyshire, who briefly signed to a modelling agency when he was out of work in the early 1960s. You’ve probably seen him: he appeared for years in the bottom right-hand corner of national newspaper front pages under headlines such as ‘Why Are You Shamed By Your English?’ and ‘Why Does Your English Let You Down?’ (He may also have doubled up as the worried-looking character who couldn’t remember names and faces.) The advertisements, for a correspondence course called the Practical English Programme, were the longest running in newspaper history.


If you spent English lessons at school staring out of the window, scratching your name into the desk, or gazing wistfully at the object of your affections, you are in good company: hundreds of thousands of people decided they needed to take the course. But then people have always fretted about whether their grammar and vocabulary come up to snuff. Sorry, reach the required standard. ‘The greater part of the world’s troubles are due to questions of grammar,’ according to the 16th-century essayist Michel de Montaigne. And he didn’t have to contend with people pointing out his grammatical errors to the world in the comments below blogposts or on Twitter. The very word ‘grammar’ sounds dull. If only it were called something sexy, such as ‘glamour’. Which is interesting, because the words are related: the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) says glamour was ‘originally Scots … a corrupt form of grammar’.


But while language about language may sound off-putting, most professional writers and editors seem to get by without bothering too much about terminology. You don’t need to know that ‘this is he’ is an example of the predicate nominative to be all too aware that someone who uses it to answer the phone is going to sound like a twerp. Linguistics can get very complex – some books written by the provisional wing of Noam Chomsky’s barmy army look more like advanced mathematics than English. All I know is that X-bar theory has nothing to do with lap-dancing clubs. It doesn’t need to be complicated. If someone tells you they have discovered an example of a kernel clause that is semantically or pragmatically exclamative, but syntactically declarative, just say: ‘You did WHAT?’


What Is Grammar?




I am free to confess that I don’t know grammar. Lady Blessington, do you know grammar?


BULWER LYTTON


When 900 years old you reach, look as good you will not, hmmm?


YODA, STAR WARS: EPISODE VI – RETURN OF THE JEDI





So what is grammar? The American satirist Ambrose Bierce defined it drily as ‘a system of pitfalls thoughtfully prepared for the feet of the self-made man’. A fair point. Grammar was taught to generations of children as a set of dos and don’ts, mainly the latter (don’t start a sentence with a conjunction, don’t end a sentence with a preposition, don’t split an infinitive); and some books on the subject still read as if their aim is to make readers feel inferior because they are not sure what a gerund is. I can’t think of any other subject that is approached in such a negative way. If you are teaching someone to play tennis, you don’t spend all your time telling them not to hit the ball out or serve into the net, or all the other things they can’t do; you show them how to serve, volley and smash – hard – and how if they do those things, they can really enjoy themselves.


It should be the same with grammar. Around the time of my unrequited love affair with Clare, I started a much more enduring relationship with language, thanks to a little book we were given called The New First Aid in English. To my astonishment, it is still in print, 50 years later, and I can still enjoy my favourite bits, such as ‘Absurdities’: ‘Can you explain what is absurd in the following? In some countries it is against the law for a man to marry his widow’s sister.’ Some sections are flawless and the explanations clearer than in many grammar books for grownups.


One thing I didn’t learn from The New First Aid is that the modern definition of grammar is the set of rules followed by speakers of a language. By rules I do not mean where to put an apostrophe, although we will come to such things in due course. I’m talking about the rules that every native English speaker – David Beckham, Kylie Minogue, Jay-Z, Her Majesty the Queen, you, me and 360 million or so other people around the world – instinctively understands. If, for example, the definition of grammar above read ‘a set of language followed of rules by the speakers’, a native speaker would recognise that, even if the words are the same, the order they are in breaks various rules of English. They did not learn this from a book, any more than they had to be taught that when you pronounce an address, the stress normally goes on the first syllable of the first word if it’s a street (Oxford Street, Jump Street), and on the first syllable of the second word if it’s not (Abbey Road, Electric Avenue).


‘The Coffee Song’, a 1946 Frank Sinatra hit, contains the refrain ‘They’ve got an awful lot of coffee in Brazil’. You only have to rearrange the words slightly to get ‘they’ve got a lot of awful coffee in Brazil’; the point is not whether this is as hilarious as I thought when I discovered it at the age of six, but that from about 18 months children start to grasp that in English, word order is all-important (which is why it sounds so odd when Yoda moves the words around in the quote above). This is not necessarily true of other languages: in Latin, Julius videt Corneliam and Corneliam videt Julius both mean the same (‘Julius saw Cornelius’); you would have to change the endings of the two names to make it ‘Cornelius saw Julius’. Other highly inflected languages such as German have a complex case structure and a huge number of word endings, as did Old English, which luckily for us we don’t have to speak any more. Modern English only has a few inflections, such as the -s that changes centipede to centipedes, and the -s, -ed or -ing that changes talk to talks, talked or talking.


When the great cognitive linguist Steven Pinker writes in The Language Instinct that ‘a preschooler’s tacit knowledge of grammar is more sophisticated than the thickest style manual or the most state-of-the-art computer language system’, he is not just having a pop at people like me who edit style manuals; he is saying that as children learn to speak a language, they quickly develop a sure grasp of its grammar and a feel for its patterns of usage. The mistakes they make reinforce this because they are normally based on trying to apply consistent rules to irregular ones, such as the perfectly logical ‘we goed’ rather than ‘we went’. My one-year-old son’s favourite TV programme, the surreally brilliant In the Night Garden, features a hero who communicates only in squeaks; the others only say their own names apart from Upsy Daisy, who can also say ‘daisy doo’ and ‘pip-pip onk-onk’. (Chomsky would call this ‘the poverty of the input’.) But listening to baby talk for a couple of years doesn’t seem to stop children quickly learning how to use much more complex language. According to Chomsky, Universal Grammar, common to all languages, enables children to distil the syntactic patterns of the speech they hear. This view is so commonplace in every English language department in the world (and has been for decades), that it is amazing the majority of people have never heard of it.


If it’s so simple, why are there so many grammar books? Why this one? The linguist David Crystal says in Rediscover Grammar: ‘Everyone who speaks English knows grammar, intuitively and unconsciously. But not everyone who speaks English knows about grammar.’ With hundreds of thousands of words to choose from (the OED lists over 615,000) and numerous ways to use them, it is hardly surprising that people make mistakes, or worry about making them. It’s not that it’s hard to communicate – however much or little formal education people have, they don’t normally have problems making themselves understood to family, friends and colleagues. But the grammatical conventions we use when chatting to or texting people we know are not always suitable for talking, and particularly writing, in the wider world. It’s perfectly reasonable to turn to books to help. Why some authors like to brand their readers as ‘illiterate’ for doing so is beyond me. I promise not to insult mine.


A word about Standard English. Many people assume this is related to the way posh people speak, but it is nothing to do with received pronunciation (RP) or any other accent: you can use Standard English if you have a northern England accent, as I do, or with a Scottish, Australian, Indian, Nigerian or any other accent, and whether you were taught Eton English or estuary English. Standard English is the variety of English used formally in such areas as education, politics, law, literature, the media and science. It is an internationally accepted way of writing the language. There are variations – for example, between American and British English spelling – but these are relatively small in the context of the language as a whole. An English speaker can read a story on a newspaper website in London, Los Angeles or Lagos without any difficulty. Imagine how much harder this would be if English spelling followed a particular variety of pronunciation. The grammar of written Standard English is broadly common to them all.


A standard language enables people to communicate beyond their immediate community with a nation, or world, of fellow speakers. Other languages have their equivalents: in French le français standard, in German Hochdeutsch, in Romanian limba dacoromână, in Chinese Putonghua. The grammar and vocabulary of Standard English are much the same everywhere they are found, from Manchester to Melbourne, from Massachusetts to Madras. Many grammar books fail to even mention this fact but when I say what I think is or isn’t correct or appropriate, I will normally be referring to Standard English. And whether or not you speak with a posh accent has nothing to do with it.


The Sounds of Syntax




Grammar is not just a pain in the ass; it’s the pole you grab to get your thoughts up on their feet and walking.


STEPHEN KING


We are almost ashamed to refer to the fact that a report has come to us that your brotherhood is teaching grammar to certain people.


POPE GREGORY THE GREAT (540–604)





Syntax means sentence structure. In much the same way as my dad used to strip the car engine down, you can break a sentence into its constituent parts to see how it works. You can do the same with words, which is known as morphology – a word I had never come across until being asked, during an interview for a place on a master’s degree in English at University College London (UCL), how ‘interested in morphology’ I was. ‘Oh, very!’


Knowing how an engine works is not necessary to drive well, but a grasp of syntax can help you to communicate clearly, whether you are writing an essay, a love letter or a tweet. As with oxygen, you may not know much about it but syntax is everywhere: in EastEnders and Eminem, in a Nigella Lawson pudding recipe and a Seymore Butts porn movie, in Facebook status updates and in BBC Radio 5 Live football commentaries. In the Beatles’ ‘She Loves You’.


By the mid-1960s poor Lonnie Donegan had become distinctly uncool as beat groups like the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and the Who emerged to get me and my little moptopped mates twisting and shouting all through playtime. Half a century later, it is impossible to exaggerate the sheer thrill of listening to a record such as ‘She Loves You’ when it came out, given an extra frisson by older people’s disapproval of the ‘yeah, yeah, yeah’ refrain, which they believed – wrongly as it turns out – would lead people of my generation to abandon the traditional spelling and pronunciation of the word ‘yes’. (The grammar of the song is in fact immaculate, as you might have expected from its composers, two grammar-school boys.) Anyway, just as there’s nothing you can sing that can’t be sung, there’s nothing about syntax that you can’t learn by listening to pop music. As George Martin, the Beatles’ producer, called his autobiography: All You Need Is Ears. So here’s a playlist with a difference. It’s an introduction to parts of speech, also known as word classes. But with a small nod towards Paul Simon, I’ll call them the sounds of syntax.




 





‘She Loves You’


THE BEATLES


‘She loves you’ is a neat little sentence that illustrates the point about word order in English, which is normally subject-verb-object (sometimes written SVO). Here she is the subject, loves is the verb, and you is the (direct) object. It can be paraphrased as who did what to whom. She is a pronoun: it stands in for a noun – ‘she loves you’ rather than ‘Elsie loves you’. You don’t need to know what a predicate is, but if you are wondering, it is what follows the subject, in this case ‘loves you’ (so: everything but the girl). Remember ‘The Coffee Song’? It has a few extra bits, but the structure is the same: ‘They’ is the subject, ‘[ha]ve got’ is the verb, ‘an awful lot of coffee in Brazil’ is the direct object.


A sentence is the main unit of expression in most languages, including English. If it makes sense, and has a main verb in it, it’s a sentence. It can be a statement (‘Dogs die in hot cars’), a question (‘Do you believe in magic?’), an instruction (‘Blame it on the boogie’) or an exclamation (‘Godspeed You, Black Emperor!’).


From the top down, sentences comprise clauses, phrases and words. A clause is a group of words that usually contains a verb and its subject. A main clause can stand by itself as a sentence, like ‘She loves you’; a subordinate clause has a verb in it, but cannot stand by itself, such as the italicised words in ‘she loves you when you buy her flowers’. A phrase is a unit of one or more words, and there are several types: noun phrase, verb phrase, adverbial phrase, adjectival phrase and prepositional phrase. Phrases contain a head, the central element – so in the noun phrase ‘a girl with red hair’, girl is the head. As with a Russian doll, you can get phrases within phrases within phrases.


There are five basic types of a simple (one-clause) sentence:




	subject and verb (‘David writes’);


	subject, transitive verb, direct object (‘Anna phoned the doctor’);


	subject, transitive verb, indirect object, direct object (‘David gave Alex advice’);


	subject, copular verb, complement (‘The baby is sleepy’); and


	subject, transitive verb, direct object, complement (‘The members elected Nick treasurer’).





A copular verb relates to states of being; the most common is ‘to be’. A complement is so called because it completes the sentence. You can embellish these five types by adding on various bits and pieces, but ‘Blue-eyed journalist and author David regularly gave young Alex some unwanted advice via email, text message and carrier pigeon’ is still the same basic sentence with a few extra phrases thrown in.


Sentences comprising more than one main clause joined by a conjunction or semicolon (‘She loves you but not as much as I do’) are known as compound sentences. Complex sentences are those consisting of a main clause plus subordinate clause or clauses, such as a conditional clause (‘She’ll love you if you buy her a diamond ring’) or a relative clause (‘She loves you, which you know is jolly good’).


A sentence can be short.


A process of ellipsis (not, in this case, three dots … but similar in that it implies something has been left out) enables us to make sense of very brief statements, the omitted words being supplied from what is understood or has been said before:




Wayne: No way!


Garth: Way! (Or, for emphasis: Yes way!)





These are both sentences. We infer something like (ellipsis in square brackets):




Wayne: [There is] no way [that can be so]!


Garth: [On the contrary, there is a] way!





With the help of the Beatles and Wayne’s World, we have just covered most of the basics of syntax in two minutes and 21 seconds. Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.




 





‘Me Myself and I’


DELA SOUL


As we have seen, pronouns are used in place of a noun. Do you really want to know all the different types? Here they are anyway, with an example of each:




	personal (you);


	possessive (yours);


	demonstrative (these);


	relative (whose);


	interrogative (what);


	indefinite (something);


	reflexive (myself); and


	reciprocal (each other).





Another way of doing it:




	subject pronouns (I, you, he, she, it, we, they);


	object pronouns (me, you, him, her, it, us, them);


	possessive pronouns (my, your, his, hers, its, ours, theirs); and


	relative pronouns (that, which, who, whom).





Personal pronouns can function as the subject or object of a sentence, leading to a common problem: should the Queen say ‘my husband and I’ or ‘my husband and me’? Either. In ‘My husband and I love horseracing’ the italicised phrase is the subject. In ‘The horse was a gift to my husband and me’ it is the object. If in doubt, try the singular: ‘I love horseracing’; ‘it was a gift to me’. Another issue that vexes people is when to use ‘myself’. I will come to that, as well as some thoughts on how to be a good feminist when English lacks a gender-neutral third-person singular pronoun.


But first, stop reading, take a break and watch the superb video of ‘Me Myself and I’ on YouTube. It’s set in a classroom and De La Soul (a trio) have great fun playing on the fact that the title might refer to three people or one.




 





‘Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic’


THE POLICE


Although the subject of a sentence will typically be a noun or pronoun, it doesn’t have to be. In this case, the subject is a clause, Every little thing she does; the verb, obviously, is is and magic is the complement of the verb. A complement can be an adjective or noun: she was delighted when they appointed her editor.




 





‘Blood Sugar Sex Magik’


RED HOT CHILI PEPPERS


Flea, blood, sugar, sex, magik, Los Angeles.


No, not a Rorschach inkblot test or the programme for an unusual adventure holiday. These are all nouns, traditionally defined as people, places or things – a definition scorned by linguists, but which most people nonetheless find useful. But even if a noun is just one word, it is also helpful to think of it as a noun phrase because it can be expanded: blood, for example, can become ‘all this red blood’. The same applies to other types of phrase. A noun phrase, as we saw earlier, can be the subject of a sentence, a direct object, an indirect object or a complement.


Many words fit into more than one word class. Sex, for example, can take the form of a noun, as in the title here; a verb, as in I Wanna Sex You Up; or an adjective, Get Up (I Feel Like Being a Sex Machine). And that is before taking into account closely related words: Sexual Healing, Do Ya Think I’m Sexy, Sex-O-Matic Venus Freak, and many more. Don’t say syntax isn’t sexy.


Red Hot Chili Peppers, unlike the Police, favour the Middle English spelling:




He kepte his pacient a ful greet deel


In houres by his magik natureel.


CHAUCER, PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES





‘The Sound of Silence’


SIMON & GARFUNKEL


Determiners – an uninspiring name – are so called because they are said to ‘determine’ the noun. Whatever that means. The most common and best known are a, the indefinite article, and the, the definite article. You definitely know whether it’s definite or indefinite: ‘the dog has bitten my leg’ is a dog people know about or which you have already referred to; ‘a dog has bitten my leg’ could be any old dog. The difference can be quite subtle, however. ‘The sound of silence’ is an oxymoron, an apparent contradiction, but by choosing the definite article Paul Simon gave the phrase a specific impact that the vaguer ‘a sound of silence’ would have lacked.


Central determiners are any, each, every, some, this, that. Note that they can be used in place of a or the to change the focus: ‘this dog has bitten my leg’, ‘oh, THAT sound of silence!’, ‘every cake you bake, I’ll be watching you’. Predeterminers such as all go before the central ones, and postdeterminers such as last go after. So to return to the noun phrase ‘all this red blood’, all is a predeterminer and this is a central determiner; in the noun phrase ‘the last time’, the is of course the central determiner and last a postdeterminer.




 





‘Wake Up and Make Love with Me’


IAN DURY AND THE BLOCKHEADS


Wake up, make love, eat, shoot, leave, imagine.


These are all verbs. At school we were told verbs are ‘doing’ words. As they don’t always do all that much, they are also known as ‘actions and states’. If a sentence or clause hasn’t got a verb, it isn’t a sentence or clause, whatever it may claim.


If anyone mentions ‘strong’ verbs, they mean irregular verbs, like be (I am, you are, he is, they were, and so on), as opposed to ‘weak’ verbs, which are regular, like love (I love, you love, he loves, she loved, and so on).


Verbs raise various issues that I deal with in detail (but don’t be alarmed: not too much detail) elsewhere. The infinitive is the bare, uninflected form of the verb: eat, shoot, leave. The to is called a particle: ‘I love to eat leaves.’ Feel free to insert anything you like, within reason, between the particle and the infinitive.


A participle is an adjectival form of the verb: the present participle ends in -ing (learning, burning, seeing) and the past in -ed, -t or -n (learned, burnt, seen). In ‘Alfred burned the cakes; the cakes were burnt’ burned is the past tense, describing what Alfred did; burnt is the past participle, describing what state the cakes were in as a result. In the sentence, ‘Burning with rage, Blackadder and Baldrick are burning Johnson’s dictionary’, the first burning is a present participle (what state Blackadder and Baldrick are in) and the second is a form of the present tense (what they are doing).


As with noun phrases, verb phrases can be one word (burned) or expanded by adding auxiliary verbs – the four words in italics here comprise a verb phrase: ‘The cakes must have been burned by Alfred.’




 





‘I Got You (I Feel Good)’


JAMES BROWN


Adjectives ‘modify’ nouns by giving information about them. They come in two groups: descriptive, like tall, dark or handsome, and classifying, such as green or Russian, and they come in that order: a dark green door, a handsome Russian president. You don’t need a comma or ‘and’ if they are different types, but you do if they are the same type: ‘a tall, handsome man’. They are said to be attributive if they come before the noun (a handsome man) or predicative if they come after (a man who was handsome).


Mark Twain, who had a lot to say about language, mostly sensible, did not much like adjectives, advising: ‘When you catch an adjective, kill it. No, I don’t mean utterly, but kill most of them – then the rest will be valuable. An adjective habit … is as hard to get rid of as any other vice.’ Journalists are told to avoid adjectives that get in the way of fair reporting, such as ‘controversial’, which typically means the writer disapproves of something (‘the government’s controversial plans …’).


Purists might object to James Brown’s ‘I feel good – I knew that I would’ on the grounds that the adjective ‘good’ should strictly be the adverb ‘well’. Not only have such people got no soul, but they are also wrong. There’s a credible case for ‘I feel good’ because feel is a copular verb, which as I mentioned refers to states of being – most obviously be, but also act, appear, seem, and similar. As we have seen, copular verbs can take an adjective as complement (‘the baby is sleepy’). And good, my friends, is an adjective. Which is why ‘I act good’ (adjective – I pretend to be good) means something quite different from ‘I act well’ (adverb – I’m a good actor). Anyway, James Brown was cool and if he felt good, it’s fine by me. Other of his songs include ‘Hot (I Need to Be Loved, Loved, Loved, Loved)’ and ‘I Got Ants in My Pants (And I Want to Dance)’, suggesting that if there is a volume two of this playlist, or this book, it might well be devoted to the Godfather of Soul.




 





‘I Only Have Eyes for You’


THE FLAMINGOS


Adverbs modify verbs, adjectives or other adverbs to describe such things as how, when, where, how often, how far and to what extent. They often end in -ly – sadly, madly, dangerously, frequently – but they don’t have to: abroad, behind, yesterday, quite, very and to the end of time are all adverbs.


It may not surprise you to learn that Twain didn’t like adverbs any more than adjectives: ‘Substitute damn every time you’re inclined to write very,’ he advised. ‘Your editor will delete it and the writing will be just as it should be.’


It’s certainly, undoubtedly, very easy indeed to overdo adverbs. This clumsy sentence, in an article about F Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, appeared in the Guardian in May 2013 (I have italicised the adverbs): ‘Almost 90 years later, Gatsby is regularly named one of the greatest novels ever written in English, and has annually sold millions of copies globally.’ If I had got my hands on this, I would have rewritten it thus: ‘Almost 90 years later, Gatsby is regularly named one of the greatest novels in English, and sells millions of copies a year all over the world.’


In Noël Coward’s Hay Fever, there is a parlour game called ‘In the Manner of the Word’, in which one person has to guess the adverb being acted out by the rest of the team: ‘winsomely’ turns out to be quite tricky. Such adverbs are frowned on these days. Creative writing courses say ‘show, don’t tell’ and when you look at examples from the heyday of the adverb, you can see why. The following all appear within two pages of Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938): ‘Alfred said warmly … David said vaguely … George said sharply … Lydia said sharply … Hilda said firmly … Lydia said to Hilda privately … Hilda said thoughtfully … Hilda said thoughtfully [again] … She added musingly …’ I read 230 pages of this wearily.


Adverbs can be grouped into various categories, such as degree (I entirely agree), place (I will go abroad), time (I want it now), and manner (she gestured vaguely). Adverbs of degree can be further subdivided into emphasising (really), intensifying (immensely), moderating (rather), and focusing (only). This may be of interest if you like making lists of things. The other category is sentence adverbs, which govern the whole sentence, as in ‘Hopefully, we will reach the summit’. Some traditionalists still maintain that this is wrong because hopefully is also a manner adverb, as in ‘We set off hopefully for the summit’. The suggestion is that the clunky ‘It is to be hoped that we will reach the summit’ is more correct. Unfortunately, this view is sadly mistaken. Thankfully, many of us happily await the day when such people finally notice that many adverbs can be used to govern the whole sentence or just the verb: unfortunately, sadly, thankfully, happily – and hopefully. Even the normally sensible Robert Allen, in How to Write Better English, says hopefully ‘is best reserved for spoken use, and should be avoided in more formal writing, if only to avoid causing irritation to language purists who might be reading’. Hopefully, you will agree with me that they deserve all the irritation they get.


Some armchair grammarians also get worked up about the position of focusing adverbs, suggesting for example that ‘I Only Have Eyes for You’ should have been written ‘I Have Eyes for Only You’. HW Fowler called such people ‘those friends from whom the English language may well pray to be saved’. In such cases, any sensible person would know the meaning at once from the context. But where you place the adverb can sometimes make a difference. Compare:




	‘Rubbing it with a dock leaf will only ease the pain.’ (It won’t cure it.)


	‘Only rubbing it with a dock leaf will ease the pain.’ (Nothing else will do.)





Some adverbs raise more questions than they answer and, while they are fine in speech, should be avoided in writing. If you see any of the following examples in a newspaper, alarm bells should be ringing: apparently (to whom?), evidently (what evidence?), reportedly (reported by whom?).


Note fast is an adjective in ‘he is a fast runner’ and an adverb in ‘he ran fast’. You can see this from the opposites: ‘he is a slow runner’ and ‘he ran slowly’.


The best thing about adverbs is that, if you don’t know what something is, you can always bluff by saying it’s an adverb. The man who taught me the ‘when in doubt, it’s an adverb’ rule is now a professor. To finish this section with a cartoon from Private Eye, by Roger Latham:




‘Tell me this: when you say “fantastic” and “incredibly” do you simply mean “good” and “very”?’


‘Absolutely!’





‘My Head Is My Only House Unless it Rains’


CAPTAIN BEEFHEART AND THE MAGIC BAND


Conjunctions are linking words. The obvious ones are and, but and or, but there are lots of words that can be used to conjoin two things, hence the name.


Coordinating conjunctions, most commonly and and but, link two clauses of equal status. In the Ian Dury song discussed above: the two main clauses ‘Wake up’ and ‘make love with me’ are coordinated by the conjunction and. Note that you could leave it out and have two sentences that both stand alone and make perfect sense: ‘Wake up’; ‘Make love with me.’ They are not very polite, though. The mnemonic FANBOYS has been recommended as a way to remember the coordinating conjunctions: for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so.


Subordinating conjunctions link a main clause to a subordinate clause. Typical examples are because, whether and unless, as here: the main clause ‘My Head Is My Only House’ is linked to the subordinate clause ‘it rains’ by the conjunction unless. You could argue that the two clauses could stand alone, and are therefore of equal status, but that’s stretching things for ‘it rains’. And if Captain Beefheart, the great Don Van Vliet, had written ‘unless it’s raining’, one of the greatest of all love songs would have lost some of its poetry.


Other words that can be used as subordinating conjunctions are after, although, as, before, if, since, than, though, until, when and while. Note that these can all take on other roles. For instance, than can be used as a preposition (‘he is even dafter than me’), but as a conjunction it is ‘he is even dafter than I am’, because now than is joining two clauses.


Correlative conjunctions include both … and; either … or; and not only … but also. The important thing here is to be consistent and finish what you start. It’s very annoying to read ‘not only’ and discover much later that there is not going to be a ‘but also’ to tidy things up nicely.


You may well have been taught at school never to begin a sentence with a conjunction, particularly not and or but. I was. But luckily I discovered that it is nothing more than a silly superstition. More about this in the next chapter.




 





‘(They Long to Be) Close to You’


THE CARPENTERS


Prepositions are little words such as at, for, in, after, from, to, among and between that show the relationship between other words in a sentence. They can be short phrases, such as close to you or on top of the world. They always take an object: ‘from me to you’. Hence ‘between you and me’, not ‘between you and I’; ‘to us Conservatives’, not ‘to we Conservatives’.


An understanding of syntax makes thorny questions straightforward. For example, why is it stay awhile, but stay for a while? Once you recognise awhile as an adverb, and a while as a noun phrase equivalent to ‘a period of time’, used as an object and governed by the preposition for, it’s simple.


Choosing the right preposition can, however, be tricky: you can be absorbed in a task, but water is absorbed by a sponge, you are forbidden to but prohibited from. Sometimes they are missed out altogether, as in ‘they protested the verdict’, which I wish to protest against very strongly.




 





‘There’s a Guy Works Down the Chip Shop Swears


He’s Elvis’


KIRSTY MACCOLL


This song title is a sentence that contains four noun phrases (a guy, the chip shop, he, Elvis), four verb phrases ([there]’s, works, swears, [he]’s), and a prepositional phrase (down the chip shop) that in turn contains one of the noun phrases (the chip shop), which in turn contains the adjectival phrase (chip). All this and an example of something called ‘existential there’ (There’s). Oh, and there are two relative clauses (works down the chip shop, swears he’s Elvis). Plus a couple of determiners. And possibly some parts that I’ve missed. I mention all this just to illustrate that the more you get into phrase-structure grammar, the more fun you can have.


It’s a great title for a great song, despite all this grammar – or perhaps because of it: the syntax reflects the fact that even if the language is colloquial, the structure is sophisticated. Now just think what you could do with My People Were Fair and Had Sky in Their Hair … But Now They’re Content to Wear Stars on Their Brows, the title of the debut album by Marc Bolan’s Tyrannosaurus Rex, which comprises two main clauses, each of which contains two further clauses. Incidentally, if you are ever stuck for a funny headline or a bit of wordplay on the theme of JRR Tolkien, I recommend: ‘There’s a guy works down the chip shop swears he’s Elvish.’




 





‘Wow’


KATE BUSH (or, if you prefer, Kylie Minogue with the same title, different song)


Oops!, OMG!, Phew! and the like are known as interjections. Old novels would sometimes use the verb ‘ejaculate’ with interjections, as in: ‘Oops!’ he ejaculated. My mates and I found this hilarious at school.




 





Would you believe that I have actually created this playlist on my iPod? Of course. Because that, as some readers will be all too aware, is the kind of thing a nerd does.




Pass Notes: Berks and Wankers


Not the coalition government again. This is about grammar, not politics. And I’ll do the jokes.


Sorry. Age? The distinction was first made in The King’s English by Kingsley Amis, published posthumously in 1997.


Appearance? ‘Berks are careless, coarse, crass, gross and of what anybody would agree is a lower social class than one’s own …’


I didn’t come here to be insulted. ‘They speak in a slipshod way with dropped Hs, intruded glottal stops and many mistakes in grammar. Left to them the English language would die of impurity, like Latin.’


And wankers? ‘Wankers are prissy, fussy, priggish, prim and of what they would probably misrepresent as a higher social class than one’s own. They speak in an over-precise way with much pedantic insistence on letters not generally sounded, especially Hs. Left to them the language would die of purity, like medieval Latin.’


Why are we discussing this now? The author of this book thinks it’s an amusing way to raise the issue of how grammar tends to divide people into opposing groups: traditionalists and modernists, prescriptivists and descriptivists, for example.


Any examples that aren’t libellous? Well, by Amis’s definition someone who thinks the song should be I Have Eyes for Only You would be a wanker. Whereas a berk would be someone who says things like ‘protested the verdict’.


Can someone be both a berk and a wanker? As I said, this is about grammar, not politicians. In fact Amis conceded that most people are neither berks nor wankers, but ‘try to pursue a course between the slipshod and the punctilious’.


Here’s some grammar for you. Do you realise that the collective noun is a wunch of bankers? I said I’ll do the jokes.


Do say: ‘Everyone has always regarded any usage but his own as either barbarous or pedantic.’ (Evelyn Waugh)


Don’t say: To be honest, I preferred Lucky Jim.





The Pedants’ Revolt




I do here in the Name of all the Learned and Polite Persons of the Nation, complain to your Lordship, as First Minister, that our Language is extremely imperfect; that its daily Improvements are by no means in proportion to its daily Corruptions; and the Pretenders to polish and refine it, have chiefly multiplied Abuses and Absurdities; and, that in many Instances, it offends against every Part of Grammar.


JONATHAN SWIFT, ‘A PROPOSAL FOR CORRECTING, IMPROVING AND ASCERTAINING THE ENGLISH TONGUE’ (1712)





The great grammarian Otto Jesperson, writing in 1909, said English grammar was ‘not … a set of stiff dogmatic precepts, according to which some things are correct and others absolutely wrong’; but it was living and developing, ‘founded on the past’ but preparing the way for the future, ‘something that is not always consistent or perfect, but progressing and perfectible – in one word, human’. Language has been changing since the Tower of Babel and will continue to do so. The most conservative of traditionalists admit this, and claim to accept it, though they are oddly shy about putting forward examples of change they are happy with. Just think for a moment about technological change and how it drives language. Some of us can remember when Spam was a sort of cheap ham they made into fritters for our school dinners. Happy days.


A lot of people seem to think all change must be for the worse. Such fears, as relating to language, date from at least the 18th century. Usage, particularly spelling, had been fluid until then: a law passed in Elizabeth I’s reign used the alternative spellings briberie and briberye in the same sentence and Shakespeare was, to say the least, relaxed about how to spell words (including his own name). Samuel Johnson and others sought to bring some order to the chaos. Johnson produced his dictionary in 1755 (to replace the one, you may remember, burned by Blackadder and Baldrick). The two most important grammar books of the period, by Lindley Murray in 1795 and Robert Lowth in 1862, had a huge influence until well into the 20th century. These are the men you can thank for such ‘rules’ as not splitting infinitives. The OED, which started to appear in sections from 1888, was a big step towards settling things. The grammarians, notably HW Fowler with his Dictionary of Modern English Usage (1926), continued that process. By the time I started at school, in the 1950s, English teachers had a very firm idea of exactly what was and wasn’t right. Even when they were wrong.


This brings me to the descriptive v prescriptive argument. For at least 50 years almost all academic linguistics has been descriptive, concerning itself with how language is structured and used without passing judgment on what is right or wrong.


Lexicographers, similarly, work by establishing that a word is in use with a particular meaning. If it does, they will put it in the dictionary and ignore the howls of protest from those who think this is providing respectable cover for the barbarians who want to wreck our beautiful language. Does this mean that things are getting worse? Lynne Truss, who wrote a book about punctuation, typified such fears when she referred to ‘the justifiable despair of the well educated in a dismally illiterate world’. According to this argument, it all started to go wrong in the 1970s ‘when teachers upheld the view that grammar and spelling got in the way of self-expression’. Jonathan Swift expressed similar concerns 300 years ago. Conservatives long for a golden age, usually about 50 years in the past, when everyone knew their grammar and all was right with the world.


Sadly, however, there never was a golden age. In his autobiography, the late actor Dirk Bogarde, who was privately educated, describes his astonishment when he joined the army in the 1940s on finding that all the men in his platoon, who were state educated, were in effect illiterate. Yet this was the era when, according to Truss, most people did ‘know how to write’. I attended a grammar school as one of the top 10 per cent or so who passed the 11-plus. Even among this elite, many took little interest in English grammar and even those who did had forgotten most of it by the time they got to university.


In May 2013, a ‘bad grammar’ award was given to an open letter published by academic opponents of the Conservative education secretary, Michael Gove. It is characteristic of such awards that the judges described as ‘simply illiterate’ the following sentences: ‘Much of it demands too much too young … Little account is taken of children’s potential interests and capacities, or that young children need to relate abstract ideas to their experience, lives and activity.’ While it’s true that the latter sentence would have read better if ‘the fact’ had been inserted before ‘that young children’, if this really is ‘the worst use of English over the last 12 months by people who should know better’, as the judges ruled, it suggests that they were making a political, rather than a grammatical, point. One judge in particular, a man who advocates teaching Latin by rote to three-year-olds, objected to the phrase ‘too much too young’, which he appeared not to have come across. It was a No 1 hit for the Specials in 1980. A passing fad, perhaps.


For their part, academics have a pretty poor record of explaining descriptive linguistics to the public, and can come across as aloof and arrogant. (There are exceptions, some of whom are quoted in this book and appear in the bibliography.) Can there ever be peace, when the two sides are so entrenched? Or must they for ever be in conflict, like the farmer and the cowman in Oklahoma!? I’d like to think there is a middle way that doesn’t condemn but does help people to gain confidence in their use of language. I am not arguing that everything is perfect; far from it, as you are about to discover. But there’s no sound evidence that standards are worse than when Lynne Truss and I were at school. And rather than blame it all on teachers and the national curriculum, the why-oh-why-are-things-so-awful-it-was-so-much-better-in-my-day lobby might wonder why it is that many of the worst language abuses come from people who have actually been well (often expensively) educated: politicians, business people, civil servants, marketing executives, and others. As we shall see.
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