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Introduction

Welcome to the fascinating world of words - an exploration of the exciting ‘nooks and crannies’ of the vocabulary of the English language.

Can you think of words with five or six consecutive consonants? What is the origin of chortle, cloud cuckoo land, and the origin of many different kinds of slang?

Many of us have to listen to estate agents’ sales patter: ‘a  bijou [crammed] kitchen’, ‘a mature [overgrown] garden’. We hear on the phone ‘someone will be with you shortly’ but are kept waiting for hours. We may read in foreign hotels ‘Here speeching American’, ‘Please to bathe inside the tub’.

Here you will learn more about homophones (right, rite, and write) and spoonerisms (a well-boiled icicle), not forgetting famous last words (‘either that wallpaper goes, or I do’). Then there are words in other languages that have no exact English equivalent, such as puijilittatuq (Inuktit, Canada) ‘he does not know which way to turn because of the many seals he has seen come to the ice surface’.

So, word buffs - in a word - enjoy, be enraptured, gorge on this veritable cornucopia of surprising and delightful words!

Martin H. Manser David Pickering




1 Baby talk

The building blocks of language

The English language is but one of thousands of languages that the inventive human mind has given birth to over the millennia. The vast majority are born, kicking and mewling, into a family of linked languages, which share a distinct ancestry and many key characteristics. Most have numerous brothers and sisters, with whom they may have remarkable similarities in terms of both grammar and vocabulary. Just like human babies, new languages are full of surprises. They are playful (gurgling with delight over words that might be 50 letters in length), unpredictable (finding three ways to pronounce what looks like the same word) and often difficult to control (defying all the rules to create irregular plurals or words with letters that are not even pronounced). They frequently infuriate by kicking their toys out of the cradle, only to redeem themselves by their irrepressible energy and inventiveness.

Every language rests upon its vocabulary, while the vocabulary rests ultimately upon its alphabet. The English alphabet of just 26 letters has provided the necessary building blocks for the creation of upwards of half a million words (perhaps five million, depending upon the definition of the term ‘word’).

 
 
 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word  
was with God, and the Word was God.  
Bible. Genesis 1:1




Family matters  Language families

There are thousands of languages in use throughout the world today, and to these must be added thousands more that have long since become extinct. The largest language families are listed here, though it should be noted that the division of languages into family groups is a contentious matter and the authenticity of some of these groupings is hotly disputed.
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Keeping it within the family  Indo-European languages

The Indo-European family of languages to which English belongs may have evolved from an earlier Proto-Indo-European language that was first spoken in the region of the Ural Mountains around 5000 BC (though whether there was in reality such a language remains a matter of debate). The Indo-European family as we know it today includes most of the languages of modern Europe and several Asian languages, among them French, German, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish, Bengali and Hindi. It is now the largest language family in the world, with some three billion native speakers.
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Foreign legions  Languages by number of speakers

English currently ranks as the second most spoken language in the world, having long since established itself as the first language of commerce and technology. The following table lists languages with over 50 million speakers - as a native and as a second language:
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I speak Spanish to God, Italian to women,  
French to men, and German to my horse.  
Charles V, Holy Roman emperor




Alphabet soup  Alphabet facts

The spoken word existed long before the written word. The first essential step in the process of developing written languages was the introduction of written symbols resembling sounds, and in due course their organization into alphabets. For all its importance in the world today, English has neither the oldest alphabet nor the alphabet with the most vowels or consonants. It does, however, share with other alphabets of the world many features, such as the distinction of vowel from consonant and the convention of placing letters in a certain order when the alphabet is recited.

The word ‘alphabet’, incidentally, comes from the Greek words  alpha and beta (the names of the first two words of the Greek alphabet).
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A to Z  Alphabet size

The number of letters in an alphabet varies considerably from language to language. The presence of unfamiliar characters in other languages makes them well nigh indecipherable to non-speakers, and this is without taking into account the various diacritic marks such as accents that many languages also employ. A basic comparison of the number of letters in a selection of languages illustrates the extent to which languages differ, even at this fundamental level:
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Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because  
the LORD did there confound the language of all the  
earth: and from thence did the LORD scatter them  
abroad upon the face of all the earth.  
Bible, Genesis 11:9




Alpha to omega  The world’s oldest living alphabet

The oldest alphabet still in use today is that devised by the ancient Greeks. According to legend, it was invented specifically as a way of ensuring that the Odyssey and other epic tales by the Greek poet Homer were passed down to posterity. At first glance the Greek alphabet, which much influenced the development of the English letter system, looks completely unrelated to the English alphabet. On closer examination, however, it becomes clear that most Greek characters correspond directly to English letters, though Greek lacks any equivalents for the English c, f, h, j, q, u, v or w:
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Lost letters  Old English letters

The oldest examples of written English consist of inscriptions written in the ancient runic alphabet, a writing system common to much of northern Europe from around the 3rd century AD and introduced to Britain by Anglo-Saxon invaders in the 5th century. It had disappeared from use by the 14th century. Each symbol (rune) had its own name and meaning, which was commonly a reference to a feature of everyday life or else to a sacred entity such as a god or animal with supposedly magical powers. The first six letters of the runic alphabet gave it the name by which it was once known, the ‘futhorc’.
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Lettering  English alphabet facts

The alphabet of modern English is close to that of Latin, as written down by the ancient Romans and introduced to Britain by Roman missionaries from the 6th century AD. The alphabet of the ancient Romans had its differences, however, with only 22 letters (no distinction being made between i and j or between u and v and there being no equivalent of w and y). The letters of the modern English alphabet all have distinct characteristics and histories. Some are remarkable for their age. Others are notable for the frequency with which they appear, or do not appear. More still have unique qualities of other kinds:
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A for ’orses  Cockney alphabet

There are many ways to remember the letters of the alphabet. One of the best-known, and more light-hearted, ways is the so-called ‘Cockney alphabet’, a series of puns and other comic tags designed some time early in the 20th century (possibly in the music hall and known in several variant forms) to make letters easier to remember:
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Able to zebra  Phonetic alphabets

The need to identify letters clearly in radio messages led to the development (from World War I onwards) of large numbers of alternative phonetic alphabets, in which each letter of the alphabet is expanded into a full word or name, making confusion less likely. Three of the better-known phonetic alphabets are listed here:
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Romeo foxtrot zebra




Weird words  English vocabulary facts

The English vocabulary is as rich as any in the world’s many languages. Within that vocabulary there are many words that have unique qualities not always immediately apparent. Consider the following curiosities:

[image: 014]

[image: 015]




Quick brown foxes  Pangrams

A pangram is a grammatical sentence containing every letter in the alphabet. The most admired pangrams are those that include all 26 letters of the alphabet in the shortest number of characters, although the elegance of the resulting sentence is also an important factor. Famous examples include the following:
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Talking common  Word frequency

Some words crop up frequently in everyday use, while others make appearances very rarely. Surveys of the most commonly used words in the English language often draw a distinction between spoken and written English and tend to vary somewhat in the order in which the words are placed, but the following list includes all the usual suspects:
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