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‘Words, words, words.’


William Shakespeare
Hamlet, Act II, Scene 2




INTRODUCTION


The most frequently used words of introduction among English-speaking people are ‘Hi’, ‘Hello’, ‘How are you?’, ‘Good to meet you’ and ‘How do you do?’ in that order. So, ‘Hi, hello, how are you, good to meet you, and how do you do?’


I am delighted that you are here. Thank you for opening the book, for a start. And thank you for looking at the introduction: apparently, around 60 per cent of readers don’t. I am glad you did. I want to share with you my love of language and my passion for words.


Language is what defines us as human beings. As the philosopher Bertrand Russell remarked, ‘No matter how eloquently a dog may bark, he cannot tell you that his parents were poor but honest.’ Only words can do that. Words are magic.


In fact, with just one word – Abracadabra – you can conjure up a whole world of magic. With three words – I love you – you can change your life. Or, with half a dozen, ruin someone else’s: I don’t love you after all. Language is power. Many people reckon that Barack Obama became the forty-fourth president of the United States because of his way with words. Historians will tell you that Winston Churchill helped the Allies win the Second World War with the power of his oratory. In 1588, the English queen, Elizabeth I, delivered a speech to her troops, assembled at Tilbury to defend the country against a Spanish invasion. She told them: ‘I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too.’


That was almost four and a half centuries ago, but Elizabeth I’s words are remembered still. That’s the power of language. There’s nothing else quite like it.


Elizabeth I, Winston Churchill, Barack Obama and I have a blessing in common: English is our native language and English, happily, is the lingua franca of the world. English is the parent tongue of 400 million people across the planet. English is the richest of the world’s two thousand and more languages. The Oxford English Dictionary lists some 500,000 English words and there are at least half a million English-language technical terms you can add on top of that. Mandarin Chinese may have a vocabulary to rival that of English, but no other language comes near it. The Germans have a vocabulary of 185,000 words. The French have fewer than 100,000 – and that’s including le weekend, le snacque-barre and le feel-good.


I was born in Germany, in a British forces hospital in Wuppertal. The first school I went to was the French Lycée in London. I speak a bit of German and a bit more French, but the English language is the love of my life. I don’t mind music; I quite like the ballet; I enjoy painting; but words, to me, are everything.


I’ve been into words all my life. My first words (like most people’s) were Dada and Mama. (Princess Margaret used to say that her son’s first word was chandelier.) My mother was a gifted teacher; she specialised in working with children who had difficulty with language. She was born and brought up in India and, to the end of her days, peppered her conversation with Indian words and phrases. Quite a few of them feature in the pages that follow. My father was a lawyer, at different times a solicitor and a barrister. (Recently I told a young Australian that my father had been a barrister. ‘Where did he work then?’ he asked. ‘Starbucks? Costa?’) My father was born in July 1910. He missed out on being an Edwardian by just six weeks (it was a lifelong disappointment for him) and harked back to the good old days when families entertained themselves in the parlour, playing word games and declaiming popular poetry by the fireside. He knew reams of verse by heart and the Victorian amusements that you will find later in the book are all his favourites.


When I was thirteen, my parents sent me to a boarding school in Hampshire called Bedales. There, my love of language was encouraged by an inspirational English teacher (Harold Gardiner), a remarkable drama teacher (Rachel Field) and by the school’s founder (John Badley), who was one hundred years old when I knew him. Mr Badley had been a contemporary of Oscar Wilde, and Oscar’s elder son, Cyril, had been a pupil at Bedales. Oscar Wilde, of course, had an amazing way with words. I asked Mr Badley if it was true (as Bernard Shaw said) that Oscar Wilde was the ‘greatest talker of his time, perhaps of all time’. Mr Badley told me Wilde’s ‘secret’: ‘He could listen as well as talk. He put himself out to be entertaining. He said, “Murder is always a mistake. One should never do anything that one cannot talk about at dinner.” He was a delightful person, charming and brilliant, with the most perfect manners of any man I ever met. Because of his imprisonment and disgrace he is seen nowadays as a tragic figure. That should not be his lasting memorial. I knew him quite well. He was such fun.’


Mr Badley was fun, too. For two years, every Wednesday afternoon during term time, I would have tea with him at his cottage in the school grounds and play Scrabble with him. The centenarian won every game we played. I told him he was cheating, using obsolete words. He told me, ‘They were current when I learnt them.’


Bedales was a school with a theatrical bent. Laurence Olivier sent his children there. Daniel Day-Lewis went there. When I was about thirteen, the actor Donald Sinden came to look round the school and I was his guide. Over the years, I came to know Sir Donald quite well. He was a great man, very funny, and a wonderful Shakespearean actor. He relished language and taught me the importance of diction. ‘Words are no good,’ he’d say, ‘if people can’t hear them.’ His rule was: ‘Vowels for volume, consonants for clarity.’ He taught me his ‘vocal warm-up’ exercise.


Head up, chest out and repeat after me:


Hip bath, hip bath, lavatory, lavatory, bidet, bidet, douche!
Hip bath, hip bath, lavatory, lavatory, bidet, bidet, douche!
Hip bath, hip bath, lavatory, lavatory, bidet, bidet, douche!


Donald Sinden showed me how to value and enjoy the sound of words. His exact contemporary, Dr Robert Burchfield, showed me how to value and enjoy discovering their meaning. Dr Burchfield was a lexicographer from New Zealand, and for thirty years, until 1986, he was the editor of The Oxford English Dictionary. I met him in 1971 when I founded the National Scrabble Championships and asked him to be the competition’s official adjudicator. He explained to me that the people who compile dictionaries are there to record words and their meanings: they are not there to sit in judgement on them. He also kindly gave me the complete OED – all fourteen volumes of it, including supplements – and, as you will discover, I have been busy leafing through it while writing Word Play. I love delving into dictionaries. When I play Scrabble (or Bananagrams or Lexicon), I want to know the meaning of the words I use.


In the same year that I founded the Scrabble Championships, I hosted my first radio series for the BBC. It was called A Rhyme in Time and – guess? Yes! Bless – it was all about words that rhyme. Or don’t. (See the chapter on Potted Poetry, here.) For more than forty years since then I have been playing word games on radio and TV. I particularly enjoyed Call My Bluff, hosted by Robert Robinson, with Frank Muir and Patrick Campbell as the team captains. The idea of the game was a simple one. Here’s a word and here’s a definition of that word. Is the definition the real one or is it a bluff? For example:


Yex


Is it a witches’ curse?
Is it to belch or hiccup?
Is it part of a horse’s leg?


If you don’t know the answer, you can dig into your dictionary now or wait until I reveal it later in the book. And if you want to play Call My Bluff at home you should find a fair few words you can use in wordplay. I am hoping to introduce you to some interesting ones you may not have come across before.


Frank Muir introduced me to television and so, in a way, helped shape my life. Through his good offices, in 1969, while I was still a student, I hosted my own show for ITV called Child of the Sixties. Frank was a funny man – though Patrick Campbell always thought he talked too much. Once, when I was appearing on Call My Bluff, Frank was telling us – at some length – how he had recently been made president of his local rifle club. Patrick Campbell murmured, ‘Small bore, I imagine.’


Over the years I have appeared in scores of panel games on radio and TV, and even devised a few, but for me one stands way above the crowd: Just A Minute. The idea could not be simpler: you are given a subject and invited to talk about it for sixty seconds without hesitating, without repeating any words or phrases and without deviating from the subject. Just A Minute is fun to play – and exciting, too, recorded in real time and against the clock.


I have been taking part in Just A Minute since 1982 and the only rule I have is not to try to tell jokes: invariably you trip up as you get towards the punch-line. The late Clement Freud holds the record as the game’s most frequent winner. He was the master of coming up with a challenge with just three seconds to go and utterly ruthless as a player. If you sat next to him, he would find all sorts of ways of distracting you if he sensed you were about to make a challenge. Once, deliberately, he spilt a glass of water over me just as I was hitting my stride.


In the early years, Kenneth Williams was the undoubted star of the show. Kenneth still holds the record as the player to have achieved the largest number of uninterrupted minutes in Just A Minute, ahead of Clement Freud and Derek Nimmo. (I am at number seven, I think, sandwiched between Sue Perkins and Sheila Hancock.)


Some assumed that when Kenneth Williams died the programme would die with him. Not so. A whole new generation of funny folk is now playing the game and it is being produced by bright young things who weren’t even alive when the programme was first broadcast in 1967. Over the years there have been around 900 editions and more than 220 players, but just two constants. One is Ian Messiter’s simple format. The other is the chairman, Nicholas Parsons, who has not missed a single recording in nearly half a century. Now in his nineties, Parsons is still at the top of his game, encouraging newcomers, disciplining the obstreperous, and getting his own laughs without failing to listen (with remarkable accuracy) to everything that everybody says on the show. Indeed, I reckon he is as sharp as he is thanks to Just A Minute. Word Play keeps the mind alive.


Nicholas and I are old friends with a fellow-feeling for words. In the 1980s we even shared an entry in The Guinness Book of Records as joint holders of the record for making the longest after-dinner speech. In adjacent rooms, at London’s Hyde Park Hotel, we talked non-stop for eleven hours. (We were doing it for charity, I hasten to add. We were sponsored. The listeners were, too.)


My favourite television word game has also made it to The Guinness Book of Records. In 2015, after thirty-three years, seventy series and six thousand episodes, Channel 4’s Countdown is now, officially, the most successful game show in television history.


Why? It’s a show without razzmatazz, big money prizes or hysterical contestants. What’s going on? On the screen, not much. All that happens is that two members of the public are given paper, pencil and thirty seconds in which to arrange nine randomly selected letters of the alphabet into the longest word they can think of. That’s it. Oh, yes, there’s an arithmetical round as well, involving addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. And an anagram race, where you have to turn PROCEDURE into REPRODUCE against the clock. (Or EDUCATION into AUCTIONED. You get the idea.) That really is it. And if you win the game, you get a teapot. If you win the series, you get a trophy and a leather-bound edition of The Oxford English Dictionary.


Each year thousands write in wanting to take part in the programme and millions sit glued to their TV sets watching the show, as though it were a sunrise over Mount Kilimanjaro. What makes this cosy tea-time TV so compelling? As one of the guests who sits in Countdown’s Dictionary Corner (in fact the guest who has sat there most often), I have been involved in the show since it began and I can tell you. It’s got nothing to do with the charm of the presenters or the hypnotic beat of the Countdown clock. It’s simply that this is the one show on television that involves viewer participation from start to finish.


As you will discover on here, when the crossword puzzle first appeared in the New York World in 1913, it quickly became a craze that swept the planet. Today there is hardly a newspaper on earth that does not carry a crossword. The word game on Countdown is the TV equivalent of the crossword and the numbers game is the goggle-box Sudoku. For forty-five minutes each afternoon, viewers sit down, paper and pencil in hand, forget the world outside, exercise their little grey cells and play the game. It’s a habit, a relaxation and a fix.


The words and numbers puzzles in the show are variations of the sorts of parlour entertainment our Victorian forebears enjoyed. The Countdown format itself was invented by a French TV producer, Armand Jammot, in the mid-1960s. It was brought to Britain by a Belgian record producer, Marcel Stellman, whose other claim to fame was writing the English lyrics for the song ‘Tulips From Amsterdam’. Stellman sold it to Yorkshire TV in Leeds who initially aired it as a local programme, featuring Yorkshire farmers as contestants, with a celebrity farmer, Ted Moult, sitting in Dictionary Corner.


In November 1982, when Channel 4 took to the airwaves, they picked up the show and broadcast it as their opening programme, with Yorkshire’s regional news anchorman, Richard Whiteley, as the host. Until then Richard’s only moment of national notoriety had been the time he was attacked in the studio by a ferret. Thanks to Countdown, Richard (five foot nine, fourteen and a half stone), with his trademark loud jackets, louder ties, and appalling puns, became one of the nation’s unlikeliest cult figures, profiled in a raft of men’s magazines (FHM, Maxim, Loaded), honoured by the Oldie (‘Most Inexplicable Survivor’), given a macho make-over by Woman’s Own and inducted into the Lady’s Hall of Fame.


We were good friends and I loved him for the way he loved his own programme’s success. As well as appearing on it, he watched it every day – with a cup of tea and a KitKat. ‘Bliss,’ he’d say. ‘Students watch Countdown,’ he told me. ‘Grannies watch Countdown. When I met Princess Margaret she said, “I do believe my sister watches it after the racing.” I thought, “Who’s her sister?” Then I realised. She meant the Queen.’


Yes, the Queen enjoys Countdown – and ‘doing the crossword’. Her Majesty enjoys wordplay and, of course, by definition, she speaks the Queen’s English. I try to speak the Queen’s English, too. I am even patron of the Queen’s English Society. We are a group of oddballs who think good English matters. We are not purists: we love the variety and richness of the English language, but it upsets some of us when people say Febuary when they mean February and drawring when they mean drawing. We don’t like things done quicker: we prefer them done more quickly. And we like to receive an invitation rather than an invite.


At the Queen’s English Society we love the language, vagaries and all, and in our journal, Quest, we dare to ask those difficult linguistic questions to which no one yet seems to have come up with a satisfactory answer. Why is it that writers write, but fingers don’t fing, grocers don’t groce and hammers don’t ham, for example? If the plural of ‘tooth’ is ‘teeth’, why isn’t ‘beeth’ the plural of ‘booth’? It’s odd that you can make amends, but not one amend. And if you get rid of all but one of your odds and ends, what do you call what you are left with?


If teachers taught, why didn’t preachers praught? Why is a boxing ring square? Why do people recite at a play and play at a recital? Why do we have noses that run and feet that smell? It’s very confusing, isn’t it? A slim chance and a fat chance are the same thing, really, but a wise man and a wise guy aren’t the same at all, are they? When the stars are out, they are visible. When the lights are out, they are invisible. What’s up?


In fact, why do we use the word up as much as we do? What are we up to? We lock up the house, we speak up at the meeting, stir up trouble and then it’s up to the secretary to write up the report. We work up an appetite, we think up excuses. We open up the shop in the morning and close it up at night. When it comes to up, we’re pretty mixed up. Okay, Gyles, we get the idea: time to shut up.


If you want to know more about the Queen’s English Society, look here: www.queens-english-society.org. If you want to join me on my roller-coaster ride over the ups and downs of the English language, read on. (You will even discover the origin of okay. OK?) This is an A to Z (and back to A) of my kind of wordplay. Pulling it all together, I have had a lot of fun and I have learnt a great deal, too. For example, I now know that just two words, ‘I’ and ‘you’, represent 10 per cent of all informal conversation. The other four dozen words we most often use in spoken English are these:












	the

	will

	for






	he

	don’t

	out






	it

	are

	over






	they

	can

	about






	him

	go

	just






	them

	say

	that






	an

	see

	is






	to

	tell

	was






	in

	a

	have






	with

	she

	do






	from

	we

	want






	and

	me

	would






	now

	her

	think






	not

	what

	be






	this

	on

	know






	get

	of

	thing







Surprisingly, up isn’t in the list. Clearly we need to raise our game. Or up it.


We can get by with a very limited range of words – helped out by gestures, grunts, groans and occasional expletives – but to get the best out of life you need words. All the research shows that the more effectively people use the language the more successful and the happier they are.


As far as I’m concerned, when it comes to words, the more the merrier. I want us to use more words: different words, bolder words, better words, old words and new words, surprising and delightful words. Funny and ridiculous words, too. Now and then. The great English actress Dame Sybil Thorndike (who lived to be ninety-three) kept her mind agile by learning a poem by heart every day of her adult life. If you can’t find the time to learn a poem a day, try learning a word a day instead. Look it up in the dictionary, memorise it and bring it into your daily conversation – and your wordplay. Playing with words will increase your vocabulary, willy-nilly. And will help you live longer by keeping your wits about you – like Sybil Thorndike and the Queen and Nicholas Parsons.


Willy-nilly, by the way, comes from the Old English phrase Will ye or will ye not? Did you know that? You didn’t? Well, there you go. I’ve saved you looking it up. (Why do we say that? You’re looking down at the dictionary and your eye goes down the page to find the word, so why on earth are you looking it up?)


Welcome to my world of Word Play. Enjoy. Yolo.




A


is for


ALPHABET SOUP


In 1867, not long after the end of the American Civil War, the Tri-Weekly Standard in Raleigh, North Carolina, became the first newspaper in the world to report on a new type of food:


The latest culinary novelty is alphabetical soup. Instead of the usual cylindric and star shaped morsels of macaroni which have hitherto given body to our broth, the letters of the alphabet have been substituted. These letters of paste preserve their forms in passing through the pot.


In my book words are good enough to eat. I love them, which is why I collect them. And, for starters, let me offer you a tasty selection of a few of my favourites: words that have extraordinary and curious (and, to me, nourishing) qualities that have nothing to do with their meaning. Each one, in its own way, is something of a phenomenon.


[image: img]


THE SHORTEST WORDS


A is the first word in the dictionary, one of the shortest words in the language, and the fifth most common word in English literature.


In written English the ten words most used are:
















	the

	of

	and

	to

	a






	in

	that

	is

	I

	it







The shortest English word that contains all the vowels is eunoia. It means ‘beautiful thinking’, and I think it is a rather beautiful word.


In a recent survey, the word voted the ‘most liked’ in the language was lullaby.
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THE LONGEST WORDS


29 Letters: floccinaucinihilipilification


This is the longest non-technical word in The Oxford English Dictionary. It means ‘the act of estimating as worthless’ and dates from 1741.


34 Letters: supercalifragilisticexpialidocious


This is a nonsense word invented for the movie Mary Poppins (1964). In the whole history of language, no word of more than thirty letters has ever been so widely known.


37 Letters: praetertranssubstantiationalistically


An adverb used in Mark McShane’s novel Untimely Ripped (1963).


45 Letters: pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanoconiosis


The longest word in The Oxford English Dictionary. It is the name of a miner’s lung disease and was deliberately coined to be the longest word in the dictionary.


100 Letters: bababadalgharaghtakamminarronnkonnbronntonnerronntuonnthunntrovarrhu-nawnskawntoohoohoordenenthurnuk


From the third paragraph of James Joyce’s novel Finnegans Wake (1939).


1,913 Letters: The full name of the chemical tryptophan synthetase, a protein whose formula is C1289H2051N343O375S8
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LONGEST WORDS WITH DIFFERENT LETTERS


At fifteen letters each, these are the two longest words with unique letters (i.e. no letter is repeated):


uncopyrightable and dermatoglyphics
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LONGEST ENGLISH WORD CONSISTING ONLY OF VOWELS


Euouae is a medieval mnemonic (see here) used to recall the musical tones required when chanting the Gloria Patri.


It also takes the title as the English word with the most consecutive vowels. Words with five consecutive vowels include cooeeing and queueing.
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CONSONANT AFTER CONSONANT


Archchronicler, catchphrase, eschscholzia (sea snails of a sort), latchstring, lengthsman and the medical term postphthisic each have six consonants in a row.


Borschts has six consonants in a row in just one syllable.


Words with five consecutive consonants include: angsts, birthplace, dumbstruck, eighths, heartthrob, lengths, postscript, strengths, thumbscrew, twelfths, warmths, witchcraft.
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LONGEST WORD WITH STRICTLY ALTERNATING VOWELS AND CONSONANTS


honorificabilitudinitatibus


At twenty-seven letters it means ‘with honourableness’. It is also the longest word that appears in The Complete Works of William Shakespeare.


The longest everyday word with this unusual property is unimaginatively, with fifteen letters.


[image: img]


LONGEST WORD WITH ONLY ONE VOWEL


Strengths is nine letters long. Strengthlessnesses, at eighteen letters, is the longest word in the English language with only one vowel repeated.
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LONGEST WORD WITH LETTERS IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER


Aegilops. The word has two distinct meanings: it can be a genus of goat grass or a stye in the inner corner of an eye.
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LONGEST WORD WITH LETTERS IN REVERSE ALPHABETICAL ORDER


spoonfeed
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LONGEST WORD IN WHICH EACH LETTER OCCURS AT LEAST TWICE


unprosperousness
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LONGEST ENGLISH PALINDROMIC WORD


tattarrattat


This palindrome (see here) is an authorism (see here) coined by the great Irish writer James Joyce. It first appeared in his novel Ulysses in 1922.
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REPEAT AFTER ME


The chincherinchee is a beautiful plant found in South Africa. The word chincherinchee is the only known English word that has one letter occurring once, two letters occurring twice, and three letters occurring three times.


Ultrarevolutionaries is a word in which each of the five main vowels occurs twice.
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MUSICAL WORDS


Cabbaged and fabaceae, each with eight letters, are the longest words that can be played on a musical instrument – i.e. using only the letters of the notes, A, B, C, D, E, F and G. Seven-letter words with this property include acceded, baggage, cabbage, defaced and effaced.
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ALPHABETICALS


Aegilops, with eight letters, is the longest word whose letters are arranged in alphabetical order. Seven-letter words with this property include beefily and billowy. Six-letter words include abhors, accent, access, almost, biopsy, bijoux, billow, chintz and effort.
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VOWEL PLAY


Caesious (‘having a waxy, bluish-grey coating’), with eight letters, is the shortest word in the English language containing all five main vowels in alphabetical order.


There are not many words in the language that contain all five main vowels in reverse order. The ten-letter unoriental is one; the fourteen-letter subcontinental is another; uncomplimentary, at fifteen letters, is a third. At seven letters, suoidea (they are pigs of a sort) is the shortest word in the English language that contains the main five vowels in reverse alphabetical order.


Facetiously, eleven letters long, is the shortest word in the English language that contains all six vowels in alphabetical order. Abstemiously does the same, but runs to twelve letters. Adventitiously at fourteen letters does it, too, but with repeated vowels.


Twyndyllyngs (an old word for twins), at twelve letters long, is the longest word in the English language without any of the five main vowels. An eleven-letter word with this property is the singular form, twyndyllyng. An eight-letter word with this property is symphysy. It’s a useful word, too, favoured by the writers of literary erotic fiction. It means the fusion of two bodies – or two parts of the body. And symphysy leads us nicely to two seven-letter words that don’t feature any of the five main vowels: nymphly and rhythms.
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WORDS THAT BEAR REPEATING


Linguistic hotshots will recognise immediately that the word hotshots consists of the same four letters repeated. There are other eight-letter words that have the same property – all worth looking up, one to beware of and several worth tasting:


beriberi, caracara, chowchow, couscous, froufrou, greegree, guitguit, kavakava, lavalava, mahimahi, matamata.
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ABC, XYZ


Crabcake and drabcloth are among the very few everyday English words that contain the letters abc. Hydroxyzine is the only word in the English language that contains xyz.


The longest alphabetic sequences to appear in English words are mnop and rstu. Mnop appears in gymnophiona (worm-like sightless amphibians) and somnopathy (sleep that is induced sympathetically: what a hypnotist might do for you). Rstu appears more frequently, for example in overstudy, overstuff, superstud, and understudy.
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THE WORD WITH THE MOST MEANINGS


The English word with the most individual meanings is set. The Oxford English Dictionary lists 430 separate definitions for set. And set also sets the record for the longest entry in the dictionary at 60,000 words.
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SEEING DOUBLE


Subbookkeeper is the only English word with four pairs of double letters in a row. Assessee and keelless are the shortest words with three pairs of double letters.


Cooee is the shortest word in the English language with two double letters.


When the playwright Noël Coward was introduced to one of these remarkable word wonders, he murmured appreciatively, ‘You live and learn.’ After a moment’s thought, he added: ‘Then, of course, you die and forget it all.’




B


is for


BRAVE NEW WORDS


The English language is rich because it isn’t pure. It’s a mongrel tongue. Ralph Waldo Emerson called it ‘the sea which receives tributaries from every region under heaven’. It has taken almost two thousand years to evolve. The Celts, Jutes, Angles, Saxons, Greeks, Romans, Danes, Normans, Dutch, Germans, French, Spanish, Italians, Indians, Native Americans, Africans, Welsh and Hawaiians – to name just a few – made major contributions. So did some of my favourite authors.


Did you know the original ‘Nerd’ was a character in Dr Zeuss’s 1950 children’s book, If I Ran the Zoo? Or that the poet, daffodil fancier and hill walker William Wordsworth coined the word ‘pedestrians’? The best writers don’t just play with words: they invent them.
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CHAUCER’S CHOICE


The granddaddy of English verbal invention is Geoffrey Chaucer, philosopher, alchemist, astronomer, author of The Canterbury Tales and the man John Dryden called the ‘Father of English Poetry’. Chaucer was born around 1340 and died in 1400. The Oxford English Dictionary credits him with the first known use of more English words than any other writer: 2,012 to be precise.


Of course, the trick is to create words that stand the test of time. In the 1920s, in New Orleans, ‘muggle’ was a slang word for marijuana. In our time, J. K. Rowling, in her Harry Potter books, has turned a ‘muggle’ into someone who lacks all magical powers. What will ‘muggle’ mean, if anything, seven hundred years from now?


The genius of Chaucer is that so many of his words from the fourteenth century still count for something. ‘Twitter’, the onomatopoeic word for birdsong, which has become the byword for modern communication, was one of his. (Feel free to let me know your thoughts on this. You will find me on Twitter @GylesB1.)


Here are some more choice Chaucerisms, words that first appeared in his works but still work for us:
















	agree

	sperm

	possibility

	plumage

	future






	galaxy

	praise

	laxative

	femininity

	dismember






	womanhood

	funeral

	misery

	jolliness

	village






	princess

	magician

	dung-cart
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SHAKESPEARE & CO


William Shakespeare (1564–1616) comes second in terms of the sheer volume of words he is credited with originating: 1,700 of them.


Many of Shakespeare’s ‘new’ words were created by using existing nouns as verbs, verbs as adjectives, reframing their original meanings, adding prefixes, suffixes or simply taking the Latin derivatives and playing around with them to come up with something a little bit different. If you count all the variants of the same word – for example, ‘love’, ‘loves’, ‘loving’, ‘loved’, ‘lovest’ – Shakespeare in all his works has a vocabulary of just over 29,000 words. If you discount the grammatical variations, his basic vocab was between 17,000 and 20,000 words.


Of course, like Chaucer before him, Shakespeare gets the credit for words he did not necessarily invent. He might have invented them – or simply have been the guy who first put them down on paper. Here are some of the words first found in Shakespeare and the plays in which we first encounter them:












	
addiction
HENRY V


	
advertising
MEASURE OF MEASURE


	
amazement
THE TEMPEST






	
assassination
MACBETH


	
bandit
HENRY VI, PART 2


	
bedroom
A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM







	
besmirch
HAMLET


	
birthplace
CORIOLANUS


	
blanket
KING LEAR







	
bloodstained
TITUS ANDRONICUS


	
barefaced
HAMLET


	
blushing
HENRY VI, PART 3







	
bump
ROMEO AND JULIET


	
champion
MACBETH


	
circumstantial
AS YOU LIKE IT







	
cold-blooded
KING JOHN


	
compromise
THE MERCHANT OF VENICE


	
courtship
LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST







	
critic
LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST


	
dawn
HENRY IV, PART 1


	
discontent
TITUS ANDRONICUS







	
dishearten
HENRY V


	
drugged
MACBETH


	
epileptic
KING LEAR







	
elbow
KING LEAR


	
excitement
HAMLET


	
eyeball
A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM







	
fashionable
TROILUS AND CRESSIDA


	
frugal
THE MERRY WIVES OF WINDSOR


	
generous
LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST







	
gossip
THE COMEDY OF ERRORS


	
gnarled
MEASURE FOR MEASURE


	
grovel
HENRY VI, PART 2







	
hobnob
TWELFTH NIGHT


	
hurried
THE COMEDY OF ERRORS


	
label
TWELFTH NIGHT







	
lacklustre
AS YOU LIKE IT


	
laughable
THE MERCHANT OF VENICE


	
luggage
HENRY IV, PART 1







	
madcap
LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST


	
majestic
JULIUS CAESAR


	
marketable
AS YOU LIKE IT







	
mimic
A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM


	
monumental
TROILUS AND CRESSIDA


	
moonbeam
A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM







	
mountaineer
CYMBELINE


	
negotiate
MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING


	
obscene
LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST







	
obsequiously
RICHARD III


	
ode
LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST


	
outbreak
HAMLET







	
pedant
THE TAMING OF THE SHREW


	
puking
AS YOU LIKE IT


	
radiance
ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL







	
rant
HAMLET


	
remorseless
HENRY VI, PART 2


	
savagery
KING JOHN







	
scuffle
ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA


	
submerge
ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA


	
summit
HAMLET







	
swagger
A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM


	
torture
HENRY VI, PART 2


	
tranquil
OTHELLO







	
undress
THE TAMING OF THE SHREW


	
unreal
MACBETH


	
varied
TITUS ANDRONICUS







	
worthless
HENRY VI, PART 1


	
zany
TWELFTH NIGHT


	 







Yes, before Hamlet, ours was a language without excitement. Incredible, isn’t it? There is no denying that Shakespeare had a unique way with words. And phrases. When I was a student at Oxford, I met the columnist Bernard Levin, whose admiration of Shakespeare rivalled mine and whose knowledge of the Complete Works far exceeded it. Bernard loved to quote Shakespeare and wrote a dazzling piece to prove that we all quote the Bard much more often than we realise. Here it is:


If you cannot understand my argument, and declare ‘It’s Greek to me’, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you claim to be more sinned against than sinning, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you recall your salad days, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you act more in sorrow than in anger; if your wish is father to the thought; if your lost property has vanished into thin air, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you have ever refused to budge an inch or suffered from green-eyed jealousy, if you have played fast and loose, if you have been tongue-tied, a tower of strength, hoodwinked or in a pickle, if you have knitted your brows, made a virtue of necessity, insisted on fair play, slept not one wink, stood on ceremony, danced attendance (on your lord and master), laughed yourself into stitches, had short shrift, cold comfort or too much of a good thing, if you have seen better days or lived in a fool’s paradise – why, be that as it may, the more fool you, for it is a foregone conclusion that you are (as good luck would have it) quoting Shakespeare; if you think it is early days and clear out bag and baggage, if you think it is high time and that that is the long and short of it, if you believe that the game is up and that truth will out even if it involves your own flesh and blood, if you lie low till the crack of doom because you suspect foul play, if you have your teeth set on edge (at one fell swoop) without rhyme or reason, then – to give the devil his due – if the truth were known (for surely you have a tongue in your head) you are quoting Shakespeare; even if you bid me good riddance and send me packing, if you wish I was dead as a door-nail, if you think I am an eyesore, a laughing stock, the devil incarnate, a stony-hearted villain, bloody-minded or a blinking idiot, then – by Jove! O Lord! Tut tut! For goodness’ sake! What the dickens! But me no buts! – it is all one to me, for you are quoting Shakespeare.
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WHAT THE DICKENS!


Isn’t that a surprise? ‘What the dickens!’ has nothing to do with the great English novelist, author of Great Expectations, David Copperfield and Oliver Twist. ‘Dickens’ was once a euphemism for the devil and the expression is first found in print in Shakespeare’s Merry Wives of Windsor: ‘I cannot tell what the dickens his name is.’


Happily, Charles Dickens (1812–70) has managed to make his way into the dictionary in his own right:


Dickensian: adj; of or reminiscent of the novels of Charles Dickens especially in suggesting the poor social conditions or comically repulsive characters they portray.


In The Oxford English Dictionary, Dickens is credited with coining 258 new words and has 1,586 first-citations for giving a new sense to a word. Of the 258, my favourite is:


Butterfingers


which first appeared in The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club, more commonly known as The Pickwick Papers, in 1836:


At every bad attempt at a catch, and every failure to stop the ball, he launched his personal displeasure at the head of the devoted individual in such denunciations as ‘Ah, ah! – stupid’ – ‘Now, butterfingers’ – ‘Muff’ – ‘Humbug’ – and so forth.


Dickens did not originate ‘muff’, an old word with a variety of meanings, or ‘humbug’, though he popularised the expression ‘Bah! Humbug!’ by giving it to Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol.


Words and phrases Dickens did give the language include:


doormat
when used to describe someone who gets walked all over by other people;
the creeps
as in to give someone the creeps;


















	boredom

	cheesiness

	fluffiness

	flummox

	rampage

	clap eyes






	slow coach

	dustbin

	casualty ward

	fairy story

	egg box

	devil may care
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WHAT-HO WODEHOUSE!


Can you imagine being British and getting through the day without a cuppa?


Well, you’d have to if it weren’t for Sir Pelham Grenville Wodehouse who first used the expression in his 1925 novel, Sam the Sudden.


P. G. Wodehouse (1881–1975) is one of the twentieth century’s most delightful – and prolific – novelists. His use of vocabulary is highly individual and highly entertaining. Although he is credited with inventing only twenty-two specific words, he picked up all sorts of slang words and vogue expressions and became the first writer to put them into print. A Wodehouse speciality was the substitution of a circumlocution for a well-known word, as in ‘gasper’ for ‘cigarette’. He also commonly converted words and phrases into different parts of speech, for instance ‘french cheffing’ (what Bertie Wooster’s aunt’s French chef does) and ‘upping with the lark’ (from the phrase ‘to get up with the lark’).


Here are my favourite Wodehouse word wonders:












	
to beetle around
beetle meaning to fly off like a beetle


	
crispish
as in somewhat crisp: ‘Aunt Dahlia, having spent most of her youth in the hunting-field, has a crispish way of expressing herself’


	
crumpet
as a term of endearment for a person, usually as in ‘old crumpet’







	
to have a dash at
to make an attempt


	
came the dawn
a cliché announcing daybreak: the first known use is by Wodehouse in 1923


	
dirty work
abbreviated from ‘dirty work at the crossroads’







	
down to earth
as in back to reality, to come back down to earth


	
elbow
as in ‘give someone the elbow’


	
even-Stephen
a rhyming intensified form of even







	
up to the eyebrows
first used in Carry On, Jeeves, 1925


	
fifty-fifty
on the basis of 50 per cent, half and half equally


	
flesh and blood
one of Bertie’s ways of referring to his aunt







	
foggy between the ears
not very intelligent or perceptive


	
gosh-awfulness
first recorded in Right Ho, Jeeves, 1934


	
down the hatch
as in down the throat, when referring to toasting or drinking







	
lame-brain
a stupid person


	
niff
to give a disagreeable smell


	
pip pip
goodbye







	
pip squeak
insignificant person


	
plonk
dull, thudding sound, as of one solid object hitting another


	
pottiness
the state or condition of being potty; silliness, madness, craziness







	
right ho
to express agreement; to acquiesce


	
shimmy
to dance in, as in ‘he shimmied into the room’


	
smackers
pounds or dollars







	
snifter
a drink


	
sozzled, squiffy, stewed
drunk


	
twenty-minute egg
a hard-boiled person







	
toddle
to go


	
tut-tut
used as a verb


	
what ho
a greeting or exclamation
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WORDS FROM WONDERLAND


Novelists like Dickens and Wodehouse earn their place in the Word Play Hall of Fame because of the way they use old words in new senses, changing their parts of speech, forming new compounds, adding new affixes or inventing circumlocutions. It is not often that they come up with an entirely new word altogether.


Foremost among the original word inventors stands the Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (1832–98), who invented his own pen-name, ‘Lewis Carroll’. ‘Chortle’ is one of his words that has stood the test of time. It’s a combination of ‘chuckle’ and ‘snort’ and Carroll conjured it up for his second book about the adventures of Alice.


Some of Carroll’s other inventions are words we might recognise, but probably neither use nor understand. Here are a dozen of his ingenious linguistic creations that make their first appearance in the poem Jabberwocky in Chapter 1 of Through the Looking Glass – with definitions (sometimes contradictory) supplied by Carroll, Humpty Dumpty and Alice.


Jabberwock is the name of the fabulous monster in the poem and is formed on the verb ‘to jabber’


Brillig, according to Humpty Dumpty in Chapter 6, means ‘four o’clock in the afternoon – the time you begin broiling things for dinner’


Slithy: Humpty Dumpty says, ‘“Slithy” means “lithe and slimy”. “Lithe” is the same as “active”.’ You see it’s like a portmanteau, there are two meanings packed up into one word


Toves are ‘something like badgers – they are something like lizards – and they are something like corkscrews’


Gyre, again according to Humpty Dumpty, means ‘to go round and round like a gyroscope’. According to Carroll, it means, ‘to scratch like a dog’. Since Carroll invented Humpty Dumpty, which of them was right?


Gimble is to make holes like a gimlet


Wabe, as Alice rightly guesses, is the grass plot around a sundial frequented by toves


Mimsy is another portmanteau: flimsy + miserable


Borogrove is a thin, shabby-looking bird with its feathers sticking out all round – something like a live mop


Mome, lost, missing home or solemn


Raths, a sort of green pig; a species of turtle


Outgrabe, according to Carroll, ‘the past tense of the verb outgribe meaning to shriek or creak’
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AUTHOR! AUTHOR!


Paul Dickson is a world authority on baseball and the English language. He has a particular passion for what he calls ‘authorisms’: words, phrases or names created by a writer. He spent hours in the Library of Congress in Washington DC researching his magnum opus on the subject and concluded that these were his top ten:


1. BANANA REPUBLIC


A politically unstable, undemocratic and tropical nation, whose economy is largely dependent on the export of a single limited-resource product, such as a fruit or a mineral. The pejorative term was coined by O. Henry (William Sidney Porter) in his 1904 collection of short stories, Cabbages and Kings.


2. BEATNIK


This one was created by San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen in his column of 2 April 1958 about a party for ‘fifty beatniks’. Caen was later quoted, ‘I coined the word “beatnik” simply because Russia’s Sputnik satellite was aloft at the time and the word popped out.’


3. BEDAZZLED


A word that Shakespeare gives us in The Taming of the Shrew when Katharina says: ‘Pardon, old father, my mistaking eyes, that have been so bedazzled with the sun that everything I look on seemeth green.’


4. CATCH-22


The working title for Joseph Heller’s modern classic about the mindlessness of war was Catch-18, a reference to a military regulation that keeps the pilots in the story flying one suicidal mission after another. The only way to be excused from flying such missions is to be declared insane, but asking to be excused for the reason of insanity is proof of a rational mind and bars being excused. Shortly before the appearance of the book in 1961, Leon Uris’s bestselling novel Mila 18 was published. To avoid numerical confusion, Heller and his editor decided to change 18 to 22.
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