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      For Hilary 

      It wasn’t until the day I finished the first draft

      that I realised that this was for you.

      I should have known earlier.
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      There are many voices that can be used to tell a story.

      These are just a few of them.
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              The Background to the Case
            

          

        

      

      Ever since I started as a cub lexicographer on the majestic Oxford English Dictionary (OED) in 1976, I’ve tried to pick away at the stereotypes imposed on lexicographers by the media, by the public, and – worse still – by lexicographers themselves. These days, dictionary entries have to be stone-cold sober and analytical, not occasionally spry and whimsical, as they could be in the days of Samuel Johnson (for whom a lexicographer was “a writer of dictionaries; a harmless drudge, that busies himself in tracing the original, and detailing the signification of words”). And so it’s hardly surprising that the public perception of lexicographers is of a rather dull, plodding crew caught in an endless cycle running from A to Z, and then often turning tail and scampering right back again to the beginning, as we desperately try to capture minor changes from the fringes of language that need to be assessed and defined. And sadly, these stereotypes aren’t wholly wrong. Writing a dictionary is, after all, a serious business.

      Many books have been written about the OED, almost all of which concentrate on the tussle between the publishers at the University Press in Oxford and the heroic dictionary editors, or alternatively, between the heroic and long-suffering executives of the publishing house and the awkward, argumentative, and closed-minded lexicographers. That’s mainly because those are the facts that you can extract fairly easily from the archives, depending on which tint you’ve put on your glasses that day. And I suppose there’s something to that side of the narrative.

      What the archives don’t contain – and what you have no hope of appreciating unless you come at things from another angle – is the fun and excitement of historical dictionary work. If you need to, step back a few paces and draw a deep breath. This excitement derives equally from the detective work involved, from recovering information which has been lost for maybe hundreds of years (new etymological stories and connections, new first usages, links that you never knew existed between words), and from seeing exactly how words arise out of the culture and society in which they are used. Because words do tell us about the people and cultures that use them.

      This is a very specific kind of excitement. It’s different from the knockabout excitement portrayed in Ball of Fire, my favourite film about reference books. I used to play a few minutes of this 1941 screwball comedy to groups of summer-schoolers I taught years ago. I expect they thought it was the best part of the course. In the film, the erudite(-looking) Gary Cooper is the grammarian in a team of gnome-like editors engaged in the noble task of writing an encyclopaedia. The professors have led quiet lives, of the sort that quite unfits them for the vibrant work of reference editing. In particular, they are unfamiliar with the new vocabulary of jive talk and the hepcats. As luck would have it, Gary Cooper stumbles across Barbara Stanwyck (disguised as the nightclub singer “Sugarpuss” O’Shea), and he and his fellow editors take rather a shine to her. They sneak out at night to listen to her vocabulary at a nightclub. Gary Cooper’s article on slang for the encyclopaedia benefits from his entanglement with Sugarpuss, and Sugarpuss is eventually rescued from numerous potential mishaps by the kindly hearted editors. This is not exactly how things worked at the Oxford English Dictionary. Certainly, we never knowingly employed anyone called “Sugarpuss.”

       

      I joined the staff of the Oxford English Dictionary as an editorial assistant in 1976, and I remained with the dictionary for thirty-seven years, until my retirement in 2013. For the last twenty of those years, I was chief editor. From my first days at the OED, I found myself fascinated by the work of creating a dictionary. What captivated me was the English language and its history: how it arose in obscurity 1,500 years ago, and how it grew to define the nations that spoke it. The OED is a historical dictionary: it addresses the whole sweep of English from the earliest times right up to the present day – in Britain, America, wherever it is spoken. And yet we have forgotten so much of our heritage. Every day while I was working on the OED, as a junior editorial assistant or as the chief editor, I could rediscover facts about the English language that had been forgotten for years – just little facts, but ones which need to be remembered to create an accurate picture of English. Or I could write a definition that captured precisely a meaning that had previously only shimmered uncertainly. My colleagues working on etymologies (word derivation) or pronunciations could crack a problem that had confused scholars and researchers for ages past. The lexicographer sees English as a mosaic – consisting of thousands of little details. Each time one of the tiny tiles of the mosaic is cleaned and polished, we see the mosaic more clearly. It’s something of this excitement that I hope to convey in the rest of this book.

      The OED is also a descriptive dictionary: it monitors the language, and tells you how language is used, from real-life, documentary evidence. It doesn’t try to tell you – prescriptively – how to use the language. If you don’t like hopefully as a sentence-adverb (“Hopefully, I’ll see you tomorrow”), then the OED will tell you that many writers avoid this usage, but ultimately, it will leave it up to you whether you choose to use it yourself. The dictionary will give you the background: that it arose in the United States in the 1930s – as far as the evidence goes – and has been used steadily since then. And it will tell you that the older meaning (“in a hopeful manner; with a feeling of hope”) dates back to the seventeenth century. And it will doubtless hope, hopefully, that if you find any better evidence, you’ll send it along to the editors for consideration. I liked the way the OED describes but doesn’t hector.

       

      I didn’t expect to become a lexicographer. I studied English literature at university (York), but I probably spent more time on the various bumpy sports fields of the university than was good for me – as captain and then president of the university hockey team. I certainly did not spend a moment dreaming of a career as a lexicographer. In fact, I’m sure I didn’t know what the word meant.

      It was pure chance that I ended up working at the OED, but once I began I never left. I haven’t left now, really – you just don’t. Language continually changes, and every change is a puzzle. The lexicographer is the historical word detective trying to identify and explain these puzzles. If you don’t find the answer now, just set it aside and wait for more information to present itself later. But if you do latch on to a clue, then pursue it until the truth is revealed. The puzzles are inexhaustible, and every answer brings a thrill.

      Lexicographers – at least in my opinion – have to come at language sideways. If they don’t, they just see what everyone wants them to see. They need to disbelieve everything they thought they knew about a word and about its context, and start again – building a picture up from the documentary evidence they discover. I found all of this rather bewildering when I first started working on the Oxford English Dictionary, as you’ll see. But gradually I started to gain a more panoramic view of the work and of the language.

      Nothing, of course, is perfect. As I continued to work on the dictionary, I – along with many of my colleagues – became more and more aware of cracks in the wallpaper. Back then, the OED was a late nineteenth-century dictionary which had hardly changed in a hundred years. As editors, we were adding new meanings to it, but really it needed a complete overhaul and update. Would we ever be able to address this monster project? The OED was an intensely scholarly beast, consulted in whispers in university or public libraries. Could we somehow make it more accessible to a wider audience? Oxford itself felt – in those days – very much like an exclusive club, and ordinary people regarded the dictionary as part of this private world, to which they were not invited. Would that ever change? Could we – as dictionary editors – ever help to bring that change about?

      The longer I worked on the dictionary, the more I wanted to move the dictionary from being the preserve of the scholar to becoming a modern, dynamic work that kept pace with language. My impression, when I first set foot inside the OED offices, was that the dictionary was dominated by the past. It had a crusty, antiquated air. Where were the real language creators – the mass of English speakers, the everyday poets and writers and conversationalists in whose mouths the language had changed from day to day over the centuries? Could we somehow give them a voice in the OED of the future?

      I came to appreciate that there were other ways, too, of opening up pathways into the dictionary. My time at the OED coincided with the great shift from reference works as books to reference works as dynamic, online resources. Oxford was at first slow to notice that the world was changing, and much of this book is about how my colleagues and I put the OED in the forefront of this revolution. Suppose the massive volumes of the Victorian dictionary could be digitised, comprehensively updated, published online, and made searchable in ways that traditional dictionary users had never imagined – we could learn so much more about the language, and about ourselves. And then suppose users could post their own discoveries about the dictionary on an OED wiki and help change the dictionary in the future. The technology was emerging, and immediately we wanted to see how the OED – and its users – might benefit.

       

      Although the main story concentrates on life at the dictionary, and on what struck me as interesting, curious, or remarkable over that period, I’ve also used words that crop up in the narrative itself as jumping-off points for digressions into stories about word history and usage. There is a reason for this, as I want to tell the stories of words from a historical perspective. The OED is – crucially – a “historical” dictionary: one that observes language historically (language change, language patterns, language growth, the relationship between words and the societies that use them over time) and doesn’t simply look at words from the viewpoint of the definer of contemporary English.

      I chose not to select these words for discussion on a rigid chronological or conceptual basis. What I want to show is that any word can have an interesting history, if you just take a few moments to look behind the scenes. The words I discuss often have some resonance with my own life (or they wouldn’t be here), but they also give glimpses into how English has emerged and developed over the centuries, from the early days of the Anglo-Saxons, when English was effectively just a Germanic dialect, through the pervasive influence of the Norman Conquest, and on to the present day. I hope – naturally – you may be intrigued by some of these facts and coincidences, to use a regular word in one of its more modern meanings.

      
         

        We can be quite confident that we know the meaning of a word only to discover that “our” meaning is the last in a long line of meanings that the word has had over the centuries. The English first encountered to intrigue – according to the OED – back in the early seventeenth century (the first evidence currently dates from 1612, in the anonymous Trauels of Foure English Men), and the verb meant “to trick or deceive (someone)” or to place them in an embarrassing situation. The dictionary records nine words meaning “to deceive” entering English in the first half of the seventeenth century (to cog, to nose-wipe, etc.). The four Englishmen employed a bit of guesswork in spelling their new word, plumping for intreag. It can take a while for the spelling of a new word to settle down.

        From deceit we move on to entanglement. The “learned and reverend” seventeenth-century clergyman John Scott sagely observed, in his Christian Life (1681), as regards sin: “How doth it perplex and intrigue the whole Course of your Lives, and intangle ye in a labyrinth of Knavish Tricks and Collusions.” In the same passage, Scott noted that we find it very difficult to extricate ourselves from wrongdoing, and he will have known that extricate and intrigue are etymologically close cousins. We understand the sense of entanglement more easily in extricate today than we do in intrigue.

        Intrigue entered English as a borrowing from French around 1600. The French themselves only knew it from 1532, when they borrowed the word from Italian (intrigare) – and didn’t give it back, of course. So it wasn’t available in French for borrowing earlier, along with the mass of French words entering English immediately after the Norman Conquest. The Italian word is a late rendering of the classical Latin intricare (parallel to extricare, as in extricate). Latin tricae are trifles, tricks, toys, quirks, or perplexities, as the dictionary dutifully tells us.

        To intrigue was on the move in English in the late seventeenth century. After entanglement came the meaning “to carry on underhand plotting or scheming.” The meanings of the word seem to have intrigued the clergy: Bishop Gilbert Burnet, in his History of the Reformation (1679), reported that (in 1527) “the cardinal of York was not satisfied to be intriguing for the Popedom after his death, but was aspiring to it while he was alive.”

        We waited quietly for another two centuries before to intrigue made its next move and became the word we know today: “to excite the curiosity or interest of,” or “to puzzle, fascinate” – in the 1890s. This was another French meaning, though the English did not add it to the semantic arsenal of intrigue until the late nineteenth century. But we’ve forgotten all that now, and treat all of its meanings as quite English.

      

      If you happen to spot a word in bold type in this book, like intrigued above, it’s more or less a sure sign that I will soon talk briefly about the word, its usage, and its history. Although this book is not intended to be a traditional history of English, by the end I’d like to feel that you might be more curious about language and the words you use every day than you were at the beginning.

      But first we must get to the beginning. The story starts in the long, hot summer of 1976, before the thought of becoming a lexicographer had first flittered into my head.
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              Serendipity, Perhaps
            

          

        

      

      Nobody thinks dictionaries are written. They are just there, and have been since the dawn of time: on your desk, on your parents’ bookshelves, just behind the surface of your computer screen. They are the naughty step to which you are sent when you display even the slightest ignorance about the meaning of a word. But somebody has to write them. Can you imagine a job where you arrive at work each morning and start planning how to define the next word in the alphabet? Back in 1976, that is precisely how Hilary thought I might earn a living. I thought I was more interesting than that, but it just goes to show that I must be a bad judge of character.

      Hilary and I had met four years earlier, when a mutual friend realised that we were both heading off to the University of York to study English literature, and thought we might like to meet up in advance. Serendipity, perhaps. So we got together in a pub in south London, talked about the course we were soon to embark on, and wondered where the future would take us. I was at a disadvantage, as, even though I had been accepted on the course – and it was a tough, well-respected one – I had omitted to consult the university prospectus in advance, relying entirely upon my teacher’s recommendations. Hilary already knew all the course modules, and which ones she was likely to take. Nevertheless, we kept in occasional touch, and several months later we decided to travel up to university together. Even then, eighteen years old to my nineteen, Hilary was naturally talkative, self-confident, artistic, and aware of the big picture, while I – at least to the casual observer – was self-deprecating to the point of self-effacement. In those days, that was an attitude to which you could aspire. She was very smart, but not depressingly intellectual. If I had a criticism of her – as I came to know her better – it was that she displayed no interest in sport. She didn’t regard this as a criticism, but more of a positive endorsement of her lifestyle and outlook. I, on the other hand, had balanced my time at school as equally as possible between work, hockey, and cricket. She was faintly amused that I might think studying on the same English course as her the best way to spend the next three years of my life.

      
         

        Serendipity is, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, “the faculty of making happy and unexpected discoveries by accident.” Its history is similarly unexpected. The word was coined in English by the eighteenth-century man of letters and art historian Horace Walpole, son of Prime Minister Robert Walpole, and best known today for his Gothic novel The Castle of Otranto (1764). Serendipity predates his Gothic foray by at least ten years. In 1754 he wrote a long letter to his friend, Sir Horace Mann, in the course of which he describes a fortuitous discovery he had just made linking the Capello family with the Medicis, remarking, “This discovery, indeed, is almost of that kind which I call Serendipity.” He goes on to explain that he once read “a silly fairy tale, called ‘The Three Princes of Serendip.’” The princes “were always making discoveries, by accidents and sagacity, of things which they were not in quest of.” The fairy tale was of Middle Eastern origin, and it had been translated into various European languages from the sixteenth century onwards. The word serendipity itself derives from a former name for Sri Lanka, Serendip. Walpole simply added the regular English ending -ity to create serendipity. What is surprising (to me, at least) is that the OED can’t find the adjective serendipitous until into the twentieth century. On this point the dictionary sagely but evasively notes of the earlier serendipity: “Formerly rare, this word and its derivatives have had wide currency in the 20th century.”

      

      At university, I soon gravitated towards the older periods of literature (Old English, Middle English, the Early Modern period), and Hilary naturally listed towards the relevant (the modern novel, feminist approaches to literature, even some critical theory). These were remarkable, idyllic years, set in a time capsule where what came next never really seemed to matter. 

      After York, we moved to Reading as postgraduates. I was following up my interest in the literature of the past by studying for an MA in medieval studies, and Hilary was maintaining her interest in the relevant themes of the day by working towards a PhD in English literature, focusing on D. H. Lawrence and early twentieth-century feminism. At the same time she was concerned about my future. There was no doubt that I was diligent, hard-working, and curious (intellectually), but at the same time I had not developed any ideas about how I might support myself when the one-year MA reached its natural conclusion.

      Work was something that had never been spoken about much when I was growing up at home. My father worked for what used to be described as the “Foreign Office,” but which was actually the Government Communications Headquarters in Cheltenham (GCHQ, the British government’s “listening post” and Secrets Emporium), and then after that for MI6 in London. I never really knew what his job involved. You weren’t supposed to know. He certainly never discussed it, and deflected any innocent questions about what he’d got up to on any particular days you might ask. I can say with near certainty that he wasn’t a code-cracking linguist, or if he was, he covered it up pretty well. He used to say curtly that he was a data-processing manager, which, in the days before personal computing, meant very little to me. Similarly, my English degree meant very little to him, and when I graduated from university, he was fairly confident that I wouldn’t land a secure job without his help. To rectify this, he regularly sent me newspaper advertisements for jobs as junior and middle managers at car-manufacturing companies.

      Fortunately for other potential employers, one afternoon in 1976 in the common room at the University of Reading, Hilary stumbled upon an advertisement in the Times Literary Supplement placed by the Personnel Department of Oxford University Press. The advertisement stated enigmatically that “the Editor of the Pocket Oxford Dictionary requires an Assistant to work full time in Oxford, starting not later than 1 July 1976, on the revision now in progress.”

      Hilary asked whether I’d seen the ad. I hadn’t, of course.

      Had I ever thought about working with words? I had certainly not considered working as a lexicographer. Most arts students at the time wanted to write the great English novel, but I was normally attracted to details and patterns rather than to the panoramic overview – and that (I assumed) meant that I wouldn’t have the necessary credentials to be a novelist. But I had spent time studying language during my MA, the high point of which (for me, at least, and perhaps for the handful of people who have ever read it) involved writing a glossary of and commentary on Scandinavian words borrowed into English in the complicated Middle English poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The dissertation had required me to spend afternoons checking meanings and etymologies in the Oxford English Dictionary. I was fascinated by the details and how they formed networks: how you could identify which words came from the Scandinavian languages, how they might differ in quality from the bedrock of Germanic vocabulary in English, and how this conflict produced remarkable poetry. 

      My work on Gawain wasn’t my first encounter with the OED: as an English literature undergraduate I had at one point taken it into my head to investigate all of the words in John Milton’s Paradise Lost which had to do with the notion of rising and falling (as in the gulf between heaven and hell). The project involved hours of ploughing through the OED in the university library in the days when it was only available as a series of large, heavy, and tightly printed volumes. I wanted to see whether Milton’s actual uses of any of these words were innovative (i.e., if they were the first-ever examples of the terms that the OED had collected). And if so, I wanted to know if that told us anything about Milton’s creative use of language.

      And so I thought that I had considerable experience of the OED by the time Hilary came across that ad. But I’d never contemplated a career as a lexicographer, even though I had spent the previous three months critiquing a historical glossary. For Hilary, coming across the ad was fortuitous; for me, it sealed my fate.

      But I was hesitant about applying for the post. I was, after all, only twenty-two and had my whole life ahead of me, and didn’t need to tie myself down to what I assumed must be the dreary life of a lexicographer. On the other hand, I was confident that I wouldn’t make a good teacher, and there was little else on offer at the time for an occasional medievalist.

      “Applicants should have a keen interest in lexicography and usage, and should preferably hold an honours degree (First or Second Class) in English with special qualifications in English Philology.”

      I don’t want to give the impression in any way that I wasn’t interested in language at the time, but it’s just that I didn’t know that I was, or hadn’t accepted it. So – as usual – I was circumspect. This approach had always worked before as a defensive mechanism, so why shouldn’t it now? In reality, I thought that an advertisement for editors on the Oxford Dictionaries would attract so many bright Oxford graduates that an upstart from somewhere else would not stand a chance. There was something about the “special qualifications in English Philology” that disturbed me. I knew that “philology” was the study of the history of and relationship between words, but “special qualifications”? How on earth might I have set about acquiring these? Were there people who had dedicated their entire university careers to obtaining such qualifications? Wouldn’t they be much more likely to land the job than me? Why would I want to set myself up for inevitable disappointment?

      The promised salary wasn’t large – in fact it was only moderate – but in comparison with a student grant it suggested undreamt-of affluence. Eventually I decided to throw my hat in the ring. I noticed that the salary was “in accordance with qualifications and experience,” which was not particularly in my favour (my experience was rock bottom), but I did have qualifications in English literature and (if things went as planned) in medieval studies. Within days I had submitted my application to the Personnel Department, Oxford University Press. 

      To my great surprise, an imposing letter arrived shortly afterwards inviting me to travel over to Oxford for an afternoon of interviews – in the company of the director of personnel and the mysterious denizens of the dictionary department. Suddenly, the prospect of my future employment became serious. I found that I dreaded being required to discuss my hopes and achievements with the intellectual grandees of Oxford, who – I presumed – had spent centuries raising barriers to exclude all-comers from elsewhere. It wasn’t that I lacked confidence, but that I had been schooled to hide my confidence behind a show of indifference.

      Although I found the academic cloisters of Oxford intimidating, I didn’t necessarily include the Oxford dictionaries in this bracket. They were the public face of Oxford to all of us at school and university in the 1960s and 1970s. We had all used a Pocket Oxford Dictionary or one of its larger brothers and sisters as we grew up. They provided advice, but didn’t threaten. They showed you knowledge you might aspire to, without needing to cross swords with the scholars themselves. In my slight preparation for my Oxford visit I had read up about the OED and now knew something of its history.

      It had all begun way back in 1857, with the Philological Society of London. The learned scholars of the society had discussed the state-of-the-art dictionaries available to educated gentlemen of the 1850s, and had found them sadly deficient. The charge was led by Richard Chenevix Trench, later archbishop of Dublin, who delivered two papers to the society decrying the fact that modern English dictionaries missed out on so many important words (old ones, scientific ones), didn’t pay enough attention to the history of the language, and generally scored only a B+ in terms of editorial effort.

      The society members took up the challenge and began collecting materials for a new English dictionary which would knock all of its predecessors into a tin hat or paper bag. But it needed more than the good wishes and earnest endeavour of a London word society to bring the dictionary to life. The society was fortunate in that it managed to inveigle a Scottish schoolmaster working at Mill Hill School in north London to lead the project. He took some convincing, as also did most publishers when confronted with the project. When publishers were first approached, they mostly ran in the wrong direction – Macmillan, Cambridge, Oxford. But then Oxford wavered: they could see the problem from both sides – the potential scholarly prestige, but also the risks and uncertainties of the project. They stopped running away. To cut a very long story short, by 1879 the society had found someone, in the form of the aforementioned schoolmaster, a tall Lowland Scot named James Murray, willing to accept the daunting task of editing this dictionary, and – in Oxford University Press – the ideal publisher for the worthy work.

      The key idea was that the dictionary would be based on the real evidence of the language, and not just on impressions, guesswork, and the contents of previous dictionaries. It would provide a potted biography of English words, providing accurate definitions of their meanings, detailed information on word origins, and – crucially – quotations showing real, documentary examples of any word or meaning from its earliest recorded use right up to the present day (or the point at which the term vanished from the language).

      To assemble material for the project, Murray perfected a new methodology. People all around the world were badgered and cajoled – by way of international appeals – to copy out useful snippets of language from literary sources, journals, newspapers, etc., on to index cards, and then to post them to the dictionary. Once sufficient documentation had been collected, by the early 1880s, Murray and his colleagues began to work their way through the alphabet, classifying and defining and ordering information. The dictionary was published in instalments, and the first instalment, all the way from A to Ant, appeared in 1884, at which point the scholarly public recognised the new dictionary as one of the wonders of the age, and eagerly began to look forward to its completion.

      It was accepted that several volumes would be needed to contain this mass of information about the language, and that the project would last perhaps a decade or more. Instalments were sent to subscribers as they were published, and at first good progress was made – it all took longer than expected, but not frighteningly so. By 1903 the editors had reached the letter R, and it was hoped that the end was in sight. But they had calculated without the enormous letter S, before which even the bravest lexicographer has shivered. The letter S saw them into the First World War. The war slowed production to a trickle as staff left for military service. Momentum was hard to regain, and the final sections of the dictionary appeared in slow succession through the 1920s. The final instalment was published in 1928. The remaining editors swept some more words, newcomers to the language, into a one-volume Supplement published five years later, in 1933, and then the dictionary department was closed down and the University Press got on with the rest of its life, satisfied that it had captured the language for the foreseeable future.

      The foreseeable future was shorter than expected. Fortunately for me – as it turned out – in 1957 the Press decided that it needed to revive and expand the original supplement of modern words, in the interests of keeping the OED up to date. They appointed a New Zealander, Robert Burchfield, to shoulder this work as its editor. There was an illogicality about the original plan, which was to take the large, single-volume Supplement and replace it with another, larger single-volume Supplement that included the important new words and meanings of the middle years of the twentieth century. It was envisaged as an add-on to the main dictionary, done in the same editorial style and with the same editorial objectives, but treating modern accessions to the language from Britain, America, and around the world. But the one-volume Supplement of 1933 was already too big to be enlarged within the covers of a single volume, and there were interminable arguments within the University Press in the 1960s as one volume turned into two, which in turn became three, as the number of new words to be added kept growing. By 1972 the Supplement to the OED, as it was known, had published only one of its eventual four volumes, and much work would be needed to bring it to completion. At the same time, other, smaller Oxford dictionaries were creating a secondary stream of incessant work for editors. And so it came about that in 1976 – in order to speed up editorial production on all fronts – the masters of the University Press were advertising for a new editor to help the next edition of the Pocket Oxford Dictionary see the light of day.

      There were problems with contemplating work on the OED: by the 1970s, any arts student or academic knew that it was something of an antiquated juggernaut – the home of old-world scholarship. It was the smaller Oxford dictionaries that people loved and respected most. The University Press had published a Concise Oxford in 1911, edited by the Fowler brothers and derived in part from the ongoing OED, well before the first edition of the big one had been completed (so how could it truly be concise?). The Concise Oxford had been the foundation stone of a generation of spin-off dictionaries, including the Pocket (bigger than the average pocket), the Little (okay, that was little), and later, when everything had to be offered in miniature, a Mini. In the mix, too, was the large, two-volume, and enticingly named Shorter, which every self-respecting student had been given by their doting parents on their eighteenth birthday.

      
         

        The first records in English of the word juggernaut date from the early years of the seventeenth century. It goes without saying that not everybody knew about the word then, but those who were alert to language change did. This was a time when the British Empire was expanding. Britons were travelling and trading far away from London, and they were bringing strange words back from their journeys, many of which eventually found a place in the English language.

        Early travellers to the Indian Subcontinent were amazed by the enormous processions they witnessed at Puri in Odhisa, on the Bay of Bengal. An idol of Lord Vishnu was led through the city on an enormous “car” (a ramshackle vehicle maybe four storeys high, according to one account), followed by thousands of adherents. This great crush of people made the procession a potentially dangerous event, at which over the years many people were said to have met their death. Stories like this were lapped up by the travellers and their subsequent readers.

        European visitors came to hear of this “Jagannath” festival: they adapted the spelling to the way they heard the word pronounced in India (the OED explains our spelling of the first vowel by saying that the short a in Hindi is pronounced like the English u in cut, mutt, etc.). What they may not have known was that “Jagannath” (lord of the world) was a Hindi name for the Lord Vishnu. Travellers used the word as if it applied specifically to the glorious car (or “Juggernaut”) on which the idol of Lord Vishnu was carried. By the early nineteenth century we were happily using the word of any large cart – and later lorry or truck – that rumbled along our road systems.

      

      The cabinet of Oxford’s lexicographical delights was completed by the Compact – the two-volume version of the big dictionary sold with a magnifying glass! What a fantastic idea that was. The whole dictionary had originally been published in this format in 1971, with nine pages to a compact page. You wouldn’t think it would be popular, but it certainly was – especially amongst people who loved the idea that they were still sharp-eyed enough to read the tiny print without the need for the magnifying glass. It had found its way on to the shelves of many English academics in the early 1970s, especially through rock-bottom book offers in the Sunday newspaper supplements. In retrospect, this was old technology used to revivify old text: but there weren’t any other options at the time. The little Oxford dictionaries were being updated rapidly, and the bigger ones were being updated at longer intervals. The Compact was eventually just provided with a stronger magnifying glass. And sadly, this meant that the big, multi-volume OED was not being properly updated at all, but was just being given a big add-on addendum (its “supplement”), because it was too much of a task to update it properly all the way from A to Z.

       

      My interview at the dictionary was in June, at the beginning of the long hot summer of 1976, and Hilary and I took the train up from the earnest red brick of Reading to the medieval grandeur of Oxford to see if I could be settled into steady employment and the salary-earning classes. We arrived at the railway station and made our way to the Oxford University Press offices in Walton Street – to what I later came to regard as the epicentre of dictionary-making in the Western world. From here I was on my own. Hilary decided to look around the local shops, confidently but naively expecting me to reappear – elated or dejected – about thirty minutes later.

      
         

        You and I would think epicentre was a good classical word, maybe arising in English around 1660, with the birth of the new, empirical sciences and the Renaissance affection for ancient words. But it’s not; we know it entered into the English language considerably later than that (1880). Scientists typically reach for classical words – or just broken twigs of classical words – when creating a new term, in a tradition of pan-European scientific enquiry that reaches up to the present day. The immediate predecessor of epicentre in English was epicentrum (1874), used in the same sense (“the point above the centre,” especially in seismology). Maybe epicentrum looks barbaric to us, but that’s the word the German scientist Karl von Seebach invented in 1873, in German but from Greek elements, for his new word in the new science of seismology (itself from Greek elements: the study of earthquakes). We just made the new word look English, by changing epicentrum to epicentre. Try not to make assumptions about the origin and usage of words; there may be more of a story to it, especially when it is in the hands of white-coated scientists.

      

      The front of the Oxford University Press was imposing, especially to someone whose only experience of Oxford until then derived from regular trips over the county border from where I lived in Gloucestershire, as part of a school sports team. The massive black wrought-iron gates set between thick stone columns were designed to exclude and yet – by offering a passing glimpse on to a college-style lawn and quadrangle, with a towering copper beech tree leaning over an idle pond – to incite wonder and fascination. The building itself looked classically eighteenth century, as was intended when it was built in the early nineteenth century to house under one collective roof the University Press’s editorial staff and print workers, who were previously scattered elsewhere in Oxford. I was, needless to say, suitably impressed.

      The University Press porter let me into the grand quadrangle, or “quad.” Before I had a chance to reach the sumptuous lawn, I was directed off to one side – you didn’t get to experience the full splendour of the place unless you deserved it – where I found the Personnel Department and my recent correspondent, the Colonel.

      The Colonel was the human face of the Personnel Department at OUP in those days: he was a delightful military chap – “(ret’d)” of course – and something of a leftover from the days when old soldiers ruled Personnel. He was almost certainly modelled closely on the character actor Wilfrid Hyde-White, Colonel Pickering of My Fair Lady: quite short, dapper, balding, chatty, and charmingly military in tenor. We shook hands, and then he sank into his seat behind a substantial desk while I was directed towards an easy chair designed principally to make you feel that you weren’t the most important person in the room. We talked about the magnificent history of the University Press, as seen through the eyes of the Personnel Department, and we wondered jointly how easy I might find it moving from Reading to Oxford, should I be fortunate enough to be offered the opportunity. The distance between the two places is about twenty-five miles, but I discovered much later that there were people in Oxford who thought civilisation ended just a few hundred feet outside the old city walls, where the barbarian hordes were dug in for the foreseeable future. Others are said to believe that “the sun rises over Wadham [College] and sets over Worcester.” Worcester College, that is: there wouldn’t be much point in referring to the City of Worcester here.

      Once we had exhausted all possible areas of conversation, he took me on a little walk round to the dictionary department. In those days most of the University Press operated out of a single large block of buildings tucked away amongst the terraces of Jericho – an area of Oxford by the canal, made famous as Beersheba in Jude the Obscure. The dictionary occupied two small terraced houses, No. 40 and No. 41 Walton Crescent, on the edge of the main site. Its offices were very close to the centre of the University Press’s publishing control rooms, and so the Colonel and I did not have far to walk. I was taken through the corridor-snaking interior of the University Press and debouched at No. 40 Walton Crescent.

      
         

        According to its entry in the OED, the verb to debouch entered English in the mid-eighteenth century from French. It’s not a particularly common word these days, but this again illustrates how we pluck out and make use of words from different layers of the contemporary language – archaic, historical, geographically distant, upper-class, or whatever. French words had been storming into English since at least the days of the Norman Conquest in 1066, but debouch apparently had seen no need to seek asylum here until quite late in the day, around the year 1740. It derives directly from the French word déboucher, “to unblock, uncork – let run out freely.” It’s quite unrelated to the word debauch (which originally meant “to lead from the straight and narrow, or from the path of virtue”), also borrowed from French, but several centuries earlier. A river can debouch into the sea, after having been pent up by its banks; a military force can debouch into open country after marching under cover of a forest; I was debouched unceremoniously by my guide in front of the dictionary department.

      

      No. 40 Walton Crescent was the nerve centre of the OED in those days. The Colonel chattered away as he led me up to a room on the first floor, where he introduced me to the departmental secretary, and then left me to await my interview with the OED’s chief. I was told that my waiting room was the departmental library. There was a central table around which editors would sit while consulting the weighty books arrayed on shelves throughout the room; and right in the centre of the table was a book-rest displaying the latest texts that had been voraciously consumed (it was carefully explained to me by my guide) by the dictionary’s stable of “readers” – that is, the people who volunteered to make their way steadily through countless works of literature, hunting down words and expressions which they wrote out on index cards and sent to Oxford for possible inclusion in the dictionary. The Collected Letters of George Bernard Shaw had made its appearance there that week, along with several other books and magazines whose titles I forget.

      The possibility of a group of OED readers scattered around the world, whose sole objective in life was to collect extracts from books such as Shaw’s Letters, exclusively for the files of the dictionary, was an entrancing prospect. I envisaged these troops of readers being asked to read the latest prize-winning novels, or a run of racy tabloid newspapers, just looking out for new words. Who were these people? How did they land a job like that? Did anyone ever meet them? But this was just something to mull over. I didn’t need to think out all the implications just yet.

      Though I did not realise it at the time, I was at that very moment the object of all-consuming attention to numerous dictionary editors, keen to spot what their potential new colleague might look like. I affected nonchalance as I investigated the contents of the library, but I was left to await my fate.

      I was nervous about the interview – there were so many questions I could be asked to which I would not want to commit an answer. I think I’m quite a slow learner. At least I don’t like to commit myself until I know what I’m talking about. Given time I can usually work things out, but not necessarily right away. Hilary would have had no problem in the same situation, because even if she did not know how to respond correctly to any particular question, she would have answered at length and convincingly on what was the nearest thing she knew a bit about. I would just dry up, not wanting to commit myself and be wrong. I’m fine after a while – after I’ve had a chance to absorb things. But for those first crucial ten seconds of an interview I wouldn’t put my money on me.

      My anxious wait was soon at an end as a door across the landing opened and an elderly, academic-looking gentleman peeked out and beckoned me into his office. This was Robert Burchfield, the chief editor of the Oxford English Dictionary. I tried to remember what little I knew about him from my cursory pre-interview research: (a) he had been appointed back in 1957, and (b) his job was to produce a scholarly addendum or supplement to the big dictionary.

      I knew that this plan for producing one long single-volume supplement had soon crashed. There was just far too much new twentieth-century language that needed to be crammed into the dictionary. Had no one ever heard of the rise of the film and music business, the Depression, the Second World War, radar, the mini-skirt, psychedelia, and everything else that had acted as a crucible for the appearance of new words throughout the twentieth century? By now it had been generally accepted that the Supplement would eventually fill four volumes. Volume One had already been published (1972), and Volume Two was all set up in type, bound, and ready to be released almost as soon as my interview was over.

      As I edged uncertainly into the editor’s lair, I think I imagined I’d find him lying languidly on a chaise longue with a pipe in one hand and an ancient Sumerian text in the other, mulling desultorily over a definition. But my romantic preconceptions were quickly quashed. The chief editor had a small, long office demonstrating a determined absence of design and decoration. Clearly location was its best quality: easy access to the books, the departmental secretary, and the editorial staff. There wasn’t room for a chaise longue in there. There was room, however, for an armchair, in which the editor was reclining, doubtless ready to roast me with impossible questions about the English language. I regarded myself as being reasonably well-informed about language and the dictionary, but in this extreme, hot-house context I was concerned that the level of my knowledge was likely to prove quite unserviceable.

      At the time, I had only a hazy conception of the work of a “lexicographer.” On the one hand, I had read about the physically imposing, socially assertive, and convivial wordmonger Dr Samuel Johnson, whose mould-breaking dictionary was published in 1755, and on the other hand I knew a very small amount about the painstakingly sinewy Scottish erudition of the OED’s founder editor, Sir James Murray, which I had gained from reading up on the subject for my interview. The current chief editor, Bob Burchfield, matched neither Johnson’s nor Murray’s stereotype. At this stage of his career he was just over fifty, with an approachably kind smile and full but greying hair; he was very amiable but had a quietly insistent and penetrating voice which seemed to me excessively prissy – as if he were weighing every word and didn’t want to waste time with redundant ones. There was a beaky, pecky air to him – the air of a scholar searching austerely for wheat amongst chaff. He’d say something and wait for a response, rather than giving you much of a lead as to what was expected of you. He wasn’t a proponent of pullovers or open-necked shirts. There was a properness about him that stemmed from years of Oxford life, rather different from the casual informality I’d been used to at York.

      I chose a seat in his office – slightly better than the one I’d occupied in the Personnel Department, but, truth to tell, the only one available that he wasn’t already sitting on – and said my hellos. I had had little experience of discussing the time of day with Oxford academics, but I knew I was ready to chat about medieval Latin poetry or St Anselm, should that prove to be absolutely necessary.

      As luck would have it, there was no need for St Anselm, John of Salisbury, Walter Map, the Arch-Poet, or any other old friends from my recent medieval studies to make an appearance. In fact, after the statutory preliminaries (name, rank, and serial number), we settled down to a quarter of an hour in which he told me all about the dictionary, himself, and life in Oxford generally. He made it sound like a fairy-tale town, and despite his (to me) unnatural precision in all things, he was a charming host. He had himself come over to Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship following his university studies in New Zealand, and he had lapped up Oxford and its close-knit scholarly community. He had never returned to New Zealand to live, but had plunged himself into Oxford academic life. In those days he was best known for his exacting work on a difficult medieval text called the Ormulum, written by a monk called Orm. I, in my turn, dredged up the name of the long-dead editor of a medieval Swedish dictionary I had encountered along the shelves of the university library at York – Knut Fredrik Soderwall – and we chatted about him for a while. It couldn’t have been long, as the amount of information I possessed about Soderwall extended just beyond his name and was clearly less comprehensive than that of the chief editor, who displayed an alarmingly sharp overall appreciation of Swedish medieval studies.

      As the interview with the chief editor progressed, we suddenly encountered a topic of mutual interest. For the previous few months, I’d been working day and night on my MA dissertation, which, by the sort of chance that changes your life, had a crucial link with the OED.

      When I was studying for my first degree, and had been struggling manfully through the poetry and prose of our forefathers and mothers, it had occurred to me that the earliest period of English, Old English, might be more exciting if I could understand the more colourful (and linguistically related) Icelandic sagas: tales of families torn apart, countries ravaged, and helmets adorned with pointy horns (though it turned out that the pointy horns were a later invention). Most surviving Old English is historical or ecclesiastical, not creative and narrative, and therefore on the surface less appealing.

      The problem with this approach (as I had immediately appreciated) was that the Icelandic sagas were not written in Old English, but in medieval Icelandic. And by dint of switching classes, I had (surprisingly) mastered enough of this language to read the sagas, or at least some of them – which led to my master’s work analysing the medieval Icelandic words which had filtered through into Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

      This led to my tenuous link with the OED: J. R. R. Tolkien. It happened that a modern edition of Gawain had been edited by Tolkien – at the time a young professor at the University of Leeds, and before that an assistant on the OED – in his academic guise as a medievalist rather than as a Hobbit-weaver.

      I explained to the chief editor that I had scoured the glossary that Tolkien and others had put together at the end of his edition, looking for the words that Tolkien had thought were of Icelandic origin. I had made a list of these words, proceeded to subject each of them to my own razor-sharp intellect, and usually came up with exactly the same conclusion as Tolkien (especially if I’d peeked to see what he had said first). From time to time my opinion differed from his – or my professor’s did – and I accordingly wrote a little note to put the academic world back on its axis. (Several years later, after I’d started to work on the OED, a very few of these learned interventions would be published in the medieval periodical Medium Ævum, to my personal joy and to the combined and everlasting silence of the academic community, who were obviously off at a conference somewhere else when the issue was published.)

      When I mentioned Tolkien, I noticed a flicker of additional interest on the brow of the chief editor. Little was I to know, given the only modest amount of preparation I had done, that the chief editor and J. R. R. Tolkien had been well acquainted with each other in Oxford, and indeed that the chief editor had been Tolkien’s student and then colleague in the English faculty for many years.

      Coincidence piled on top of coincidence. Although Tolkien had died three years earlier, he was clearly much in the mind of the chief editor at the time of my interview, and he started speaking about his old friend. As chance would have it, it appeared, at this very moment the entry for “hobbit” was about to make its appearance in the soon-to-be released second volume of the Supplement to the OED (containing words starting with the letters H to N) – the imminent publication of which I had been, until recently, so blissfully unaware. A hobbit, as any reader of Tolkien’s fantasy writings will know, is “one of an imaginary people, a small variety of the human race, that gave themselves this name (meaning ‘hole-dweller’) but were called by others halflings, since they were half the height of normal men” (OED). The chief editor was well aware that this was one of the most publicity-worthy items in the forthcoming supplementary volume. It was also a popular favourite, as it lacked the out-and-out naughtiness of the four-letter taboo words that had been crammed unceremoniously into the early letters of the alphabet, and had been published, to academics’ delight and purists’ despair, in the first volume of the Supplement (A–G).

      The OED, the chief editor told me, had asked Tolkien to advise on the draft definition and etymology of hobbit. The editor reached into his cabinet and took out a dusty file entitled “Men of Letters.” This was the thin cache, he explained, into which he placed a copy of any letter to the OED from anyone with a claim to literary merit. He pulled out a piece of paper, clearly one of his most prized. It was Tolkien’s response to a polite enquiry from him several years earlier. On closer inspection it transpired that Tolkien did not have much to add to the OED’s effort to define the word hobbit, but that he said so beautifully over several pages, in true Oxford style.

      With this passing flicker of interest we arrived at a critical moment in the interview, marked by a slight and quite clearly prearranged knock at the door. In strode John Sykes, the tall, thin embodiment of scientific – as opposed to historical – lexicography, the editor of the Concise Oxford Dictionary. He was the polar opposite to the gentleman with whom I had been happily conversing for the previous half hour: sparing of words to the point of disappearance, but with sharp, narrow eyes which focused you in their penetrating and relentless stare. I felt unravelled by his attention. At this point I realised that it was this man, the editor of the Concise, who would have the final say on every applicant for the post on his tributary dictionary, the Pocket Oxford.

      The downward trajectory to the interview that followed his appearance was all my fault. I’d never had much time for people who didn’t show any interest in me, and the editor of the Concise was just such a man. A colossus in his field, able to complete The Times crossword (as I later discovered) in less time than it took me to open the newspaper, he nevertheless regarded medieval poetry in general as a whimsical and illogical flight of fancy. He was a scientist through and through, and I had been in the wrong queue on the day they handed out scientific brains. He enthused (in very few words) on areas of the language that seemed to me dry, insipid, flat, and irrelevant (how many pages his new edition could have; ideas about making definitions even more compact and crossword-like cryptic); and I’m sure that the same feelings about me flitted through his brain. I was interested in the history of English (or so I thought), and he was interested in concise definition as an art form in itself.

      Somehow I had survived those first ten seconds with the amiable chief editor, but his deputy saw through me immediately – or, as I like to remember, he formed the wrong and worst opinion of me from the moment he walked through the door. Furthermore, I suspect that he didn’t like playing second fiddle to the chief editor in an interview for a post reporting to him.

      My protector, the chief editor, sat on one side as I was subjected to a barrage of silence interspersed by short, piercing, staccato enquiries. How would I characterise the Pocket Oxford Dictionary in comparison with the Concise? Smaller, I ventured? Silence. What audience did I think the Pocket was designed to reach? Younger, I guessed? Silence, followed by more silence. How would I differentiate between continuous and continual? A very fair question this time, but not one I had ever contemplated before. Silence and embarrassed shuffling on all sides. Had I been aware that the Fowler brothers (founder editors of the Concise) had published their dictionary well before its supposed source, the full OED, was finished? Yes, that one I definitely knew the answer to. Was I in the least interested in working with him? Of course he didn’t actually ask that.

      As the minutes passed I slowly realised that the Pocket had to be even more concise than the Concise. But where was the fun in that? Words have meanings, and even then I had a suspicion that the meanings interlocked or overlapped or at least impinged on each other; that their etymologies took you down curious paths, through societies you could only mistily imagine, back to cultures that had ceased to exist many years before you were even thought of. The Pocket Oxford wasn’t, I realised, a project on which I wanted to work: it didn’t involve the same luxuriant historical spread as the big, multi-volumed OED. The editor of the Concise and I held diametrically opposed views on what made language interesting. The editor of the Concise and I were on the reverse of a collision course, and we were likely to leave the observable atmosphere through opposite doors.

      That didn’t matter to him. He was the man in post. I was the junior upstart with no hope of pulling this conversation back on track. After a while it was clear that my forty-five minutes were up. In fact, they had been up about an hour and a quarter earlier. My interview had extended to around two hours, owing to the tendency of good-cop Chief Editor No. 1 to talk at length about language and life, from which I profited immeasurably, mainly by not having to speak and therefore say anything that would have precluded me from success in my application. My nemesis, bad-cop Editor No. 2, had continued to say little, but he let his withering eyes settle on me for, say, half an hour. There came a tide in the affairs of the interview when I knew the game was up, and I was ushered back out of the office, leaving both editors to discuss my prospective candidacy.

      As I left the dictionary offices after my interview I was aware that I had encountered a piece of “old Oxford,” the Oxford of Tolkien, Lewis Carroll, Benjamin Jowett, and C. S. Lewis. This was the Oxford of careful scholarship – often creative, but hard for an outsider to penetrate and understand. It was an environment to which you had to earn entry, and one which showed no signs to me of wanting to relax its powers. The OED had been moulded inside this old Oxford environment, and yet it reached outside it, out to the real language and the real world that everyone knew. It would be far too early in my involvement with the dictionary for me to have formulated any plans, but what if the dictionary, instead of sliding into the past, could instead redirect itself towards the future? Could there be a “new Oxford” in which this might happen, or would the old Oxford just engulf you if you tried?

      I left the dictionary house under no misapprehensions that I might have sneaked the job. I sauntered casually and somewhat sadly up the road to meet Hilary, who was exhausted by hours of window-shopping, and we took the train back to Reading and our quiet life. A few days later I heard from the Colonel that unfortunately I would not be offered the post.
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      For a few weeks after receiving OUP’s letter of rejection, I carried on with my dissertation and left those around me to contemplate how I might best be employed in the years to come. I didn’t think badly of OUP and the dictionary for their decision. I was convinced that there were lots of potential candidates who were more egg-headed and therefore more suitable than I was. So that was that – time to look around quietly to see if anyone else out there wanted my services. I buried myself deeper and deeper into my dissertation and applied optimistically for one or two research grants. I’m naturally optimistic: something would turn up. Hilary didn’t go into overdrive either; I think secretly she considered that she’d found me the perfect job, and that if I’d messed up, then that was my problem.

      I was shaken out of my contemplative complacency a month or so later, when a further letter from Oxford University Press arrived unannounced in my letterbox. This one was altogether sunnier than the last. It informed me in the usual scholarly code that another job had arisen out of the ashes of Job No. 1 (which they were by now almost devastated that I had not been offered), and would I be interested in accepting this alternative post? The position involved working on the full Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary instead of just the little Pocket. To me, this felt like a remarkable challenge: one that offered the chance to explore the language – how it had changed and how it might change in the future – rather than one which boiled this information down (as I loftily thought) into a reduced-size and derivative dictionary.

      The new job would become available later in the summer of 1976. I’d discover in due course that this opening had arisen because one of the spirited young editors on the dictionary had taken the unlikely step of leaving the learned ranks of the OED and setting sail for another dictionary job in America. When I met him several years later, he’d left the world of dictionaries and was teaching Middle English 101 to EngLit students.

      
         

        Some people wonder what numbers are doing in a dictionary, and indeed who can say? But don’t overthink. There it is in the OED – an entry for “101,” defined along the lines of “a postmodifying adjective designating an introductory course at American colleges and universities in the subject specified.” The number 101 is used with a specific meaning in regular English sentences, so there is no reason to exclude it from the dictionary. There are two questions that are important to ask about 101, but it’s the third that’s actually fascinating.

        Firstly, when were the first 101 courses set up? The answer, according to the OED, is in 1929, in Buffalo, New York. In that year, the New York educators devised a course called General Science 101, which, as far as we know, is the starting point for the modern expression. When they put their minds to dreaming up another scientific course, they rapidly decided that it was to be called General Science 102, but that didn’t take off.

        Secondly, why the number 101 rather than 1 or 001? We at Oxford don’t seem to know the answer to that, but maybe someone can tell us. (Perhaps it’s like American hotel rooms, which all start with a 1 for the ground floor, even though everyone knows this should be called level zero.)

        Thirdly, and most interestingly, why do we pronounce “101” the way we do? Why – when we pronounce numbers – do we pronounce the “nought” or “zero” as if it were the letter O? One-oh-one; one-zero-one. That’s a big question, but maybe a step too far for the historical lexicographer. My guess is that there are several factors. Firstly, “Oh” is easier to say at speed than “one” (which starts with a phonetically challenging “w” sound). Secondly, I would not be at all surprised to find that it was popularised by “double-oh seven,” James Bond, and then fed back into single occurrences of “oh.” But lexicographers don’t guess. The OED simply alerts any person who wishes to say “101” out loud that they must pronounce the zero as if it were “Oh.”

      

      Once this new letter had arrived from Oxford University Press, Hilary and I had to decide whether to pack up our things lock, stock, and barrel and relocate almost immediately to Oxford. We talked about it. Hilary was happy to shift her research to Oxford, with instant access to the gargantuan holdings of the Bodleian Library, so she needed little convincing. I still toyed with the possibility of further medieval research, but the idea of becoming involved in a major international language project based in Oxford was starting to sink its teeth into me. I’d always liked approaching things from odd angles: maybe dictionary work would be an intriguing outlet for my interest in language, literature, and historical research. Also, there were no other job offers available on our kitchen table that day. So, arguments in favour: more or less everything. Arguments against: we would have to move.

      Soon another letter was on its way back to OUP informing the powers that be that, even before I had my MA in medieval studies tucked under my belt, I would be “delighted” to launch myself on the sea of historical lexicography.

      Once we’d made the decision, we needed a base in Oxford: preferably somewhere near the University Press but also within striking distance of the Bodleian Library, for Hilary’s thesis. As luck, or diligence, would have it, she was passing a newsagent’s near the University Press one day when she spotted a card in the window advertising accommodation in a shared house nearby. I didn’t have the necessary level of clearance at home to make this sort of decision myself, but within days we were moving into rooms in the smallest house in one of the smallest streets ready to begin our life in Oxford.

      Victor Street consisted of a series of terraced houses that started off reasonably large at each end of the street and became gradually smaller until they reached our house. Our front door opened on to a corridor on the left-hand side of the house. There is no simple way to describe how you found the stairs to the first floor. And then once you did get up the stairs, there wasn’t all that much to write home about. Mind you, this was not an uncommon set-up in small terraced houses. Our succession of house-sharers – who occupied (serially) the downstairs front room of the house – used the communal stairway for their occasional forays into the bathroom. I can’t remember speaking with any of them, except for a summer visitor from America who informed me that it was a well-known fact that coffee cooled faster if milk had not been added, a piece of advice by which I was momentarily tempted to live for the rest of my life. 

       

      Almost before I knew it, it was time to venture into my first day at the OED. So in early August 1976, I arrived back at the dictionary offices in Walton Crescent to present myself for work. I climbed tentatively up the stone steps of No. 40 and then further up, to the first floor, to present myself to my new friend, the chief editor, in the heart of the dictionary’s sanctum.

      He was too busy to see me this time, and I could see his point. It was doubtless going to take several years to get me up to editorial operating speed, and why should he involve himself in that when there were plenty of other experienced editors to act as buffers to shield him from me? So instead I was met once again by the departmental secretary, both alphabetically and actually named Beta, and escorted to my handler.

      Needless to say, I had no idea what to expect from my first day on the job. This was, after all, my first job, and my application for a job with the Oxford dictionaries had been my first-ever job application. The dictionary offices felt like a university department, with a focus on research but without the responsibility for students. I was led into a long room at the rear of the first floor of Dictionary Terrace and introduced to Lesley Brown, who was – I soon discovered – as sharp as an icicle when it came to editing the dictionary. She was my handler, though they preferred the word “trainer.” As a senior editor she was ranked considerably higher than me, and I came to look up to her as a dog looks up to its master. She’d only been at the dictionary for a few years, but had risen into the lexicographical stratosphere. Give her a handful of sentences containing examples of a word, and she would craft you a fully-fledged dictionary entry in the time it takes to make a pot of tea.

      After the preliminaries, I was shown to my office. The nearest thing I had previously experienced to an office was a carrel in a university library. But within minutes of arriving, I was marched downstairs and taken into a real, live room where I could stack my pencils and arrange my family photographs, just like I’d seen on American cop shows.

      I could not help but notice that the office was already occupied by two editorial ladies scribbling furiously on pieces of card. (This was well before computer screens invaded the dictionary offices.) Good morning. Good morning. This is John. This is Edith. Here’s Deborah. Lovely old names. The dictionary maintained a roughly fifty-fifty male-to-female staff ratio (to his credit, the chief editor promoted all sorts equally), but based on my experience up to then, it seemed that most of the offices were occupied by women. In this case, they both had desks parked nonchalantly at angles to the wall; the sunlight played across them as the day advanced. I was shown a desk facing the wall. This was where I would start my long apprenticeship.

      
         

        Apprentice wasn’t one of the old Germanic words which formed the original bedrock of English, after the Angles and Saxons arrived in Britain in the sixth century or so AD. It came along years later, from French, after the Norman Conquest. In fact, apprentice is first recorded in English in the Middle Ages, in the fourteenth century (the OED offers William Langland’s Piers Plowman as the first reference). The word derives ultimately from Latin’s apprehendere, “to learn.”

        Words typically arise at a particular time for a particular reason, and apprentice is no exception. Back in the Middle Ages, when an apprentice signed up with a trade master, he or his minders signed a legal agreement – which was likely to have been drawn up in French – establishing the terms of the training. The French language (and particularly that version spoken in England, Anglo-French) was the language of law in fourteenth-century England, so inevitably a new word in this subject area would come from Anglo-French.

      

      I had assumed that, on my first day, my handler would give me a relatively easy word to work on. That would seem fair. I’d heard that the department was at the time engaged on a thorough review of the letter Q. There was little chance of overstraining myself here, I thought to myself. Perhaps it was a good time to sneak into the department without being noticed, and gain some experience by editing up some quiet, out-of-the-way words in the byways of language. I thought maybe quack (you can’t go far wrong defining that, surely), or quadrennial (“once every four years”: surely no problems there for me), or maybe Quakeress, if such a word existed.

      But no, things didn’t work like that. There was a training scheme of sorts, and it meant not rolling up your sleeves and tackling real editing until you’d been around the track with all sorts of ancillary tasks designed to ensure that you were passingly confident with alphabetical order, the parts of speech, and the general content and shape of the OED. In retrospect that sounds sensible, but at the time I struggled to see the logic. I imagined that I already had majestic command of the parts of speech and the job each one performed; in truth, I was doubtless as casual about these as some of the young editors I’ve encountered since, who are initially equally foxed by participial adjectives, and absolute uses of nouns, and quasi-adverbs, and all the rest of the paraphernalia of slightly off-centre and old-fashioned grammatical categories that the original editors of the OED were happy to work with. Because, don’t forget, we weren’t writing a dictionary from scratch, we were labouring on a supplement, or long addendum. We were taking as read the venerable words written by Sir James Murray and his fellow editors back in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and adding the new words and senses of recent days. 

      
         

        I have a predilection for words that entered English in the seventeenth century. Well, we all have our preferences. Paraphernalia looks Latin, but like no Latin you are likely to have encountered. Not all words from Latin date from the days of the Roman Empire; many come from later versions of the language – religious Latin, scientific Latin, and by definition the languages into which Latin developed in the first millennium AD (for example, Italian, French, and Spanish – known nowadays as Romance languages not because of their suitability as the language of love, but because of their derivation from the language of Rome). Paraphernalia entered legal English, according to the OED, around 1650, directly from the legal Latin of the contemporary courtroom, though the word elements hark back to Greek. Para- means “besides” or “alongside”; -phernalia derives from the Greek word for a dowry. To the seventeenth-century lawyer, paraphernalia were those articles of a woman’s personal property (typically clothing and ornaments) which didn’t – like everything else – pass by law into her husband’s possession on marriage. By the eighteenth century we were using the term in a wider context – of any of the trappings or accoutrements belonging to a person. The lexicographers amongst you will be interested to hear that it could take either a singular or a plural verb (“paraphernalia is” or “paraphernalia are”). Its onwards trajectory does not stop there. By the 1920s we associated the word with the apparatus of drug-taking, and then – more recently – in South-East Asia and the Philippines, it is used in the plural (paraphernalias) to mean any of the bits and pieces associated with any activity.

      

      To my disappointment, instead of setting me loose on the dictionary, my handler introduced me to the simpler aspects of the job. Instead of writing (which I thought I’d been recruited for), I was given some reading (which I thought I’d already spent years perfecting at university). And my chosen reading – that’s “chosen” by someone else, not chosen by me – was not even written by an English-language author. I immediately gained the sympathy of the two delightful women with whom I had the honour of sharing my first office when I was presented with the task of reading a translation of Film Language, an esoteric French text on the semiotics of film by Monsieur Christian Metz. Neither of my new friends could imagine curling up with such a dry text for a quiet bedtime read. What I should have realised was that the dictionary’s editor and his senior team had selected this modernist text as part of the project to modernise the dictionary. The dictionary was starting to move with the times, even though its Victorian and Edwardian scholarship harked back to earlier ages.

      Unsurprisingly, I had not previously read anything by Metz. According to the jacket copy, he was something of an expert in his field, but as the semiotics of film wasn’t a field into which I had ever stepped, that didn’t really help. Fortunately the book had been translated from French into English before I was asked to read it.

      The purpose of the read, I was informed, was to find words, meanings, and expressions that might prove useful to the OED, and then to write them out on index cards called, I’d soon learn, “slips.” These cards would be filed in the dictionary’s word dungeons, awaiting that future day when an editor needed them to help compile an entry. The task wouldn’t improve my knowledge of the semiotics of film: I wasn’t expected to retain any information after the book was read. English obtains many termes cinématographiques from French, so reading a translated French text was adjudged an excellent way of catching them at the moment they passed into English.

      There are people who argue that extracting example sentences from books is a poor way to collect information about words. They contend that when people are set to read a book for significant words, all they find are significant words (and they miss a lot of those, too), and so the result is skewed data: too much of what you don’t need – words towards the rarer end of the spectrum – and not enough of what you do – everyday but easily missable nuances of language. But at the time, (a) no one could really prove that the method was problematic, and (b) the Victorian editors had worked their fingers to the bone finding examples of everyday words to conceal the problem.

      So I continued with the task I had been set. I had my book, my slips, my ballpoint pen, and my desk facing the wall. The multiple volumes of the First Edition of the OED (1933 reprint) were ranged on the shelves in front of me. I needed to consult those fairly often, to check whether a word I’d found in my semiotically charged text was already suitably covered in the dictionary. There was no point in inundating the card files with slips containing words already perfectly well evidenced.

      It took me a long time to reach the end of Film Language, for reasons that will be obvious to many people. I excerpted about two hundred slips from the book over the following three weeks, which I’d later learn is about average for a medium-sized academic text.

      More than forty years on, you can miraculously still find evidence of my reading of Christian Metz’s Film Language in the OED. The dictionary documents everything, so when it defines a word, it presents a selection of example sentences containing the word from its card files (such as the ones from Metz’s book that I had culled). You will see a sentence from Film Language – collected by me – illustrating the entry for diegesis, meaning “the narrative presented by a cinematographic film or literary work,” and also another one transcribed by me illustrating non-chronological. There’s nothing particularly filmic about the latter word; it’s just a (nineteenth-century) alternative for the older (eighteenth-century) unchronological. Metz’s example was just available as a useful filler (doubtless not a role to which Metz would have aspired) – it wasn’t presented as the earliest example ever found of the term in English. In fact, in the OED Online today there are fifteen quotations from Metz’s Film Language, and you can bet your bottom dollar that they all came from my pen.
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