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To my son Owen, who has learned to read since I


began writing about English. So far . . . so good.
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Introduction


What Have I Started?


If I have learned anything in more than forty years of broadcasting it is that it’s almost always a mistake to predict the way the audience will react. After a particularly lively interview on Today you might well walk out of the studio confidently expecting the plaudits of the nation for having exposed a politician’s mendacity and single-handedly rescued the democratic process. Then you see the emails from those listeners who think you are an arrogant prat who could possibly have added a smidgeon to the sum of human knowledge if only you’d kept your trap shut for more than a few seconds during the interview. It is bad for the ego but probably good for the soul.


     There are one or two certainties on Today. You know that a story about cruelty to animals will always get a bigger reaction than one about cruelty to children. You know certain subjects will stir great passion in the breasts of a certain section of Radio 4 listeners: ’elf ’n’ safety rules; political correctness gone mad; anything about the Union Jack and, of course, anything about the English language.


     Lost for Words was my first and, I thought, my last book on English. I hoped it would stir things up a bit (though I was mildly surprised to be described on the Internet as a ‘pendant’) and indeed that was one of the reasons I wrote it. Don’t believe journalists who tell you that they are interested only in informing the debate. They want to be talked about as well – or at least have their work talked about. What I was unprepared for was how big a reaction there would be from readers and how it would be expressed.


     The book was a cry from the heart of an ageing hack who has made his living using words. It was a protest against the cavalier approach we have taken to teaching children English over the past few decades and a lament at the way our language is mangled and manipulated by those who should know better. The response to it has been extraordinary and hugely encouraging – and that is partly what prompted this book and what the first couple of chapters are about.


     But there was another motive. Language is more than a tool for expressing ourselves. It acts as a mirror to our world, reflecting back to us the way we live. Our choice of language and the new words we create reveal an enormous amount about how we lead our lives today and how society is changing. And that is what this book looks at.


     In Lost for Words I was not saying that language should never change (because of course it always does) but that grammar matters. One of the daftest things we ever did in our schools was to stop teaching it to children. Academics who should have known better came up with the absurd notion that rules somehow confined children, restricted their imagination. I argued that the opposite is true. Understanding the basic workings of grammar – even if you don’t observe all the rules to the letter – can liberate. If you don’t know how to construct a sentence, how can you express yourself?


     To judge by my readers’ letters, I was pushing at an open door. Some of them came, as you would expect, from what is unkindly called the Green Ink Brigade (GIB). The GIB get a bad press mostly, I suppose, because of their predictability. Some really do use green ink and write in the margins of the letter when they have filled the page. Some even scribble a few lines on the back of the envelope after they’ve sealed it. Some clearly believe they are the only people on the planet capable of spotting a noun used as a verb or a dangling participle. Some are, quite frankly, a bit barmy.


     Even so, I am a passionate defender of the GIB – just as I am a passionate defender of Brian Haw and people like him. Mr Haw is the man who made such a mess of Parliament Square by protesting about Iraq. He set up a ramshackle camp and managed to stay there for five years until the police came and evicted him. But it took a new Act of Parliament to do it. He, too, may be slightly bonkers. He may even be wrong. That’s not the point. If someone believes in something it’s good that they say so – just so long as they don’t hurt anyone else in the process.


     The GIB hurt no one. Indeed, they boost the profits of the Royal Mail. They may exaggerate occasionally (I need a little more persuasion before I shall accept that ending a sentence with a preposition is the root cause of moral decay in this country) but their hearts and their heads are usually in the right place. So, let us salute the GIB for their eccentricity and their unflagging energy – though an author’s life would be a little easier if they forsook their scratchy pens for a word-processor or even a typewriter.


     Many people saw the book as an opportunity to share their ‘pet hates’. The posher sent me their ‘bêtes noires’. The not-as-posh-as-they-think-they-are offered me ‘bêtes noirs’, or maybe they thought such horrors could not possibly be feminine. My office became a menagerie of deformed and repellent creatures. We had become a nation of ‘stores’ not ‘shops’. ‘Drives’ had become ‘driveways’; ‘windows’ are now ‘window areas’. There were no longer ‘warehouses’, just ‘distribution centres’. You could no longer buy a ‘blouse’, only a ‘top’. Small children routinely talk of their butts rather than their bottoms. Nothing was ‘more than’ something else, it was now ‘in excess of’. Estate agents were blamed for that, as they are for so much else. And, to the horror of many, none of this was going to change ‘any time soon’.


     I began to feel I was at the centre of a web of vigilantes who are forever on the look-out for some verbal-delinquency or other that has to be reported back to HQ. So I was the first to be informed when The Times printed a headline saying:


 


The Slowdown in the Housing Market is Gaining Speed


 


And when a farmer in the Lake District received a communication from the Department of the Environment talking about


 


the Sheep National Envelope


 


it was instantly put into a real one and sent to me. I was invited to squirm that a BBC newsreader had been heard to say:


 


Known offenders are being fed into a computer.


 


     One long-suffering commuter shared my bafflement at trains being terminated and doors being alarmed. His own train was delayed, according to the announcer, because it hadn’t yet ‘platformed’. Someone else invited me to unmask the young MP Ed Balls, close buddy of Gordon Brown. How, the writer wondered, could he possibly be the rising hope of those stern and unbending Brownites if he could offer this comment on the notion of Britishness?


 


The danger with Remembrance Day is it becomes a purely backward-looking event.


 


Another wanted me to share his disdain for the Liberal Democrat leader, Sir Menzies Campbell, for having said in an interview during the leadership election campaign:


 


There is no silver bullet on carbon emissions.


 


‘Is there a silver bullet to deal with any political problem?’ my correspondent scoffed. ‘They might as well say they “can’t wave a magic wand” . . . which of course the idiots do say, all the time!’


     The language of official bodies continues to get up the noses of lots of people, especially when it involves spending our money. One letter-writer was very upset that the Metropolitan Police had spent a small fortune changing its logo (think of all the stationery and signboards that would have to be redone) from ‘Working for a Safer London’ to ‘Working Together for a Safer London’.


     Another was exercised by the reported proposal (still ‘out for consultation’) that traffic wardens should be renamed ‘civil enforcement officers’. Apparently these new beings would be given greater discretion, including imposing variable fines. Presumably this would mean you wouldn’t have to remortgage the house for getting back to the meter five minutes too late although you would if you were a ‘persistent offender’. But it was the change of name that really rankled:


 


Can you imagine ANYONE EVER storming into the living room, face purple with anger, and screaming: ‘That f***ing civil enforcement officer has just given me a ticket!’


 


     There’s no getting round the fact that there is a whiff of sado-masochism among those of us offended by poor language. One woman wrote to me: ‘I thought you would hate this so I had to send it to you!’ What so upset her was a letter from a company that organises conferences:


 


We have the capacity next year to enable you, if you wish, the opportunity to meet with these delegates within your meeting schedule. Obviously if you didn’t want to meet with them we will offer you the facility to negative preference them individually.


 


     Technical jargon goes marching on, crushing all before it. In the IT business they use ‘legacy’ when they mean ‘old’ (probably best not to ask why) and this is how a company that sells barcode-readers described one of their very old systems:


 


A legacy narrowband wireless system that had served its purpose over 10 years but had gone end of life.


 


Isn’t ‘gone end of life’ so much more evocative than ‘obsolete’?


     The Americanisation of English walks hand in hand with jargon:


 


UK consumer goods manufacturers have gotten used to operating in this highly competitive market  . . .


 


You might expect that in the Wall Street Journal or the New York Times but, no, it was the work of the Economist Intelligence Unit in a report sponsored by the German software firm SAP. Readers have noted the growing preference of European companies for so-called ‘international English’ over the real thing. Instead of discussions there are ‘brain dumps’ during which ‘key learnings’ may or may not be divulged. Recruits may be asked what they have in their ‘skills basket’, to which the response will probably be ‘All righty!’ A Swedish-owned company issued a press release from its London office about a collaboration with British Aerospace aimed entirely at the UK media but written in American English. They seemed surprised when this was pointed out to them.


     And speaking of PR releases, a friend sent me this cheery greeting from a senior PR executive:


 


Hope you are well and thank the lord for the rest-bite in the weather  . . .


 


Businessmen have their own glorious way with words. Richard Lapthorne, chairman of Cable & Wireless, tried to defend a bonus package he wants to introduce for senior management. They’d get £220 million worth. He admitted the scheme was ‘a bit idiosyncratic’ but described it as a ‘tool kit’ [huh?] designed to introduce the sort of performance-related pay seen in the venture-capital industry. He said: ‘It’s not about instant returns. We don’t get turned on per se by money.’ Quite so. When last heard of, C&W was planning to cut three thousand jobs in the UK.


     


     Even words and phrases that have long settled into our way of speaking still bring some people out in a rash of indignation. Sex, as ever, is a problem. Apparently it’s quite absurd to say you want to ‘sleep with’ someone since the phrase refers only to the before and after and skirts the object of the exercise. And when it comes to the main event, my vigilantes are concerned with language again. Why do we talk of ‘having’ sex when it’s the ‘doing’ that counts? And it’s ridiculous to talk about ‘going out’ with someone when the whole point is to stay in – and not to fall asleep, either.


     You begin to think you have found yourself in bed with lovers of lost causes. They never give up:


 


Billion. Yankspeak for 109 when it should be 1012. The previous European term for one-thousand-times-one-million was ‘milliard’; and I can’t see why something with nine zeros has ‘bi-’ in its name.


 


     Neither can I, but I don’t know quite what I’m supposed to do about it. People are obviously looking for leaders:


 


Could you attempt to get the word ‘fantastic’ made illegal? One TV host uses it every other sentence and I’m sure gets paid enough to have a vocabulary.


 


     Broadcasters are in the cross-hairs of many of my vigilantes – and quite right too. Weather forecasters probably get more flak than most, which is a shame because in my experience they tend to be very nice people. But there can be no pity in this business and a crime is a crime. Verbosity is regarded as an indictable offence:


 


They always say ‘during the course of the morning’ instead of simply ‘during’ and ‘more in the way of sunshine/cloud’ when they mean ‘sunnier or ‘cloudier’. ‘More in the way of sunshine’ must mean ‘cloudier’ to foreigners.


 


     Nor does it help when they add that more in the way of sunshine will be ‘on offer’. Has Tesco now cornered the market in fine weather too? The cartoonist John Smyth is baffled by ‘sharp showers’. He says he asked what it meant but the man at the BBC didn’t know. Since then, he says, the virus has spread and we now have:


 


The weather may become sharper.


 


He fears that sharp showers will come to haunt him like ‘cold snap’ does. But Mr Smyth – a self-confessed ‘cheery soul’ – is one of the many whose greatest loathing is for unnecessary words. When he went to buy a DVD the girl in the shop said she would ‘pre-order’ it for him. He told her he’d be perfectly happy for her simply to order it but she looked baffled. Nor does Mr Smyth approve of what he calls ‘super-cool inversions’. Here’s a flavour:


 


Team Britain


Travel Ireland


Squash Welling [It used to be called Welling Squash Club]


 


There are many, many more and all equally baffling. And what about this word:


 


worsenment


 


Someone told me he’d seen it in the Guardian – which turned out to be true. It was in the context of train delays: a ‘worsenment’ of services. The Guardian poked fun at it (quite right too) and claimed it didn’t exist. But that was wrong. It does. Apparently it’s the antonym of ‘betterment’.


 


     But let me not give the impression that all my correspondents were on my side. If only. I have been suffering a severe attack of the ‘physician heal thyself’ variety:


 


On page 84 you have committed a monstrosity in writing ‘marginally less ridiculous’. Permit me to quote from Gowers . . . ‘in recent years marginal has come to be increasingly used to mean no more than small. This misuse has now reached the status of an epidemic and every writer should make a habit of crossing out marginal as soon as he has written it  . . .’


 


     Quite so. I was a bit slapdash with some of my prepositions too. I’d written that my old friend, Rod Liddle, ‘was fired from the BBC for writing rude things’.


 


The first reaction is, how did they do that? By cannon? Where did he land? Was he hurt? Surely it should be fired by.


 


     Mea culpa again. I’d also committed the solecism of writing about ‘decent public schools’ as though there could be such a thing as an indecent one. According to one reader I ‘betrayed my provenance’ by suggesting (slightly tongue in cheek) that ‘cuppa’ should be included in the Oxford English Dictionary. Another pointed out that it already is.


     It’s an intriguing thing, this business of what’s right and what’s wrong. I have always hated ‘meet with’ or, even worse, ‘meet up with’ and assumed it to be one of our less welcome American imports. More fool me for not reading my Kipling properly. After all, he tells us that when we ‘meet with’ triumph and disaster we should treat the two impostors just the same.


     I was sniffy about ‘outwith’ but had to run up the white flag after the umpteenth letter from angry Scots telling me it was not some modern version of guru-speak but a word used north of the border since long before I had uttered my first sentence.


     ‘Test out’ was another. I’ve always supposed the ‘out’ to be a redundant preposition. I reluctantly concede defeat to those who made clear that it is self-evidently a helpful adverb meaning ‘thoroughly’.


     I thought I was on safe ground when I scoffed at ‘on a daily basis’. Surely ‘daily’ was more than adequate? Seemingly not. ‘Day’ is a noun and a noun may be turned only into an adjective and not into an adverb. So it turns out that it’s wrong to say you swim daily and correct to say you do so on a daily basis. If we wanted a single word instead it would have to be ‘dailyly’. But perhaps not.


     Turning nouns into verbs is viewed as an even greater offence. You do not have to be a member of the GIB to wince at competitors in the Winter Olympics hoping they would ‘medal’. By the time of the Commonwealth Games sports commentators were confident our national athletes would ‘podium’.


     In Lost for Words I’d confessed I was ‘baffled’ as to why the phrase ‘wheelchair-bound’ should be thought offensive while ‘wheelchair-user’ was fine. I wasn’t alone. One helpful reader asked a disabled friend (not ‘differently abled’: one must hold on to something here) and here’s what he said:


 


‘I am wheelchair-bound only once or twice a year. I enjoy it very much but I’m a reasonable man and I do understand that my wife doesn’t enjoy it as much as I do and it takes a great deal of setting up to get the knots just at the right tension. Now would you like to share with me one of your most intimate moments with your wife?’


 


     Ambiguity, of course, is one of the sources of comedy as well as misunderstanding in language. I wasn’t always sure whether I was being warned about genuine problems of usage or whether I was having my leg pulled. I was pretty sure that the person troubled by the phrase ‘child psychiatrist’ was not really worried about under-age practitioners. And even though the pendulum may be swinging back in favour of selecting children on ability, I was not persuaded that the sign ‘Slow Children Crossing’ was in itself discriminatory.


     But you never can tell. Someone got very upset by my translating the ancient Greek advice about how to live life as ‘nothing in excess’. How could I possibly believe there could be an excess of nothing? The only accurate way of using the word is King Lear’s: nothing comes of nothing. I should have written ‘Everything in moderation’.


     I suppose that’s right but where does it leave the advertising copywriter who came up with the catchy line ‘Nothing acts faster than Anadin’? Perhaps he was actually trying to subvert the pharmaceutical company that made it. I once had a minor operation and the surgeon advised me not to take the painkillers offered to me afterwards. It was good advice. The pain was unpleasant for a day or two but then the endorphins took over. ‘Nothing’ really was more effective – and much cheaper.


     One woman drew my attention to the ambiguity in the phrase ‘family butcher’. She could see the funny side of it. Not so a friend of hers who had grown up in Germany in the thirties and much preferred the straightforward German word ‘Fleischerei’. What intrigued me was why anyone should want to attach the word ‘family’ to ‘butcher’ in the first place. Was it simply to soften the impact of the uncompromising and graphic word ‘butcher’? Is the phrase just a vestige of the era of warm beer and midwives cycling through villages on bicycles when the patrons of butchers’ shops were, indeed, almost exclusively families?


     If it is, maybe we should now have butchers labelled according to their more diverse contemporary clientele. Should their shopfronts read ‘One-Person-Household Butchers’, and ‘Co-habiting Butchers’? Maybe gay butchers would become ‘Pink Butchers’, catering specifically to those who like their meat rare. Not that it matters. The way the supermarkets are taking over, there will be no butchers left soon anyway – except for the posh shops catering to only the most well-heeled customers and, of course, the Organic Butchers. Presumably the inorganic ones are made from plastic.


 


     What unites the GIB, the vigilantes and the less militant readers is that we should give a hard time to all those (usually people trying to sell us things) who use language that is clearly intended to mislead.


     I am partial to the occasional bag of crisps. The brand I buy claims to be ‘handmade’. How? They sell tons of the things in shops across the land. Am I really supposed to believe that vast teams of workers spend their lives making crisps by hand? Don’t they have any machines in their factories? And how do you ‘hand make’ a crisp anyway? A piece of pottery or a nice hand-knitted sweater maybe, but a crisp?


     Like most people, I have failed to penetrate the mystery of hedge funds. The one thing I do know is that ‘hedging’ your bets is a way of reducing risk. Yet hedge funds are among the riskiest of investments on the market.


     On one level it is reassuring to know that so many people share one’s irritation and occasional amusement at this sort of thing. On another, it’s slightly alarming. If my correspondence is a reliable guide, people out there are being driven to distraction by it. What can be said to the lady who complains that her life is made a misery by the contradiction in the phrase ‘I don’t know, I’m sure’? Or to the person who wrote:


 


I writhe in frustration at: ‘What did you say your name was?’


 


     Well, yes, I take the point about names not changing, but one shouldn’t get too tense about tense. On the other hand, because of the sheer madness of the following, I warmed to the woman who wrote this:


 


Having called into Tesco’s one evening on my way home from a girlie lunch, I arrived at the check-out where a young man in his mid-20s began to cash-up my purchases. I interrupted my packing to give him some money and as he handed me the change he said, ‘There you go.’ I looked him in the eye and the following conversation ensued.


     ‘What does that mean?’


     ‘I dunno.’


     ‘Why do you say it, then?’


     ‘I dunno.’


     ‘Well, that’s very interesting. Here we are with speech enabling us to communicate thoughts and ideas, yet you say something to me not knowing what it means or why you say it.’


     The young man looked at me with his mouth open. (By this time the girl at the next check-out was on her feet, straining to hear what was going on and nudging the girl next to her to also pay attention!)


 


At this point my reader thought of quoting Henry Ford, the maker of the Model T. He not only said you could have it in any colour so long as it was black, he also said running a business would be a cinch if it weren’t for the customers. But she decided against that. Instead she told the hapless young man:


 


‘I think you say that because you think saying “thank you” is demeaning.’ As no thoughts or ideas were forthcoming I resumed my packing, squashing into the bag the last item as I barked, ‘And you haven’t said it yet.’


     He managed a stuttered ‘Thank you.’


 


     The woman had the good grace to admit that in retrospect she felt a touch of sympathy for the target of her wrath:


 


‘Poor young man! Whenever this episode surfaces I either scream with laughter or go hot and cold at my harshness.’


 


     Quite so. But we shouldn’t let embarrassment at our occasional excesses deter us from making a fuss about the mangling and manipulating of language. The campaign must go on. I take some comfort from the knowledge that I have more than the massed ranks of pedants on my side. I have the Goths too. Early in 2006 an article appeared in the Sunday Times headlined:


 


Goth-rock Hero’s Darkest Secret


 


It was by Robert Sandall and was about Ville Valo who (for those of you who may not know it) is ‘the lead singer of the elegantly doom-laden Finnish band Him’. Mr Sandall wrote:


 


An hour or so after Him finished their set at the Paradiso club in Amsterdam, Valo is back in the hotel bar studiously ignoring a gaggle of silently adoring female fans who have somehow managed to trace him here. This tiny fraction of the girl-led mob milling around the venue after the show ended are now disappointedly cradling drinks while their hero presides over an all-male coterie comprising his bandmates, manager and an English journalist (me).


     But the person who has helped him most recently in his battle with words and meanings is – no kidding – John Humphrys, the presenter of Radio 4’s Today programme. ‘I just finished his book Lost for Words,’ says Valo. ‘I love people who are passionate about their language and appreciate the history of it.’


 


I can’t tell you how hurtful the ‘no kidding’ was.










CHAPTER ONE


Making Sense of Making Sense


There is one thing we have in common. All of us. You and I and the slightly menacing young hoodie hanging around on the street corner. We all care about language. Your concern may be different from the young hoodie’s. You might contemplate climbing Everest naked before splitting an infinitive. He cares just as passionately about using language that proves his street cred. We each need to take care. His language is changing almost every day. A word that was a compliment yesterday may be an insult tomorrow. Ours is changing too – more slowly, but just as surely.


     The point of this book is to look at what our changing use of language reveals about the way we live now. It is about our attitudes, about the way we see things and how we are seen by others: in public life; in politics and commerce; in advertising and marketing; in broadcasting and journalism. Language provides us with a revealing mirror on contemporary life. But we will be able to recognise what it shows us only if we know how words work and how they are abused. Yet the prevailing wisdom about language seems to be that ‘anything goes’.


     It’s important to be clear about what should not worry us. I don’t get at all agitated about the good-natured lad doing a dreary job on a supermarket check-out who tries to be amiable by passing meaningless remarks to a slightly batty customer. Nor does it worry me in the slightest that he may use an alien (to me) language when he’s discussing the merits of one MP3 player against another. And he hardly needs to speak formally correct English when he’s chatting up girls in a bar or talking about his football team with his friends.


     He has his world and I have mine and we each speak our own kinds of English in them. But we also have a shared world where we need a dependable common language if we are all going to get by. And what matters is not so much how the lad on the check-out may use language in this shared world, but the attitude of so many academic experts to that common language.


     As an interviewer, I spend my life asking experts questions for the very good reason that they know more than I do. The problem with a life spent in journalism is that you end up knowing a tiny bit about every subject under the sun but not a great deal about anything in particular. Like any halfway competent interviewer I can make a credible job of interviewing an expert for a few minutes on even the most arcane subject. Stretch that beyond five minutes and I start to flounder. But on this one issue – our common language – I’m happy to mix it with the experts. That’s because when they should be getting exercised and passionate they tend to relapse into a state of indifference. Their attitude to the condition of the very thing they have spent their lives studying amounts to little more than ‘hey, whatever  . . .’.


     Professor David Crystal is the experts’ expert, the capo di tutti capi of the linguistic Cosa Nostra. He has probably written more books on the English language than any other living soul: more than a hundred so far and he will almost certainly have written another in the time it takes me to finish this chapter. What Professor Crystal does not know about the structure and history of English is probably not worth knowing. He also writes brilliantly. Mere journalists like me are scarcely fit to hem the fabric of his academic robes. Yet he infuriates me.


     Here’s a small example. He does not think it much matters if we put apostrophes in the wrong place. So he would not, presumably, have given a fig if he’d read a press release entitled:


 


Lecturers Pay Dispute


 


that went on to talk about ‘student’s exam papers’.


     I mention that one specifically because it happens to have been sent out by the office of Boris Johnson, the Shadow Minister for Higher Education. David Crystal selects the more common example of the greengrocer selling ‘potato’s’. He does not reach for his horsewhip; he merely points out that in the eighteenth century it would have been perfectly acceptable. Indeed, he says, it is perfectly acceptable in the twenty-first century because there is no room for ambiguity. Everyone knows it must be a plural for the obvious reason that we know potatoes cannot possess things.
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