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  Exploring dialects




  

    

      

        

          alkitottle, batterfanged, cheeping-merry, deepooperit, ernful . . .


        


      


    


  




  Why are dialects so fascinating? I’ve never met anyone who isn’t intrigued by the extraordinary diversity of the English language, as it changes from place to

  place. Dialect words, in particular, capture the imagination. They give us an insight into the way people think who are both like us – in that they speak the same language – and yet not

  like us. And when we encounter old dialect words and expressions, it’s like travelling back in time.




  People who speak a regional dialect are usually very proud of the fact. This is because a dialect, like an accent, is a powerful expression of identity. An accent shows where you come from by

  the pronunciation you use. A dialect shows where you come from by the words and grammar you use. The two complement each other in this book, which celebrates Joseph Wright’s magisterial

  English Dialect Dictionary.




  Dialects are both national and international. British people notice the differences in the words Americans use, and vice versa. Cars/automobiles have boots/trunks and bonnets/hoods. But when

  people talk about dialect they usually mean the local variations in grammar and vocabulary within a country. ‘Local’ of course can mean many things. We can talk about the words that are

  used in a major political unit, such as Scotland or England, or within a major geographical area, such as ‘the West Country’, or within a particular county or city. Some words may be

  very local indeed, used only by people from a town or village. In the days when regular contact between communities was difficult, it was a natural consequence to find words and idioms emerging

  that were different from those used even a few miles down the road.




  And nowhere was this diversity more apparent than in Britain. It’s often said that there are more dialects in the British Isles than in any other part of the English-speaking world. We

  have to take such statements with a pinch of salt, because many parts of that world have had little or no dialect study at all. But Britain certainly takes some beating because of the range of

  influences on the development of the language over the past 1,500 years. The entries in this book show the varying impact on vocabulary of the Anglo-Saxon, Danish, and French invasions as well as

  of the indigenous Celtic communities. And there seems to be something special about the British readiness to engage in language play: many entries display a cheeky inventiveness in coining words

  and expressions. At times, it’s almost as if localities were competing to see who could come up with the most idiosyncratic way of talking about something. Several of the items in this book

  reflect this irreverent, down-to-earth temperament.




  The challenge facing any would-be dialectologist is thus immense. With such a long history, displaying such remarkable geographical diversity and periods of rapid change, where does one start?

  And how to devise a procedure to cover the country as a whole? The words and expressions are ‘out there’, certainly, but how to get at them? Enter Joseph Wright.




  





  Joseph Wright




  The story of Joseph Wright (1855–1930) begins in Thackley, a village north-east of Bradford in West Yorkshire. When he was six, he got a job driving a donkey-cart,

  carrying tools belonging to the stone-workers in nearby Shipley. The job, which stretched from seven in the morning till five at night, involved taking the tools to the nearest blacksmith’s

  to be sharpened, and then bringing them back. It earned him eighteen pence a week, and he got an extra penny bonus from each quarryman.




  A year later, his mother took him to a cotton mill – at the time, the largest one in Europe – which had been built by the philanthropic manufacturer Sir Titus Salt in 1853. Salt had

  created a model village for his workers which (being on the River Aire) he called Saltaire. Joseph was taken on half-time as a doffer in the spinning department. A doffer, according to the

  English Dialect Dictionary, was ‘a boy or girl employed in a factory to remove the full bobbins from the throstle-frame [a spinning machine whose sound reminded people of a throstle

  – a song-thrush] and replace them by empty ones’. This was no menial task, as there were 144 spindles on each frame, and over 16,000 on all the machines in the vast spinning shed (637

  ft/194 m long). He worked from 6 until 12.30 each morning, which meant an early start, as the mill was two miles from his home.
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  The other half of Wright’s day was spent in a school that the enlightened Titus Salt provided for the children. It was the only school Wright ever attended, and – as he reflected

  later – it didn’t teach him a great deal. He later wrote in John o’ London’s Weekly (15 May 1926): ‘When I left school, I knew very little more than when I

  first went. I knew the alphabet, and had a smattering of elementary arithmetic, and I could recite, parrot-like, various Scriptural passages, and a few highly moral bits of verse; that was almost

  precisely the extent of my educational equipment after three or four years of schooling. Reading and writing, for me, were as remote as any of the sciences.’ But, as he also liked to recall,

  the mill gave him a strong sense of local dialects, for the men came from all around the area.




  He left Saltaire when he was thirteen and worked at a mill in Shipley, graduating to the more specialized work of wool-sorting, and stayed there for seven years. It was here, during his

  dinner-hour, that he taught himself to read and write, using just two books: the Bible and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. His education progressed with a weekly purchase of

  Cassell’s Popular Educator magazine, which became, as he put it, his ‘constant companion’. Two or three evenings each week he went to a local night-school, where he began

  to learn French and German. By the time he was twenty, he had taught himself Latin and learned shorthand.




  He might have stayed a wool-sorter indefinitely, but in 1876 the mill had a temporary closure, so he used this as an opportunity to move on. Through his mill-work, along with some income from

  running a small night-school of his own, he had saved £40 – enough to pay for a term at a university. He chose Heidelberg, in Germany. On his return, he found work in Windhill as a

  schoolteacher, but his language interests motivated a return to Heidelberg in 1882, and there he began his studies as a philologist, eventually gaining a doctorate. He joined the university in

  Oxford in 1888, and produced a string of publications, culminating in his masterwork, the six-volume English Dialect Dictionary, published between 1898 and 1905, which he financed

  himself.




  In later life Wright had to get used to eye-catching newspaper headlines – such as ‘From Donkey-boy to Professor’ – whenever he carried out a public engagement.

  Certainly, there is no other linguistic story quite as dramatic as the one in which an illiterate quarry-boy and mill-worker becomes a professor of comparative philology at Oxford University.




  





  The English Dialect Dictionary




  Nobody did more than Joseph Wright to lay the foundation for the study of English dialects. His dictionary is an impressively detailed account of the regional vocabulary of the

  British Isles at that time. It claims to be ‘so far as is possible, the complete vocabulary of all dialect words which are still in use or are known to have been in use at any time during the

  last two hundred years in England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales’. That’s quite a claim, but the entries certainly support it. There had never been such detail provided on dialect usage

  before. And only the great Survey of English Dialects, half a century later, would surpass it.




  It took Wright twenty-three years to collect all the material, and seven years to publish it. Volume 1, A–C, appeared in 1898. Volume 6, T–Z, along with various indexes and a Dialect

  Grammar, appeared in 1905. The scale of the project, in a pre-computer age, has to be appreciated. The entire work presents around 117,500 senses of words. Examples of usage are taken from over

  3,000 dialect glossaries, works containing dialect words, and the contributions of over 600 voluntary readers and correspondents, all of whom of course had to be contacted by letter. Some entries

  were easy to manage: a single query about an individual word or phrase. Others were highly complex. A form researching dialect variations in the verb ‘to be’ asked correspondents to

  respond to 194 separate points. The information, as it came in, was handwritten onto slips. By the time Wright had completed his first volume, he had already accumulated 1.5 million slips.
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  An impression of the scale and level of detail of the project can be gained from the facsimile page (from which I took my entry on apurt). It shows the many quotations, sources,

  cross-references, pronunciations, etymologies, and variant spellings, along with the geographical locations in England, Wales, Scotland, or Ireland. It also gives an impression of the range of

  subject-matter, which included scientific data on regional plants and animals, as well as descriptions of technical notions in such areas as mining and agriculture, and accounts of popular games,

  customs, and superstitions. The vocabulary of just one children’s game, marbles, runs to dozens of entries spread throughout the Dictionary.




  Notwithstanding all this detail, it’s important to appreciate the limitations of Wright’s work. In particular, his geographical coverage reflects the dialect publications he

  consulted and the places where his correspondents lived. Some locations, such as Scotland and Yorkshire, get very detailed treatment as a result. In others, the treatment is much more sporadic.

  When Wright identifies apurt as being used in Devon and Somerset, for example, all this means is that he has hard evidence of it being used there. It doesn’t mean it wouldn’t

  have been used in Cornwall, or Dorset, or anywhere else. When reading the entries in his Dictionary, or those in the present book, it’s important to appreciate that a usage may have been more

  widespread than he was able to discover. In the entries below, the regions listed immediately after the signpost symbol show where Wright found the headword in use. Any other regions mentioned

  within the entry refer to related words.




  





  My selection




  My aim in writing this book was twofold. First, I wanted to celebrate one of the greatest – yet most neglected – lexicographic achievements of modern times. Most

  people who have an interest in language know of the dictionaries compiled by Samuel Johnson, Noah Webster, and James Murray. Their stories have often been told, in textbooks and biographies. By

  contrast, few know of Wright’s work, and fewer still have read the lovingly detailed memoir – long out of print – written by his wife Elizabeth in 1932. His dictionary is

  disappearing when it should be being remembered.




  My other aim was to celebrate the dialects themselves. I find old words fascinating, especially when they express a notion in a vivid, playful, or ingenious way. Often they make us see things in

  a different light, or suggest an alternative way of talking about something to what is available in present-day English. Often it’s simply the sound of the old word that captures the

  imagination. And always, there is the etymological question: how on earth did this word come to be used in this way? I’ve therefore chosen entries that illustrate the many different kinds of

  word and word history that are found in Wright’s dictionary, but which are likely to be found in any dialect, ancient or modern.




  I’ve also chosen words whose meaning is still relevant today. I didn’t include words that reflected practices that have long died out – such as old street-games, legal systems,

  political parties, village customs, and farming methods – intriguing though these are in themselves. I thought it would be more interesting to find words that could still be used today, in

  relation to such topics as the weather, insults, everyday activities, types of personality, and states of mind. Indeed, in recent months I’ve found myself wanting to use several of these old

  words in conversation, simply because it seemed to suit the tone or mood of what I wanted to say better than any modern equivalent. Sometimes, indeed, there is no modern word that quite captures

  the nuance of the dialect form. I wouldn’t be surprised to find that some of these old words achieve a new lease of life, as a consequence.




  For this book, I’ve taken around 900 words and expressions from the dictionary and presented them in an alphabetical list of nearly 500 entries. My entries reflect Wright’s balance

  of coverage. You will notice the large number of items under letter S, for example – 84 entries (18 per cent of the whole). This is because S is the largest letter in Wright’s coverage,

  taking up a massive 700 pages of his Dictionary and including 20,450 entries (also 18 per cent).




  I’ve kept Wright’s headword spellings and definitions, and the quotations illustrating local usage are also in their original spelling. I haven’t included all the spelling

  variations he noted, though, as there are simply too many. When people write down dialect pronunciations, they do so in all kinds of idiosyncratic ways. It’s therefore often difficult to

  ‘hear’ the original accent through the spellings.




  The only departure from his treatment has been to update his etymologies, insofar as more recent research has uncovered fresh historical relationships – though a surprising number of words

  are still ‘etymology unknown’. I’ve also kept his geographical descriptions. The county names will not all be familiar, therefore, as nomenclature and political status have

  changed several times since the end of the nineteenth century. The maps on pages xxii–xxiii show the counties as they were in 1900.




  A new lease of life? But perhaps some of these words haven’t died out at all, and are still used or remembered in parts of the country. For every entry in this book, I found myself

  wondering: is the word really gone? And might it be known by readers from a different county than those mentioned by Wright? There are pages at the back of this book (and a website) for such

  encounters to be recorded. Dead or alive? That is the question.




  





  Maps




  The counties of England, Wales and Scotland, 1900
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  A–Z




  





  A




  abbey-lubber (noun)




  [image: ]Somerset, Yorkshire, and among sailors




  An idle person, someone who loafs around. A 1679 dictionary pulled no punches: ‘a slothful loiterer in a religious house under pretence of retirement and austerity’.

  Another early description is ‘an arch-frequenter of the cloister beef-pot’, summing it up in the very fine coinage: archimarmitonerastique. And yes, there is a link with the

  (‘Love it, Hate it, Just don’t forget it’) Marmite. A marmite was a metal cooking-pot – an image still seen on jars of that foodstuff.




  abundation (noun)




  [image: ]Cheshire, Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire, Worcestershire




  A great quantity. John Wycliffe’s Bible popularized the new word (in the fourteenth century) abundance. Abundation seems to have emerged later as a

  down-market alternative, especially for situations where things aren’t going right. We read of a Cheshire man bemoaning the lack of turnips while ‘we shan have abundation

  o’teetoes’. It carries echoes of inundation.




  aclite (adverb)




  [image: ]Northumberland, Scotland




  Awry, out of joint. The Tyneside poet Robert Gilchrist lamented the loss to Newcastle of the death of a beloved character in ‘Blind Willie’s Epitaph’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Newcastle’s now a dowdy place – all things seem sore aclite,




              For here at last Blind Willie lies, an honest, harmless wight.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  adawds (adverb)




  [image: ]Yorkshire




  In pieces. You’d usually hear it in the phrase ‘rive all adawds’ – to tear something into little bits. A dawd or dad was widely used

  across the North of England and up into Scotland to mean a lump or chunk of something. People would talk about ‘a dad o’ bread’ or ‘dawds o’ cheese’ – or

  even ‘dawds o’ common sense’. Adawds was recorded only in Yorkshire by Joseph Wright, also in the spelling adauds, but it was probably widespread further

  north.




  addle (adjective)




  [image: ]Herefordshire, Kent, Norfolk, Suffolk, Surrey, Sussex




  Unwell, ailing; tumble-down, loose, shaky. Only eggs and brains seem to be addled these days. In earlier times, it could be most things. From Sussex: ‘My little girl

  seemed rather addle this morning’ – so she didn’t go to school. Anything in a rickety condition might be described as addle. From Kent: ‘Dat waggin be turrble

  addle’. The word meant ‘slime’ or ‘piss’ in Old English.




  afflufe (adverb)




  [image: ]Scotland




  Extempore, without premeditation. The word, often written aff loof, was chiefly used to describe someone telling a story spontaneously, from memory – ‘off

  book’. Loof was an old North Country word, borrowed from Old Norse, for the palm of a hand – hence the meaning of ‘off hand’ (which became ‘offhand’). A

  normal process for speech, it had risky implications when used in other contexts. ‘Whene’er I shoot wi’ my air gun’, writes a man in 1789, ‘ ’Tis ay aff

  loof’. People kept well away from him.




  afflunters see flunter




  a-goggle (adjective)




  [image: ]Berkshire, Hampshire




  Trembling. Agog these days is all to do with excitement and expectation, but in some dialects it had the meaning of being ‘on the move’; and when part of

  one’s body was repeatedly on the move – as with involuntary shaking during an illness – the frequency was neatly captured by a-goggle. ‘His head is all

  a-goggle’, someone might say. The word seems to have died out in this sense – presumably because goggle developed a more dominant meaning to do with staring eyes.




  ainish see hainish




  aizam-jazam (adjective)




  [image: ]Gloucestershire, Shropshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire, Worcestershire




  Equitable, fair and square. The spelling varies greatly. From Worcestershire, of a dishonest bargain: ‘That job’s not quite aizam-jaizam’. From Staffordshire:

  ‘I shouldn’t care if he’d only act hasum-jasum with me’. The origin seems to be a form of easy in its sense of ‘even’ – a sense still around

  today, as when we say I’m easy, meaning ‘I don’t mind either way’. The doubled form intensified the meaning, much as it does in easy-peasy.




  alag (adverb)




  [image: ]Cumberland, Northumberland, Yorkshire




  Not sufficiently perpendicular. Ladders against walls could be described as alag. But more often, the word had a negative implication. From Northumberland:

  ‘It’s all alag’. From Yorkshire: ‘It lies alag’. Doubtless the contributors were thinking of a failed attempt at DIY shelving.




  alkitotle or alcatote (noun)




  [image: ]Devon




  A foolish fellow. ‘Go, ya alkitotle!’ writes Peter Lock, the author of Exmoor Scolding, in 1768. Here’s the full title of his book:




  

    

      An Exmoor Scolding, in the Propriety and Decency of Exmoor Language, between Two Sisters, Wilmot Moreman & Thomasin Moreman, as They Were Spinning. . . . Together

      with Notes, and a Vocabulary For explaining uncouth Expressions, and interpreting barbarous Words and Phrases.


    


  




  And, for the record, a sample of the exchange:




  

    

      Wilmot: ya purling, tatchy, stertling, joweriiig, prinking, mincing theng!




      Thomasin: ya gurt chonnting, grumbling, glumping, zower-sapped, yerring trash!


    


  




  It goes on like that for pages. Like alkitotle, the origin of many scolding words is lost in the mists of time.




  all-overish (adjective)




  [image: ]Berkshire, Cornwall, Derbyshire, Lancashire, Lincolnshire, Somerset, Warwickshire




  Slightly out of sorts, nervous. From Warwickshire: a man complains of feeling ‘All-overish, queer-like’ – going down with something. But you can be well and

  still feel all-overish, especially when you hear some unpalatable news, find yourself in a threatening situation, or encounter an uncomfortable topic, as with this Cornishman: ‘There’s

  a kind of what-I-can’t-tell-’ee about dead men that’s very enticin’, tho’ it do make you feel all-overish’.




  alunt (adverb)




  [image: ]Scotland




  In a blazing state. A lunt was a lighted match or pipe, or something you would use for lighting (a fire or the fuse of a firework or gun). Flames leaping up would be

  lunting. So would someone walking along smoking. The word arrived from Dutch in the sixteenth century, and was later adapted to states of mind: ‘Sweet Meg maist set my saul

  alunt’, writes a Scottish poet in 1811.




  amplush (noun)




  [image: ]Ireland, Wales




  A disadvantage, state of unreadiness. From Pembrokeshire: ‘I did’n expect it, a took me all on a umplush’. An amplush also turns up as a

  namplush – the kind of mix-up we often see in the history of English, as with adder coming from a naddre, or apron from a napron (see also

  attercop, nazzard). Amplush may be a version of nonplus – as in ‘I was nonplussed’.




  anguishous (adjective)




  [image: ]Cheshire, Lancashire




  Painful, or sorrowful – but much stronger. From Lancashire: ‘He lookt quite anguishous, an aw felt sorry for him’. The word works in both directions: something

  that causes anguish, or the feeling that results from being fraught with anguish. It’s an ancient word, dating from the thirteenth century, when it arrived in English from French, expressing

  something stronger than just anxious or distressed.




  aptish or eptish (adjective)




  [image: ]Yorkshire




  Skilful, quick-witted. This is apt meaning ‘ready to learn’, rather than ‘suitable’ or ‘appropriate’. From North Yorkshire:

  ‘He’s eptish at his book-lear’. But the word could also be used for things: people might talk about a tool being aptish for a particular job. Don’t read in the

  meaning of -ish as ‘somewhat’ (as in brownish). Think of it along with words where the meaning is ‘truly resembling’, such as boyish and

  sluggish.




  apurt (adjective or adverb)




  [image: ]Devon, Somerset




  Sulky, disagreeable; in a sulky manner. From Somerset: ‘Her tookt her zel [self] off proper apurt, and no mistake’. Purt meaning ‘sulk’ was

  widely used in south-west England: someone might be called ‘a purting glum-pot’, for instance, and if you put on a sulky face, you were gone purt. Decaying potatoes were

  gone purt too. The origin isn’t clear, but there may be a relationship with pout.




  argh (adjective or adverb)




  [image: ]Durham, Lincolnshire, Northumberland, Scotland, Sussex, Yorkshire




  Fearful, apprehensive. This is one of the unusual gh spellings where the pronunciation developed into [f], as in enough, and the word is indeed often spelled

  with an f in dialect writing. From Aberdeenshire: ‘I have an eargh kind of feeling on hearing the owls’. From Lincolnshire: ‘I’m arf you’ve hurted the

  bunny’. The word could also mean ‘insufficient’ or ‘scanty’, and this led to its common use as an adverb when telling the time, as in Roxburgh: ‘It’s erfe

  twal o’clock’ – almost twelve. There was a noun, too: arghness, meaning ‘timidity’ or ‘reluctance’. It all goes back to an Old English word for

  ‘cowardly’.
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{"[Xm” Targe apides R N Oe h
rain, lrge spi er, oLEs (1677); ris as the

arane sall thynke ... The erayn makes VIFn webbes,

HawmpoLe Ps. Ixxxix. 10; Oure 3eris schulen bithenke as

an yreynb WycLir ib.; Aranye or erayne, aranmea,

Fr. anupw (rmlgm), Lat. aranea, a spider.]
Herb-.

AR.B- see
ARBITRARY, Hrf. Ken. Sur. Also written
arbitry Hrf. Ken? (lblm.

L Indey “Pcndem, menuem of restraint.
l.hl:lard grtedy, grasping.

ARBOUR-TREE, sce Harber.
ARBY-ROOT, same as Abby-root, q.v.
ARC, see Ark, sb,
ARCG, see Argu
CH.sb.‘ Sc.(_lu) An aim. See Arch, v. 2.
ARCH. ab" Cor. Tech. A piece of d left un-
worked near a shaft. Ut
Cor. Mining Gl. (1853).
ARCH, v. Sc. Som. Cor. [e'rtf, atf.]
1 To make or cause to be convex.
‘w.Som.! Thick there road must be a-arched a good bit more eet,
vore the water'll urn off vitty like.
2. To take aim, to throw or let fly any missile weapon
with a design to hit a particular object.
Sc. Shoot apin,—.nd see to airch a wee better this time,
Brownie of Bodsbeck, 1. 155 (JAx.). Abd. Airch, to throw, is still in
use. ll is ()D called) fm- the curve described by a missile (G.W.).

Raxb. (Jax.
Hence Arched, curved, convex, sce 1;
Archer, sb.

pl.
AM.), one w)‘n’?&hmws, see 3; Arching, m(/
convex

o, The roada in & mine, when beilt with stones or bricks, are
gmnn, arched level drifts, Mining GL. (1853). Tech. The roads
in a mine, when built with stones or bricks, are sometimes called
arched level or arched ways, Wreate Dict. Terms (1873, Abd.
Archer 8 marksman. wSom.! He idn archin enough by ever go

[0Fr archer (mod. arquer), to arch, to curve in the form
ofa bow (arc) ; a deriv. of arc.]
RCH, sce Argh.
EL,sb [@k&ngal]
ed to_several species of Dead Nettle

e a
1 1) Lamium album (Lei. Glo. Dev.) ;
\é (Som.); (3) var. species of
1 Dev. The harmless nettle is f
angels, BraY Tamar and Tavy (ed. :sm\

Archangel, the yellow nettlc, often called weazel snout bo-—
English archangels and 2 few others are yellow, Cornh. Mag.

2 Red Amhlngel Lamium (Nrf); Yellow
Archangel, Lamium

[Archangel, the name of a plant, called also Dead
Nettle, Jonnson ; Archangel (dead ncmc),Lammm CoLES
&)c 679) ; Ortie blmldll the herb Archangel, Blind Nettle,

ad Nettle. Oﬂu)mmlr,n kind of Archangel that smells
most filthily, Cotar. ; Lamium album, White Archangell.
Lamium luteum, Yellow Archnngcll Lamium rubrum,
Red Arch-ngell GERrARDE (ed. 1633) 702; Deffe neuylle,
A Prompt.; Archangelica, the blynd netel,

‘WRIGHT legs. 15,

ARCHES, sb. pl.” Tech. The first ‘ bungs of saggers,’
or piles of clay boxes containing ware put into the
oven.

Tech. In the pottery trade arches are the bungs which mnd
nearest to the fire and between the fire-holes or mouths, Lab.
Gl (1894).

ARCH-HOLE, sb. Cum.
Cum.! Arch-whol, a vent-hole in the wall of a barn.
ARCHIE, see Urchin.

rtmoor] called -Rh-
274; Dev* w.Som.
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