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  Preface

 The inspiration for this book came from reading W. G. Sebalds The Rings of Saturn, an atmospheric semi-fictional account of a walking tour throughout East Anglia, in which personal reflections, historical allusions, and traveller observations randomly combine into a mesmerizing novel about change, memory, oblivion, and survival. The metaphor of the title  Saturns rings created from fragments of shattered moons  captures the fragmentary and stream-of-consciousness flow of the narrative.
 I was frequently reminded of the serendipitous nature of language study, when reading that book. Around the next corner is always a new linguistic experience, waiting to be observed. Language is in a state of constant change, with each day bringing new developments. Any linguistic study is a search for the impossible  to say something sensible about the whole of a language. I have spent my entire professional life as a university teacher and researcher in linguistics trying to make valid statements about language and languages  and about the English language in particular. Every now and then I feel I have come close to it, and then it leaves me behind, like the soldiers chasing the Ghost in Hamlet  Tis here! Tis here! Tis gone. I feel I am always dealing in linguistic half-truths.
 My subtitle has other echoes, chiefly of the series of explorations carried out by H. V. Morton in the 1920s and 30  In Search of England, In Search of Scotland, In Search of Wales This is what he writes, in the preface to In Search of England:
 
  I have gone round England like a magpie picking up any bright thing that pleased me. A glance at the route followed will prove that this is not a guide book, and a glance at the contents will expose me to the scorn of local patriots who will see, with incredulous rage, that on many an occasion I have passed silently through their favourite village. That is inevitable. It was a moody holiday, and I followed the roads; some of them led me aright and some astray. The first were the most useful; the others were the most interesting.

 This has been my experience too: the linguistic side roads always proved more interesting. And writing this preface having finished the book, I can see that its spirit  and certainly its style  is far more Morton than Sebald.
 Both Sebald and Morton had reasons for starting their journeys. I did not. The idea for this book had been wandering around my head for several months, but I had no particular motive to go off on a linguistic journey. After all, where should I go? There was everywhere to choose from, and that was too much. A journey needs a structure, and I didnt have one.
 Then, out of the blue, I was given a reason, and a structure. In 2002 the BBC had initiated an ambitious project to record and celebrate the whole range of present-day British English accents and dialects. The project was called, quite simply, Voices, and it came to fruition in August 2005, when broadcasters all over the country presented a wide range of programmes in Voices Week. I had been the projects linguistics consultant.
 It was mainly a radio experience, but a few television programmes were also being made, and in May I was asked to help present one of them, for BBC Wales. The idea was to travel around the principality to find out what was happening to the English accents in the region. My impression was that Anglo- Welsh accents were becoming increasingly diverse. Was this so? And what did people feel about the changes which were taking place? The programme would find out.
 And that is how I found myself suddenly faced with a series of ports-of-call, dotted around Wales. Several of them coincided with plans I had already made to visit places in nearby England, such as the Hay Festival, and one week in particular, at the beginning of June, stood out as an especially wide-ranging opportunity. The events of that week, I decided, would act as my structure.
 In making a television documentary, there are long chunks of time when there is nothing for a presenter to do, other than wait for the moment when the producer and the film crew have everything ready  the right light, the right angle, the right background I imagine some presenters read a novel at that point. With me, the linguistic bit of my mind goes walkabout. The spoken and written paraphernalia around me  voices, place-names, signs, noticeboards  trigger all kinds of questions, reflections, and memories. Everything goes into a notebook. My book includes those moments too. They took me all over the English-speaking world.
 By Hook or by Crook is a linguistic travelogue. It is an attempt to capture the exploratory, seductive, teasing, quirky, tantalizing nature of language study. Certainly, in both structure and style, it is unlike anything I have written before. My previous published encounters with the English language have ranged from the research monograph to the school textbook, and from highly illustrated encyclopedias to the most unillustrated of dictionaries. But everything, hitherto, has had a tight structure. In each case, I knew where I was going, and where my book would end.
  As I began to write By Hook or by Crook, I realized it was not going to be like that. In piecing together my journey, telling my Voices story, and researching the answers to my notebook questions, I found still more linguistic side roads that I could not resist exploring. A surprising number of questions have more than one answer. This book includes them all. I suppose it might be called stream-of-consciousness linguistics.
  

 DAVID CRYSTAL
 Holyhead, 2006 
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By Hook or by Crook


GAERWEN




Its a Welsh accent, ye see.

I looked again at the sheep, and then at the farmer. Was he having me on? His face was old, lined, and very serious. The price of sheep was down today, and he had six ewes at auction. He was not in a joking mood.

All I had wanted to do was start a conversation. I was in Gaerwen sheep market, in the east of Anglesey in North Wales, on a Wednesday morning in June 2005, looking for regional accents. Gaer  wen. Thats fort white in Welsh, though theres no trace of any fort now. The Romans passed through once, so maybe it was one of theirs.

I was travelling all around the country, as part of the BBC Voices project, and this was one of the days in the north. The programme researcher had been tasked to find some local people who would interview well. She had found one, in the form of Simon, the Gaerwen auctioneer, and we had arranged to meet him before the days auction started. And thus I found myself in the stockyard, surrounded by 1,500 noisy sheep.

The producer wanted actuality. She gave me a digital tape recorder and suggested I wander round and find interesting people to talk to with typical local voices. That suited me fine. I know what an Anglesey accent sounds like. I was brought up in the county as a child, and live there again now. But its one thing knowing an accent, and quite another seeing it in the faces around you. From a phonetic point of view, all faces look the same.

I spotted a good prospect. A tall, craggy man, aged I thought about seventy, who was shepherding some sheep into a pen with his staff. He was one of the oldest farmers there  a classic local accent if ever I saw one. I switched on the tape recorder, and squelched my way towards him, suddenly aware why everyone else in the yard was wearing boots.

He pushed the last ewe into the pen and lugged the gate shut behind it. What should I talk about? I decided to ask him about his staff, which was puzzling me. It was a long, thin pole, and it didnt have a curved end. I dont know much about sheep, but I do know that shepherds sticks are supposed to have crooks. Thats their name. A shepherds crook. Why wasnt his curved?

He looked at me and my tape recorder and my splattered trousers without any evident emotion.

Good morning, I said. Nice day.

Ay, he replied, its a brave morning. In a broad Scots voice.

I temporarily lost the power of speech. My crook question fled. I was definitely in Gaerwen, not in Glasgow. If my tape recorder could have spoken, it would have said, in the manner of Hal, the onboard computer in 2001, I dont think you want to be doing this, Dave. Certainly my producer wouldnt want me collaborating with non- Welsh accents. We were short of time as it was. I looked around. She was nowhere to be seen, so I reckoned I could get away with a few moments of surreptitious conversation.

I just had to find out what was going on. I switched my machine off and took the ram, as it were, by the horns.

Im here making a programme about Welsh accents, but I dont think Im asking the right person!

He laughed. Yeere right theere, laddie.

Laddie! I couldnt remember the last time I was called laddie. Have I ever been called laddie? Still, at age sixty-five, if someone offers you a youth credit, you accept it gladly.

So where are you from? I asked him.

Llanfairpwll, he said.

Now, in case you are wondering, Llanfairpwll is not in Scotland. It is a small village in the east of Anglesey. Lots of sheep-farming over that way. A very Welsh area. Its name has archetypal status, as in its full form it is the longest name in the British Isles, with fifty-eight letters. Not in the world  a place in New Zealand is longer.

Place-names like that dont come up naturally. The historical name of the village was already quite long  Llanfair Pwllgwyngyll  but that was because of the way names work in Wales. I know two men near where I live, Dick Jones who drives a taxi, and Dick Jones who works on the ferry-boats. One is called Dick Jones Taxi and the other Dick Jones Ferry, or Dick Taxi and Dick Ferry for short. Its the same with place-names. There are lots of places called Llanfair. Llan in Welsh means church; fair is a form of Mair, Mary. Together the words mean Marys Church. To distinguish them, something gets added on. The Anglesey Marys Church was located by a hollow (pwll). In fact, by a hollow near a white hazel (pwll  gwyn  gyll). So thats what they called it.

Thats how it was for centuries. Then in the 1800s, the railway was built between Chester and Holyhead, and Llanfair Pwllgwyngyll was on the route. A local committee was formed to think of ways of encouraging the trains, travellers, and tourists to stop there. A cobbler from the nearby town of Menai Bridge came up with the fifty-eight-letter name:








Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwll-llantysiliogogogoch








The town council adopted it. It was one of the most successful travel marketing ploys ever.





When you live in Anglesey, learning the name by heart is a child rite of linguistic passage. You can then spend the rest of your life correcting English-speakers who say it all wrong apart from the last three syllables. But it isnt so hard if you remember that w and y are vowels in Welsh, f is pronounced like an English v, and the double-l is exactly like an English l, but without any buzzing of the vocal cords. Try it. Say l, and notice where your tongue is  hard against the ridge behind your top teeth. Keep it there, and just push the air past the sides of your tongue. Thats the Welsh double-l. Then you can go for the name, splitting it up into its meaningful bits:





	Llan 	fair 	pwll 	gwyn gyll






Church (of) Mary (in the) hollow (of the) white hazel




	goger y 	chwyrn drobwll 	llan 	tysilio 	gogo goch






 near the rapid whirlpool (and) church of (St) Tysilio (by the) red cave.

Locals never use the long name. Life is too short. They even avoid the official shorter version. Instead they abbreviate it, and say either Llanfairpwll or Llanfair P.G. 

The full name is actually used as a valid domain name on the Internet. A domain name can have up to sixty-seven characters. They have to be 0 to 9, a to z, or the hyphen. The dot and what follows it count in the total  so, for instance, if your domain name ends in .com, that would be four characters, leaving you with sixty-three. In fact, someone has already registered Llanfairs full name with an additional five letters in it, making up the sixty-three. The extra five letters are uchaf, which means higher in Welsh. It would be like saying Upper Llanfair like Upper Slaughter in the Cotswolds.

Actually, technically, the full Llanfair name has only fifty-one letters, as the double-l counts as a single letter in Welsh. But Internet software usually assumes that all languages work like English.

You cant beat the ingenuity of the people of Llanfairpwll, though you can try. Years later, another Welsh town, further south, in Cardiganshire, decided to do the same thing, and thought up a sixty-six-letter name. It never caught on. A country can only get away with this kind of creative name-building once.

Theres a joke told about an American tourist who bought a postcard in Llanfairpwll, and stopped for a coffee at the nearby Little Chef. She studied the full name on the card intently, then asked the waitress, Can you tell me how to pronounce the place were in? And the waitress said, slowly and distinctly: Lit  tle Chef.

English doesnt go in for long place-names. Indeed, the language as a whole doesnt go in for long words. I know there are competitions to find the longest word in English, and the winners always earn a place in the Guinness Book of Records. But that makes the point, really. Long words are the exceptions, so they fascinate us. Even quite young kids play with them. I learned to say antidisestablishmentarianism when I was nine. I still dont know what it means. Theres no special interest in long words in Greenland Eskimo, where most of the words are lengthy.

Nobody knows what the longest word in English really is, anyway. That would be a scientific term  probably one of the terms in chemistry for some unbelievably complex molecule. No scientist would ever say it, of course. So when people hold competitions, there is usually a rider  the longest word in an English dictionary. Which is also a cheat. Dictionaries dont always agree. If its the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), it would be the forty-five-letter

pneumonoultramictoscopicsilicovolcanoconiosis 

sometimes spelled with a k instead of its last c. It is a lung disease caused by breathing in particles of siliceous volcanic dust. It is another cheat. It was coined in 1935 by Everett Smith, the president of the US National Puzzlers League, purely for the purpose of making sure he had found the longest word.

You can look for the longest word for ever, and not reach agreement about it. Does supercalifragilisticexpialidocious from Mary Poppins count? Or is that excluded because it is a nonsense word? I dont know.

Llanfairpwll may be recognized as having the longest place-name in the UK, but it isnt the longest one in English. There are lakes in the USA, named in American Indian languages, which are much longer. And there is the eighty-five-letter monster in New Zealand, coming from Maori. But theres nothing to match it in the UK. The nearest is the eighteen-letter Blakehopeburnhaugh, a hamlet in the Redesdale Forest in Northumberland. The name is a combination of four words of Old English origin  black + valley + stream + area of flat riverside land. I think its the longest. I havent found anywhere longer with Anglo-Saxon (as opposed to Celtic) origins  yet.

If you go there  as a linguist would, just to see  you might notice a sign to Cottonshopeburnfoot, half a mile up the valley, and think to yourself, wait a minute, thats got nineteen letters. But spaces and hyphens arent usually allowed to count, when youre searching for long place-names. It has to be a single word. And on the Ordnance Survey map this place is written Cottonshopeburn Foot.

You could cheat, of course, and let hyphens in. Then you will find Stratton-on-the-Fosse in Somerset, Winchester-on-the-Severn in Maryland, and a host of others. I dont know what the longest hyphenated place-name is in England. Someone will probably write and tell me. Id like to know. It would be another piece fitted into the jigsaw puzzle of facts that make up the English language.

The valley of Redesdale is an interesting place. It has for centuries been an important route from England into Scotland. Today it contains the A68, winding its way towards Jedburgh and Edinburgh. Spectacular scenery, well worth a leisurely drive. The road crosses the border six miles to the north-west of Carter Bar.

Carter Bar was the scene of one of the last battles fought between the English and the Scots  the so-called Redeswire Fray. A fray is a fight. Its a shortened version of the word affray. Neither word is used much now, except in legal contexts. But it may be getting a new lease of life. It is the name of a UK rock band as well as of a fantasy comic- book by Joss Whedon, the creator of the TV show Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

The fight was in 1575. The Warden of the English Marches had an argument with the Keeper of Liddesdale, and it escalated into a violent confrontation. Several men were killed. The English had the worst of it. The irony is that the meeting took place on a day of truce, and both men had been employed to keep the peace on their own side of the border.

I knew my Scottish farmer was local when he said Llanfairpwll. Only locals say that. Moreover, he said the Welsh double-l very accurately. He had obviously lived here long enough to master it. But that didnt make sense. How could he have lived here so long and yet kept his Scottish accent so strong?

How long have you been in Anglesey, then? I asked him.

I came here in 65.

I did a swift calculation. Thats forty years.

And where did you grow up?

Near Galashiels.

Id been there. Its just a few miles north of Jedburgh. On a road off the A68.

How come youve not lost your accent?

I reckon I was too old to change. I was in me forties when I got here.

In his forties. How old was this man!

He was right. An accent would be thoroughly established by then, and it would take a huge change in circumstances to shift it. Accents exist to express your identity. They tell people where you are from. And they get established very early in life. Children have them by the age of three. New accents come easily during childhood and into the teenage years. When a family moves from one part of the country to another, its invariably the children who pick up the new accent first.

But no accent is immune from its surroundings. And, indeed, in the old farmers voice I could hear the occasional Welsh lilt. I wanted to hear more of it. So I asked him about his stick.

I always thought shepherds had crooks, I said.

Ay, he said, thats true, but I havent meself for quite a while.

He paused. Did ye know that there are different kinds of crooks?

He said the word with a long oo, asin croon.

I had to confess I didnt. My definition of crook would be a stick with one end bent into a hooked sort of shape. I was vague about why. The linguist in me suggested a link with by hook or by crook, but I couldnt immediately think of a good reason why this phrase should have come into existence.

The next five minutes was a tutorial on crooks. I hadnt realised crook-making was such a precise craft. And I hadnt realised that classic crooks have hooks at both ends, one larger than the other. One end is large enough to catch hold of a sheeps neck; the other end is smaller, for catching hold of the hind foot. He called it a leg cleek. I heard it as clayk, and only established the spelling when I looked it up later. Not an everyday word. It took me three dictionaries to find it. Never an easy matter finding a word in a dictionary if you dont know how to spell it. Cleak? Cliek? Cleke?

It seems to have been a Scottish word originally, in the fifteenth century. A hook for catching hold of something, or pulling something, or hanging something up. Fishermen used it a lot. And then it turned up again in the nineteenth century, in golf, referring to a type of club. Theres an early instance recorded in 1829: golfers at St Andrews are described as swinging their drivers and cleeks. At that time it was spelled cleques.

In parts of Scotland, to this day, if someone calls you cleeky, they mean youre grasping, captious.

And in the jazz era it turned up again, meaning a wet blanket at a party, a party-pooper. Beatniks in the US used it in the 1960s for any sad or melancholy person. Could that be the same word? Did it cross the Atlantic with some Scots emigrants?

I learned from my farmer friend that the space between the shank and the nose of a neck crook was usually the width of the four fingers of a persons hand. It should be wide enough to comfortably slip over the forearm. The leg cleek has a width of one old English penny. That would make it about three centimetres.

He also mentioned that the crook had been used for fighting in the old days. He didnt say how old those days were, or who were the fighters. English and Scots shepherds at Carter Bar, perhaps? Later, I recounted this conversation to a friend whos into martial arts in a big way, and he wasnt at all surprised. Hed used sticks in some fights, and he could see the value of having one with two hooks, especially if they were good at trapping necks and legs. And then he asked me: Is that where by hook or by crook comes from?

I was at home at the time, so wordbooks were everywhere. I found references to the phrase in three books straight away  and found three different explanations. Thats the trouble with folk idioms. The origins of many of them are lost, and people have to start guessing where they came from. Quite often there are some nice pieces of real evidence from literature or history.

The first use of hook and crook seems to have been in the writing of the Bible translator John Wiclife  or Wycliffe, as he is usually spelled today. That was around 1380. He wrote about the sale of sacraments and people being made to buy them with hook or crook. Plainly the phrase already had its modern meaning, by all possible means, fair or foul. The modern expression, with by used twice, is known from at least 1529.

When a dictionary says a word was first recorded at such-and-such a date, you have to take it with a pinch of salt. It might mean that the word was invented in that year, but it usually doesnt. People have generally been using a word for a while before it gets written down. In the Middle Ages, when things werent written down all that often, a phrase like hook and crook would probably have been in everyday speech for decades before the 1380s. Wycliffe had a good ear for common idiom, and tried to make his translation of the Bible as down-to-earth as possible. If he used the phrase, it was certainly out on the street.

The two words hook and crook had already been in English for several hundred years. Hook is found in Old English, in the tenth century, with the same meaning that it has today. Crook comes into the language in the early thirteenth century, with a meaning very similar to hook. The sense used in shepherding can be traced from the early 1400s. All sorts of other meanings followed. The criminal sense grew up in US slang towards the end of the nineteenth century. And in Australia and New Zealand, the word developed a general sense as an adjective meaning bad, useless, unsatisfactory, malfunctioning.

When I was last in Australia I didnt feel so well at one point. Somebody said: You feelin a bit crook? He was asking if I felt ill.

The most likely origin of by hook or by crook lies in a medieval countryside practice. The forests of medieval Britain belonged to the king, and trees could not be cut down without permission. The penalties were ferocious. So how would people get wood for their fires? They were allowed to use branches that had fallen on the ground. And they were also allowed to cut any dead wood from a tree if it could be reached with a shepherds crook or the hooked tool used by a reaper. The Bodmin Register of 1525 refers to local people being allowed to bear away upon their backs a burden of lop, crop, hook, crook, and bag wood.

If you go to the New Forest, you will see a plaque, the Rufus Stone, just off the A31 near Ringwood, marking the place where King William II was killed. There are clear signposts on the main road. Its inscription reads:





Here stood the oak tree on which an arrow shot by Sir Walter Tyrrell at a stag glanced and struck King William II surnamed Rufus on the breast of which stroke he instantly died on the second day of August anno 1100. King William thus slain was laid on a cart belonging to one Purkess and drawn from hence to Winchester, and buried in the Cathedral Church of that City.





Nearby, in the Sir Walter Tyrrell pub, you can reflect on the fact that Purkess was rewarded with permission to gather all the wood he could reach by hook or crook. Several generations of the Purkess family are buried in the cemetery of All Saints Church in Minstead, and the Purkiss name is still known in the area.

If you visit the churchyard, prepare to be distracted by Sherlock Holmes enthusiasts. Behind the church, under an oak, is the grave of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

An Irish origin has also been claimed for the phrase. In 1170 Richard de Clare, 2nd Earl of Pembroke, known as Strongbow, sailed into Waterford harbour as part of Henry IIs Irish campaign. He saw a tower on one side and a church on the other. On being told that it was the Tower of Hook (in County Wexford) and the Church of Crook (in County Waterford), he is reported to have said, We shall take the town by Hook and by Crook. There are several variations of the story in Irish folklore. Cromwell is supposed to have said the same thing in 1650 when he was attacking Waterford.

I never got a chance to ask my Scottish-Welsh farmer if he had any opinions about the origins of by hook or by crook. My BBC producer, apparently sensing that something was not going as expected, appeared from within a flock of sheep-farmers. She had found somebody she wanted me to talk to. I thanked my friend for his company, and was just walking away from him when I felt my arm being tugged backwards. I looked down at it. There was a crook round it, holding it tight. I looked back at the farmer.

You should be interviewing the sheep, ye know, he said.

Excuse me?

They dont bleat the same down here as they do in Scotland.

You dont say.

Ay, its a Welsh accent, ye see.












End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/map001.png
ExGLAND 1

1 Gaerwen

s
=
Fien
e

Jobanneiburg

2 L
) Bty
W B

19 Higesd

2 Sad Mt

5 Grdon Undrword
0 Nomth






OPS/inline_image.png





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/9780007284061_cover_bbeb.png
By Hook Or By Crook

A Journey in Search of English

]
S
3
e
)
«
i
o
Q
b5}
£
]
]

David Crystal






