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"Ancient words 
That come from the poetic quarry 
As sharp as swords. " 

Hamilton's Epistle to Allan Ramsay. 



INTRODUCTION. 

]\/T ANY learned and interesting works have been written on 
the origin, growth, and present state of the English lan-

guage, but, as far as the author of the present work is aware, none 
has been written to point out the many losses which it has suffered, 
and which it is still suffering, from time, corruption, and change of 
literary fashion. Of all the languages of the world, the English 
has the greatest power of assimilating to, and incorporating 
with itself, the useful words — whether of trade, sentiment̂  
poetry, or science—with which it comes into contact, in the 
cosmopolitan developments of society, which are the great 
characteristics of the present age. 

The English is essentially a living and a growing speech. 
All the languages of antiquity have had their tender in̂  
fancy ; their passionate youth ; their careful maturity ; their 
gradual, though it may be imperceptible, decay, and, finally, 
their death. After death has come the apotheosis of a 
language, if it has been worthy of such honour—or burial in 
the books, which, like the remains or memorials of ancient 
heroes, become the sacred treasure of newer ages. All lan-
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guages pass through these stages in their career. Sanscrit, 
Gaelic, Greek, and Latin are familiar examples of the death and 
sanctity of great and mighty tongues that were once living 
powers to sway the passions and guide the reason of men. In 
their ashes even yet live the wonted fires that scholars love to 
rekindle. The languages of modern Europe that have sprung 
directly from the Sanscrit and Celtic, may all be said to have 
passed their infancy and youth, and to have reached maturity, 
if not old age. The Celtic languages—all sprung from an ancient 
Oriental root, and whichinclude Scottish and Irish Gaelic, Manx, 
Cymric, and Breton—are in the last stage of vitality, destined to 
disappear, at no very remote period, into the books, which will 
alone preserve their memory. Were it not for Victor Hugo, 
and some recent borrowings from the English, it might be said 
that French had ceased to expand, and had become stereo-
typed into a form no longer to be modified. Spanish, Portu-
guese, and Italian hold their own ; and that is all that can be 
said of them. German, and the languages sprung from the 
same root and stem, contain within themselves such immense 
resources, and are so continually evolving new compounds, as 
to free them from that reproach of stagnation which may not 
unjustly be applied to the other great tongues which we have 
enumerated. But English—which, taken all in all, may be 
considered by far the richest, though not the most beautiful or 
the most sonorous, of all the languages spoken in our day—is 
yet in its vigorous youth, and cannot be accused of exhibiting 
any symptoms of decay. It is doubtful whether it have yet 
reached the full maturity of its prime, or whether the mighty 
nation now existent in America, or the as mighty nation which 
is destined yet to arise in Australia, will not, as time rolls on, 
and new wants are created, new circumstances encountered, 
and new ideas evolved out of the progress of science and civi-
lization, add many thousands of new words to our already 
copious vocabulary. Other languages are dainty in the mate-
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.rials of their increment ; but the English is, like man himself, 
omnivorous. Nothing comes amiss to its hungry palate. It 
does not live on air and honey-dew, or even on bread, like 
more delicate organisations. All nature—all the languages of 
the earth—administer to its wants. It borrows, it steals, it 
assimilates what words it pleases from all the points of the 
compass, and asks no questions of them, but that they shall 
express thoughts and describe circumstances more tersely and 
more accurately than any of the old words beside which 
they are invited to take their places. Saxon, Celtic, Greek, 
Latin, French, Arabic, Turkish, Persian, have all helped it ; and 
the once despised, but beautiful, dialect of its Scottish sister 
has given it many poetical words, which it is not likely to part 
with. But if English is thus perpetually growing and gaining, 
it is at the same time perpetually losing. Were it not for the 
noble translation of the Bible, and for Chaucer, Gower, and 
the poets of the Elizabethan age, it would have lost still more 
than it has of its early treasures, and would have been Latinised 
to an extent that would have impaired its vigour, emasculated 
its passion, and deprived it of that sturdy vernacular which is 
the richest element in its blood, and best serves to build up its 
bone and muscle. If few languages now spoken in the world 
have gained so much as the English from the progress of civi-
lization, it must be admitted, at the same time, that few have 
lost so much, and lost it without necessity. It has been said 
that a good carpenter is known as much by the shape as by the 
quantity of his chips ; and the chips that the English tongue 
has thrown off since the days of Piers Ploughman to our own, 
betoken, both by quality and quantity, what a plethora of wealth 
it possesses, and what a very cunning carpenter Time has 
proved in working with such abundant materials. 

It is one of the current assertions which, once started 
on high authority, are very rarely questioned, that the writ-
ings of Chaucer are a " well of pure English undefiled." 
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Chaucer's well, limpid and beautiful as it is, and undefiled as 
grammarians and critics may please to consider it, is not so 
much a fountain as a double stream. Chaucer, though so 
ancient in our eyes, was a neologist, and strove rather to* 
increase the wealth of the written English, of which he was 
so great a master, by the introduction of words from the 
Norman-French, little understood by the bulk of the people, 
though familiar enough to the aristocracy, for whom he mainly 
wrote, than to fix in his pages for ever the strong simple words 
of his native Anglo-Saxon. The stream of native English in his 
writings runs pure and cool; the stream of Norman-French 
runs pure and bright also ; but the two currents that he em-
ployed in his song never thoroughly intermingled, and at 
least nine-tenths of the elegant Gallicisms which he employed 
found no favour with successive writers ; and few of them have 
remained, except in the earlier poems of Milton. If we really 
wish to discover the true "well of English undefiled," where the 
stream runs clear and unmixed, we must look to the author of 
Piers Ploughman rather than to Chaucer. We shall there find 
a large vocabulary of strong words, which are plain to all men's 
comprehension—preserved in the Bible, and in the common 
speech of the peasantry, and, notably, in that living branch of 
the old English language which is known as the Scottish 
dialect. 

No such systematic attempt as that made by Chaucer to 
popularise words of French origin, was essayed by Scottish 
writers of that time ; not even by King James I.—the illus-
trious author of the Kings Quair. Yet, in consequence of the 
friendly intercourse long subsisting between France and Scot-
land—an intercourse that was alike political, commercial, and 
social—a considerable number of words of French origin crept 
into the Scottish vernacular, and there established themselves 
with a tenacity that is not likely to be relaxed as long as the 
language continues to be either written or spoken. Some of 
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these are among the most racy and characteristic differences, 
between the English and the Scotch. It will be sufficient to 
cite : to fash one's self, to be troubled with or about anything— 
from se fâcher, to be angered ; douce, gentle, good-tempered, 
courteous—from doitx, soft; dour, grim, obdurate, slow to for-
give or relent—from dur, hard ; bien, comfortable, well to do in 
worldly affairs—from bien, well ; ashet, a dish—from assiette, a 
plate ; a creel, a fish-basket—from creille, a basket ; a gigot of 
mutton—from gigot, a leg ; awmrie, a linen-press or plate-cup-
board—from armoire, a movable cupboard or press ; bonnie, 
beautiful and good—from bon, good ; airles and airle-penny, 
money paid in advance to seal a bargain—from arrhes, a. 
deposit on account ; bridzie, a fight or dispute—from s'embrouil-
ler, to quarrel ; callant, a lad, a brave boy—from galant, a lover 
or a gallant youth ; braw, fine—from brave, honest and courage-
ous ; dool, sorrow—from deuil, mourning ; grozet, a gooseberry 
(which is a popular English corruption from gorseberry)—from 
groseille; ; taupie, a thoughtless, foolish girl, who does not look 
before her to see what she is doing—from taupe, a mole ; haggisr 

the Scottish national dish—from hachis, a hash ; pawn, peacock 
—from paon; caddie, a young man acting as a porter or mes-
senger—from cadet, the younger born ; spaule, the shoulder— 
from epaule, &c. 

The Scoto-Saxon and Old English words derived immediately 
from the Dutch, and following the Dutch rules of pronunciation, 
are exceedingly numerous. Among these are wanhope—from 
wanhoop, despair; wanchancie, wanlust, wanrestful, and many 
others, where the English adopt the German un instead of wan. 

The English and Scottish words derived from the Gaelic are 
apparent in the names of places and in much of the colloquial 
phraseology of everyday life. Among the first, ben, glen, burn, 
bur nie. strath, bog, corrie, crag or craig, and cairn, will recur to the 
memory of any one who has lived or travelled in Scotland, or 
is conversant with Scottish literature. Gillie, a boy or servant ; 
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grieve, a land-steward or agent, are not only ancient Scottish 
words, but have lately become English. Loof \ the open palm, 
is derived from the Gaelic lamh (pronounced laff or lav), the 
hand ; cuddle, to embrace—from cadail, sleep ; whisky, from 
zrisge, water ; clachan, a village—from clach, a stone ; croon,, to 
hum a tune—from cruin, to lament or moan ; bailie,, a city or 
borough magistrate—from baile, a town ; tinder, from teine, fire; 
sonsie, fresh, healthful, young, good-looking—from sonas, good 
fortune ; grove, an assemblage of trees—from craobh, pro-
nounced craov, a tree ; fallow, lying uncultivated, from falamb, 
pronounced fdllav, empty—may serve as specimens of the many 
words which the Scoto-Saxon and Anglo-Saxon languages owe 
to the Gaelic or Celtic stock that originally possessed these 
islands. 

Four centuries ago, the English or Anglo-Saxon, when 
Chaucer, Gower, and Lydgate were still intelligible, had a 
much greater resemblance to the Scoto-Saxon than it has at the 
present day. William Dunbar, one of the earliest, as he was 
one of the best, of the Scottish poets, and supposed to have 
been born in 1465, in the reign of James III. in Scotland, and 
of Edward IV. in England, wrote, among other poems, the 
" Thrissel and the Rose." This composition was equally intelli-
gible to the people of both countries. It was designed to com-
memorate the marriage of James IV. with Margaret Tudor, 
daughter of King Henry VII. of England—that small cause of 
many great events, of which the issues have extended to our 
time, and which gave the Stuarts their title to the British 
throne. Though Dunbar wrote in the Scotch of the literati, 
rather than in that of the common people, as did King James I. 
at an earlier period, when, a captive in Windsor Castle, he 
indited his beautiful poem, " The King's Quair," to celebrate 
the grace and loveliness of the Lady Beaufort, whom he after-
wards married; the "Thrissel and the Rose" is only archaic 
in its orthography, and contains no words that a commonly 
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well-educated Scottish ploughman cannot at this day under-
hand, though it might puzzle some of the writers of leaders 
for the London press to interpret it without the aid of a 
glossary. Were the spelling of the following passages moder-
nised, it would be found that there is nothing in any subsequent 
I >oets, from Dunbar's day to our own, with which it need fear a 
comparison, either in point of poetry or of popular comprehen-
sion :— 

" Quhen Merché wes with variand windis past, 
And Apryll haddé, with her silver shouris, 
Tane leif at nature, with ane orient blast, 
And lusty May, that mudder is of flouris, 
Had maid the birdis to begyn their houris 
Among the tender odouris reid and quhyt, 
Quhois harmony to heir it was delyt. 

" In bed at morrowe, sleiping as I lay, 
Methocht Aurora, with her crystal een, 
In at the window lukit by the day, 
And halsit me with visage paile and grene, 
On quhois hand a lark sang fro the splene, 
4 Awauk, luvaris ! out of your shimmering ! 
See how the lusty morrowe dois upspring ! ' " 

Many of the popular authors of that century did not, like 
I Hmbar, confine their poetic efforts to the speech of the learned, 
but wrote in the vernacular of the peasantry and townspeople. 
The well-known poem of "Peblis to the Play" is the earliest 
specimen of this class of literature that has come down to us. 
This composition scarcely contains a word that Burns, three 
hundred years later, would have hesitated to employ. In like 
manner the poem of " Christ's Kirk on the Green* " written 
more than three hundred years ago, made use of the lan-
guage of the peasantry to describe the assembly of the lasses 
itnd their wooers that came to the "dancing and deray," with 
( heir gloves of the " raffele richt " (right doeskin), their " shoon 
of the straitis " (coarse cloth), and their 
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" Kirtles of the lincum light, 
Weel pressed wi' mony plaitis." 

The author's description of " Gillie " is equal to anything in 
Ramsay or Burns, and quite as intelligible to the Scottish 
peasantry of the present day :— 

" Of all their maidens mild as meid 
Was nane sae gymp as Gillie ; 

As ony rose her rude was reid, 
Hir lire was like the lily. 

Bot zallow, zallow was hir heid, 
And sche of luif sae sillie, 

Thof a' hir kin suld hae bein deid, 
Sche wuld hae bot sweit Willie." 

Captain Alexander Montgomerie, who was attached to the 
service of the Regent Murray in 1577, and who enjoyed a 
pension from King James VI., wrote many poems in which the 
beauty, the strength, and the humour of the Scoto-Saxon language 
were very abundantly displayed. The " Cherry and the Slae 
is particularly rich in words that Allan Ramsay, Walter Scott, 
Robert Burns, and Christopher North have since rendered 
classical, and is, besides, a poem as excellent in thought and 
fancy as it is copious in diction. The description of the music 
of the birds on a May morning may be taken as a specimen :— 

" The cushat croods, the corbie cries, 
The Coukoo couks, the prattling pies 

To keckhir they begin. 
The jargon o' the jangling jays, 
The craiking craws and kecklin' kayes, 

They deaved me with their din. 
" The painted pawn with Argus e'es 

Can on his mayock call ; 
The turtle wails on withered trees, 

And Echo answers all. 
Repeting, with greting, 

How fair Narcissus fell, 
By lying and spying 

His schadow in the well." 
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Time was within living memory when the Scotch of the 
upper classes prided themselves on their native Doric ; when 
judges on the bench delivered their judgments in the broadest 
Scotch, and would have thought themselves guilty of puerile 
and unworthy affectation if they had preferred English words or 
English accents to their own ; when advocates pleaded in the 
same homely and plastic tongue ; when ministers of religion 
found their best way to the hearts and to the understanding of 
their congregations in the use of the language most familiar to 
themselves, as well as to those whom they addressed ; and 
when ladies of the highest rank—celebrated alike for their wit 
and their beauty—sang their tenderest, archest, and most 
affecting songs, and made their bravest thrusts and parries in 
the sparkling encounters of conversation, in the homely speech 
of their childhood. All this, however, is fast disappearing, and 
not only the wealthy and titled, who live much in London and 
in England, begin to grow ashamed of speaking the language of 
their ancestors, though the sound of the well-beloved accents in 
the mouths of others is not unwelcome or unmusical to their 
ears, but the middle-class Scotch are learning to follow their 
example. The members of the legal and medical profession 
are afraid of the accusation of vulgarity that might be launched 
against them if they spoke publicly in the picturesque language 
of their fathers and grandfathers ; and even the clergy are 
unlearning in the pulpit the brave old speech that was good 
enough for John Knox (though he was the greatest Angliciser 
of his day, and was publicly accused of that fault), and many 
thousands of pious preachers who, since his time, have worthily 
kept alive the faith of the Scottish people by appeals to their 
consciences in the language of their hearts. In ceasing to 
employ the " unadorned eloquence " of the sturdy vernacular, 
and using instead of it the language of books, and of the 
southern English, it is to be feared that too many of these 
superfine preachers have lost their former hold upon the mind, 
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and that they have sensibly weakened the powers of persuasion 
and conviction which they possessed when their words were in 
sympathetic unison with the current of thought and feeling that 
flowed through the broad Scottish intellect and language of the 
peasantry. And where fashion leads, snobbism will certainly 
follow ; so that it happens even in Scotland that young Scots-
men of the Dundreary class will sometimes boast of their 
inability to understand the poetry of Burns and the romance of 
Scott on account of the difficulties presented by the language I 
—as if their crass ignorance were a thing to be proud of Î 

The English and Scotch languages are both mainly derived 
from the Teutonic ; and five or six hundred years ago, may be 
correctly described as having been Anglo-Saxon and Scoto-
Saxon. Time has replaced the Anglo-Saxon by the modem 
English, but has spared the Scoto-Saxon, which still remains a 
living speech. Though the children of one mother, the two 
have lived apart, received different educations, developed them-
selves under dissimilar circumstances, and received accretions 
from independent and unrelated sources. The English, as far 
as it remains an Anglo-Saxon tongue, is derived from the Low 
German, with a mixture of the Scandinavian and Icelandic ; 
while the Lowland Scotch, or Scoto-Saxon, is indebted more 
immediately to the Dutch, Flemish, and Danish, both for it's 
fundamental and most characteristic words, and for its inflection 
and grammar. The English, like the Teutonic, bristles with 
consonants. The Scotch is as spangled with vowels as a 
meadow with daisies in the month of May. English, though 
perhaps the most muscular and copious language in the world, 
is harsh and sibilant ; while the Scotch, with its beautiful ter-
minational diminutives, is almost as soft as the Italian. English 
songs, like those of Dibdin, Moore, and Campbell, however excel-
lent they may be as poetical compositions, are, for these reasons, 
not so available for musical purposes, as the songs of Scotland. 
An Englishman, if he sings of a " pretty little girl/' uses words 
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deficient in euphony, and suggests comedy rather than senti-
ment ; but when a Scotsman sings of a " bonnie wee lassie," he 
employs words that are much softer than their English equiva-
lents, express a tenderer idea, and are infinitely better adapted to 
music. The principal components of the Scoto-Saxon tongue are 
derived, first from the Teutonic, comprising many words once 
possessed by the English, but which have become obsolete in the 
latter ; secondly, words and inflections derived from the Dutch, 
Flemish, and Norse ; thirdly, words derived from the French, or 
from the Latin and Greek through a French medium; and fourthly, 
words derived from the Gaelic, which is indubitably a branch 
of the Sanscrit. As regards the first source, it is interesting to 
note that in the glossary appended to Mr. Thomas Wright's 
edition of tliQse ancient and excellent alliterative poems, the 
" Vision" and " Creed" of Piers Ploughman, there occur about 
two thousand obsolete English or Anglo-Saxon words, many of 
which are still retained in the Scoto-Saxon of the Scottish Low-
lands; and that in the Glossary to Tyrrwhitt's edition of 
Chaucer, there occur upwards of six thousand words which need 
explanation to the modern English reader, and full one half of 
which need no explanation whatever to a Scotsman. Even 
Shakespeare is becoming obsolete to his countrymen, and uses 
upwards of two thousand four hundred words, which Mr. 
Howard Staunton, his latest, and in many respects, his most 
judicious editor, thinks it necessary to collect in a glossary for 
the better elucidation of the text. Many hundreds of these 
words are perfectly familiar to a Scottish ear, and require no in-
terpreter. It appears from these facts, that the Scotch is a far 
more conservative language than the English, and that although 
it does not object to receive new words, it clings reverently and 
affectionately to the old. The consequence of this mingled 
tenacity and elasticity is, that it posesses a vocabulary which 
includes for a Scotsman's use, every word of the modern 
I English language, and several thousand words which the English 
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people never possessed, or have suffered to drop into desuetude. 
In addition to this conservancy of the bone and sinew of the 
language, the Scoto-Saxon possesses an advantage over the 
modern English, in having reserved to itself the power, while 
Tetaining all the old words of the language, to eliminate all 
harsh or unnecessary consonants. Thus it has Id for love : fd 
for fall ; wd for walk ; awfiû for awful ; smd for small ; and 
many hundreds of similar abbreviations, which detract nothing 
from the force of the idea or the clearness of the meaning, while 
they soften the roughness of the expression. No such power 
resides in the English or French, though it was once inherent 
in both languages. Very little of it belongs to the German, 
though it remains in all those European tongues which trace 
their origin to the Platt-Deutsch. The Scottish poet or versifier 
may write fd or fall as it pleases him, but his English compeer 
must write "fall" without abbreviation. Another source of the 
superior euphony of the Scoto-Saxon is the single diminutive 
in ie, arid the double dimunitive in kie, which may be applied 
to any noun in the language, as wife, wife, wifikie, wife, little 
wife, very little wife ; bairn, b air nie, baimikie, child, little child, 
very little child; bird, birdie,birdikie; and lass, lassie, lassikie, etc. 
A few English nouns remain susceptible of diminutives, though 
in a less musical form, as lamb, lambkin ; goose, gosling, etc. 
'The beauty of the Scottish forms of the diminutive is obvious. 
Take, for instance, the following lines — 

" Hap and row, hap and row, 
Hap and row the feetie o't ; 
It is a wee bit wearie thing, 
I downa bide the greetie o't." 

Endeavour to translate into modern English the diminutives 
feetie" and " greetie," and the superiority of the Scottish or old 

English for poetical purposes will be obvious. 
But the old Scottish language, though of later years it has 

become unfashionable in its native land, survives not alone on 
the tongue, but in the heart of the "common" people (and 
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where is there such a common or uncommon people as the 
peasantry of Scotland ?), and has established for itself a place in 
the affections of those ardent Scotsmen who travel to the New 
World and to the remotest parts of the Old, with the auri sacra 
fames to lead them on to fortune, but who never permit that 
particular species of hunger—which is by no means peculiar to 
Scotsmen—to deaden their hearts to their native land, or to 
render them indifferent to their native speech, the merest word 
of which, when uttered unexpectedly under a foreign sky, stirs 
up all the latent patriotism in their minds, and opens their 
heart, and, if needs be, their purse, to the utterer. It has also, 
by a kind of Nemesis or poetical justice, established for itself a 
hold and footing, even in that English language which affects to 
ignore it ; and, thanks more especially to Burns and Scott, and 
to the admiration which their genius has excited in England 
and America, has engrafted many of its loveliest shoots upon 
the old trees of the Anglo-Saxon and English language. Every 
year the number of words that are taken like seeds or grafts 
from the Scottish conservatory, and planted in the fruitful Eng-
lish garden, is on the increase, as will be seen from the following 
anthology of specimens, which might have been made ten times-
as abundant if it had been possible to squeeze into a wine-glass 
a whole gallon of hippocrene. Many of these words are recog-
nised English, permissible both in literature and conversation ; 
many others are in progress and process of adoption and assimi-
lation ; and many more that are not English, and may never 
become so, are fully worthy of a place in the dictionary of a 
language that has room for every word, let it come whence it 
will, that expresses a new meaning, or a more delicate shade of 
an old meaning than the existing forms of expression admit. 
Eerie, and gloaming, and cannie, and cantie, and cozie, and lift, 
and lilt, and caller, and gruesome, and thud, are all of an ancient 
and a goodly pedigree, and were, the most of them, as English 
in the fifteenth century as they ought to be in the nineteenth." 
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Since the days of Piers Ploughman,, the spoken language of the 
English and Scottish peasantry has undergone but few changes as 
regards words, but very many changes as regards terminations and 
inflections. On the other hand, the language of literature and 
polite society has undergone changes so vast that uneducated 
people are scarcely able to understand the phraseology that occurs 
in the masterpieces of our great authors, or the Sunday sermons 
of their pastors, delivered, as the saying is, " above their heads," 
in words that are rarely or never employed in their everyday 
hearing. Among this class survive large numbers of verbs as 
well as of inflections that ought never to have been allowed to 
drop out of literature, and which it only needs the efforts of a 
few great writers and orators to restore to their original favour. 

Among the losses which the English language has undergone 
are, firstly, the loss of the plurals in n and in en, and the substitu-
tion of the plural in s ; secondly, the present participle in and\ 
for which we have substituted the nasal and disagreeable ing; 
thirdly, the loss of the French negative ne, as in nill, for " I 
will not;" nould, for " I would not;" rtam, for " I am not;" 
and of which the sole trace now remaining is "willy-nilly;" 
and, fourthly, the substitution of the preterite in d. as in lowed 
and admire/, for the older and much stronger preterite formed 
by a change in the vowel sound of the infinitive and the 
present, as in run, ran ; bite, bit ; speak, spoke ; take, took ; 
and many others that still survive. And not only has the lan-
guage lost the strong preterite in a great variety of instances 
where it would have been infinitely better to have retained it, 
but it has lost many hundred preterites altogether, as well as 
many whole verbs, which the illiterate sometimes use, but which 
Literature for a hundred and fifty years has either ignored or 
despised. Of all the nouns that formerly formed their plural in 
n, as the German or Saxon nouns still for the most part do, 
very few survive—some in the Bible, some in poetical compo-
sition, some in the common conversation of the peasantry, and 
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some, but very few, in polite literature. Among them may be 
mentioned " oxen," for oxes ; " kine," for cows ; " shoon," for 
shoes ; " hosen," for stockings ; " een," for eyes ; " housen," 
lor houses ; and the words, as common to the vernacular as to 
literature, "men," "women," "brethren," and "children." In 
America, the word " sis tern," as a companion to brethren, sur-
vives in the conventicle and the meeting-house. "Lamben" 
and "thumben," for "lambs" and "thumbs," were compara-
tively euphemistic words ; but thumbs and lambs, and every 
noun which ends with a consonant in the singular, are syllables 
which set music, and sometimes pronunciation, at defiance. 
What renders the matter worse is, that the s in the French 
plural, from which this perversion of the English language was 
adopted, is not sounded, and that the plural is really marked by 
the change of the definite article, as le champ, les champs. Thus 
in borrowing an unpronounced consonant from the French, in 
order to pronounce it we have adulterated our language with a 
multitude of sibilations alien to its spirit and original structure. 
The substitution of s for eth as the terminal of the present per-
son singular of every verb in the language is an aggravation ot 
the evil. If this change had been repudiated by our forefathers, 
a grace much needed would have been retained in the language. 

Gradually, too, the English language ha lost the large number 
of diminutives which it formerly possessed, and which, as already 
remarked, are still common in the Scottish dialect. The Eng-
lish diminutives in ordinary use in the nursery are many, but are 
chiefly employed in the pet names of children, as " Willie," for 
little William ; "Annie," for little Anne ; and so forth. The 
diminutives belonging to literature are abnormally few. 

Among other losses, the plural in en of the present tenses of 
nil the verbs is greatly to be lamented. We losen and we 
s mil en would serve many rhythmical needs, and administer to 
many poetic elegancies that the modern forma do not supply. 

" The persons plural," observes Ben Jonson in his English 
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Grammar—a work by no means so well known as his poetry— 
" keep the termination of the first person singular. In former 
times, till about the reign of King Henry VIII., they were 
wont to be formed by adding en; thus, 'loven,' 4 sayen,' ' com-
plainen.' But now (whatsoever is the cause) it hath quite 
grown out of use. Albeit (to tell you my opinion) I am per-
suaded that the lack thereof, well considered, will be found a 
great blemish to our tongue." 

But of all the losses which the language has sustained, not 
alone for poetry, but for oratory, that of many useful verbs, 
some of which are still existing in Scottish parlance, and of the 
ancient preterites and past participles of many old verbs of 
which the infinitives and present tenses still hold their places, 
is the most to be deplored. This loss began early ; and that 
the process is still in operation in the present day, is manifest 
from the fact that many preterites written in the best books and 
spoken in the best society forty years ago, are dropping out of 
use before our eyes. We constantly find bid for bade—"I 
bid him now \ " he bid me yesterday dare for durst—" I 
told him I dare not do it ;" need for needed—" it was clear to me 
a year ago that he need not perform his promise ? eat for ate or 
ett—" he eat his dinner ;" bet for betted—" he bet me a thousand 
to one." The verbs to let, to cast, and to put, seem to have 
enjoyed no preterite during the last two hundred years in Eng-
land, though in Scottish literature, both of the past and the 
present, their preterites are as common as their infinitives and 
present tenses. Must, in English, is equally devoid of the 
infinitive, the preterite, and the future ; while can has a pre-
terite, but neither infinitive nor future. For what reasons these 
and similar losses have occurred in English and in other modern 
languages might be interesting to inquire, though it might pos-
sibly lead us into metaphysical mazes were we to ask why an 
Englishman who may say " I can" and " I could," must not say 
" I will can" but must resort to the periphrase of " I will be 
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able," to express power in futurity ; or why the sense of present 
•duty and obligation implied in the words " I must" cannot be 
expressed by the same verb if the duty be bygone or future, as 
I " musted" or " I will must" but have to be translated, as it were, 
into " I was obliged," or " I shall be obliged," to do such and 
such a thing hereafter. These, however, are losses or imper-
fections, whatever may be their occult causes, which can never 
I gain be supplied, and which it is useless to lament. 

One of the most grievous of the losses which the language has 
suffered, is that of the preterites and past participles of ancient 
verbs that are still in use, and of many good English verbs in 
all their tenses which, without reason, have been left for verna-
cular use to the people of the north of England and Scotland, 
and have not been admitted to the honours of modern literature, 
except in the poems of Robert Burns, Miss Blamire, and the 
novels of Sir Walter Scott and John Gait. These preterites 
ought not to be lost—many of them are not dead, but sleeping 
— many only need the fostering care of a few writers and 
speakers of genius and influence to be revived—and most of 
them formed the bone and pith of the language of our fore-
lathers, and make the beauty and strength of the Bible in many 
of its noblest passages. 

What should we say if an English nobleman, of ancient and 
illustrious lineage and great wealth, had in the cellars and 
vaults of his castle, hundreds of coffers and oaken chests filled 
to the lid with coins of the purest gold, stamped with the image 
and superscription of bygone kings, if he would never use nor 
look at any portion of his wealth ? What, also, should we say 
of him if, in want of gold for his daily needs, he persisted in 
borrowing it from strangers at usurious interest, rather than 
touch his antique treasures ? We should say he was unwise, or 
at the least eccentric, and that it was questionable whether he 
deserved to possess the great wealth which he had inherited. 
Kvery master of the English tongue, whether he be poet, orator, 
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or great prose writer, is in the position of this supposed noble-
man if he will not study the ancient words of the language, and 
revive to the extent of his ability such among them as he finds 
to be better adapted to express strong as well as delicate shades 
of meaning than the modern words which have usurped their 
places. To the poets more especially, and, if there be none 
left in our day (which we should be very sorry to assert), to the 
versifiers, who are not likely ever to fail us as long as there are 
hopes and fancies in the hearts of young men and women, this 
is a matter of special concern. The permissible rhymes of 
the modern English tongue are not very abundant ; and 
such as exist, if not as well worn as love and dove, breeze and 
trees, heart and dart, are far too familiar to come upon the ear 
with any great charm of novelty. The dactylic rhymes are still 
fewer, as every'one who has tried his hand at versification is pain-
fully aware. It is the poet, more than the prose writer, who 
strengthens as well as beautifies the language which he employs. 
It is true that language first makes literature ; but literature, 
when once established among a people, reacts upon language, 
and fixes its form—decides what words shall and what words 
shall not be used in the higher forms of prose and poetical 
composition. Old English—such as it is found in Piers Plough-
man and his successors as far downwards as the poets and 
dramatists of the Elizabethan era, and as late as Milton and 
Dryden—is a passionate rather than an argumentative language ; 
and poets, who ought to be passionate above all else, otherwise 
they are but mere versifiers, should go back to those ancient 
sources if they would be strong without ceasing to be correct 
and elegant. The words that were good enough for Shake-
speare and his contemporaries ought to be good enough for the 
greatest writers of our day. But Shakespeare himself, as already 
observed, is to a very considerable extent becoming obsolete. 

The intercourse between Great Britain and the United States 
of America has of late years so greatly increased, and the 
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interchange of thought between readers and writers on both 
sides of the Atlantic has become so intimate and incessant, as 
to have produced a marked effect, not only on the familiar 
language of Englishmen, but on English literature and, more espe-
cially, that of the newspaper press. Ever since the colonization 
of the first thirteen colonies, which proclaimed their indepen-
dence nearly a century ago, the United States have received 
vast accessions of immigrants from the British Isles, who carried 
along with them to the new country of their adoption, not only 
the literary language of books, but the language of the peasantry 
—of what are called the common people ; of people who used 
the rough and rustic speech of the counties—as distinguished 
from the more cultivated and more copious speech of London 
and of books—and who introduced into the current phraseology 
of everyday life many hundreds of words that literary men 
would consider obsolete, archaic, or provincial, and, therefore, 
to be avoided ; but which were quickly adopted by the less 
fastidious writers for the American press, who cared less for fine 
writing than for making a strong impression on the minds of 
those whom they addressed. By dint of repetition in print, 
these old English—and all but forgotten—words have become 
part of the ordinary speech of the Americans, and are fast 
making their way back again to the land of their birth, stamped 
with the acceptance and approbation of a country that no 
longer aims in its literature to be a copyist. These American-
isms, as they are erroneously called, are making themselves 
at home in the old country, and adding to the wealth of 
that great and expansive language which promises to be the 
one all-pervading language of the civilized world—or, at least, 

. to share that honour with the Spanish and the German, and 
to predominate largely over both. 

Lest it may be objected that all the archaic words—reviving 
and revivable—that are introduced into the following pages, are 
not " beauties " in the strictest sense of the word, it may be 
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claimed that if not beauties, they are utilities—or may be made 
so—and that everything which is useful is beautiful in its degree. 
Every- country has its literary and its popular language ; but if 
ever there were a language in the world, from which literature 
might advantageously borrow from the language of the people— 
of the past ages and of the present—it is the English. 

Let us conclude with the observations of Frederick Schlegel, 
in his lectures on the " History of Literature :"— 

" The care of the national language is at all times a sacred 
trust and a most important privilege of the higher orders of 
society. Every man of education should make it thé object of 
his unceasing concern, to preserve his language pure and entire, 
to speak it, so far as is in his power, in all its beauty and per-
fection A nation whose language becomes rude and 
barbarous, must be 011 the brink of barbarism in regard to 
everything else. A nation which allows her language to go to 
ruin, is parting with the last half of her intellectual independence, 
and testifies her willingness to cease to exist." 

[The author has to return thanks to the Messrs. Blackwood, 
of Edinburgh, for permission to reprint the substance of the 
above introduction and many " Lost Preterites," which origi-
nally appeared in Blackwood's Magazine, in a paper with that 
title.] 


