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OUK MOTHER-TONGUE IN OUR FATHER-LAND. 

By David Buxton, M.R.S.L.

(HEAD STH NOVEMBER, 1857.)

IN introducing a philological paper for the consideration of the Historic 
Society, I am conscious that some apology is due from me for handling a 
subject which has been brought before us by such authorities as Latham 
and Wright, Mr. Howson, Mr. Ramsey, and Dr. Hume; all of whom have 
enriched our Transactions by valuable contributions in different depart 
ments of philology. Following them, I shall but be a gleaner in this 
field : but my familiarity with the subject of words is habitual, and a matter 
of necessity; it forms part of my daily occupation ; and it is not impossible 
that, in my simple way, I may succeed, if not in making any striking dis 
coveries, at least in presenting some facts in a new aspect; as the child's 
eye may chance to light upon a precious stone upon the beach, which the 
people of a larger growth have passed by and overlooked.

One thing which has always occurred to me as remarkable in connection 
with this subject, is the effect which the subjugation of a people has upon 
language. When the Romans conquered Gaul, they planted their language 
among the people whom they had subdued, though their occupation of Britain 
has not left above a dozen words in our vocabulary. When, at a later period, 
the Roman Empire was itself overrun by the barbarians of northern Europe, 
the effect in this contact of races was just the reverse, for the conquerors re 
ceived the language of the conquered. The Norman conquest over England 
had the effect of adding to a language, which could not be extirpated, though 
the attempt was made. Why then did this attempt fail ? From the same 
cause which has made the progress of the English so slow in the principality 
of Wales, though its ultimate victory over the speech of the Highlander and 
the Irishman, is as certain as it has already proved to be in the Western 
Hemisphere, where the language of the Indian aborigines only survives 
permanently in some Geographical designations, and in the names of some 
indigenous vegetables, as tobacco, potato, &c., which have found their way 
into other parts of the world.
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Now I believe that all these various and seemingly diverse results, are 
to be traced to the simple and consistent action of one harmonious law, 
which is, that a written language will always triumph over one which is 
merely oral. The Koman tongue was organized and regulated: it had its 
records and monuments ; these were the tests of contemporaneous accuracy 
and elegance; and they were also standards for posterity; while the lan 
guages which the Koman tongue displaced, were oral merely; therefore 
changeable and fleeting ; and it was both natural and inevitable that they 
should soon give way before that which had the settled forms and rules of 
a permanent language. The same may be said of the English tongue, to 
account for its extension under similar circumstances. Where it has 
not succeeded, has been where it has come into contact with another written 
language the Welsh, for instance. The Saxon speech of our forefathers 
had, in like manner, its ineffaceable transcripts in a living literature ; and 
the Norman, instead of supplanting it, only succeeded in engrafting 
itself upon it; and that, after the Norman had itself taken a permanent 
form, by becoming the legal phraseology of the kingdom. Indeed the 
Normans themselves were but recent settlers : not native to the land from 
whence they came hither. Yet they came only a century and a half after 
the cession of Normandy to Rollo not with a speech which bewrayed their 
Gothic origin, but with the language of the laud which they had success 
fully invaded. They had become its masters in every respect but one its 
'language (following the rule just pointed out), had mastered theirs the 
off-shoot of the Latin tongue winning an easy victory over the rude speech 
of the wild and roving Northmen.

A theory of Frederick Von SchlegeTs compares all the languages of the 
earth to a pyramid, of three degrees ; those lying at the base of the pyra 
mid being the simple and monosyllabic words of the primitive races; the 
second stage being composed of dissyllabic or complicated words, indicative 
of an advance in civilization, and of a corresponding growth in language ; 
and those words which form the apex of the pyramid, being polysyllabic, 
deriving their significance from the combined richness of other tongues, 
and being appropriate to a high degree of civilization, and of advancement 
in those arts which require a technology of their own to describe them.* 
Applying this illustration to the more limited area of our own language

* See Phil'jsojihy of History, pp. 193, &c.
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we find that our oldest and most familiar words those which we derive 
from our Saxon forefathers and which form, by far, the largest portion of 
our vocabulary are short words, of a few letters, and often of a single 
syllable. They describe all familiar things, and all natural emotions. The 
Normans brought in a dialect of the Latin tongue; and besides the 
complex words which we derive immediately from that source.we obtain a 
great many prefixes and terminations which give to many of our words that 
character of the dissyllabic root which Schlegel places in the middle of his 
pyramid. Further, the technology of science, which marks by its growth 
the highest intellectual attainments, is almost exclusively Greek, and it 
exhibits, most undeniably, the polysyllabic form which is placed at the 
summit of tins pyramid of languages. These successive layers, which form 
the concrete mass of English words, are strikingly illustrative of our 
national history. I shall not, however, go into any of the details which 
belong to this part of the subject, as many of them were very ably 
brought before us, during our last session, by one of the gentlemen 
already alluded to.*

It must have occurred to many of us to observe how considerable 
is the amount of useful and suggestive information to be gleaned 
from an examination of Geographical terms. Professor Worsaae, the 
great Danish archaeologist, has remarked, that, in Cumberland and 
Westmoreland, there are more than sixty places whose names end with by. 
Yorkshire, we know, furnishes some similar instances, and our own district 
contains many others; but ia Lincolnshire they exceed two hundred in 
number. Having noticed the commonness of this termination, we are 
next struck by its occurrence in particular localities; on the sea coast, and 
particularly the Eastern coast. The inference to be drawn from this fact is 
a very evident one, viz., that this is a term peculiar to some nation, and 
that, a maritime nation; that its adventurous voyagers visited and settled 
upon different portions of our coast, but particularly the Eastern coast,  
which we may suppose, from that circumstance, to have been the nearest 
and most convenient for them. And when we have thus, by a steady and 
progressive induction, arrived at these conclusions, we find that we have 
ascertained for ourselves, from internal evidence, what history tells us in

  See the Ttev. A. Ramsay's pnp^r on "Comparative Philology considered as an aid 
to History." Transactions, Vol IX., pp. 105-118.
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so many words that Whitby and Grimsby, Formby and Kirby, were Danish 
settlements: that by is a Danish termination: that the Danes were a 
nation of adventurous seamen: that they did make continual descents 
upon the coast of England, and especially upon the East coast, which was 
nearest to their own shores. Besides all this, Ethnology will lead you still 
further, and show you on the North-east bank of the Dee, where the names 
of Frunkby and Thurstaston, Ireby and Pensby, Greasby and West-Kirby 
tell of the original incoming of the Danes how the Danish physiognomy 
is largely prevalent still, in the light hair, and fair complexion, and marked 
features, of a great portion of the inhabitants.

And let us see also whether the map of England will not reveal to 
us something of the national character of our earlier conquerors from 
Imperial Eome, as well as of the later Saxon and Danish invaders. 
Look at the position of their fortresses. Scarcely one of them is on 
the sea-coast. All powerful on the land, the legions of the Usesars 
never put to sea, except under the sternest necessity; they hugged the 
coast whenever it was possible; and when they left Gaul for the inva 
sion of England, they leaped ashore at Dover, not because it was the 
best place, but because it was the nearest. On the sea, and towards the 
sea, they were almost defenceless they got out of its way as if it were an 
enemy too potent for them to grapple with. One of Julius Caesar's three 
great disasters was the loss of his transports on the Kentish coast, which 

-only occurred through the ignorance of his people as to the nature of a spring 
tide. Many of the Roman stations were on arms of the sea, or considerable 
streams, because there they could have the advantages of water communi 
cation, without its dreaded dangers. Chester, on the Dee ; Worcester and 
Gloucester, on the Severn ; London, on the Thames ; besides their camps on 
smaller streams, the Don, the Exe, and the Eibble, are all, in their several 
degrees, evidence of the existence of that national peculiarity in which the 
Romans form so remarkable a contrast to the Anglo-Saxon race, which has 
taken then: place in the sovereignty of the earth. They sent their armies 
to occupy military posts : their towns were only camps: their walls were mili 
tary defences : their roads were merely tracks for the march of their invading 
legions. We go forth to every climate where an Englishman can live (pro 
viding it be only in prosperity and iu freedom) to colonize and to make homes: 
and to produce a New England, not merely and actually in name, as across the
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Atlantic, but in very deed, along the shores of Australia and New Zealand, 
and iu the more northerly parts of America, whose people are still bound 
in the same allegiance, and are loyal to the same power as ourselves.

Within the last few years, the discovery of gold in California has worked 
a complete revolution in that country in its inhabitants, its polity, its 
national character, relations, and rank. Before that event, it was a remote 
and inaccessible region, cut off, as it seemed, from almost all communication 
with other lands. But the discovery of gold opened out the country to the 
skill and enterprise of the Anglo-Saxon races on both sides of the Atlantic; 
then California became an integral part of the great confederation of United 
States; and if it were not for the names of its cities and streams, San 
Francisco, for example, among the former, and Sacramento among the latter, 
little else would remain to tell of the occupation by the Spaniards of a land 
which Cortes discovered, but whose riches they never through long genera 
tions happened, even by accident, to stumble upon.

Take also another case on the same Continent. Florida so called from 
its having been sighted on Palm Sunday Pascha Florida still introduces 
us by its name, to the wonderful story of the romance and enterprize of the 
followers of Cortes, of whose prowess and perseverance in the face of fearful 
and accumulated difficulties, these musical names, from the Romance tongue 
of the peninsula, will probably remain to tell to the remotest generations. It 
would be well if all the European names which have superseded the old Indian 
nomenclature in the western world, were equally graphic and instinct with 
meaning. Emerson, after remarking upon the local designations of our 
own land says, that his country is " whitewashed all over by unmeaning 
names, the cast off clothes of the country from which its emigrants came, 
or named, at a pinch, from a psalm tune." * And though the Cape Colony 
has long since passed from the hands of the Dutch, and become a seat of 
British power, its geographical terms will continue to tell, should all other 
evidence utterly perish, of the early colonization of the South African 
territory by industrious and enterprizing settlers from the banks of the 
Scheldt and the Meuse. Going back, for a moment, to America, there is 
the noticeable case of Louisiana, which was originally colonized by 
the French. The first inhabitants were emigrants from France, and their 

' own tongue was the only language spoken. That region has now been

  " English Traits."
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annexed to the territory of the United States: the State of Louisiana 
forms one of the members of that Federal Union : the Americans hare 
mixed with the descendants of the original settlers: and the English language 
has, to a great extent, displaced the French ; but when all other marks of 
the nationality of the old settlers have died out, you will find their story 
repeated still in those names of the state and its capital, taken from the 
Royal Family of France Louisiana and New Orleans: * and in other 
names, equally significant, as Dauphine Island, Lafayette, and Baton Rouge. 
To the Mississippi itself, was given the name of the River Colbert, after 
the Minister of Louis XIV; but, happily, this name has not been preserved. 

An American writer, upon whose authority I give the preceding facts, 
(Dr. Hart, of Philadelphia), has acutely remarked that "the importance of the 
Norman Conquest, in its influence upon the language, is not to be esti 
mated by the actual number of words then introduced. Its chief effect 
was its having created the tendency to adopt foreign words. There is 
naturally, in all nations, a strong aversion to the adoption of foreign terms. 
The natural and spontaneous disposition, when a new word is wanted, is to 
make it out of roots or stems already existing in the language, and by 
modes of combination with which the popular ear is familiar. The terrible 
shock of the Conquest, and the wholesale use of foreign words to which 
the people then became accustomed, overcame this national dislike, and 
opened a wide door fora continued influx of Latin words from a great variety 
of sources."! Thus the natural prejudice of every people against the admis 
sion of foreign words was, in our case, completely overcome ; and the agency 
by which the change was effected was such as to make it a fashionable

  La Salle descended the Mississippi to the sea; and formally taking possession of 
the whole new country watered by the Mississippi, from its mouth to its source, for 
France, he named it " Louisiana," erected a Column and a Cross, with an inscription  
"Louis the Great, King of France and Navarre, reigning April 9th, 1682." History of 
Wisconsin, New France, and Louisiana, Vol. I., Chapter I., by William B. Smith, 
President of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin.

" Bienville had, in the Midsummer of 1718, selected the site for the Capital of the 
New Empire, which, in honour of the Regent of France, he named ' New Orleans.'" 
Ibid. p. 82.

The work from which the above extracts are given, is one of the Donations received 
during the present session by the Historic Society of Lancashirea nd Cheshire, and is 
presented by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin.

t On the study of the Anglo-Saxon language, by John S. Hart, LL.D. Barnard's 
American Journal of Education, Vol. I., 18f)0, p. 49.
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and, in process of time, even a popular one. Whenever the extension of 
commerce, the development of the arts, or the discoveries of science, have 
given rise to the necessity for new words, expressive of new wants or new 
ideas, our custom has been, instead of fabricating them from our native 
resources for our own use, to go amongst our neighbours and borrow from 
them. Thus, as one of our own Vice-Presidents* has very admirably shown, 
our nautical terms are taken from the Scandinavian and the Romance lan 
guages, as spoken on the shores of the Baltic and the Mediterranean  
our commercial intercourse, during the middle ages, having been carried on 
chiefly with those countries.

Since the Railway system has been established, we have gained a suitable 
nomenclature, which, besides being new in its adaptation to its present 
objects, exhibits a singular classification. Those terms which we may 
imagine to have been given by engineers and educated men, contain the 
classical element, as locomotive, junction, signal, terminus, viaduct, exca 
vation, station, telegraph, buffer, &c.; but the words which are most 
frequently in the mouths of the working staff of the line, are Saxon, as 
siding, shunt, switches, rails, &c. The nomenclature of other subjects has 
been derived from nations noted for eminence in connection with such 
subjects. Thus, many of our terms of etiquette and punctilio are said to 
be borrowed from the Spanish; it is quite certain that nearly every one 
of our musical terms is Italian: and all the designations of cookery, dress, 
and fashion are taken from the French.

Recently the subject of Church building has attracted considerable 
attention ; and, instead of forming one department of architecture, it has 
been thought of sufficient importance to be followed as an art by itself. 
The next step to be taken was to find a distinctive name for this special 
knowledge, and at once we betook ourselves to the Greek, and culled a new 
word, ecclesiology, which with its adjective ecclesiological, and noun-personal 
 ecclesiologist, is now in common use. In the Law, it may naturally be 
expected, that its technical and descriptive terms will speak of the source 
of our system of jurisprudence. They do so. Judge, justice, baron, jury, 
counsel, advocate, plaintiff and defendant, accuser, prosecutor, culprit, 
convict, indictment, verdict, acquittal, conviction, sentence, condemnation,

  Rev. J. S. Howson on the History of Naval Terms, Parts I. and II. Historic 
Society's Transactions, Vols. V., p. 176, and VI., p. 136.
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with many others more distinctly marked with the stamp of a French 
currency, shew that ancient Rome gave us the basis of our legal code, as
 well as one principal element in our language.

In like manner, all the words of common use in analysis and criticism, 
are classical, many of them being Greek, and this is the case with nearly 
all the terms employed in science. We have an instance of this in a fact 
familiar to us all. A word which had once described a matter of scientific 
discovery, of real utility, but of limited use, comparatively, became in the 
case of the old Telegraph, to which I allude applied to another improved 
and common form of communication, dissimilar in all its features, but 
directed to the same end. The things were different, but we have no alteration 
of name. " Telegraph" described the old line of signals from St. George's 
Pier to Holyhead, and "Telegraph" equally describes the wonderful modes 
of transmission which electricity has brought into common use. But the 
necessity of having a single word to describe the thing written, has lately 
asserted itself, and we have had introduced amongst us, amid the din of 
a fierce controversy, the word Telegram. I am not disposed to criticize the 
word, but to accept it. " The word is well-culled, choice; sweet and apt, 
I do assure you, Sir." *

None can deny that it obviates an inconvenience, and supplies a want. 
The system by which the English language has attained to its present 
copiousness has not been by making every borrowed word follow the gram-

 matical structure of the language from which it has been derived, but ly 
adapting it to the forms of our own language.\ The purists who condemn 
" Telegram " should, to be consistent, go much further, and try to establish 
a principle, instead of carping at an exception. They would, however, 
speedily find, that the strict application of their rules to the English tongue 
would be utterly impossible; and even if it were possible, it would be 
perfectly useless.

We sometimes hear it said against us, that the educated Irish and

* Shakspeare. Love's labour lost, Act V., So. I.
t Bishop Lowth, correcting a criticism of Bentley's on Milton, in which a Latin rule 

is quoted to show that an expression in Paradise Lost is wrong, snys, " This comes of 
forcing the English under the rules of a foreign language with which it has little concern; 
and this ' ugly and deformedfault,' to use his own expression, Bentley has endeavoured 
to impose upon Milton in several places." Lowth's Introduction to English Grammar, 
p. 185. London, 1787.
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Americans speak better English than we do. We are naturally disposed 
to smile at an assertion which seems to bear absurdity and self-contradiction 
on the face of it. But if we look closely at the facts, we cannot fail to 
see that there is a certain sense in which the statement is perfectly true. 
Let us remember that the original peopling of North America, by the 
English, went on uninterruptedly, from Elizabeth to the fall of the 
Stuarts, under leaders such as Sir Walter Raleigh and William Penn; 
and that this period in our history was also the most brilliant epoch 
in our literature: that which begins with Shakspeare, and ends with 
Addison. The settlement of the Englishry in Ulster took place during a 
portion of the same time; and it is not difficult to see, that if the inhabi 
tants of these regions have been unaffected by the causes which have 
deteriorated and corrupted the spoken language of this country, their speech, 
which was derived from sources of such unquestionable excellence, must be 
purer than our own ; for ours, besides being injured by the introduction of 
foreign phrases and idioms, and deteriorated by ignorance, has been defiled 
by vulgarisms, cant colloquialisms, and slang phrases, which derive all the 
little meaning they possess from their connection with personal, local, or 
temporary circumstances. These are confined to ourselves, and cannot 
reach either our fellow-subjects in Ulster, or our more distant relatives 
across the Atlantic; wherefore, it is not, after all, so absurd as it seems, to 
say that educated Irishmen and Americans sometimes speak better English 
than the English themselves, seeing that they speak the speech of their 
fathers, kept pure by the language of literature, while we are subject to 
deteriorating influences from which they are comparatively free.* On the

* In the Westminster Review for October, 1834,1 find the following curious statement: 
" In the County of Wexford there are certain districts called the English Baronies, 

from their having been, in the fifteenth century, peopled by English adventurers. Their 
descendants continue to the present time to use the language of their ancestors, having 
intermixed very little with the surrounding Irish; and they converse almost exactly in 
the words of Chaucer. They are nearly the only persons in the world (excepting some 
few black-letter gentlemen) who are able, thoroughly and easily, to understand and 
relish the ancient poet. Camden mentions these settlers, as speaking the ancient 
English, about the beginning of the seventeenth century."

I give this extract as bearing upon the point under consideration, having opportunely 
met with it after the preceding observations were written, and, still more recently, with 
another paper, to which I also beg to refer " On the Irish Dialect of the English 
Language" by the Rev. Dr. Hume, in the " Ulster Journal nf Archceolngy." No. 21, 
January, 1888, pp. 52, 53.
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other hand, they are exposed to disadvantages of their own, which, though 
not identical with those just alluded to, are not the less to be regarded as 
blemishes, by such of us as wish to have their mother-tongue spoken, as 
well as written, with correctness, elegance, and purity.

That is a wish which should be common to us all; and a purpose for 
which we should all heartily strive. But proud, and justly proud, as we 
all are of our native country, I very much doubt whether we are as proud 
of our native tongue as we ought to be. And yet it is surely a noble heritage. 
In this language it was that Bacon poured forth the loftiest wisdom, and 
Shakspeare sang his woodland minstrelsy, or spoke out of the " depths " 
and "tumults of the human soul": this was the means whereby Milton 
revealed his high imaginings of more than ear hath ever heard, or eye hath 
seen: and in this mother-tongue of ours it was, that Jeremy Taylor poured 
out his soul in deep devotion, or with a thrilling eloquence of speech and 
wondrous power of thought "vindicated the ways of God to man." To 
every succeeding generation it comes laden with new riches, and ever 
increasing interest: it is endeared to us all by a thousand tender associa 
tions, and early memories: wherefore, while we joyfully take a patriotic 
pride in our glorious FATHER-LAND, let us learn to value as we ought, our 
matchless MOTHEB-TONGDE.


