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Overview

At a grand party to celebrate
completion of the first edition of the Dictionary the Prime
Minister of the day called the achievement ‘the greatest enterprise
of its kind in history’. The Times greeted the second
edition as ‘The greatest work in dictionary making ever
undertaken’. And The New York Times topped that with ‘The
gigantic total picture of the English language...an epic
achievement.’

Wow! So what’s the story? How
did it start? What preceded it? Who did the work? Why did it take
so long? How did Oxford get involved? And why is the work never
finished?
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Early Timeline

 


1857 Richard Trench lecture to
Philological Society

1859 Herbert Coleridge became
editor of the NED

1861 Coleridge died. Frederick
Furnivall took over.

1872 Furnivall reported no
progress

1878 James Murray interviewed at
Oxford

1879 Contracts exchanged. Murray
editor

1884 A-Ant published. Jowett
intervention

1885 James Murray moved to
Oxford

1885 Gell appointed Secretary to
the Delegates

1887 Henry Bradley made joint
editor

1888 Vol 1 published A-Byzen

1896 Press rose in support of
Murray. Gell dismissed

1897 Vol 3 dedicated to
Victoria. Dinner at Queen’s

1901 William Craigie joined as
third editor.

1914 Charles Onions joined as
fourth editor.

1915 James Murray died. Henry
Bradley senior editor
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This book is written from a
particular perspective. I live in Oxford and work there, it is my
chosen base and in writing this book my radar has been somewhat
tuned to Oxford reflections. On balance I think that this may
enhance the story and hope that you agree.

Prior to doing the necessary
research I had a grudging respect for the great achievement that
the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) represents. On
completion I am filled with admiration, admiration for the
scholarly devotion shown by the key players and also for their
sheer doggedness. There have been so many crises over the
century-and-a-half of development that could so easily have
scotched the entire project, and so many heroes that kept the
wheels turning.

In some ways the history of the
OED seems a dull subject: words, words and yet more words. But this
story is not just about words, it is also about the people who made
the whole thing happen and it has been a surprise to me just how
human, how lively, how characterful, and how resourceful the
compilers of dictionaries turned out to be. And most of those
taking part were volunteers: the OED could be regarded as Wikipedia
created via the postal system.

Many accounts of the evolution
of dictionaries and some dictionaries themselves begin with a
description of English and its history. In this concise history of
the OED I will take that as read, or unnecessary. If you feel the
need then I recommend the first chapter of Simon Winchester’s book
[1]. I have though included some historical background to the
commencement of the great task described here: the compilation of a
dictionary that fully defines English.

This is a concise history –
there is much more to know. If this little book has whetted your
appetite then take a look at the bibliography below: I have listed
some excellent books and web sites there.

Thanks to friends for support
and encouragement in the preparation of this book, especially Peter
Ashby and Angie Driscoll for their comments and corrections and
Beverley McCullock, the OED archivist, for her useful suggestions
and help with illustrations.

For quick reference, I have
included timelines, so, if you wonder where you are in the story at
any time just go to the start or the end of the book.

 


Rob Walters, 2015

www.robsbookshop.com


Chapter 2: Early
Dictionaries

John of Garland was a student at
Oxford in the 13th century, later becoming a teacher at
the University of Paris where Oxford’s Roger Bacon attended a
lecture by him. He is the author of a short work in Latin and
French entitled Dictionarius which was published around the
year 1220 and is thought to be the origin of the word ‘dictionary’.
If so his book gave birth to many compilations of which the
Oxford English Dictionary is surely the most famous.
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Robert Cawdrey was a
schoolteacher turned rector who, for violation of church rules, was
sacked by his bishop and returned to teaching. He then wrote what
is believed to be the earliest dictionary of English words defined
in English under the shortened title A Table Alphabeticall.
This was published in 1604 and contained about 2500 hard words. The
only surviving copy of the first edition of Cawdrey’s book is held
in the Bodleian Library, Oxford and the library has published a
modern reprint of it. Interestingly the original dictionary was
published just two years after the Bodleian first opened in
1602.

Thomas Blount was born in 1618
and produced his dictionary entitled Glossographia in 1656.
This was much bigger than Cawdrey’s effort in that it listed 11,000
words derived from sources which included books and words used in shops and drinking houses. He may
well have been the first dictionary maker to detail the origin of
the words that he defined.

Other dictionaries were to
follow; in fact Blount spent much of his life in pitched battle
with Edward Phillips claiming that Phillips’ New World of
Words included copies of many of his own definitions - and that
those Phillips did not copy were inaccurate. Inevitably, such
disputes are common in the world of dictionary making where
originality is not the order of the day. Many of the other early
dictionaries specialised in some area of human activity and the
next example is of this type, selected particularly for its links
with Oxford.


Chapter 3: Head’s Canting
Dictionary
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Richard Head was born in 1637 of
English parents in Ireland. He came to Oxford to study at New Inn
Hall in the 1650s. Founded in 1476 and one of many halls then
existing in Oxford, New Inn Hall became known for producing legal
scholars including Sir Daniel Donne who, in 1604, became one of the
first MPs for Oxford University. During the Civil War the Hall was
used as the royal mint and later was taken over by Balliol College
which sold the buildings and land to the City Council. The council
built a new Central School for Girls there and that school now
forms part of St Peter’s College.

Lacking resources Head, like
Samuel Johnson (see later), did not complete his studies at Oxford,
but went on to lead an interesting life as a bookseller, vagrant
and author – though not all at the same time.

His most famous book is The
English Rogue published in 1665 which is generally claimed to
be autobiographical. However, his most relevant creation to this
concise history is his dictionary. It was published in 1673 under
one of those long titles so favoured in that era: The Canting
Dictionary: A Collection of the Canting Words and Terms, both
ancient and modern, used by Beggars, Gypsies, Cheats,
House-Breakers, Shop-Lifters, Foot-Pads, Highway-Men, &c.
The dictionary is based on his time spent with the gypsy thieves
(which Aubrey states was a true part of his life). It had its first
beginnings in abbreviated form in The English Rogue where a
table provides translations for words such as ‘pad’ for highwayman
and ‘nab’ for hat (rather than its more common meaning - to take or
cheat). In the Oxford English Dictionary Richard Head is
cited as a source of the word ‘nab’ in its sense of hat: ‘1673 R.
Head. Canting Acad. Cast our Nabs and Cares away, This is
beggars Holiday’.

Alumni of St Peter’s claim that
he is the original ‘dick-head’ and have often celebrated his life
in an annual Richard Head Lecture. Here are a few ‘C’ words from
the Canting Dictionary:

 


Croppinken -- A Privy or
Boghouse

Cracker -- An Arse

Chaft -- Beaten or bang'd

Clincker -- Crafty Fellow

Chap'd -- Dry, or Thirsty

Cackling Farts -- Eggs

 



Chapter
4: The Dictionary of Samuel
Johnson
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Samuel Johnson (Wiki
commons - University of Texas Libraries Portrait Gallery &
Portraits of Humanists)

The man

Samuel Johnson was born in
Lichfield, Staffordshire, England, on September 18, 1709. The son
of a bookseller, he was a sickly child who suffered from scrofula,
the ‘King’s Evil’, and was taken, at the age of three, for the
‘royal touch’ by Queen Anne (the last monarch to administer this
alleged cure). It did not work. Blind in one eye, partially deaf,
and given to periods of depression he seemed an unlikely specimen
to rise to such great fame, to generate so many popular aphorisms,
and to survive for a respectable seventy-five years. But he was
bright, very bright, even though his strange gesticulations and
tics could create a very different impression in some of the
strangers that he met. Some claim that Johnson suffered from
Tourette’s Syndrome.

He attended a grammar school in
Lichfield and was greatly influenced by visits to a cousin,
Cornelius Ford, an academic and alcoholic who tutored Johnson in
classics. Ford encouraged him to become a man of letters – an
excellent idea for the talented youth, but one that required money.
Unfortunately Johnson’s father was in considerable debt at that
time, though fate came to the aid of this aspiring scholar in the
form of an inheritance by his mother of £40 in 1728. This was not
much, even in those days, but sufficient to send her son off to
Pembroke College, Oxford. Apparently Johnson's interview went so
well that one of the interviewers, William Adams, stated that
Johnson was ‘the best qualified for the University that he had ever
known come there’.

Nevertheless, after a stay of
just thirteen months, penury forced him to leave Oxford; he was
already way behind in the payment of fees and even lacked the funds
to purchase decent footwear. But his short stay was not forgotten;
he made many friends in the University and left behind most of his
books and his large teacup – he was inordinately fond of tea. At
the age of twenty-five Johnson married a widow twenty years his
senior and started a school in the Lichfield area. The school was
not a success causing the ‘man of letters’ to move to London, the
city that no man tires of, and there to set about his career in
letters.

Strangely, he is a man more
known more for his personality than his publications (excepting
one). In London he contributed to a gentlemen’s magazine, wrote
plays and published an account of the life and trials of his
friend, the poet Richard Savage. But none of this brought him fame
or lifted him out of poverty. That was to be the role of his
dictionary.

The Dictionary

As already described, there were
dictionaries before Johnson’s – so why create another one? A man of
that time, Philip Stanhope, the 4th Earl of Chesterfield had the
answer. In 1754, just 150 years after Cawdrey's publication, he
complained that it was ‘a sort of disgrace to our nation, that
hitherto we have had no… standard of our language; our dictionaries
at present being more properly what our neighbours the Dutch and
the Germans call theirs, word-books, than dictionaries in the
superior sense of that title’.

Interestingly, Samuel Johnson’s
Dictionary of the English Language was sponsored by a group
of booksellers/publishers (Longman amongst them – now an imprint of
Pearson) rather than a single publisher. He was paid £1,500 for his
indefatigable efforts and given a £100 bonus on completion. Riches
at last for Johnson: that sum would be worth as much as one third
of a million pounds today. Not really riches though, Johnson
employed six assistants and the task that was supposed to consume
three years of his life actually took nine. Nonetheless, he took
pleasure in the fact that the comparable French dictionary (Le
Dictionnaire de l'Académie Françoise) had taken forty scholars
fifty-five years to complete. This, Johnson claimed victoriously,
determines the ‘proportion of an Englishman to a Frenchman’!

Published in 1755 his dictionary
is the true precursor to the Oxford English Dictionary - its
definitions and derivations were used extensively in compiling the
OED and the approach taken by Johnson was emulated and refined by
those who followed him.
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There were many editions of the
dictionary; the sixth contained a twelve page preface, followed by
a forty page history of the English language and fifteen pages on
grammar. After this followed approximately 40,000 words, each
defined in detail and with usage demonstrated through 114,000
quotations from a huge and varied body of publications. Johnson had
become a man of words without doubt.

The lexicographical work was
carried out at 17 Gough Square, London which is now a museum. When
I visited it some time ago I actually sat in Samuel’s chair – until
ordered to desist by an attendant who pointed fiercely to a notice
banning such a disrespectful action. I had not seen the notice,
honestly.

The words of Johnson’s
dictionary had been drawn from books as far back as the works of
Sir Philip Sidney, a soldier-scholar educated at Christ Church,
Oxford, who died of wounds in 1586 when just thirty-one years old.
Why Sir Philip’s publication was taken by Johnson as his boundary
is not clear, perhaps the writings of this romantic hero were the
oldest he had to hand since he relied on his own books and those
lent by friends as his sources. It is quite possible that he lost a
few friends in this process since he ruined most of the books by
scrawling all over them! It is from this collection that he drew
his quotations and from these that he extracted the meaning and
senses of the words included in his great dictionary.

There were criticisms of both
his approach and his definitions; some said that the latter were
incomplete, biased and idiosyncratic. One apposite example is the
definition of lexicographer – ‘a writer of dictionaries; a harmless
drudge, that busies himself in tracing the original, and detailing
the signification of words’. Another is the definition of oats – ‘a
grain, which in England is generally given to horses, but in
Scotland supports the people’.

In 1754, the dictionary nearing
completion, Johnson visited Oxford in order to carry out some last
minute research. Whilst there he met a young man called Thomas
Warton who was later to become Oxford’s Professor of Poetry. It was
Warton who persuaded the University to confer a Master of Arts
degree on Johnson for his services to literature and it was Johnson
who delayed publication of his dictionary in order that this
distinction should follow his name (actually A M was used). In
later editions of the dictionary his name was followed by LLD – he
was awarded an honorary doctorate in law in 1765
by Trinity College, Dublin and another by Oxford in 1775.

Following its 1755 release the
dictionary became a great success as edition followed edition and
more and more and more homes, libraries and offices possessed one.
“Pass the dictionary” became synonymous with a request for Doctor
Johnson’s tomes and his fame spread with its fame. However, his
output as a writer declined following the publication. There could
be two reasons for this: first those nine years of unceasing labour
at 17 Gough Square may have taken their toll, and second in 1762
King George III granted him an annual pension of £300 in
appreciation of his work on the dictionary. For the first time in
his life Samuel Johnson had a substantial and regular income.

Johnson’s major publication
following the dictionary had a long title ‘The Plays of William
Shakespeare, in Eight Volumes ... To which are added Notes by
Samuel Johnson’. This was published in 1765 and the first edition
quickly sold out. He selected versions of the plays for inclusion
in his collection that he felt were closest to the original.
However, it was the preface (the first sentence of which stretches
to eighty-seven words) and the notes which were most praised. It
seems an appropriate creation given that Shakespeare was the
greatest single source for the quotations upon which he based his
dictionary.

Johnson’s last visits to Oxford
took place in 1784. On one occasion he was accompanied by Boswell,
his friend and biographer, and on another he stayed with the
Reverend William Adams who had been the master of his old college,
Pembroke. He died later in that same year.


Chapter 5: Webster’s
Dictionary
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Noah Webster (Wiki
commons - Appletons' Cyclopædia of American Biography)

Noah Webster’s first dictionary,
A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language, appeared
in 1806 serving as the launch vehicle for his magnum opus the
American Dictionary of the English Language. This he
completed in Cambridge, England of all places in 1825 and it hit
the streets in 1828. Webster was some act to follow, it is claimed
that he learned twenty-six languages, including Old English
(Anglo-Saxon), Greek, Hebrew and Latin in order to evaluate the
etymology of words. Incredibly, his dictionary seems to have been a
single-handed production defining over 70,000 words. So you see
Doctor Johnson this determines the proportion of an American to an
Englishman as opposed to determinations of the proportion of an
Englishman to a Frenchman.

 


This dictionary can be regarded
as a fork in the development of UK and American English since
Webster is credited with introducing, or at least formalising, the
odd (or simplified) way in which Americans spell such things as:
marvelous licorice, colored plow, and fetid odor. Webster himself
died soon after publication of the second edition which added a
further 5,000 words to his dictionary and later editions were
published under the Merriam-Webster brand. This brief description
is included because, as you will see, the Webster was used as both
benchmark and beater during the slow evolution of the OED.


 


The Oxford English
Dictionary



Early glimmerings

The world already
had perfectly good dictionaries of English from Johnson and Webster
– why would it need another one? That question is based on an
assumption which, when challenged, provides the answer: were those
dictionaries perfect? were they good? To the perfectionist the
dictionary should be complete, it should contain all of the words
used by writers of English: past or present. It should have
examples of usage and it should contain all the variant meanings of
each word. And who were the perfectionists that demanded so much of
a dictionary? Why, the Philological Society of London of
course.

Philology is the
study of language in texts, as opposed to etymology which is the
study of the origin of words (not insects) and orthography which is
all about how the language is written and pronounced and finally
lexicography which is the writing of dictionaries. Have you got all
that? In summary: lexicographers have to be good at all of the
above and therefore very knowledgeable and pretty clever. Also, a
long beard seems to have been an assett, as you will
see.

Back in 1857,
excited members of the Philological Society crammed into the London
Library to listen to a report from their Unregistered Words
Committee. They were disappointed, there was no report. Instead a
member of the committee, Richard Trench, the then Dean of
Westminster, read a paper entitled: ‘On some deficiencies in
our English Dictionaries’. This uninspiringly titled paper and the
debate that it started within the society has become the generally
agreed starting point for creating the perfect dictionary of the
English language: a dictionary that should contain every word used
in English literature with meanings, pronunciation if known,
history and usage. And Oxford was not involved, no, not at this
stage.

And yet there is a tenuous link
here: Trench had held the post of examining chaplain to Samuel
Wilberforce the Bishop of Oxford. Following the presentation of his
critical and crucial paper on the deficiencies of existing
dictionaries, he established two committees within the society to
begin work on the perfect dictionary. He also appointed a young
member of the society as editor: Herbert Coleridge, a graduate of
Balliol College, Oxford from where he had obtained a double first
in classics and mathematics. He was the grandson of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, the poet and was well-qualified for the job in all
respects bar one: his health was not good. Nevertheless he drew up
a plan for producing the dictionary and set about recruiting the
volunteers needed to read books dating back to the year 1250. This
use of volunteers was both novel and essential in creating the
great dictionary – there were so many books and so little money -
yet it is an approach that is very common nowadays: witness
Wikipedia. He assembled a small army of 147 readers to extract
quotations that illustrated the meaning and senses of the grand
collection of words he hoped to define in a three volume dictionary
to be known as ‘A New English Dictionary on Historical
Principles’.
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Herbert Coleridge (By
Permission of the Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University
Press)

By 1861 Coleridge was bold
enough to send a few pages of the growing dictionary to the
printers for samples – progress indeed. But soon after this he
caught a chill which turned to consumption. The poor man died at
just thirty-one years of age, his work barely started.

Every story needs a larger than
life character and in the next editor, Frederick Furnivall, the
dictionary certainly found one! This man, amazingly, was the
secretary of the Philological Society for over fifty years, a
remarkable fact given his life as serial society starter. Here are
a few tasters: the Early English Text Society, the Chaucer Society,
the Ballad Society, the New Shakespeare Society, the Browning
Society, the Wyclif Society, and the Shelley Society. He was also a
founder of the Working Men’s College and the Hammersmith Sculling
Club. The latter was initially for young working class women which,
in the words of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
‘brought together two of his favourite activities: vigorous outdoor
exercise and enjoyment of the company of young women’.
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Frederick Furnivall
(Source: Wiki commons)

In addition to all of this he
had time for an abstemious yet controversial personal life which
will not be described here since it has no direct bearing on the
dictionary. Anyway, I think that you will have already got the
measure of the man. He sounds like fun. His friend Kenneth Grahame
when writing Wind in the Willows is said to have cast
Furnivall as the water rat, but he seems more of a toad to me.

That said, was he the best man
to take over the creation of the new dictionary? He certainly had
an interest in philology and exhibited boatloads of energy and
enthusiasm. He recruited more volunteer readers and sent many of
the society’s books to them. He also enrolled various voluntary
sub-editors to sort the many quotation slips that began to arrive
at his Primrose Hill house and to carry out the lexicography
necessary in compiling each letter of the dictionary. Early reports
in the society’s journal referred to tremendous progress, great
strides, and significant achievements. Then, things started to fall
apart. Sub-editors, appalled at the growing mountains of slips,
began to abandon the work and readers became disenchanted and
ceased to return slips. Finally, in 1872, Furnivall admitted that
progress had been so slight that no report in detail was necessary.
The great project was grinding to a halt, its wheels enmeshed in an
overwhelming welter of words and its workers dispirited.
Furnivall’s editorship had failed and it seemed that the dictionary
would also fail if a new, more professional, less quixotic editor
could be found.

There was such a man. He was on
the council of the Philological Society and had been heard to say
of the editorship, “I rather wish I could have a go at it”. This
man was James Murray and since his name is almost synonymous with
production of the Oxford English Dictionary we need to know
much more about him.

James Murray

Murray was born in 1837 in a
village called Denholm in the Scottish Borders. He left school at
fourteen, much the same age as another star of Oxford, William
Morris the car manufacturer. In Murray’s case his departure from
school was enforced by poverty, but this did not hold him back: at
the age of seventeen he became a teacher at the grammar school in
nearby Hawick. The first paper written by him and presented to the
Hawick Archaeological Society was aptly entitled ‘Reading: Its
Pleasures and Advantages’. Clearly possessing a lively mind and a
penchant for language he enrolled onto an elocution course in
Edinburgh and it was there that he met Alexander Melville Bell, a
meeting which would later greatly influence Murray’s life. Also
through this meeting Murray came to know Bell’s son, Alexander
Graham, and to teach him the principles of acoustics and
electricity. When I first discovered this I could not quite believe
it: James Murray taught the man who is credited with the invention
of the telephone about electricity? Incredible.

In 1862 Murray married a music
teacher. It was a tragic marriage; within two years they had a
daughter but she died very young then the mother became ill with
tuberculosis, so much so that the couple left Scotland for warmer
climes – London. James Murray then became a banker or at least a
minor cog in the Chartered Bank of India, but instead of going to
the pub after work (he was a life time teetotaller) continued his
studies into language and much more. His first wife died within a
year of their move to the capital and just two years later Murray
married Ada Agnes Ruthven, his life partner and the mother of his
eleven children. Alexander Graham Bell was best man at the
wedding.

And so this man who was to prove
so important in the development of the dictionary had made the
important step of moving to London, the heart of dictionary
development and home to the Philological Society. Bell’s father had
preceded him and introduced his old friend to the Society of which
he soon became a member of the council and through which,
naturally, he met Furnivall, its secretary. Slowly but surely the
vice of fate was closing.

Unhappy at the bank, Murray
looked around for more apposite positions and in an application to
Thomas Watts, Keeper of Printed Books at the British Museum, shows
ample evidence of his depth and range of learning. In the letter he
claimed an ‘intimate acquaintance’ with Italian, French, Catalan,
Spanish and Latin, and 'to a lesser degree' Portuguese, Vaudois,
Provençal & various dialects’. In addition, he was ‘tolerably
familiar’ with Dutch, German and Danish. His studies of Anglo-Saxon
and Mœso-Gothic had been ‘much closer’, he knew ‘a little of the
Celtic’ and was at the time ‘engaged with the Slavonic, having
obtained a useful knowledge of the Russian’. He had ‘sufficient
knowledge of Hebrew & Syriac to read at sight the Old Testament
and Peshito’ and to a lesser degree he knew Aramaic, Arabic, Coptic
and Phoenician. For all of that Murray did not get the job. I
wonder who did? Someone with a better CV?
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James Murray (Source:
denholmvillage.co.uk)

The job he did get was as a
teacher at Mill Hill School, London in 1869, later the educational
home of Francis Crick, Richard Dimbleby and Denis Thatcher. Murray
loved it there and the pupils loved him. One of them recalled that
he really believed that Murray could prove that ‘black was really
the same word as white’. He had a comfortable house that he named
Sunnyside and it was from here that he published his first academic
book, The Dialect of the Southern Counties of Scotland, in
1873 - a publication that further enhanced his reputation as a
philologist and which must surely have contributed to the award of
an honorary doctorate of law from the University of Edinburgh. And
that degree may have paved the way to an invitation to prepare the
essay on the English language for the ninth edition of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica. More and more this man was
becoming the perfect choice as a successor to Furnivall as editor
of the dictionary.

But which dictionary? There were
many possible publishers in the picture, including Macmillan,
Harper, John Murray and the two presses of Oxford and Cambridge
University. It seemed that James Murray scared off the commercial
publishers with his estimates of the size and scope of what he
called ‘The Big Dictionary’ and Cambridge balked at any project
associated with Fredrick Furnivall who was still very much in the
scene as secretary to the society. Thus the short list became very
short indeed.

Oxford and publishing

The association of Oxford
University with the printing of books dates back to the
15th century though it was not until the end of the
16th that royal assent was obtained for a press at
Oxford. Under Oxford’s powerful Chancellor, William Laud, the
necessary permissions were consolidated under the ‘Great Charter’
of Oxford which gave the university the right to print all manner
of books including the authorised King James version of the bible –
much to the chagrin of the Stationers’ Company in London. This was
a great opportunity, however Laud’s ambitious plans for the press
were curtailed by the Civil War and his subsequent beheading.
Management of the press was placed in the hands of a group of
Delegates of the University and it was John Fell, Vice Chancellor
of the University and Secretary to the Delegates, who actually
established the organisation envisaged by Laud. Printing presses
were established in the basement of the Sheldonian Theatre in 1668
and the printing of academic works and the bible in its various
forms began.

Henry Aldritch, the
multi-skilled Dean of Christ Church (logician, architect, poet,
musician), took this forward and oversaw the move in 1715 to the
newly built premises next to the Sheldonian – The Clarendon
Building. That building was divided in two: one section for
religious works and the other for learned works. However, the
Clarendon Building, impressive as it certainly is, proved
unsuitable for publishing books as the press expanded entailing a
move in 1830 to its current location just outside the centre of
Oxford in Jericho. The printer in those early years of the
19th century was Thomas Coombe who established his own
paper mill at Wolvercote to the north of Oxford and became a rich
and generous benefactor through his ownership of Oxford University
Press (OUP) shares. But it was in the latter half of the
19th century that the foundations were finally laid to
make OUP the largest university press in the world publishing 6,000
titles each year by 2015.

The elevation of OUP from a
small-time publisher of a few obscure academic books a year, plus
of course the bible, can principally be credited to Bartholomew
Price, a student at Pembroke, Samuel Johnson’s old college, and
later its head. Another man of many parts, his subject was
mathematics, not an obvious speciality for the man who became
Secretary to the Delegates of OUP (effectively chief executive)
from 1868. Yet he was supremely practical in demanding from the
outset an office, a fire-proof safe, a copying press, convenient
cupboards and £500 per annum. This is the man who headed the
Delegates when the new dictionary finally came their way. His
nickname was ‘Bat’ and he is featured in a song written by his
student Charles Dodgson (Lewis Carroll) and sung by the Mad Hatter
in Alice in Wonderland, ‘Twinkle, twinkle little bat’.

Oxford University Press and the
Dictionary

James Murray was not Furnivall’s
first choice as successor editor of the dictionary. That man was
Henry Sweet, sometime President of the Philological Society, former
student at Balliol College, Oxford, and a man whose name did not
reflect his nature. He flatly rejected the offer. Rumoured to be
the model for Professor Higgins in George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion,
he did, however, perform a great service to the dictionary by
suggesting to Bartholomew Price that the Oxford University Press
take it on. Perhaps I should say selling rather than suggesting.
Sweet told Price that half of the dictionary was sub-edited and
ready for publication and paraded the number of sales apparently
achieved by the equivalent French publication – 40,000 copies –
before the Secretary. And so in June of 1877 the proposal was
considered by the Delegates, and deferred.

There followed a period of
dissent in which one of the Delegates, having seen samples,
proposed cuts and changes which were so abhorrent to Murray that he
was inclined to withdraw entirely. This is the point at which Henry
Liddell, another Delegate enters the scene. Like Bartholomew Price,
Liddell had a connection with Alice in Wonderland, though a
very much more intimate one – he was Alice’s father and also Dean
of Christ Church at the time that the books were written. He was
approached by Furnivall, undiminished by his failure as editor and
still a dedicated supporter of the dictionary, who showed him a
list of 393 readers who had thus far supplied quotation slips – a
list that he subsequently lost! And Furnivall assured Murray that
the changes demanded by the Delegates would be forgotten as soon as
the project commenced.

Then, in 1878, James Murray was
invited to meet the Delegates for the first time at Liddell’s
college of Christ Church on Friday the 26th of April.
This was to be the crunch meeting. It seems likely that OUP had
decided in principle to take on the dictionary, but had to assure
themselves that the proposed editor was both competent and sane –
their previous exposure to the Philological Society having been
through the mercurial Furnivall and the ‘rude’ Sweet. Murray stayed
overnight with friends in salubrious Park Town, North Oxford just
whistling distance from the small apartment in which these words
were written and a brisk walk away from Christ Church. Arriving at
the college Murray sought out Peckwater Quad, then entered the
somewhat daunting baroque grandeur of Christ Church Library.
Undoubtedly Murray was nervous and the Delegates sceptical, but all
went well. The Delegates found him ‘docile, but dogged’ and he in
writing to his wife recalled, ‘a very long and pleasant
interview......they are decent fellows and shook me warmly by the
hand at leaving’. So that was that.

Well, not quite. A year of
negotiations between Price and Furnivall was characterised by the
latter calling the former ‘a mean old skunk rat’ and stating that
Price wished to ‘screw’ the Society! Strange that Kenneth Grahame’s
‘water rat’ should call Lewis Carroll’s ‘bat’ a rat. But finally,
in 1879, an agreement was made and recorded in a ten page contract
headed A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles formed
mainly on the Materials collected by the Philological Society and
with the Assistance of many Scholars and Men of Science. The
NED as it was often called was to be some 7,000 pages long, cost
around £9,000 and take ten years to complete. These estimates were
to prove a little optimistic.

The work begins

How did Murray feel when the
news of his appointment arrived at Sunnyside? Probably an initial
euphoric mental cry of “I’ve got the job” followed by a sobering
teetotal thought of “Now I’ve got to do the job”. Where to start?
First he needed somewhere for himself and his assistants to work on
the mass of slips which formed the foundation of this great
project. Murray’s practical wife Ada spotted an advertisement for a
new type of garden shed constructed of corrugated iron – perhaps
this was her way of ensuring that Sunnyside itself would not be
submerged in slips. A large model was ordered, installed in the
garden and christened the ‘Scriptorium’ by Murray. He then had the
structure lined with pigeon-holes (1,029 of them as opposed to
Coleridge’s 54) to store and sort the slips. Ah, the slips, where
were they? The first load was moved from Furnivall’s home to the
Scriptorium, but they were far from complete or undamaged.
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Slip Bundle (By Permission of the
Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University
Press)

‘Some of the older slips have
got torn and will need mending. You’ve probably laid in a supply of
gum,’ wrote Furnivall, the micromanager, in a covering note. It was
worse: a dead rat was discovered in one sack, a live mouse with
offspring in another, and many of the other sacks were damp so the
slips inside had faded. Worse still, some letters were entirely
missing: those for H were finally tracked down in Florence and the
sub-editor of the letter O, a Mr Crane of Brixton, would not give
them up until finally persuaded to do so by Murray himself.

Obviously the slips collected by
Coleridge and Furnivall were a start, but not a good start. More
books needed to be read, more readers were needed. Some periods had
been well covered by the earlier efforts, some were woefully
neglected. Very early books from Caxton and his successors needed
readers as did those from the 17th and 18th
century. An appeal for readers was written by Murray and two
thousand copies were published by OUP then distributed to bookshops
across the UK and in America, Canada and Australia. Response was
good, nearly eight hundred volunteers replied and within a year
there were 754 readers scanning 1568 books for words old and new,
large or small, common or rare then preparing a slip containing the
word, the book in which it was found and the quotation containing
its use.
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Appeal for Readers 1879 (By Permission
of the Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University Press)

Soon there were an astounding
1,000 slips arriving at the Scriptorium every day! Two Mill Hill
village women were employed to sort them into alphabetical order
and five men were engaged in sorting the individual words into
different parts of speech (noun, verb, etc) and into chronological
order of quotation. Next came sorting by sense, a more demanding
task, followed by a final check that each quotation had been
correctly written out by the reader. Only then was a first attempt
at a definition attached to each bundle of slips. The final work of
etymology, orthography and definition was the role of the
editor-in-chief, James Murray who worked from a raised desk wearing
the cap that signified his honorary Edinburgh doctorate. A word and
sense being completed Murray would place it into a parcel bound for
OUP for printing. Even in these early years the Murray children
were involved in this sorting process. Jowett, the youngest of the
sons said that the slips of Dr Furnivall’s newspaper cuttings were
most in demand by the children, and it was from these that they
adopted the word ‘toe-rag’ into their vocabulary. Apparently, all
of Murray’s children became great crossword solvers in later
life.

Within three years Murray had
sent the first instalment of A words (Part I: A-Ant) to the press.
Typesetting was complex. It is not clear who exactly chose the
design in terms of the many fonts, emboldenings, italicisings and
symbols used, though all agree that it is and was a pleasing
layout. Pleasing to the eye perhaps, but the essential setting by
hand was enormously, and perhaps inevitably, costly. Then came the
proofing stage of which one commentator said that they were perhaps
‘the most heavily corrected proofs ever known’!

The man who could so easily have
said that is Benjamin Jowett, a man destined to be - for a while at
least - Murray’s nemesis. This is the man who invited the
Dictionary’s editor down to Oxford to stay in a guest room at
Balliol College of which he was Master, then marched the
beleaguered Murray off to a meeting of a committee of the Delegates
whilst waving a copy of the much marked proofs and announcing how
much the resetting would cost (more than the original setting).This
is the man of whom some wit wrote:

Here come I, my name is
Jowett,

All there is to know, I know
it,

I am the Master of this
College,

What I don’t know is not
knowledge.

 


Jowett was then the
Vice-Chancellor of the University, a post that included ex-officio
membership of the Delegates of OUP. He used his position to tell
Murray that newspapers should not be used as sources, that no books
later than 1875 should be used and that scientific and slang words
should not be included. Jowett was no retiring violet: he actually
rewrote Murray’s preface to the first part of the dictionary and
attempted to change its title! Just imagine, Murray and his team
had been slogging their way through all those slips for three
years, honing down the definitions, etymology and quotations for
all the words from A-Ant and were on the verge of having it
published. Then this man Jowett, who had nothing to do with the
start of the great project, has the gall to criticise its first
output, to attempt to slim it down, to exclude words, to rewrite
Murray’s own words, and even to attempt to change the title of the
Dictionary!

Not surprisingly Murray
threatened to resign and many friends encouraged him to do just
that. The Dictionary was in real danger before A-Ant had even left
the presses. Fortunately a peace making dove was fluttering around.
This man was almost as wedded to the Dictionary as Murray: he was
the sub-editor of the letters C, K, and Q, a friend and neighbour
of Murray at Mill Hill, an ardent member of the Philological
Society and a very rich man. Henry Hucks Gibbs attended Exeter
College, Oxford graduating in 1841. He inherited his Uncle
William’s business in 1858, a business founded on slave-mined
guano, part of the proceeds of which was used to fund Keble
College’s Hall and Chapel. He placated Murray and wined, dined and
flattered Jowett into a complete climb down. And so Part I A-Ant of
the New English Dictionary was published in 1884 at an
affordable price of twelve shillings and six pence, the same year
that Murray celebrated his forty-seventh birthday and the birth of
his ninth child. The first part was much admired by some,
criticised by a few and seemingly ignored by the Delegates. It had
some idiosyncrasies. For some reason Murray deliberately excluded
the word African yet did include at least one amusing definition:
‘Abbreviator: An officer of the court of Rome, appointed...to draw
up the Pope’s briefs’.

One review of Part I that caught
Murray’s eye was published in a magazine called The Academy:
it was written by Henry Bradley. The Dictionary’s editor was so
impressed that he tracked down Bradley and employed him as a London
based sub-editor, and there is more of this tale to follow.

Part I brought more than simple
praise for James Murray, there was financial reward. The then Prime
Minister, Gladstone, was persuaded that a pension should be given
to him from the Civil List: a royal dispensation of £250 per year,
just a little less than the amount awarded to his predecessor
Samuel Johnson a century before. Also, though the Delegates did not
comment on the publication of Part I, he was given a rise by OUP
with a proviso that he must henceforth produce 704 words per annum
and if not he would be obliged to hire a second editor. In
addition, he would also have to move to Oxford.

The readers

There is always a tendency to
concentrate on particular figures in a concise book like this and
there is no doubt that Murray is the key character in creating the
OED. But, before continuing with his story and the transition to
Oxford, I want to spotlight a set of characters who were, and are
still, an essential and enormous force in creating the NED and
subsequently the OED. They are the people who provided the raw
materials for the Dictionary’s builders, those who scoured the
entire published literature of English in order to reap the words
that fed into Murray’s mill – they were the readers.

How do you summarise the nature,
background and motivation of nearly 1,000 volunteers who read and
reaped for Murray. You cannot. And so in this short history of the
Dictionary I will concentrate only on the outstanding
personalities. And the top contributor from almost all aspects -
quantity, quality, surprise, horror and fact transcending fiction -
is........William Chester Minor.

Minor had a lurid background,
born in Ceylon the son of missionaries he was sent to the USA at
the age of fourteen and graduated in medicine from Yale. He became
a surgeon in the army and served in the Civil War Battle of the
Wilderness, an atrocious encounter that one survivor described as
‘butchery pure and simple’. One of the more gruesome tasks that
Minor had to perform was to brand the face of a young Irishman with
the letter D for deserter!

Following the war he was posted
to New York City where he became a regular visitor to prostitutes,
so much so the army moved him to a remoter part of the country, but
his obsession finally led to a period in a mental home. It was
following this that he took a vacation in England, settling in a
slum area of Lambeth and returning to his dissolute life. One night
he took the life of George Merrett, an innocent stranger, father of
six, and a stoker at a nearby brewery. Apparently Minor shot him in
the entirely false belief that Merrett had broken into his room. He
was arrested, judged to be insane and committed to Broadmoor, the
asylum for the criminally insane located at Crowthorne in Berkshire
in 1872. His stay almost overlapped with Edward Oxford who worked
in Oxford Street and had attempted to assassinate Queen Victoria.
Edward Oxford had been shipped off to Australia from Broadmoor just
five years before Minor’s arrival - good links with Oxford
there.
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W.C. Minor (Source: Berkshire
Record Office Webpage)

 


At Broadmoor Minor’s life was
cushioned by the army pension he regularly received from the USA.
He had two rooms, living in one and making the other into his
library. Remorsefully he sent money to Merrett’s widow to help
support her many children and bizarrely she took to visiting Minor
on a regular basis and obtaining books for him from London. Perhaps
it was in one of these books that he discovered the appeal for
readers distributed by Murray through the bookshops. He responded
and reading for the Dictionary became a new obsession. In time
Minor became an essential source for quotations on particular words
for the Dictionary team. He had prepared indexes to all of the
words in each book of his vast library. When members of the team at
Oxford were researching a particular word and needed more
quotations they mailed Minor and he supplied them.

No one at Oxford knew that Minor
was a murderer and a madman locked away in a very secure asylum.
For those who happened to know the true nature of Broadmoor, the
natural assumption was that he worked there. None of them knew that
he had cut off his own penis in 1902 in as attempt to stem his
lascivious thoughts. If they had then surely one of them would feel
the need to point out that there was a word for such an act -
penectomy. And, being lexicographers, someone else would object
saying that penectomy describes the surgical removal of the penis, not self–inflicted
mutilation. Which is correct, except that Dr Minor was, of course,
a qualified surgeon.

There are various accounts of
how James Murray discovered the truth about W. C. Minor, most of
them exaggerated or absolutely false. However, Murray did visit
this voracious reader at Broadmoor, they became friends and the
editor aided Minor’s repatriation to America, sending with him a
well-deserved gift: the first six completed volumes of the
Dictionary. In 1920 Minor died of complications arising from
pneumonia in an old peoples’ home in New Haven, Connecticut.

And now, in second place among
the top voluntary contributors to the Dictionary, we have another
man, his name is........... Fitzedward Hall. Yes, that is his name
- not his address. Hall was originally from New York. As a young
man on the verge of entering Harvard, his life took a drastic turn
when his father sent him off to the Far East to search for a
missing brother. Hall was shipwrecked in the Bay of Bengal but
managed to swim to the Indian shore where he learned many languages
and worked as a translator and teacher. He also met, and married,
the daughter of a British colonel which no doubt led him to
England. In London he gained a chair in Sanskrit, Hindustani and
Indian Jurisprudence at King's College and was simultaneously the
librarian of the India Office. A busy man, he also obtained a
Doctorate of Civil Law from Oxford and published a number of works
for the Early English Text Society (itself a key source for the
Dictionary). Unfortunately this frenetic life collapsed in ignominy
in 1869 when he became involved in a disastrous row with another
philologist from University College. Worse still he was dismissed
from the India Office accused, unfairly he complained, ‘of being a
hopeless drunkard and a foreign spy', and, to cap it all, he was
expelled from the Philological Society.

Hall escaped the furore by
taking up residence in a small market town in Suffolk at which time
his wife left him. He then became a semi-recluse working away, all
alone, on his philological books. Undoubtedly the call to become a
reader for the Dictionary must have been a welcome event. It gave
him a role in a grand venture and eventually he became one of its
most valued contributors. Murray came to rely upon him not merely
as a reader of books, but as a proof reader of the Dictionary
itself. An investigation of the correspondence between Murray and
Hall (they never met) has revealed that the recluse usually spent
four hours a day checking proofs and the rest of the day reading
books in the search for quotations.

Murray acknowledged his valuable
help in many of the prefaces to the separate parts of the
Dictionary and said that, “Time would fail to tell of the splendid
assistance rendered to the Dictionary by Dr. Fitzedward Hall’ and
‘When the Dictionary is finished, no man will have contributed to
its illustrative wealth so much as Fitzedward Hall’. Praise
indeed.

The third notable contributor is
someone I have already mentioned and whose years of association
with the Dictionary transcended even Murray’s. He
is.............Frederick Furnivall. This flamboyant character was
there at the very inception of the Dictionary in 1857 and was still
contributing slips up until his death in 1910. Many of his
quotations were taken from newspapers and periodicals, and
therefore viewed dimly by some scholars. Despite this, and his
failure as an editor, Furnivall’s contribution was enormous as
confirmed by Murray himself: ‘He has been by far the most
voluminous of our readers', and, ‘the slips in his handwriting and
the clippings by him from printed books, and from newspapers and
magazines, form a very large fraction of the millions in the
Scriptorium’.

In addition to these men, the
top three, there were hundreds of people all over the world
scouring books for quotations that illustrated the meaning of the
welter of words that had to be coaxed into the Dictionary. A person
listed as Thos. Austin in Volume 1 of the great book was top of the
readers for that volume, returning 165,000 quotations. He was
closely followed by Wm. Douglas of London with 136,000. Then there
was Dr H. R. Helwich of Vienna who had contributed 50,000
quotations and, closer to home, James Murray's eldest son Harold
who had handed over 27,000. There were plenty of women readers too:
Murray’s wife Ada contributed between 2,000 and 5,000 slips and the
indefatigable sisters, Miss Edith and Miss Elizabeth Thompson,
together contributed 15,000 slips and continued to help with the
Dictionary until their deaths in 1929. Finally I would like to
single out the little mentioned Mr. James Platt who until his death
in 1910 ‘gave invaluable help in the etymology of all words adopted
from the more outlandish tongues’.

Murray in Oxford

In 1885 the Murray tribe (then
numbering eleven) moved to Oxford where they found a commodious
house in the Banbury Road. At that time the house was right on the
edge of the city, bordering the market gardens that in those days
separated Oxford from Summertown. Perhaps predictably they called
their new abode by the same name as the old one in Mill Hill –
Sunnyside. In moving they left one thing behind them: the
Scriptorium. Stripped of its slips, reference books and pigeon
holes, the building was moved into the school proper and became a
reading room for the boys.
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Murray's home in Oxford (Author's
collection)

But where then were the millions
of slips to go? Another Scriptorium was needed, a considerably
bigger one, and, fortunately, Sunnyside had a large enough back
garden to accommodate it. Unfortunately the next-door neighbour, a
certain Professor Dicey, the Vinerian Professor of English Law at
the University, was a nimby well before that acronym became a word
(1980 according to the OED). He protested vociferously and widely
that the Scriptorium would ruin his view, and his view prevailed.
The Scriptorium had to be sunk a metre into the ground, as a result
of which Murray caught colds and pneumonia working in such damp
surroundings.
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Shakespeare is the most quoted
author in the OED and the bible (in all its forms) the most quoted
book.


+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

 


Others were better disposed
towards Dr Murray. The Post Office installed a capacious pillar box
right outside Sunnyside to contain the immense amount of outgoing
mail generated by Murray and his team and Alexander Graham Bell
gave him a telephone, in fact the one and only telephone. The story
follows.

In gratitude for those early
lessons in electricity from Murray, Bell gave him the very first
telephone that he had made, the one over which he reportedly said,
“Come here Mr Watson, I want to see you”. Apparently, Murray was
not overly impressed by the wood and bakelite prototype so he
placed it in the attic of Sunnyside and forgot all about it. This
priceless museum piece lay there, quite neglected, for years –
until the Second World War in fact. The house was then occupied by
soldiers billeted there and during one very cold winter they
searched the house from top to bottom looking for anything that
they could burn on the fire for warmth. I guess that you can guess
the rest.

Following the move to Oxford,
Murray’s nemesis, Benjamin Jowett, came up trumps. Fracas of the
past apparently forgotten, Jowett , wined and dined, well, dined
actually, the Murrays at Balliol’s High Table, made James an
honorary fellow of that college and facilitated the grant of an
Honorary MA from the university. The latter, by the way, gave
Murray entry to the Bodleian Library which was essential for a
lexicographer. There is further proof that the two men became
close. Murray named his tenth child, a son, Arthur Hugh Jowett. Or
could it be that the Murrays were simply running out of names by
then?

On the work front things were
not going well, the welter of words was overwhelming Murray and his
team. The requirement to deliver 704 pages each year seemed quite
unattainable despite the editor’s move to Oxford and the consequent
convenient proximity to OUP. Part II, Anta-Battening, was published
late in 1885, however, the remaining Bs proved quite intractable,
especially the terrible word ‘black’ which took Murray’s best
assistant three months to define. In fact the Bs were not completed
until Part IV was published in 1888. This would be a milestone, but
not a happy one. The first volume of the great Dictionary A-Byzen
was complete by that time and contained 1,240 pages. It will have
taken nearly ten years to produce so that’s, let’s see, roughly 124
pages a year, not the required 704. Oh dear.

Well before the release of
Volume I the OUP Delegates were not happy: costs were high,
productivity low and sales of the published parts or fascicles were
poor. What could be done? Well, in today’s parlance this would
suggest re-organisation, cultural re-orientation, change
management, etc. And who was to accomplish that? Bartholomew Price?
No, he had ceased to be Secretary to the Delegates and a new man
was appointed in 1885, a man from outside, from Cassell, a London
based publisher. Price’s replacement was the new broom. An Oxford
man of course, he had attended Balliol as one of Jowett’s
disciples, his name was Phillip Gell and whilst Jowett was fast
becoming Murray’s friend, Gell replaced him as the editor’s
nemesis.

Unlike Jowett, Gell did not
rewrite prefaces or carp at the content of the Dictionary – he took
real action. In 1887 he promoted Bradley from a London-based
assistant editor to a full editor on a par with Murray with his own
staff and office and his own slice of the Dictionary to manage. Can
you imagine how Murray felt at this effective demotion? It was a
clear indication of lack of confidence in his leadership and,
perhaps, a personal insult. He threatened to resign, but did not,
and retrospectively Gell’s reorganisation may well have saved the
Dictionary from grinding to a permanent halt.
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Henry Bradley (By Permission of the
Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University Press)

Interestingly, Bradley was not
Gell’s creature, if anything he was Murray’s man and just as
punctilious in his work, perhaps even more so. The measure that was
used to beat the backs of the two editors, in addition to the
clearly impossible 704 pages per year, was the Webster ratio.
Everyone agreed that there should be no arbitrary limit on the
number of words in the Dictionary; it should cover all English
words. What Gell and the OUP Delegates did dispute was the scope of
each word – the amount of space required to provide a definition,
etymology, quotations and orthography. In Part I Murray achieved a
ratio of about six to one over Webster and the bean-counters took
this as a benchmark. Yet as the Dictionary progressed the ratio
went up! Under Gell it had reached eight to one and Bradley was a
particular sinner in this respect: he was threatened with dismissal
unless he contained himself. And so the arguments went on. Murray
and Bradley always under pressure to do better by Gell’s measure,
meanwhile trying to do their best as lexicographers, trying to
produce a complete dictionary of the English language. The
pressure built and like a boiler with no release valve the whole
thing neared explosion and inevitable abandonment. Then in 1896 the
press, in the form of the Saturday Review, somehow got hold
of the story that the Dictionary might be suspended. It headlined
this as a ‘national calamity’ and ‘an indelible disgrace to the
University’. In a unique example of the press pressing the press,
OUP reversed all of its constraining and demoralising measures such
as the Webster ratio; Murray was feted as a national hero and OUP
as a national disgrace; Gell was dismissed; and the Dictionary
became linked inexorably to the reputation of the University of
Oxford. Yet another ‘cultural re-orientation’ had taken place, one
that filled Murray’s sails.

By this time the University had
a new Vice-Chancellor, John Magrath. He seized the moment and in
1897 organised a famous dinner at his old college (The Queen’s) to
celebrate completion of Volume III which was dedicated to the
monarch, Queen Victoria. The Dictionary had at last become a
national endeavour and a national treasure – good reason to
celebrate.
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The most quoted single source
is Cursor Mundi. It is an anonymous Middle-English historical and
religious poem of nearly 30,000 lines written around
1300 AD.
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And where better to celebrate
than the hall of The Queen’s College, Oxford, dining beneath its
wonderful ceiling and watched by its impressive collection of
portraits including that of Jeremy Bentham placed above the
fireplace: that great philosopher who believed the correct decision
to take should be the one that leads to the greatest happiness for
all. Bentham would surely have applauded James Murray’s decision to
take the reins in 1879 and to drive the project through to the
publication of the third volume in 1897 despite fierce attacks on
his ability to manage and to contain such a great enterprise. The
Dictionary’s chief editor must surely have felt proud, happy and a
little bemused by the speech of Sir William Marksby when responding
to the toast to OUP which ended “and we have never felt any doubt
as to the ultimate completion of the work under the able editorship
of Dr. Murray ...”

This celebration was not one of
those where the rich and famous gather together to eat, drink and
make toasts to those that actually did the job. Murray’s team and
most of his family were present, as were the stalwarts of the
Philological Society who had started and continued to back the
Dictionary. All of the OUP Delegates were there, of course,
together with a bevy of printers and also a good number of the word
gatherers, though with the excusable exception of Minor and
Hall.

 



+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The longest entry in the
Dictionary is the verb ‘set’ with over 430 senses made up of
nearly 60,000 words or 326,000 characters


+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

 


 


There was still a long way to
go, after all this celebrated volume had only reached the letter E,
but Murray could be pretty sure that he might now get on with the
work he loved with the support of the Delegates of OUP, the
University of Oxford, the country and the ageing Queen. What could
stop him reaching the letter Z now? He could also bathe in the
glory of cascades of academic awards: honorary degrees, membership
of august bodies and finally, the thing he probably most yearned
for, recognition by Oxford University itself. This much delayed
reward finally arrived in 1914 when he became a Doctor of Letters
(Oxon), an honour that he held in higher regard than the knighthood
of 1908 awarded by the Prime Minister, Henry Asquith, yet another
Balliol man.

At the end of the century with
two editors and eighteen assistants now sharing the work Volume IV
was released taking the Dictionary up to the letter G. The letter N
was completed in 1908 with the issue of Volume VII and in 1914 at
the beginning of the war and with the monstrous letter S part
finished (the letter with the largest number of words), the last
volume that Murray would ever see was released – Volume VIII.

Michael Bliss in his book on
William Osler, the famous medical doctor, recounts the occasion
when Osler spotted James Murray in an Oxford street and remarked,
“See that fine old man over there, he’s Sir James Murray. The
University pays me my stipend as Regius Professor to keep him alive
until the Dictionary is finished.” But despite Osler’s attentions,
James Murray died in 1915 while working on the letter T, possibly
the word ‘turn-down’, right up to the end. He did not see the great
Dictionary finished, but no doubt died knowing two things: that it
would be completed and that his name would forever be associated
with it.
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The Dictionary Room (By Permission of
the Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University Press)

From the date of Murray’s death
the core work area on the Dictionary moved from the Scriptorium in
Banbury Road to the Old Ashmolean building right next to the
Sheldonian Theatre in Broad Street. Bradley and his team had worked
there from 1901, occupying the middle floor of the building known
as the ‘Dictionary Room’. That building became the intriguing
Museum of the History of Science in 1924 and its great door has
since been open to the public on most days. However, in the days of
the Dictionary Room there were a number of unwelcome callers; so
much so that one assistant placed a sign on the door stating ‘This
is not the Ashmolean Museum’. Still plagued by lost callers he
later added incrementally:

‘nor the Sheldonian Theatre’

‘nor the Bodleian Library’

‘nor the Clarendon Building’

‘nor the Martyrs’
Memorial – as yet’



What about the workers?

I’ve written quite a lot about
Murray and a little about Bradley. These two polymaths of humble
origin and great ability worked under such extreme pressure that
the latter had, at one time, to take a three month sabbatical in
the Norwegian fjords. But of course there were many other people
employed in creating the great book. The printers, for example, who
were they? Too many to name of course, but one man does deserve a
mention for sheer length of service. James Gilbert started working
for OUP as an apprentice in 1880; he worked on the early stages of
typesetting the letter A and was still setting type in 1928 when
the first edition was published. Similarly, among the assistants
who worked for the editors there is one who stands out for both
length of service and sense of humour. Frederick Sweatman joined
Murray in the Scriptorium in 1890 and devoted forty-three years of
his working life to the Dictionary. It is thought to be Sweatman
(some say Henry Bayliss) who wrote a spoof entry for radium, a
substance that had recently been discovered at the time. The entry
had a preposterous etymology and included ‘quotes’ from Pepys’
Diary and Hymns Ancient and Modern. The definition was a hoot:
‘Aristotle says it may be obtained from the excrement of a
squint-eyed rat that has died of a broken heart buried 50ft below
the highest depths of the western ocean in a well-stopped tobacco
tin...’ The entry was not included; in
fact there was no entry for radium at all in the first edition
given doubts that this new word might not enter the English
language! Still, it is revealing to see evidence of scholarly
humour amongst the hard pressed team.

Not all of the assistants were
long term Dictionary men and women. One who had a colourful life
well beyond the confines of Oxford was the splendidly named
Hereward Thimbleby Price who was born in Madagascar and educated at
the University of Oxford. He worked as an assistant until 1904 when
he became a lecturer in English at the University of Bonn. While
living in Germany, he was drafted into the army to fight in World
War I, was captured by Russian soldiers, then escaped to China. In
1919 he wrote a book about his escapades and later gained a
professorship in America.

Another short term assistant has
a much greater claim to fame. J R R Tolkien studied for his degree
at Exeter College, Oxford. He read English and took options in
comparative philology and Old Norse, the latter under William
Craigie (see below) and was awarded his degree in 1915. Apparently,
his only entry in the undergraduate suggestion book at Exeter was
to purchase ‘a good English dictionary’.

Tolkien went to war, returning
to Oxford in 1918 when Craigie obtained a post for him as an
assistant in Bradley’s team based in the Old Ashmolean Building.
Bradley was then working on the letter W which has many Germanic
sources and hence needed input from someone with Tolkien’s
philological skills. His co-workers were all experienced
wordsmiths. Walter Worrall had worked with Murray since 1885.
Bradley’s daughter Eleanor had worked with her father since 1897.
Wilfred Lewis had been on board since 1889 and Henry Bayliss was of
similar vintage. Tolkien was certainly a new boy.

Tolkien’s work on the letter W
began with etymological research concerning the words: warm, wash,
wasp, water, wick and winter. He also worked as a lemmatiser,
grouping together the various forms of a word in Old and Middle
English texts under a head word. Soon Tolkien had graduated to
preparing complete entries for the Dictionary, though these would,
of course, finally be edited by Bradley. His initial range of words
was waggle to waggly. After this he did a lot of work on the word
‘waist’ and its compounds, including waistcoat - a garment of which
he became particularly fond and in which he dressed the hobbits.
Then on to the word ‘walrus’ the etymology of which gave him some
sleepless nights. Clearly, as time went on he won the trust of his
editor. He was allocated the very common word ‘want’ and nineteen
of the twenty-eight definitions of the verb drafted by him went
through to the Dictionary virtually unscathed.

Tolkien left Oxford in 1920 to
take up a post at Leeds University, however, his contribution to
the letter W of the dictionaries was significant and his
relationship with Bradley continued after his departure. He
returned to Oxford in 1925 as Professor of Anglo-Saxon occupying
Samuel Johnston’s old room at Pembroke College from where he
renewed contact with the other editors and was ‘staggered’ to be
presented with his own copy of the Dictionary in 1933. He once said
of the time he spent on the Dictionary that ‘I learned more...than
in any other equal period of my life’. It is claimed that he
parodied the principal editors as ‘The Four Wise Clerks of
Oxenford’ in his 1937 story Farmer Giles of Ham.

Foot soldiers aside, the
management team expanded in 1901 with the elevation of William
Craigie to editor and Charles Onions similarly in 1914. Craigie
was, at the time of his appointment, also a lecturer in
Scandinavian languages at Oxford, and in 1916 became the Professor
of Anglo-Saxon. Onions was associated with the Dictionary for most
of his working life including a period as editor of the Shorter
Oxford. In the first edition he edited the very last word (zyxt)
and the word with the longest entry (set).
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The
Murray Family (By Permission of
the Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University
Press)

And, let us not forget the
Murray children employed on the Dictionary at remuneration well
below the minimum wage.

The first edition

The denouement following
Murray’s death may seem something of an anticlimax. The second half
of Volume 9 (Su-Th) was released in 1919. Bradley died in 1923 and
Furnivall had preceded both of them by passing away in 1910, so the
big names from the early days of the Dictionary’s birth had gone,
but Onions and Craigie soldiered on, the latter becoming senior
editor. Tolkien added his two penn'orth to the Ws and the surviving
volunteers continued their sterling work.
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William
Craigie (By Permission of the Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford
University Press)

In 1925 Craigie resigned his
position as Professor of Anglo-Saxon in Oxford and was succeeded by
Tolkien. He became Professor of English at the University of
Chicago, USA, but nevertheless continued in his role as senior
editor of the Dictionary from the other side of the Atlantic. The
first half of Volume X (Ti-U) arrived in 1926 and finally, the very
last part or fascicle containing Wise to Wyzen was completed in
April of 1928. Wyzen is apparently a Scottish or northern form of
weasand, meaning 'gullet' or 'oesophagus'; it has been given new
life more recently through the video game Asura's Wrath where Wyzen
is the name of one of the Seven Deities. Most people expect the
words beginning with XYZ to form the last fascicle but that, rather
short, fascicle had been completed much earlier.

The full Dictionary was finally
printed at ‘50 guineas for 10 volumes bound as 12 in half morocco’
(maybe £2,500 today) and was launched to great acclaim at a
sumptuous dinner held on Derby Day, 6th June 1928. This
dinner was on a much larger scale than that held at The Queen’s
College in Oxford thirty-one years before and this one was for the great and the good, though Craigie’s team
were also allowed to attend. Held at Goldsmiths’ Hall near St
Paul’s in London it catered for a guest list of one hundred and
fifty men, many of whom had little or no connection with the
Dictionary’s glacial development. Sitting in the highly decorated
Livery Hall beneath the exquisite glass candelabra and enclosed by
the pillared golden walls they feasted themselves on caviar, quail,
ham, asparagus and more, all washed down with a fine selection of
wines topped up by port. This readied them for a speech by no less
a personage than the Prime Minister at the time, Stanley Baldwin.
Baldwin died in 1947 just five years after BBC Radio created the
programme Desert Island Discs. Unfortunately, he did not
appear on that show, but that night he seemed to pre-empt the last
question that each guest is asked: ‘Which book would you take to
your desert island?’ And his answer, I am sure you have guessed,
was ‘I choose the Dictionary every time’. He finished his speech by
telling the august audience that the “Dictionary is the greatest
enterprise of its kind in history”.

It is of course sad that James
Murray, the man who devoted his life to that great enterprise, was
not there to respond to Baldwin’s praise – even though the wine
would have been wasted on him. He knew the great book as the New
English Dictionary, the title originated seventy years before by
the Philological Society and this was still the title of the
Dictionary in that important year of 1928. Baldwin, in his speech,
praised the Dictionary as ‘unrivalled in completeness and
unapproachable in authority’. I’m sure Murray would have been proud
of the latter, but not entirely happy with the former. A later
editor dealt with the issue of comprehensiveness of the Dictionary
rather nicely by stating that it was ‘sufficiently complete’.
Murray after his long and sometimes acrimonious battles with the
lexicographical asset strippers must have the last word here: his
definition of comprehensiveness was as follows ‘Characterised by
comprehension; having the attribute of comprising or including
much’.

Murray took up the post of
editor in 1879 with certain expectations. The following shows just
how optimistic a sober Scot can be, and just how big, once defined,
the English language actually is. By the way, the quotations
actually received from all the readers
exceeded five million. The comparisons are between the 1879
estimates and the 1928 outcomes:

 


Years of work -- 10 versus
49

Pages -- 7,000 versus
16,000

Volumes – 4 versus 12

Expenditure -- £9,000 versus
£300,000

Quotes used -- 1,827,306

Total words defined --
414,82

 



Chapter
6: The modern OED

So that was it, the world now
had a complete dictionary of English based on historical records
including etymologies, orthographies and quotations. But, once
again, was it complete? A-Ant was printed in 1884, forty-six years
before the first edition was published. Had any more words in that
range been added to the language during those forty-six years? Of
course they had (aeroplane and appendicitis are just two important
examples), and yet more words would have been discovered by the
readers. Assembling this Dictionary is like hill climbing, as you
rise to a peak another one rises behind it, and that next peak had
already been growing. It consisted of a pile of slips which, for
whatever reason had missed the first edition, plus all of the new
words that had emerged during the many years spent assembling it.
Craigie, Onions and the team returned to their lexicographical
labours producing the first supplement to the Dictionary in 1933,
and in that same year the Dictionary itself was reprinted as twelve
volumes plus an important title change: this was the first version
to be officially named The Oxford English
Dictionary.

Was this change of name
justified? Of course it was. Despite all of the ups and downs of
Murray’s early years and through a growing awareness that the
project swallowed up money with no foreseeable return, the Oxford
University Press continued to support this ‘greatest enterprise of
its kind in history’. And there was a return, not financial perhaps
and undoubtedly not measurable: kudos. There is little doubt that
the reputation of the Press and the University has been enhanced
enormously by its investment in the OED and that Oxford has
established itself as the undisputed guardian of the English
language, a language which during the 20th century
became the most important world tongue.

The supplement extended the
Dictionary by 867 pages (an increase of roughly five percent)
containing many new words plus new senses and amplifications of
existing ones. It was given free to those who had splashed out
fifty-five pounds on the 1928 version: some compensation for the
fact that the 1933 printing, with the supplement included, could be
purchased for a mere twenty-one pounds!
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What next? Well, not a lot, at
least not for a while. The remaining slips were stored away or
given to other projects, the Dictionary team was disbanded, and the
reading programme shut down. And that should have been the end of
the line. But of course there was a rebirth. In 1957 work started
on a further supplement under the editorship of Robert Burchfield,
a New Zealander and then a member of St Peter’s College, Oxford.
Burchfield had been recommended by an old warrior of the OED,
Charles Onions who himself worked on the new supplement until the
mid-sixties. Burchfield reinstated the reading programme, pulled
the old slips from the thirties out of store and set up shop in
accommodation near to the OUP building in Walton Crescent. His
supplement was issued in four volumes between 1972 and 1986. It
incorporated much of the 1933 supplement and many new words, some
defined by their inventors (e.g. hobbit by one J R R Tolkien). The
four volumes defined over 50,000 words including many new
scientific and technical words.

And as the OED modernised so too
did its means of production, the second supplement was printed by
lithography rather than letterpress. The technology of microfiche
and microtext had also come into its own so, in the year before the
appearance of the second supplement, the entire first edition of
the OED had been reduced to two volumes sold together with an
essential magnifying glass. Though Burchfield expanded the
Dictionary through the introduction of his supplement, he also
gained a reputation as a word dropper. He excised a significant
number of words inherited from the first supplement, many of which
had only a single recorded usage. Some argued that this was against
the OED spirit.

Of course, Burchfield, as Murray
before him, relied heavily on the volunteer readers and one of
these stands head and shoulders above the others. Her name was
Marghanita Laski, a graduate of Somerville College, Oxford, a
journalist, novelist, panellist on the BBC’s ‘Any Questions’ and
known 'for her beauty, her forceful personality, and her obsession
with religious and secular beliefs'. She contributed a whopping
250,000 quotations to the Dictionary.

The first edition still existed
in its 1933 form and the second supplement (which incorporated the
first, mostly) had a separate existence. This was not good. If you
could not find a word in the first you had to consult the second.
Clearly the two needed to be integrated and yet more new words
added – and the technology was now available to do this
electronically. IBM donated both the computer and the staff to take
on this massive task: an army of 120 keyboard operators typed the
entire sixty million words of the combined Dictionary into an IBM
4351 mainframe computer where clever software merged the two parts.
This second edition was completed under the editorship of John
Simpson and Edmund Weiner and added approximately 5,000 new words
to the Dictionary.

 



+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Computerising the Dictionary in
the late 1980s cost $13.5 million spent over a period of five
years


+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

 


Digitising the OED was an
immense technical and lexicographic task which was completed in
1989 with the issue of edition two as a twenty volume set
containing over half a million words and nearly two and half
million quotations. The page count had now risen to nearly 22,000.
The price for this edition in 2015 was £750. And of course the big
dictionary has spawned many smaller variants: Little, Pocket,
Concise, Shorter, Compact and so on. Then there are the specialised
dictionaries: for schools, for advance learners and more. So many
streams of income yet still no profit?
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Some of the dictionaries spawned by the
OED

So, what next for the OED? A
truly digital version of course: the CD version of the second
edition was made available in 1992. Then, in 1993 and 1997, three
volumes of additions were printed and added to the CD version.
Following that came the obvious next step, in the year 2000 the
updated version of the Dictionary was made available online
together with search tools which were superior to those available
with the CD versions.

This second version of the
Dictionary was good, but by no means perfect. The first had been
absorbed into it virtually unchanged except for the correction of
obvious errors. Naturally the quality and coverage of some
definitions it listed had declined with the passage of time: some
of them were more than a century old. So, what’s happening to the
OED nowadays and into the future?

In 1993 John Simpson became the
editor of an entirely updated edition of the Dictionary. The third
edition is probably the last because there are no plans to print it
– it will grow as the language grows in a way that a print edition
can never do. Solely online at present this version entails a
complete and rolling revision of the previous editions now
incorporated into it, plus the addition of new words, definitions
and source quotations as they arrive from the lexicographic team
and its modern-day volunteers. It is almost a living thing, growing
with the language. It has a team of 120 scholars, research
assistants, systems engineers, and project managers in Oxford and
New York, backed by 200 or so consultants and readers generating
some 17,000 quotations per month. First made available online in
the year 2000 alongside the digitised second edition, it has
rapidly diverged from its predecessor as three monthly updates have
been released. In the relaunch of 2010 many improvements were made
including full integration of the historical thesaurus and online
access to a version of the second edition was dropped.

Over one third of the previous
edition had been revised and updated by 2015 and even when this
mammoth task is completed the work will go on as new words are
added and alternative examples of the use of old words are
discovered. A personal subscription to the service, accessed via
the Web of course, costs about £250 per year. New words added in
June of 2015 totalled just over three hundred and included:
e-cigarette, vaping and retweet. Even ‘unfriend’ is listed. What a
ghastly modern word! Not really, the OED includes a quoted use of
it dating back to 1659! And so the language rolls on. Is it good?
It just is.
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Dictionary growth through the ages


Chapter
7: Last Words

Michael Proffitt took over as
chief editor of the OED late in 2013, having previously spent many
years working on the new words that flood into the Dictionary’s
offices. In an interview with the New York Times soon after taking
on his new role he gave a good insight into the future of the OED
saying, “As much as I adhere to the OED’s public reputation, I want
proof that it is of value to people in terms of practical use.” He
went on to advocate links in digitised literature to OED entries
and also to recognise that the distinction between ‘dictionary’ and
‘web search’ is becoming increasingly blurred. Related to this he
stated his willingness to license Dictionary data to other
companies.
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James Murray in the Scriptorium (By
Permission of the Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University
Press)

This book was written in 2015,
just a century after James Murray’s death. He is buried in the
cemetery at Wolvercote where Tolkien is also interred. A
remembrance celebration was held there in July of the centennial
year led by the lexicographer’s great-grandson, Oswyn Murray.
Afterwards a procession made its way to Murray’s Banbury Road house
where those present were given a glimpse of the site of the old
Scriptorium. Michael Proffitt was quoted as saying: “For those of
us working on the Oxford English Dictionary, every day
provides an opportunity to marvel at Sir James Murray’s work”.
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Later Timeline

 


1919 Tolkien joined the
Dictionary team

1928 First edition of NED
published

1933 Reprint with supplement
published as the OED

1957 Burchﬁeld appointed editor
of a new supplement

1972 Vol 1 of the new supplement
published

1984 Work began on new OED

1986 Vol 4 of the new supplement
published

1987 CD ROM version of
Dictionary released

1989 The second edition of OED
published

1992 OED2 available on
CD-ROM

1993 John Simpson editor of the
third edition

2000 OED Online launched.

2010 OED3 became the only online
version

2013 Simpson retired, Michael
Profﬁtt appointed

2015 Centenary of James Murray’s
death
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