
AMERICA’S MIGHTIEST INHERITANCE

The English Language. – What would you name as the best inheritance America receives from all the processes and combinations, time out of mind, of the art of man? One bequest there is that subordinates any perfection of politics, erudition, science, metaphysics, inventions, poems, the judiciary, printing, steam-power, mails architecture, or what not. This is the English language — so long in growing, so sturdy and fluent, so appropriate to our America and the genius of its inhabitants.  

     The English language is by far the noblest now spoken — probably ever spoken — upon this earth. It is the speech for orators and poets, the speech for the household, for business, for liberty, and for common sense. It is a language for great individuals as well as great nations. It is, indeed, as characterized by Grimm, the German scholar, «a universal language, with whose richness, sound sense, and flexibility, those of none other can for a moment be compared».

Language cannot be Traced to First Origins. — Of the first origins of language it is vain to treat, any more than of the origin of men and women, or of matter, or of spirit. We go back to Hindostan; we decipher the hieroglyphics of Assyria and Egypt; we come onward to Hebrew and Greek records, but we know no more of actual origins than before. Language makes chronology petty; it ante-dates all, and brings the farthest history close to the tips of our ears. No art, no power, no grammar, no combination or process can originate a language; it grows purely of itself, and incarnates everything. It is said of Dante, Shakspeare, Luther, and one or two others, that they created their languages anew; this is foolish talk. Great writers penetrate the idioms of their races, and use them with simplicity and power. The master are they who embody the rude materials of the people and give them the best forms for the place and time.

Stock and Grafts of English Speech. — The Angles, one of the Saxon tribes that passed from Germany to Britannia in the year 1326 before American Independence (or A.D. 450), have, from some preference, not now to be clearly traced, given name to this mighty dialect, by naming the wonderful nation of whom it took shape. Saxon speech is the trunk or stock; on it Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian have been plentifully ingrafted. The Norman conquest of England brought in profuse buds and branches of the French, which tongue seems always to have supplied a class of words most lacking, and continues its supply to this day. Latin and Greek have been steadily adopted as their aid has been found convenient or necessary. The intercourse of trade with other countries annually brings back, and has long brought, words as well as wares; the best of these, in time, become familiar, and have a home look.

Our language is, therefore, a composite one, differing from all others. Still, it is simple, compact, and united. None other has the elasticity it has, with such perfect precision. Whatever we want, wherever we want any addition, we seize upon the terms that fit the want, and appropriate them to our use. Objects, acts, sentiments, art, wit, religion, freedom, physiology, the house, the field, the tastes of the common people, joy, dislike, amativeness, despair, resistance, self-esteem, war, land-life, sea-life, machinery, the sights of cities, ceremonies, reform, new doctrines, discoveries, disputes – all these, as their occasions have arisen, have been furnished with additional words from far and near, where they could be found, as a workman is furnished with tools, or a soldier with arms. The same process must continue as long as our blood is a growing one.

Asiatic Stock — Movements of Races. — A farther retrospect is necessary. The English language, and all European tongues — Greek, Latin, German, etc. — are but varieties of an ancient long precedent, Asiatic stock. Language-searchers (a modern corps, to whom history is to be more indebted than to any of the rest), go unerringly back, taking the English, and all other speech, to the vale of Kashmere, to the Sanskrit and the sacred Zend, the nursing-breasts of all the lore that comes home to us. Doubtless they too received from others long antecedent, and they again from others. Thirty-four hundred years before the American era, or year I of these States, the Celts entered Europe from Central Asia; 2600 years before our era,  the Goths, from the same continent, more to the north-west, found their way also into Europe. The Celts fled before the imperious muscle of the last comers, or submitted to be absorbed; many Celts retreated to Britain, supposed to have been then either uninhabited, or but sparsely inhabited; Europe become Gothic. About 1200 years before our era, the Slavic race (from slava, glory) descended from north-western Asia, and spared over what is now Russia, Poland, and Hungary. To these three enormous movements the English language recurs as one recurs to the events of forefathers; it, too, is of Asiatic transmission.

You see how the history of language is the most curious and instructive of any history, and embraces the whole of the rest. It is the history of the movements and developments of men and women over the entire earth. In its doings every thing appears to move from east to west as the light does.

Contributions and Parts. — The Anglo-Saxon stock of our language, the most important part, the root and strong speech of the native English for many centuries, mainly serves for sensible objects, specific thoughts and actions, home, and domestic life; it has the best words for manliness, friendship, and the education of childhood. The Celtic contribution consists much of proper nouns, given by the earlier inhabitants of Britain to towns, lands, woods, and mountains. The French contribution is large; the words refer to taste and the arts, poetry, manners, finesse, and law. Latin and Greek contributions refer to religion, science, the judiciary, medicine, and all learned nomenclature.

Only Language Endures. — Of all that nations help to build, nothing endures but their language, when it is real and worthy. Then it descends through centuries and scores of centuries. There are, doubtless, now in use every hour along the banks of the Hudson, the St. Lawrence, the Sacramento, and the Colorado – as by the Rhone, the Tiber, the Thames, and the Seine – words but little modified, or not modified at all, from the same use and sound and meaning they had twenty thousand years ago, in empires whose names have long been rubbed out from the memories of the earth. The Celts, that melted under the northern tread of their Teutonic invaders, have left themselves to the lakes, hills, valleys, and streams of the British Isles. Thus, also, the American aborigines, of whom a few more years shall see the last physical expiration, will live in the names of Nantucket, Montauk, Omaha, Natchez, Sauk, Walla-Walla, Chattahoochee, Anahuac, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, Orinoco, Ohio, Saginaw, and the like.

Diffuse and Showy Use of Language. — Words, however, are arranged much for mere show, especially by American writers and speakers; illiterate people are not one quarter as guilty. To use language properly is a rare art; the passionate and honest heart, perfect knowledge, and native idioms underlie this art. Writers, without exception, lack the self-denial to reject showy words and images, and employ terms in their beautiful exact meaning, using only what is applicable; they prefer using what appears elegant and effective. Every newspaper in America, the best as well the worst, is full of diffuse and artificial writing – writing that has no precision, no ease, no blood, no vibration of the living voice in the living ear. Because language tells the interior, and has a higher service than to be pretty. While American writers bow, defer, say what they know is a lie, leave unsaid what they know to be true — are cowardly, fractional, dyspeptic, subdued to other men’s or nations’ models — their compositions, fitted to the narrowness of sects, and castes, adopting stale phrases and stereotyped avoidances, will fall dead on the American soul. So far, we wait for writers that favor the mass of the people, body and brain.

A Perfect English Dictionary has yet to be Written. — Largeness of mind is more indispensable in lexicography than in any other science. To make a noble dictionary of the English speech is a work yet to be performed. Dr. Johnson did well; Sheridan, Walker, Perry, Ash, Bailey, Kenrick, Smart, and the rest, all assisted; Webster and Worcester have done well; and yet the dictionary, rising stately and complete, out of a full appreciation of the philosophy of language, and the unspeakable grandeur of the English dialect, has still to be made — and to be made by some coming American worthy the sublime work. The English language seems curiously to have flowed through the ages, especially toward America, for present use, and for centuries and centuries of future use; it is so composed of all the varieties that preceded it, and so absorbs what is needed by it.

Meanness of the Tuition of Schools. — The study of language, dictionaries, “grammar”, etc., as pursued in the public and other schools of New York, Boston, Brooklyn, and elsewhere through the States is worth nothing but the scornful and unrestrained laughter of contempt. Probably not one teacher of them all is possessed of the few great simple leading principles of the mighty science of speech. Read the works of modern language-searchers – that majestic and small brotherhood. They will open and enlarge your mind. You will see, interwoven like the network of veins, regardless of different continents, colors, barbarism, civilization, all the races of men and women on whom the sun shines and the night drops shadows. Discrepancies fall into line. All are of one moral as well as physical blood — the blood of language. Fables, creeds, miracles, disappear as bubbles. Romulus and Remus, Hengist and Horsa, sink helplessly into the land of myths.

Appendant for Working-People, Young Men and Women, and for Boys and Girls

Pronunciation. — What vocalism most needs in these States, non only in the few choicer words and phrases, but in our whole talk, is ease, sonorous strength, breadth, and openness. Boys and girls should practice daily in free, loud reading — in the open air, if possible. Most of the conventional laws observed in the schools are unworthy any notice whatever. Open your mouth — sound copiously and often such rich sounds as oi and wû — let your organ swell loudly without screaming — don’t specify each syllable or word, but let them flow — feel the sentiment of what you read or say, and follow where it leads. These are some of the main requisites of a beautiful mode of talking, a beauty rarer than that of the finest faces or forms. Yet it is of little use to give rules; frivolous persons, mean dispositions, merely polite persons, will show all in their accents. What is wanted is a harmonious and healthy mind; no voice of man or woman ever makes the true melody while it is deficient in that. The primness, painful precision, nasal twang, dread, weak vocalism, of so many Americans, are not entirely the faults of the chest, throat, mouth, and nose. A cultivated or naturally fine ear is also, of course, a part of a good pronunciation.

In pronouncing French, or any other foreign words, in the way of adopting them into their usual speech, not a few accomplished American and English people prefer boldly to bend them at once as nigh as possible to the English tongue. This only anticipates what must happen al last. When a word loses its learnedness and novelty, and gets to be generally used and understood, it will surely be deprived of more or less of its original sound, and made to conform or common ears and lips. Might this better be done at once? Or should foreign words be held as long as possible to their native pronunciations, that those may tinge, if nothing more, their eventual pronunciation?

Few Americans or English do well to attempt the Frenchman’s or the Frenchwoman’s accent of French words — or to copy the German’s or Spaniard’s accent of theirs. Learn the words, if convenient, from the mouth of some educated native; otherwise from a pronouncing dictionary; then give them out of your own uncramped mouth. It is enough if you make no bad slip or violation. Understand the meaning of the word exactly before use it. Do not use it at all if there be an English word that fully expresses your meaning. Also, do not use any new word when the person or persons you address will probably not understand it.

In the pronunciation of the following words the orthoepy is as near to the original as it is ever likely to be uttered by our national organ. These lately arrived contributions, nearly all French, are merely given as fragments, by way of example or illustration. Fresh words will always be introduced amid an expanding people. If any thing is to bend, they must bend to the people; the attempt to bend the people to them is always distressing and laughable.

A few Foreign Words, mostly French, put down Suggestively. — Some of these are tip-top words, much needed in English — all have been more or less used in affected writing, but not more than one or two, if any, have yet been admitted to the homes of the common people.

(ä as in star; â as in law)

Accouchement (ak-koosh’-ment, or ak-koosh-män’) — Act of giving birth to offspring.

Accoucheur (ak-koo-shur’) — Man-midwife.

Accoucheuse (ak-koo-shuse’) — Midwife.

Atelier (at’-al-ya’, or at-e-leer) — Workshop; studio of an artist.

Attache (at’-tash-a’) — Subordinate of a newspaper, or of an ambassador, 

or some official department.

Attrister (at-trist-a’, or at-trist’-er) — To sadden; to make sorrowful and heavy-

hearted.

Auditoire (aw’-de-toar’) — Place of the audience in a public building.

(The last two terms are needed in English)

Allons (al-lon, or al-lons) — “Let us go”.

Albrege (ä-bra-ja’) — Abridgement or epitome of a book or books.

     (This word, applying exclusively to books, would come in well in our literary era and land.)

Aplomb (ä-plom’) — Perpendicularity, self-command.

Appui (ap-pu-i) — Support. Point d’appui — point of support; fulcrum.

Abattoir (ä’-bät-toar’) — Slaughter-house.

Ambulance (am’-bu-länz’) — A military carriage for the sick and wounded.

Ami (ah’-me, masculine) — Amie (ah-me, feminine) — Dear friend.

Bon (o as in song) — Good, friendly.

Bienseance (bene-se- änz’) — Propriety, elegant manners.

Bijou (be-zhu’) — A jewel. Bijouterie (be-zhu’-t-re).

Blanc (blän or blänk) — White or whitish.

Bon jour (bon zhure’) — “Goo-day”.

Bon soir (bon soar’) — “Good-night”.

Bon mot (bon mo’) — A witty word.

Bon vivant (bon’-ve’-vänt, or bon vev-än) — A lover of good eating and

 drinking.

Brochure (bro-shoor’) — A pamphlet.

Bourgeois (boorzh-wâ, or boor-jois) —  A citizen.

Bourgeoisie (boorzh-wâ-ze, or boor-joi’-see) — Citizens.

Boudoir (boo-dwä, or boo-doir’) — Private apartment.

Boulevard (boo’-le-värd’) — A promenade.

Blanc mange (blä mänj) — A jelly.

Brusque — Abrupt in manner, no soft politeness.

Belle lettres (bel lettr’s) — What relates to poetry, refined literature, and the

 arts.

Bouleversement (bool-vers-män’, or ment’) – Smash, overthrow, extreme

 confusion.

Bourse (boorse) — A purse.

Cafe (kaf-fā’) — Coffee.

Charge d’affaires (shär-ja- d’affare’).

Cache (kash) — Hiding-place. 

(Used toward the Pacific regions in burying provisions for after use.)

Canaille (ka-nale’) — Dirty low people.

Caira [ça ira] (sä’-e-rä’) — “It shall go on”.

Coup de main (koo de män) — A military term, meaning a sudden, strong,

 unexpected attack.

Coup de grâce (koo de grass’) — Mercy stroke to one executed.

Carte blanche (kart blänsh) — A card blank or unsigned; free permission.

Comme il faut (kom’ eel fo) — As it should be.

Ci devant (se’ de-vän’) — Formerly, heretofore.

Cicerone (sis-e-ro’-ne, or ch-che-ro’-ne) — A guide or over-looker.

Cuisine (kwe-zene’) — Cookery, kitchen.

Cabaret (kab-a-ret’, or kab-a-ra’) — A tavern.

Chiaro’scuro (ki-ah’-ro’-sku’-ro) — Mingling of light and shade.

Cure (ku’-ra) — A priest.

Concierge (kon-sahrj’) — Person that takes care of the house, keeps the rooms

 clean, shows people through, etc.

Debutant (deb’-oo-tän’) — One who makes a first public appearance.

Dieu et mon droit (du a mo dwâ) — “God and my right”.

Douceur (doo-soor’) — Sweetness; a bribe.

Dishabille (dis’-a-beel) — Loose dress, or undress.

Eclaircissement (e-klare’-sis-ment, or e-klare-sis-män) — Explanation; clearing 

up an affair.

Enciente [Enceinte] (än-saint’) — Female condition with young.

En famille (än’-fa-meel’) — Like one of the family, without ceremony.

En passant (än’-pas-sän’) — Same as our colloquial phrase “by the way”.

En route (än-roo-t’) — On the route or passage.

Ennui (än’-we) — Dejection, low spirits, “the horrors”.

Ensemble (än-säm’-bl) — Wholeness; the whole so considered that each part

 has reference to the aggregate.

(This expressive and long-needed word is now almost at home in English.)

Entresol (än’-tr-sol’) —  A little floor, between two larger floors.

Entremets (än’-tr-ma’) — Dainties, side dishes.

Entrepot (än’-tr-po’) — Warehouse or receptacle.

Embonpoint (em-bon-point, or än’-bon-pwang’) — Fat, “pursy”.

Embouchure (än-boo-shure) — Mouth of a river — aperture of a musical instrument.

Entree (än-tra) — Appearance, first coming in public.

Elite (a-lete’) — Rich and accomplished persons, high society.

Escritoire (es-kre-tore’) — Writing-desk or private case for papers or cash.

Equivoque (a’-key-voke’) — Ambiguous word or phrase.

Expose (ex-po-za’) — An exposure.

Encore (än-kore) —  “Once more”. 
Facade (fa-säd) — Front elevation of a building.

Faubourg (fo-boorg’) — Ward or portion of a city.

Fete champetre (fate’ sham-pa’-tr) — A merry-making outdoors.

Figurant (fig-u-rant’) — Opera dancer.

(This word is getting to be used to describe any one who attracts public attention.)

Feulliton [Feuilleton] (ful-ye-ton’) — Little leaf.

Garcon (gar-son’) — Boy, waiter.

Genre (jahn-r) —Sort, species, one style in painting.

Jeu d’esprit (zhu’ des-pre’) — Play of wit.

Insouciance (een-soo-se-änz’) — Careless, free from preparation, just as any thing transpires in nature.

Livraison (liv-ra-zon’) — Delivery; a part or number of a book.

Melange (me-lanzh’) — A mixture.

Melee (me-lee’, or ma-la’) — Scuffle; rough fight.

Morceaux (mor-so’) — A bit; a portion.

Morgue (morg) — Dead-house.

Neglige (neg-le-zha’, or je) — Not dressed up.

Nonchalant (non’-sha-lant’) — Easy, without bashfulness or formality.

Penchant (pen-shant’, or pän-shän’) — Declivity [proclivity], bias.

Prestige (pres’-teezh) — Happy idea, luck, illusion.

Patois (pat-wâ’) — Mongrel dialect.

Portfuille [Portefeuille] (port-ful’-ye) — Portfolio; department of an officer of city or state.

Protege (prot’-e-zha’) — One under protection.

Persiflage (pare-se-fläzh’) — Light, heedless talk.

Personnel (pare’-son-nel’) — Specialty of persons belonging in the army, navy, or anywhere.

Peccavi (pek-ka’-ve) — Latin — “I have sinned”.

Rapport (rap-port’, or rap-pore’) — Subtle, moral and mental sympathy.

Repertoire (ra’-per-toar’) — Alphabetical list.

Restaurant (res’-to-rant’, or res’-to-rän’) — Eating-house, restorative.

Rationale (rash-e-o-na-le) — Latin — Inner reasons or theory.

Resume (rez’-u-ma’) — Last brief recapitulation.

Regime (ra-zheem’) — Diet; also government or rule.

Role (role) — A person’s part, to be performed.

Roue (roo-a’) — A seducer of women, a bad liver.

Soi disant (pronounced either just as spelled, or swa’-de-zang’) — Pretended, would-be.

Säns — Without.

Säns culotte (sans ku-lot’) — One without decent trowsers — one of the rabble.

Suite (swete) — Companions following a distinguished person; also used for apartments connected.

Trottoir (trot-toar’) — Walk for foot passengers.

Vaudevil (vode-veel’) —A light, gay composition, or ballad.

Vis-a-vis (viz-a-ve’) — Face to face.

Voltigeur (vol-te-zhur’) — A vaulter, a soldier of the light cavalry.
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