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Popular interest and the evident

importance of language as the
principal means of communication
between people, interests, creeds
and nations have promoted
linguistics, largely in this century,
from an.amateur atudy to &

widespread academic discipline.

You have a North Walian accent, but there are other bits
mixed in. Where were you brought up? And educated?

The first ten years were in Holyhead, then I moved to
Liverpool with the family. Secondary education was at
St Mary’s College in Crosby, 1952-9, i.e. pre-Beatles.
The relevance of this is that I played the clarinet in the
school orchestra, then switched to the alto sax outside,
and became part of the first Liverpool pop group to
have a sax in it (The Zodiacs!). The moment of choice
came at the end of the sixth form, when I could either
¢o to university or go to Germany with the group. Did
I make the right choice, you might well ask? Anyway,
that’s where the Liverpool part of the accent comes
from. Then two years back in Wales, then 20 years in
Berkshire, and now back in Wales again. Oh, and 22
years now being married to an RP-speaking speech
therapist! No wonder my accent is what we linguists
technically call a ‘mess’.

You have written about bi-lingualism. Do you speak Welsh,

or indeed any other languages?
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I learned Welsh as a second language in school, but
missed out on teenage Welsh (cf. above), so it’s not as
comfortable a language as I'd like it to be. Much of the
more advanced vocabulary of a language is
encountered in the teenage years. I can understand

it well enough now, and use it from time to time, for
domestic purposes. I guess I'm technically semilingual
in it. I have quite a bit of French, to the level of having
lectured in it, once or twice. Otherwise, as a linguist
you know what happens: you end up studying all
kinds of languages for a short while, becoming quite
competent in them for a short period, but never
learning much vocabulary by heart, so they don’t stay
with you. I imagine I've studied some 20 or so
languages like this.

What first stimulated your interest in language?

I'm sure living in a bilingual (or bidialectal)
community has a huge unconscious influence on your
language awareness. But my first really conscious
interest in language came in the second year of
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university. I actually went up to University College
London not to specialise in language at all. I wanted a
mixed character degree, with lit and modern lang and
lang history, and the UCL English degree was perfect.
Shakespeare one moment, Anglo-Saxon or phonetics
the next. But to begin with, the linguistic side was a let
down. During the first year there, I did my first course
in linguistics, and got so fed up with the way it was
being presented that I lost interest (and actually failed
my first exam in the subject!). Then, in the second
year, I was captivated by the enthusiastic presentation
of English language studies by Randolph Quirk, and
never looked back.

You obviously have an interest and expertise in many areas
of language. Is there any part of language study that you
feel you can call your own or that you are particularly
interested in?

I suppose this would have to be the side of the subject
called clinical linguistics — the application of linguistics
to the investigation of speech and language disorders.
This was a side which I found myself developing in the
1970s. Eventually I set up the first degree course in
linguistics and language pathology at Reading, and
with colleagues there devised several clinical
assessment procedures which became quite
influential. I also had my own special assessment
clinic there for a while. That’s history now, though.
My current preoccupation is trying to increase
awareness of endangered languages.

If you hadn't been a linguist, what would you have been?
Having seen your bravura performances in lectures, an
actor perhaps?

A Maybe (sce below). T have done a lot of acting, in fact,

an interview

starting with school shows, then at University, and
local reps in various places. In Holyhead I'm a member
of the Ucheldre Repertory Company (the local arts
centre), and get involved when I can. I've done
Shylock and Toby Belch. I don’t see much difference
between acting and lecturing, actually.

A-level English Language students find your books
stimulating and fascinating. Which one of them are you most
pleased with? Which would you recommend to a student
coming to language study for the first time? And _v'vhz'ch book
would you choose to take to the mythical desert island? You
can do the luxury and the eight records, if you like.

The one I like best is always the one I'm working on —
currently a book called Language Death for Cambridge
University Press next year. Then, as soon as it’s over I
find myself emotionally rather removed from it,
curiously. Looking back, I guess I'd have to say that
the English Language Encyclopedia was the most
enjoyable creative experience, partly because of the

-~ collaboration with the various specialists at the Press —

the designer, picture researcher, and so on. I tend to
refer people who ask to either of the two language
encylopedias, partly because that’s why they were
written in the first place. The pictorial element means
alot, I think.

Book for the desert island? Any enormous
encyclopedia.

How did your interest in encylopedias begin and develop?
How do you manage to keep separate the language work

and the encyclopedia work? Or don't you?

When 1left the tull-time university world in 1984, 1
had no thought of general encyclopedia work. I was
proposing to be a full-time language author. Then CUP



It's my most enjoyable
Creative experience!

and Chambers came up with the plan for a new
flagship encyclopedia, and they asked me if I was
interested. I asked them what qualifications one
needed to be a general encyclopedia editor. They
thought for a while, and then said, ‘Well, it helps if
you've written an encyclopedia’ (The Language one
had just been finished). Editing is a totally different job
from authoring, though. Anyway, it’s been great: after
all, here was somebody giving me the chance to study
everything, and paying me for it! Yes, I keep the two
things very separate, and try to balance the time so
that the slog of editing doesn’t take away all your
creative energy. I have a team of four people who
work at the updating side of the general

encyclopedia database.

- How do you manage to produce so much? Books, a rticles,

talks, encylopedias, radio progranumes etc.? Do you have
teams of researchers, a vast data base, a prodigious memory,
an understanding family? How many hours a d. 1y

do you work?

A People always ask this, and I can’t give a sensible

answer. Lam, first and foremost, a writer. That is what
Iam happiest at doing. If a day passes without a few
thousand words crunched, it’s been a wasted day, for
me. [ don’t much mind what the subject-matter is.
Usually, I don’t find myself in a position to choose,
because there's a deadline looming, and I'm trying to
getthe picee inontime. I do believe in responding to
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need, as it comes up. Often, I'm working on
something, and something interestingly urgent crops
up —such as your list of questions! — so you take some
time off to deal with it. You can’t do everything, of
course. I'm sad that these days I have to turn down
SO0 many requests for articles, reviews, etc.

Chief attributes must be: good health (I've been
very lucky here - last serious problem was TB in my
early 20s. It hit just before my finals, which I did in
hospital!). Ability to type fast. Accumulation of a large
personal library, for convenient look-ups. Never throw
anything away (news articles, snippets, etc).
Understanding family, oh yes, yes. Without Hilary to
look after all the business side of the operation, as well
as being an invaluable proof-reader, etc, productivity
would be down by I don’t know what. No, I don’t rely

~onresearchers: I have to check everything out myself.

But most of all, it’s the compulsion/gift/obsession — I
don’t know what you call it - but if an idea comes up
for a book, article, poem, play, or whatever (not
always my own idea, note) I'have to doit. I can’t not.
The idea won‘t leave you alone until it’s down on
paper. As a result, there are no set hours. Some days I
work 12 hours or more. Other days, much less. I've
worked all night sometimes, 10 getsomething done. It
doesn’t seem like work, when you enjoy it so much.

Do you enjoy the travelling that you nuist do?
The being there, oh yes. We both do. Not the actual
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travelling. That side has become much more, in the
last year or so. We're abroad about every two months
now. Mainly a consequence of the English-as-a-
world-language interest.

How do you relax when you are not being an

encyclopedic linguist?

I was the prime mover in setting up the local arts
centre in Holyhead a few years ago, and Hilary and I
are still very much involved. It’s a great contrast with
sitting at a computer all day long. It’s a multi-purpose
arts centre, so we have theatre, dance, exhibitions, the
lot. This morning, for instance, I was opening a new
sculpture there. You meet so many fine people, and
the arts lifts you up in a special way.

What are you writing at the moment? What future projects
do yout have planned?

Just finished (with Hilary): Words on Words: Quotations
on Language and Languages - for Penguin. Currently:
Language Death, for CUP. Next, probably a book on
Shakespeare’s language, based on the kind of thing
[write for each issue of the Shakespeare’s Globe
magazine. A lot will depend on what happens on the
creative side. And who knows what else will crop up?

Is your interest in the theatre a recent thing? How does
writing for the theatre compare with your academic and
language writing?

I've written half a dozen plays over the years, all
mouldering in various drawers. I actually started out
on the fiction side, as a writer. My very first picces
were short stories for a magazine in the 1950s. Then |
did a playlet at university. But I don’t see myself as a

creative writer, really, so when I write plays, or stories,
or whatever, I do it mainly for fun (because I have to —
see above), and not because I want to make a career
out of it. I send them off 1o places, and sometimes the
picces get published and sometimes they don‘t. 1
suppose if I had a literary agent I might make more of
that side, but I've never had time to get it organised!
The current play, Living On, which we read extracts
from at the Hay Festival last week, Thope will get
taken up, though, as all royalties from it will go to
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the Foundation for Endangered Languages,

which desperately needs help. That again is a good
illustration of how things happen: it wasn’t my idea.
The idea for such a play, on a dying language, was
suggested by theatre director Greg Doran. Once in
the mind, it just had to be written.

Do your L/IIIL{I(’II share your interest in language?

The youngest two have. Lucy ended up doing
communication studies. Ben actually did linguistics
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and English language at Lancaster, where he had a
somewhat embarrassing time, given that one of my
books was a course text in his first year! He left last
year, and has now just completed a postgraduate
course in acting in London. So there’s the link
between linguistics and acting again!

Questions by Jolu Shuttleworth and Simon Powell.




