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TUESDAY, 6th NOVEMBER 1934. 

A meeting of the Club was held this evening, 
the President, Sheriff J . W. More, in the chair, 
the business being to hear a paper by Mr G. 
M. Fraser, of the Public Library, Aberdeen. 

DIALECT SPEECH OF NORTH-EAST. 
Mr Fraser's address was on the subject "The 

Dialect Speech of the North-East of Scotland: 
What it is, and Where it came from." Re-
marking on the great variety of historical 
objects that we possess in this part of Scot-
land, Mr Fraser observed that our vernacular 
(or dialect) speech is quite as historical as any 
of these things, and as we use it constantly it 
was even more important that our people 
should understand it than almost any other 
of our historical possessions. He noted that 
not so long ago—not more than about two 
centuries ago—everybody in Lowland Scotland 
spoke this dialect, judges on the bench, 
teachers, even ministers in the pulpit, and 
remarked tha t a t that time it was generally 
believed, even by the most highly educated 
persons, tha t this dialect was a distinctive 
Scottish language—distinct, tha t is, from the 
English language, with a different origin and 
structure. But it was now known that that 
was quite a wrong view. I t was now clear 
tha t it was not a separate language a t all 
from the English language, but is really an 
English dialect, a regional or provincial form 
of the English language. And the region of 
England whose speech became, and in the 
main still is, our North-Eastern and, generally, 
our Lowland Scottish speech, was the old dis-
trict or kingdom of Northumbria, whose 
people, and language, and names, and cus-
toms spread northward over Lowland Scotland 
some time before the twelfth century, when 
our authentic recorded history in Scotland 
began. 

To indicate that this was really so, Mr 
Fraser discussed certain other things in our 
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Scottish history and customs of clear English 
origin. 

First of all, he noted, as a remarkable thing, 
that the two most illustrious figures in Scot-
tish history, Sir William Wallace and Robert 
the Bruce, were not by direct male descent 
really Scotsmen. The Wallaces of Renfrew-
shire, of whom the national hero came, are 
accepted as having accompanied the Fitz-
Alans from Shropshire, and the Bruces—more 
correctly the De Bruces—had a clear line of 
male descent, without a break, from Robert 
De Bruce, who accompanied the Conqueror 
from Normandy, and founded, in Yorkshire 
particularly, the illustrious line tha t landed 
on the Scottish throne. We were to remember 
always that the Scottish War of Independence 
was not a racial struggle, but political and 
territorial, and the leaders of Scotland then 
were two knights of English blood who saved 
our Scottish independence. 

He next drew attention to the fact t ha t Eng-
lish personal names were in universal use in 
Lowland Scotland when our written history 
in Scotland began. In Scotland, the use of 
surnames began only in the twelfth century— 
in England they began only a matter of less 
than a century earlier—and the lecturer drew 
attention to this most significant thing tha t 
everybody whose name we know a t t h a t 
period, in Lowland Scotland, of whatever 
class, had an English name, denoting, a t tha t 
period, English blood. 

Remarking tha t there never was a Scottish 
system of applying surnames, only the Eng-
lish and the Gaelic, Mr Fraser quoted examples 
of English surnames, applied in the English 
way, than which there was nothing else in 
Lowland Scotland, viz., personal names, from 
personal qualities (Black, White, Gray, Brown, 
and so on), names from Localities—Sutherland, 
Ross, Nairn, Urquhart , Duffus, Buchan, Bade-
noch, Geddes, Fyvie, Forbes, Skene, Gordon, 
&c., &c„ also Craft, or Occupational names, 
and so on. He also described the Gaelic 
system of applying surnames—a tribal, Or 
family system, mainly patronymic, with 
"Mac," a son, as the typical particle. 

The third English characteristic thing noted 
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by Mr Fraser was this—in Scotland, we call 
the chief personage in a burgh the Provost, 
but t ha t was only from the sixteenth century, 
except in the case of Edinburgh, which began 
half-a-century earlier. Before then, the title 
of the Chief Magistrate in all Scottish burghs 
tha t were controlled by a single Chief Magis-
t ra te was "Alderman," the purely English 
title. Mr Fraser remarked, as a very odd 
thing, that only tha t very day he had re-
ceived the large new volume, the Annals of 
the Royal Burgh of Forres, by Dr Douglas, 
Medical Officer of Health, Forres, who particu-
larly noted in the book tha t in 1505 the Chief 
Magistrate of Forres was designated "Alder-
man." 

Coming a t length to consider the actual dia-
lect speech, the lecturer noted its use ex-
clusively by only one of the two great races 
in Scotland, the people of Lowland Scotland 
only, t h a t is, the English-speaking inhabitants. 
The Gaelic people had not only their own 
language, used exclusively by themselves, but 
their own poets and song-writers, and their 
own racial movements, and while they main-
tained the Gaelic speech as a living modern 
speech by borrowing constantly from standard 
English, it was but rarely that they borrowed 
from the English (Scottish) dialect. 

About the dialect speech, then, this first 
tiling had to be noted that a large proportion 
of it was not, properly speaking, dialect words 
a t all—that is, expressions with a separate 
dialect history, and not to be found, in any 
form, in standard English—but were merely 
s tandard English words distorted or mispro-
nounced. Mr Fraser quoted examples of these, 
and pointed out tha t unless this distinction 
was kept in mind always our whole grasp of 
the language situation in Scotland will be 
faul ty from the beginning. Such expressions 
appeared in plenty in all our dialect poetry 
and prose writing—and just because they ap-
peared in our dialect speech, but there are 
grades in the representation of even this 
spurious kind of dialect. He instanced, in this 

rlation Mrs Violet Jacob's presentation of 
the expression used in the North-East in the 
form "the streen," meaning yesterday even-
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ing. She writes it "yester-e'en"—a beautiful 
and correct way, thinking of what she was 
doing with this marvellously interesting and 
beautiful instrument of speech that so many 
people thoughtlessly use. 

In further references to the sources of the 
dialect, Mr Fraser noted that it contains a 
limited number of expressions from the Gaelic. 
Ho noted the overwhelming major i ty of an-
cient Gaelic place-names in Scotland, but 
pointed out that these did not enter a t all into 
the body of the popular speech and were used 
merely as symbols to distinguish one place 
from another. Such actual dialect expressions 
taken from the Gaelic were "bannock," a 

home-made cake (Irish, "bannach"); "par tan ," 
a crab-fish; "dulse." edible sea-weed (Gaelic 
"duileasg"); "girn," to complain: "ablach," a 
worthless person; "keelie," also a despicable 
person (Gaelic, "gille"); and so forth—includ-
ing. from Genesis, 25 and 34, "brochan," a thin 
gruel, for which Esau is there said to have sold 
his birthright. 

Then there were many French expressions 
in our North-East dialect, far more than might 
bo though possible. (It was remarkable that 
in the 500 or so individual dialect expressions 
in Dr Charles Murray's fine work, "Hamewith," 
while 70 per cent, were English in derivation, 
no fewer than 24 per cent, were from the 
French.) He pointed out, however, tha t al-
though a large number of those came to us 
through the Franco-Scottish Alliance, many 
came through the old English poetry, and 
really formed part of the heritage that came 
to us in the general body of our dialect 
speech. 

This brought the lecturer to his main point, 
namely, tha t the body of our North-Eastern 
dialect—and the dialect of Lowland Scotland 
in general—is the old Anglian dialect of North-
umbria. where much of it is still in dialect 
use, a fact that could easily be verified by 
reference to Dr Joseph Wright's English Dia-
lect Dictionary, an indispensable work for all 
Scottish, as well as English, district Libraries. 
In the matter of literature, Mr Fraser men-
tioned this as a very remarkable fact, that , 
although there are many hundreds of books 
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printed in the Scots dialect, from the works 
of Burns downwards, and many of these books 
have glossaries a t the end, giving the mean-
ings of certain of the words, yet it was a most 
singular thing that no book of Scottish dialect 
ever published contains an etymological glos-
sary. that is, a glossary that would give not 
merely the current superficial meaning of the 
dialect words, but also the derivation. If they 
wanted—and we ought to want—an etymologi-
cal glossary to any book of Scots dialect, 
poetry or prose, then they would have to make 
it for themselves. 

Mr Fraser afterwards showed the use of the 
dialect in early English mystery plays, and 
having read a graphic dialect passage from 
David Grant's "The Muckle Spate o' Twanty-

Nine," he selected twelve of the characteristic 
expressions, and traced their use in the North-
East and their actual derivation. These ex-
pressions were—"Bowie," a cask; "Aumry," 
"Cheese-chessil," "Rantle-tree," "Racket," 
"Flail," "Canasses" (canvasses), "Sneck," 
"Skep," "Sowaus," "Nowt." "Bout." It turned 
out that seven of these dialect expressions 
were derived from the English, three from 
the French, one was from the Gaelic, and one 
was a standard English word misused. 

In closing, the lecturer urged tha t this 
clearer view of our dialect specch ought, if 
systematically studied, to be helpful in giving 
a r ight view of our history, as well as of our 
speech. In regard to the speech itself, such 
study would not only be of enthralling in-
terest, but it must lead to a f a r more effective 
use of real dialect, purified, and used with 
conscious intelligence. 

There was a short discussion a t the close, 
and Mr Fraser was awarded the warm thanks 
of the meeting. Ban
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