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different varieties of English in the world today? Which changes in the
English language are the legacy of its origins, and which are the product of
novel influences in the places to which it was transported? Roots of English
is a groundbreaking investigation into four dialects from parts of northern
Britain, out of which came the founding populations of many regions in the
other parts of the world. Sali Tagliamonte comprehensively describes and
analyses the key features of the dialects and their implications for subsequent
developments of English. Her examination of dialect features contributes
substantive evidence for assessing and understanding bigger issues in socio-
linguistic theory. Based on exciting new findings, the book will appeal to
those interested in dialects, from the Anglophile to the syntactician.

SALI A. TAGLIAMONTE is a professor of linguistics at the University of
Toronto, Canada. She has been a university-level teacher since 1995 and her
research focuses on variation and change in the evolution of English. Her pre-
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University Press) and Variationist Sociolinguistics: Change, Observation,
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Preface

But you see in England and all those places, each place had a sort of their own
dialect. They knew by the sound of the voice and the words they used where
they came from. (Margaret Aldaine, 80, Swords, Canada, 1982)

My native language is English — Canadian English. It was the mother tongue
of my mother and my father, both of whom were born in Canada. But it is
my mother’s language that was my linguistic model because, like many of
my generation, my mother was a homemaker and the one who raised me. My
mother’s parents were also born in Canada. Yet if I go back just one generation
more, to my mother’s grandparents, one was born in Ireland and the other was
born in England, and both my grandfathers were Scots. Each one of my great-
grandparents was a pioneer in a new frontier, the rich farmlands of southern
Ontario. They all migrated during the 1800s when thousands of Scots, Irish
and English settlers went to North America, the new world of opportunity. To
trace my roots back to the ancestors of my great-grandparents in the British
Isles is murky. The links are long lost. Or are they?

Have you ever wondered how your ancestry affects the way you speak? For
me, it is certain that the dialects of my fore-parents are not directly reproduced
in my variety of English. Yet in the bigger picture, Canadian English is a prod-
uct of development from these founding populations of Scots and Irish and
English migrants who first settled in what was then known as Upper Canada.
As Canadian English evolved over the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies it developed into the variety I speak, a variety pretty much indistinguish-
able from other Canadians like me.

Then I moved to Yorkshire, England in 1995. To my surprise, I shared many
linguistic features with my colleagues from Scotland and Ireland, many more
than I did with my colleagues from England. I certainly do not sound Scots or
Irish, and yet features at all levels of grammar from phonetics to discourse-
pragmatics are the same. I have the cot/caught merger, the form gotten for the
past participle of ‘got’; I am r-full, I say wee for ‘small’ and it’s a good job for
‘it’s a good thing’. I wouldn’t use verbal —s outside 3rd person singular but I
know what it means and where it is ‘normal’, i.e. in constructions such as The

Xi
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xii Preface

cows eats and I says. I can recall that my mother said things like this occasion-
ally and my great aunts and uncles certainly did. The same is true of regular-
ized preterits come, give and run, zero adverbs such as go quick and speak
slow, sentence-final like and many other linguistic phenomena.

If there are correspondences between my variety of English and those of my
northern colleagues, the interesting questions are how and why do similarities
and differences like these between dialects long separated by time and distance
endure? How do the roots of communities and regions and countries play out
in the way their dialects are used by contemporary speakers several hundred
years later? These are the questions I asked myself, and they are the questions
that spurred me to embark upon the ‘Back to the Roots’ project and to write
this book. May it help you explain some strange turn of a word or an unusual
name or a unique expression that you or someone else you know uses. May it
offer you a fresh perspective on your own roots.
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