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I S  F O R  A L P H A B E T

An AlphAbet is a stunningly brilliant invention. We could call 
it a ‘cunning code’ or a ‘system of signs’ whereby we use some 
symbols (letters) to indicate some of the sounds of a language. 
By combining two or more letters (as with ‘th’ or ‘sch’) we can 
indicate more of the sounds. Though it is wonderful, there are 
some snags for users of what I’m calling the ‘English alphabet’:

•   We do not use these letters and combinations to indicate 
the same sound every time we use them. The letter ‘c’ can 
be the soft ‘c’ in ‘ceiling’ or the hard ‘c’ in ‘cook’.

•   We do not always use the letters to indicate the same 
sound to different readers over time (i.e. between now 
and the past), or across space (i.e. from region to 
region). In Shakespeare’s time, ‘do’ rhymed with ‘go’. 
People with a London accent pronounce the ‘u’ in ‘hut’ 
and the ‘a’ in ‘hat’ differently from people with a 
Yorkshire accent.

•   We do not always use the same letter or combination of 
letters to indicate a given sound. We can make the ‘oo’ 
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A, ‘aleph’, ‘ox’;
sound: a stop in the 

breath

D, ‘dalet’, ‘door’;
sound: ‘d’

G and Z, ‘zayin’, 
‘axe’;

sound: ‘z’

I, ‘yod’, ‘arm’ and 
‘hand’; sound: ‘y’ as 

in ‘you’

M, ‘mem’, ‘water’;
sound: ‘m’

B, ‘bayt’, ‘house’;
sound: ‘b’

E, ‘he’, a ‘shout’; 
sound: ‘h’

H, ‘khet’, ‘fence’;
sound: ‘ch’ as in 

Scots ‘loch’

K, ‘kaph’, ‘palm of  
the hand’;
sound:‘k’

N, ‘nun’, ‘water-
based snake or fish’;

sound: ‘n’

C, ‘gimel’, ‘stick’;
sound: ‘g’

F, U and Y,  
waw, ‘peg’;
sound: ‘w’

For which there is no 
equivalent,  

‘tet’, ‘wheel’;
sound: ‘heavy’ ‘t’

L, ‘lamed’, ‘the goad 
you prod an ox 
with’; sound: ‘l’

For which there is no 
equivalent, ‘samek’, 

‘pillar’;
sound: ‘s’

221GG_tx.indd   16 07/11/2013   16:44

Phoenic ian Alphabet



4

A L P H A B E T I C A L

16

A L P H A B E T I C A L

A, ‘aleph’, ‘ox’;
sound: a stop in the 

breath

D, ‘dalet’, ‘door’;
sound: ‘d’

G and Z, ‘zayin’, 
‘axe’;

sound: ‘z’

I, ‘yod’, ‘arm’ and 
‘hand’; sound: ‘y’ as 

in ‘you’

M, ‘mem’, ‘water’;
sound: ‘m’

B, ‘bayt’, ‘house’;
sound: ‘b’

E, ‘he’, a ‘shout’; 
sound: ‘h’

H, ‘khet’, ‘fence’;
sound: ‘ch’ as in 

Scots ‘loch’

K, ‘kaph’, ‘palm of  
the hand’;
sound:‘k’

N, ‘nun’, ‘water-
based snake or fish’;

sound: ‘n’

C, ‘gimel’, ‘stick’;
sound: ‘g’

F, U and Y,  
waw, ‘peg’;
sound: ‘w’

For which there is no 
equivalent,  

‘tet’, ‘wheel’;
sound: ‘heavy’ ‘t’

L, ‘lamed’, ‘the goad 
you prod an ox 
with’; sound: ‘l’

For which there is no 
equivalent, ‘samek’, 

‘pillar’;
sound: ‘s’

221GG_tx.indd   16 07/11/2013   16:44

17

T H E  S TO RY  O F  A

This script took some thousand years to evolve from 1300 bce 
to 300 bce. 

The next step in the evolution occurs when the ancient Greeks 
adopt the Phoenician alphabet and use it to express their 
language. The inscriptions showing this date from 800 bce so 
scholars tend to date the first borrowing from two hundred years 
earlier. Over several hundred years the Greeks were responsible 
for five major changes: 

i)    they used some of the Phoenician symbols to express 
vowel sounds – ‘a’ (from Phoenician ‘aleph’), ‘e’ (from 
Phoenician ‘he’), ‘i’ (from Phoenician ‘yod’) and ‘o’ 
(from Phoenician ‘ayin’); 

ii)    they introduced some new signs for the sounds ‘u’ 

O, ‘ayin’, ‘eye’;
sound: a guttural 

sound at the back of 
the throat

Q, ‘qoph’, ‘monkey’ 
or ‘ball of wool’;

sound: ‘q’

P, ‘pe’, ‘mouth’
sound: ‘p’

T, ‘taw’, ‘mark’;
sound: ‘t’

R, ‘resh’, ‘head’;
sound: ‘r’

For which there is no 
equivalent,  

‘tsade’, ‘papyrus’ 
plant; sound: ‘ts’

S, ‘shin’, ‘tooth’;
sound: ‘sh’
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   I S  F O R  C I P H E R S

An issue of  the Daily Telegraph during the Second World 
War included the usual crossword but on one particular occa-
sion was accompanied by a challenge, in which readers were 
invited to solve the puzzle in under twelve minutes. If  they 
thought they could, they were asked to make contact with the 
newspaper. Some twenty-five readers were invited to Fleet Street 
to sit a new crossword test. Five of them completed the cross-
word in twelve minutes while one other had only one word 
missing when the time was up. A few weeks later, these six 
people were interviewed by the intelligence services and 
recruited as codebreakers at Bletchley Park, where a team of 
people were deciphering the messages transmitted by the 
German military through Enigma machines. Some of the clues 
are straightforward: ‘16 across: Pretend (5)’, for which the 
answer is ‘feign’. 

Others are what are known as ‘cryptic’: 

13 across: Much that could be got from a timber merchant (two 
words – 5, 4), for which the answer is ‘Great deal’. 
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14 down: The right sort of woman to start a dame school (3), for 
which the answer is ‘Ada’.
18 ‘The War’ (anag.) (6), for which the answer is ‘Wreath’. 

The most cryptic is: ‘22 across: The little fellow has some beer: 
it makes me lose colour, I say (6)’, with ‘impale’ being the answer, 
though the last thing I ‘impaled’ was a barbecue sausage. 

If you tot up the techniques needed to solve these they include: 
memory of synonyms and definitions; awareness of idioms, 
homonyms and puns; an ability to see letters on the page divorced 
from their meaning, usual punctuation and spacing; and the 
ability to jumble and reassemble letters. At the time it was felt 
that these capabilities would be useful when faced with the 
encrypted messages that the centre at Bletchley picked up – pages 
that looked like this:

FDJKM LDAHH YEOEF PTWYB LENDP
MKOXL DFAMU DWIJD XRJZY DFRIO
MFTEV KTGUY DDZED TPOQX FDRIU
CCBFM MQWYE FIPUL WSXHG YHJZE

. . . and so on across several pages.
I’m not particularly good at crosswords though I did win the 

Boy’s Own Paper crossword competition in 1958. I’m pretty sure 
I was imitating my parents who spent every Sunday afternoon 
in a huddle over the Sunday Observer’s ‘Everyman’ crossword, 
an activity that seemed even then to be full of dubious motives: 
repetitive, compulsive behaviour; enjoyable masochism; rigid, 
rule-bound process; succumbing to the will of an anonymous 
tyrant . . . To watch them was an initiation into the inner recesses 
of the alphabet. The anagram procedure they followed was to 
write the letters in a ring; words for which they had some letters 
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I S  F O R  D I S A P P E A R E D
L E T T E R S

One of the strange things about studying Anglo-Saxon, or ‘Old 
English’ as we were asked to call it, is that it was quite possible 
to spend three years working away at it without ever taking a 
look at the writing itself. When I say ‘writing’ I mean the actual, 
material stuff. This was in the 1960s and the texts that we looked 
at were mostly in printed booklets with light-blue paper covers, 
with light-red writing on the front. Maybe this was to give us 
the impression that Anglo-Saxon was a light, fluffy sort of 
language and if we studied it long and hard enough we would 
become light and fluffy too. Inside the booklets, the piece we 
were going to study was in what can only be called a hybrid 
typeface. Modern printers had modified the Old English hand-
writing into a font. The real thing looks quite different. 

Perhaps I missed the lecture where they urged us all to nip 
off to the British Museum where for free we could take a look 
at Beowulf, sitting in a glass case in the gallery of specimens 
of writing right the way up to the Beatles via William Blake, 
Wilfred Owen and many others. Years later, when I was making 
a series of radio programmes called Early Versions, the 
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1. thorn

The noise you make when you see this letter could be the first 
sound of the word ‘thorn’, or the sound you make for the ‘th’ 
in ‘this’ and ‘then’. You’ll notice that you make the same move-
ment of the tongue to make the two sounds, but at the outset 
of ‘then’ you use your voice-box; at the outset of ‘thorn’, you 
don’t (in the terminology: this is ‘voiced’ and ‘voiceless’). 
Incredibly, the letter ‘thorn’ still hovers, ghostlike, over our high 
streets, in ‘Ye Olde Fishe and Chippe Shoppe’. As ye know, the 
word ‘ye’ is a way of writing one of the many different ways 
people pronounce ‘you’. But this ‘ye’ is not ‘You Old Fish and 
Chip Shop’, it’s a ‘the’. And that’s because it’s a memory of 
trying to write one form of the letter ‘thorn’. Blame the old 
‘gothic’-style printers for that, who made the letters ‘y’ and 
‘thorn’ look almost identical. The French printers didn’t have 
the letter ‘thorn’ in their box of tricks anyway, and it became 
common to replace the ‘thorn’ with a ‘y’. Thus ‘ye’ for ‘the’. At 
some point, when people wanted their signs to look olde, they 
retained that ‘ye’ instead of writing ‘the’. It’s a kind of retro 
inside retro. 

Later, when we get to ‘V is for Vikings’, we’ll read the runes 
and see that it’s even more retro than that. 

2. wynn
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shopkeepers and lowly officials like sextons. To this day, the 
language-use of  an English building worker and his or her 
family is likely to contain fewer words of  French origin than 
the language-use of  a lawyer and his or her family. 

So, my suggestion that French scribes were to ‘blame’ is unfair. 
They were not free agents. Ultimately they served their masters, 
masters who belonged to what I’ve called the more ‘Frenchified’ 
layers of speakers and writers of English. What’s more, though 
scribes in medieval society look as if they’re an elite in charge 
of the language, at most they are guardians of its written form. 
The evolution of speech is beyond their control. If either by 
consensus or by decree, when a decision like changing the ‘yogh’ 
to ‘gh’ is made, it is highly unlikely to affect pronunciation. 
That’s being sorted and re-sorted in the jostling encounters of 
the populace. 

4. ash

So now we’re back with the third letter in Beowulf, as in 
‘hwaet’. I’m calling this a ‘disappeared’ letter but it has disap-
peared fully only in my lifetime. When I was a child, the books 
I read usually adopted it for ‘mediæval’, now usually written 
as ‘medieval’. You might still spot it in the word ‘æon’ or even 
‘æther’. However, it was never usually recited as part of the 
alphabet.

The ash was originally a rune, looking like an ‘f’ with slanting 
strokes, but in its Roman form it’s a ‘ligature’, tying together 
‘a’ and ‘e’.
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5. eth

This letter, which came into Old English from the Irish scribes, 
is the voiced or voiceless ‘th’ as in ‘them’ and ‘thought’. If you 
want to know how phoneticians describe what you’re doing with 
your tongue to make this sound, it’s a ‘dental fricative’. (You 
may find it satisfying to say ‘voiceless dental fricative’ three 
times quickly.)

You have to get to line three of the Beowulf manuscript to 
meet ‘eth’ in what looks like ‘huda’ which translates as ‘how 
the’ – pronounced, it seems, not a million miles off the way 
some Scots or Geordie people would say ‘how the’ today: ‘hoo 
tha’. ‘Eth’ and ‘thorn’ were interchangeable.

6. insular g

This letter crops up twice in consecutive words on the second 
line of the Beowulf manuscript. The words are ‘gear dagum’ 
meaning ‘former days’. This ‘g’ is usually called ‘insular G’ or 
‘Irish G’ because it too came from the Irish scribes. The matter 
of how it is pronounced is not an easy one, with the experts 
deciding that, at various times, it can be pronounced as a ‘g’ as 
in ‘go’ or as in ‘massage’, as a ‘ch’ as in ‘loch’, or as a modern 
‘w’, ‘x’ , or ‘y’. In Old English manuscripts you can find it sitting 
alongside the modern-looking Carolingian ‘g’ doing the same 
job but also doing these other jobs. Bit by bit, ‘insular G’ 
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3. yogh

This is the ‘yogh’ and it asks us to make the sound that most 
Germans make when they say ‘ich’, which most Scots people 
make when they say ‘loch’, which Welsh people make when 
they say ‘bach’, and which some Liverpudlians make when they 
say ‘back’. As the Old English said this kind of sound a good 
deal, it was very useful to have a letter for it. They had the 
Roman ‘g’ which we see in the first line of Beowulf. The ‘yogh’ 
was used in the ‘Middle English’ period (late 12th–15th cen-
turies) to represent the ‘ch’ sound, perhaps as ‘g’ had other 
work to do. 

Why did it disappear? It seems as if we can blame the French 
printers again. They weren’t very keen on the English people’s 
non-Roman lettering and decided that they would represent that 
sound with a ‘gh’. It reminds me of spelling lessons at school 
where I wondered why in heaven’s name it was ‘night’, not ‘nite’? 
But what if it was once pronounced ‘nichte’ with the ‘ch’ 
sounding like the ‘yogh’? Indeed, it was – in which case, what 
we should be lamenting is that we lost the ‘yogh’. Bring back 
the ‘yogh’, I say. Oh no, we don’t pronounce it as ‘nichte’ any 
more. OK, scrap that suggestion then. As you can see, spelling 
reform is not easy. 

Dumping blame on long-dead French printers is easy and 
ultimately lazy of me. The truth is that the years between the 
Norman invasion and, let’s say, the 1390s, when Geoffrey 
Chaucer was writing, are an incredible period of language change 
for what we call ‘English’. In 1066, as William’s army defeats 
Harold’s, Old English and Norman French were two different 
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combined with the ‘yogh’ and eventually disappeared altogether, 
though it’s used in writing modern Irish.

7. ethel

This Latin ligature of ‘o’ and ‘e’ survived until the 1960s in 
words borrowed straight from Latin, like ‘fœtus’ and ‘subpœna’. 
Originally, it did the job of the double ‘ee’, the longer form of 
the short sound made in the word ‘kin’. Like ‘ash’, it didn’t 
make it to recitations of the alphabet. ‘Ethel’ is the name of the 
rune that was sounded as ‘oe’.

Sometimes, people who talk of lost letters add some symbols 
devised for syllables and words, the most common of which is 
the ampersand. I think this is what philosophers would call a 
category shift. That’s to say, though these symbols look like 
letters being used on the alphabetic principle, they belong in 
reality to a ‘syllabary’ – the kind of writing system that the 
ancient Sumerians used: phonological but with signs representing 
that language’s syllables. So, pedantically and fussily, I’m going 
to leave the ampersand, the ‘that’ and the ‘eng’ to another time, 
another place. 

Also nudging to take part in this parade of letter-ghosts is 
the famous long ‘s’ of some early print which looks like an ‘f’ 
but isn’t an ‘f’ as it has no cross-stroke halfway down its 
upright, and always indicates an ‘s’ sound, never an ‘f’ sound, 
even though the letter ‘s’ was available. (See ‘S is for Signs and 
Sign Systems’).
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combined with the ‘yogh’ and eventually disappeared altogether, 
though it’s used in writing modern Irish.

7. ethel

This Latin ligature of ‘o’ and ‘e’ survived until the 1960s in 
words borrowed straight from Latin, like ‘fœtus’ and ‘subpœna’. 
Originally, it did the job of the double ‘ee’, the longer form of 
the short sound made in the word ‘kin’. Like ‘ash’, it didn’t 
make it to recitations of the alphabet. ‘Ethel’ is the name of the 
rune that was sounded as ‘oe’.

Sometimes, people who talk of lost letters add some symbols 
devised for syllables and words, the most common of which is 
the ampersand. I think this is what philosophers would call a 
category shift. That’s to say, though these symbols look like 
letters being used on the alphabetic principle, they belong in 
reality to a ‘syllabary’ – the kind of writing system that the 
ancient Sumerians used: phonological but with signs representing 
that language’s syllables. So, pedantically and fussily, I’m going 
to leave the ampersand, the ‘that’ and the ‘eng’ to another time, 
another place. 

Also nudging to take part in this parade of letter-ghosts is 
the famous long ‘s’ of some early print which looks like an ‘f’ 
but isn’t an ‘f’ as it has no cross-stroke halfway down its 
upright, and always indicates an ‘s’ sound, never an ‘f’ sound, 
even though the letter ‘s’ was available. (See ‘S is for Signs and 
Sign Systems’).
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consonant letter ‘r’. For me, the three letters in ‘oar’ signify a 
vowel sound. Again, the way I pronounce the word ‘deal’ could 
be represented as something like ‘dee-oo’ where the ‘al’ indicates 
to me when I’m reading out loud that I should say ‘oo’. 

Vowel letters have quite a lot to do with the Greeks. 
One story goes that the Phoenician alphabet was consonants 

only. Then came the Greeks. They invented vowel letters. 
The problems with this story are: 

a) the late Phoenicians had already started to invent vowel 
letters; 

b) the Greeks adapted four already existing Phoenician 
consonant letters to signify the equivalents of ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’ 
and ‘o’: ‘aleph’ became ‘alpha’, ‘heth’ became ‘heta’ 
(‘epsilon’ was added later), ‘yodh’ became ‘iota’, ‘ayin’ 
became ‘o’ (later called ‘omicron’ and ‘omega’ – or ‘o 
little’ and ‘o big’); and

c) they invented one vowel letter, the ‘u’ (‘upsilon’).

The ancient Greeks get the credit for inventing everything from 
democracy to houmous, so maybe they can take this small 
downgrade in inventiveness. 

Now to the Greeks, their letters and the other world of the 
scientific alphabet. Here’s the Greek one:

Αα  Alpha 

Δδ  Delta 

Ηη  Eta 

Κκ  Kappa 

Ββ  Beta 

Εε  Epsilon 

Θθ  Theta 

Λλ  Lambda 

Γγ  Gamma  

Ζζ  Zeta 

Ιι  Iota 

Μμ  Mu 
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For hundreds of years, non-Greeks have used the individual 
letters. At university, my essays were marked with the first four, just 
as people themselves are categorized in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 
World. The Phi Beta Kappa Society has been celebrating excellence 
in liberal arts and sciences in the US since 1779. You can’t talk 
about the volume of circles without ‘pi’, we have ‘alpha males’, 
‘gamma rays’, ‘river deltas’, ‘not one iota’, ‘omega-3 fatty acid’ and 
Omega watches. I learned that Jesus was ‘alpha and omega’. 

Here are the uses of just one of the letters, ‘lambda’ (both 
forms). Please recite this at high speed:

a)   the von Mangoldt function in number theory
b)   the set of logical axioms in the axiomatic method of 

logical deduction in first-order logic
c)   the cosmological constant
d)   a type of baryon
e)   a diagonal matrix of eigenvalues in linear algebra
f)   the permeance of a material in electromagnetism
g)   one wavelength of electromagnetic radiation
h)   the decay constant in radioactivity
i)   function expressions in the lambda calculus
j)   a general eigenvalue in linear algebra
k)    the expected number of occurrences in a Poisson distribu-

tion in probability
l)   the arrival rate in queueing theory

Νν  Nu 

Ππ  Pi

Ττ  Tau 

Χχ  Chi 

Ξξ  Xi  

Ρρ  Rho  

Υυ  Upsilon

Ψψ  Psi 

Οο  Omicron 

Σσς  Sigma 

Φφ  Phi 

Ωω  Omega
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As is often said, we owe the Greeks big-time. 
First – vowels.
The words ‘facetious’ and ‘abstemious’ have something in 

common: they contain all the vowels in the order in which they 
appear in the alphabet. 

We are taught to say, ‘a, e, i, o, u are the vowels’ as if this 
was something correct and significant. However, there are three 
problems: 

1. If there really is something called a vowel sound, then the 
letter ‘y’ is an invitation to say at least two: the ‘y’ in ‘lovely’ 
and the ‘y’ in ‘fly’. ‘Y’ should get an invite to the party. 

2. By far the most common vowel sound in spoken English is 
the ‘schwa’. Think how you say the ‘a’ in the word ‘about’ 
in the phrase, ‘I’m about six feet tall.’ It’s time we had a 
‘schwa’ letter. On the basis of the rule that writing changes 
according to need, one day we will. The phonetic alphabet 
symbol for it is an upside-down ‘e’. 

3. We make many more vowel sounds than there are ‘vowels’. 
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consonant letter ‘r’. For me, the three letters in ‘oar’ signify a 
vowel sound. Again, the way I pronounce the word ‘deal’ could 
be represented as something like ‘dee-oo’ where the ‘al’ indicates 
to me when I’m reading out loud that I should say ‘oo’. 

Vowel letters have quite a lot to do with the Greeks. 
One story goes that the Phoenician alphabet was consonants 

only. Then came the Greeks. They invented vowel letters. 
The problems with this story are: 

a) the late Phoenicians had already started to invent vowel 
letters; 

b) the Greeks adapted four already existing Phoenician 
consonant letters to signify the equivalents of ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’ 
and ‘o’: ‘aleph’ became ‘alpha’, ‘heth’ became ‘heta’ 
(‘epsilon’ was added later), ‘yodh’ became ‘iota’, ‘ayin’ 
became ‘o’ (later called ‘omicron’ and ‘omega’ – or ‘o 
little’ and ‘o big’); and

c) they invented one vowel letter, the ‘u’ (‘upsilon’).
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m)   the average lifetime or rate parameter in an exponential 
distribution (commonly used across statistics, physics, 
and engineering)

n)   the failure rate in reliability engineering
o)  the mean or average value (probability and statistics)
p)  the latent heat of fusion
q)   the Lagrange multiplier in the mathematical optimization 

method, known as the shadow price in economics
r)    the Lebesgue measure denoting the volume or measure of 

a Lebesgue measurable set
s)   longitude in geodesy
t)   linear density
u)   ecliptic longitude in astrometry
v)   the Liouville function in number theory
w)  the Carmichael function in number theory
x)    a unit of measure of volume equal to one microlitre (1 

μL) or one cubic millimetre (1 mm³)
y)   the empty string in formal grammar

To get an idea of how mathematicians, physicists and engineers 
handle the Greek alphabet in their abstract thinking, here’s a 
line from Goldstone’s boson:

In 1964, I went to Middlesex Hospital Medical School. This 
came about as a consequence of a notion that had crossed my 
mind two years previously which went something like this: ‘I 
enjoyed doing Biology. What a shame I am now going into the 
sixth form to study English, French and History without doing 
any Biology.’ I shared this notion with my parents who fell on 
it like an eagle on a lamb. ‘We know what you would like to 

L =– 1–
2
 (δμØ*)δμØ + m2Ø*Ø =– 1–

2
 (–iυe–iӨδμӨ)(iυeiӨδμӨ) + m2υ2
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no other letter has such power in dividing people into 
opposing camps, whether in terms of how the letter is named 
or in how people pronounce words with the single letter ‘h’ in 
them. The way to avoid civil war over these is to accept that 
what’s on offer are ‘variants’, not rights and wrongs – but then 
saying this in itself can start wars too. My position is this: we 
don’t have to take instructions or directions on either ‘aitch’ or 
‘haitch’, we can say ‘aitch’ and ‘haitch’ and the sun won’t fall 
out of the sky. Saying either or both doesn’t harm anyone, doesn’t 
destroy civilization, doesn’t cause damage to property. Just as 
we can write ‘judgement’ or ‘judgment’ and the world goes on 
turning, so we can say ‘aitch’ or ‘haitch’. Even more dangerously 
and subversively, I’m happy to say that we can ‘aspirate’ our Hs, 
or not aspirate them, or indeed pronounce them with or without 
a ‘glottal stop’. 

Glossary: ‘aspirate’ = making a breathing-out sound at the 
beginning of a word like ‘happy’; ‘glottal stop’ = a speedy little 
constriction in the throat accompanied by an exhalation – a 
noise that can be the way some people pronounce ‘t’ or ‘h’ and 
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You could say that ‘H’ is not doing a lot when we write ‘oh’, 
because ‘o’ sounds just the same as ‘oh’. The other way of 
looking at that is to say ‘oh’ as a digraph does the same kind 
of work as ‘o’ and ‘e’ in the ‘split digraph’ of ‘hope’ but not 
the same as the ‘oh’ in ‘John’. If you think this is complicated, 
don’t blame me. You could say that ‘H’ is doing a lot more 
than the ‘h’ in ‘oh’ when we write ‘ah’, ‘eh’ and ‘uh’ or even 
‘uh-uh’, as, some would say, it indicates how we should 
pronounce the vowel letter. To the new school of teaching, 
though, they are all digraphs which indicate vowel sounds in 
themselves. These are sounds not necessarily indicated by the 
five vowel letters on their own. Using ‘h’ to create the digraph 
‘ah’ tells us how to make this particular vowel sound. Ah, the 
phonetic philosophy of ‘h’. 

The shape of ‘H’ has aroused interest because there seems to 
be a direct lineage from a hieroglyph for a fence, to an old 
Semitic letter, to Phoenician ‘heth’, to Greek ‘heta’, to Etruscan 
and then to Latin.

Egyptian hieroglyph fence

Old Semitic h

Phoenician heth

Greek heta

Etruscan H

Latin H
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You can also write things to add up like arithmetic:

UR
2  GOOD
2  ME
2  BE
4  GOT
10

Or: ‘You are too good to me to be forgotten.’
Try this in a South African accent: 

F.U.N.E.X.? (‘Have you any eggs?’)
S.I.F.X. (‘Yes, I have eggs.’)
F.U.N.E.M.? (‘Have you any ham?’)
S.I.F.M. (‘Yes, I have ham.’)
I.L.F.M.N.X. (‘I’ll have ham and eggs.’)

A comment on our common biology:

IP
UP
we all P,
don’t we? 

People use these letter rebuses as a kind of abbreviation. In the 
film industry people will write ‘sound effects’ as ‘sound FX’ 
and there are shops in Essex and on the Essex Road called ‘SX 
stores’). Marcel Duchamp’s moustached Mona Lisa of 1919 has 
the title: ‘L.H.O.O.Q.’ Sound that out (in French) and it sounds 
like ‘elle a chaud au cul’, meaning ‘she has a hot bum’, or, in 
animal terms, ‘she is on heat’. 
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I S  F O R  J O K E S

these Are for sharing. It’s disastrous to put any kind of commen-
tary on jokes, but I’ll make the observation that the alphabet 
is a source for humour because it is a seemingly obvious bit 
of knowledge. Alphabetical jokes are really different ways of 
pointing out that there is an aspect of this that you hadn’t 
thought of. For children, there is an extra twist in that the 
alphabet remains mysterious until it is so embedded that they’ve 
forgotten about it. To release these hidden meanings is comedy 
magic – like conjuring. Talking of which, how do you turn a 
rabbi into a furry animal? Give him tea. 

The most alphabetical kind of a joke is the ‘letter rebus’ where 
some way of saying letters will give you a word or part of a 
word. 

You could write, ‘Are you ready?’ as ‘RUE?’ (that is, if the ‘E’ 
were coloured red).

2Ys UR, 2Ys UB, ICUR 2Ys 4ME
is: ‘Too wise you are, too wise you be, I see you are too wise 
for me,’ though purists write it: ‘YYUR YYUB ICUR YY4ME.’ 
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Which US state is this? EEEEEEEEEEC. (‘Tennessee’.)

LOV
is ‘endless love’.

N N N N N N N
A A A A A A A
C C C C C C C
is ‘7-up cans’.

R. P. I. 
would be a grave error.

UAMAAME
‘You amaze me.’

NOPPPLEE
No peas please.

BAYBGGUS
Baby Jesus.

UFOFOL
‘You effin’ fool’ (or ‘“f” is in the word “fool”’).

I met Tiger Woods once and said,
‘In your line of work, 
UUUAT, don’t you?’
And he said, ‘Yes.’
(‘You use a tee.’)
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As children we are taught our letters and then taught how to 
stretch them into longer and longer words (‘A is for Ant and 
Apple and Aardvark’ and so on). As adults we go back the other 
way and scatter our speech with letters to represent the long 
words and complicated things we can’t be bothered to say. Much 
initials-use is a kind of slang. They are popular, colloquial ways 
of speaking and writing, sometimes as a private lingo, sometimes 
as a way of marking that you and your listeners are in the know, 
sometimes as a way of excluding those who don’t. Of course, 
some are so widespread they have moved into the mainstream 
– so much so that saying the full term sounds pedantic. There 
are very few occasions in Britain when you would say ‘Automobile 
Association’, other than to distinguish it from Alcoholics 
Anonymous – ‘I broke down on the M25 and called the AA’ 
isn’t likely to mean that I had had a panic attack and wanted 
a drink. As with a lot of use of initials, a subtle dance of the 
‘articles’ (‘a’, ‘the’, or neither) is going on here. ‘The AA’ is cars, 
‘AA’ is alcohol. 

Initials represent objects in an adult world not to be mentioned 
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Initials are also useful for graffiti – they’re quick to paint, 
and are instantly recognizable, performing a similar function to 
dogs’ wee on walls. The geography of football and political 
affiliation can be charted in the initials drawn on the country’s 
public surfaces. The rebus of a heart or the phrase ‘= scum’ 
have proved to be the most useful additions. It’s said that the 
number of times you graffiti your initials on walls is in inverse 
proportion to the amount of power you think you have.

If there was a prize for surprising me with a use of initials, 
I would have awarded it to J. D. Salinger for having his charac-
ters say, ‘Jesus H. Christ’. At the time, I thought that he invented 
it as an irreverent absurdist joke, but not so. Mark Twain was 
on to it long before, claiming that one of his pals in the print 
shop where he was working was ticked off for writing ‘J. C.’, 
for ‘diminishing’ Jesus Christ’s name. He replaced it with ‘Jesus 
H. Christ’, thereby aggrandizing it, presumably. People have been 
on the hunt for the word behind the ‘H’ with about as much 
chance of success as working out who ‘W. H.’ is – unless it was 
solved when the film Jesus Henry Christ came out in 2012.

Christianity was an underground religion for a couple of 
centuries. The early Christians used a visual acronymic pun to 
show those in the know where they were. They used the symbol 
of a fish, which possibly worked like this:

The Greek word for ‘fish’ is ‘ἰχθύς’ (‘ichthys’) or ‘ΙΧΘΥΣ’.

I (‘I’, ‘Iota’): ΙΗΣΟΥΣ (‘Iêsoûs’) is ‘Jesus’.
Χ (‘KH’, ‘Khi’): ‘ΧΡΙΣΤΟΣ’ (‘Khristòs’) is ‘Christ’.
Θ (‘TH’, ‘Theta’): ‘ΘΕΟΥ’ (‘Theoû’) is ‘God’.
Υ (‘U’, ‘Upsilon’): ‘ΥΙΟΣ’ (‘Huiòs’) is ‘Son’.
Σ (‘S’, ‘Sigma’): ‘ΣΩΤΗΡ’ (‘Sôtếr’) is ‘Saver’.

In short, it’s devotional wit. 
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there’s A grAve in Sydney on which there is the following 
inscription:

in luving memori ov jAcob pitmAn, born 28 nov. 1810 At 
trowbridge. englAnd, seteld in AdelAide, 1838, deid 12th 
mArch 1890

Arkitekt introdiust fonetik short hAnd And woz the ferst 
minister in theez koloniz ov the doctrinz ov the sekond or 
niu kristiAn church which Aknolejez the lord jesus christ 
in hiz divein hiumAniti Az the kreAter ov the yunivers the 
redeemer And rejnerAter ov men god over Aul. blesed for 
ever.

It’s a testimony to some extraordinary projects. The gravestone, 
erected by Jacob Pitman’s brother Isaac, is a tribute to four of 
them: the world’s first phonetic shorthand, a phonetic alphabet, 
the ‘New Church’ and the world’s first correspondence course. 
The inscription is itself written in Isaac’s new phonetic alphabet; 
and the fact that it was possible to introduce shorthand to 
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With these two alphabets (the shorthand and the reformed 
spelling alphabet), coupled with his prodigious energy, Pitman 
now pursued what he himself called the ‘cause’. He travelled 
and lectured, published books, edited journals. He canvassed 
support, wrote letters and articles; he organized a ‘Phonographic 
Festival’. He tried to convince educators to teach both the short-
hand and his ‘Pitman Alphabet’ of 1844 – ‘short hand will be 
the common hand,’ he proclaimed.

Pitman drew some praise but more fire from various quarters, 
including a reverend and a Quaker poet, seeing respectively the 
hand of Satan in the new system or calling it little more than 
‘parrot lore’. The vegetarian, teetotal, non-smoking, heavily 
bearded Pitman pressed on, driven by his desire that ‘every boy 
should have the opportunity of acquiring the art’. One blot on 
the page was that his second wife found out that a young woman 
admirer was writing to him in shorthand. Mrs Pitman engaged 
the services of a trained practitioner and put a stop to it. In the 
great alphabetic struggle, we know now that Pitman shorthand 
won; the Pitman alphabet lost. It seems as if you can ‘re-form’ 
the alphabet for specialists but you can’t reform the alphabet 
for everyone. 

In the Pitman Archive, they have many documents which chart 
these battles but one item trumps the lot. In 1891, Pitman was 
due to give an address to the National Phonographic Society 
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though i meet up with the alphabet every day, it doesn’t come 
in alphabetical order. It is presented to me as qwertyuiop. Prior 
to the invention of the qwerty keyboard on the early typewriters, 
the word ‘alphabet’ meant two things at the same time: the 
letters that we use and alphabetical order or ‘the ABC’. Both 
physically and mentally, the alphabet was stored alphabetically. 
The peoples who used the alphabet didn’t really have another 
way of conceptualizing it. 

Now, though, I sit down and select letters from a store that 
is arranged completely differently. One peculiarity of this is that 
I can recite the alphabet in a few seconds, I can touch-type, but 
I can’t recite qwerty. So I know these two methods of storing 
the letters in different ways. If you arranged a dictionary or 
register of people at a conference in qwerty order, most of us 
would be lost. Yet I can’t help feeling that qwerty, in its own 
way, subverts the orthodoxy of the alphabet. Day after day, for 
millions of people worldwide, it demands that we go to it and 
to its own special way of ordering literacy. The ABC alphabet 
has bitten back, though: the keyboards on our phones are in 
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Clearly, ‘qwertyuiop’ on a top row, ‘asdfghjkl’ on a second, 
and ‘zxcvbnm’ on a third, is a long way from ‘ABCDEFGHIJ’, 
‘KLMNOPQRS’ and ‘TUVWXYZ’. This layout came about 
because the model of typewriter Sholes, Soule and Densmore 
were playing with, using ‘ABC’, caused the ‘typebars’ (the thin 
metal arms on the end of which were the letters) to collide and 
jam. Densmore figured that the problem lay in letter frequency, 
the number of times a letter was used in English writing. He 
asked his son-in-law, a school superintendent in Pennsylvania, 
to tell him which letters and letter combinations appear most 
frequently. The trick to avoid the clashing was to place the most 
commonly occurring letters (on the end of their respective type-
bars) as far apart as possible. The easiest way to make this 
happen mechanically, was to arrange the keyboard like this:

2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9     –    ,
Q   W   E   .   T   Y   I   U   O P

Z  S  D  F  G  H  J  K  L  M
A X & C V B N ? ; R

Remington adjusted this, so that by 1878 it was:

2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    –    ‘    _
Q   W   E   R   T   Y   U   I   O   P   :

A:
.
  S  D  F  G  H  J  K  L  M

& Z C X V B N ? ; . !

Mistakenly, some people have said the qwerty layout enabled 
people to type faster. In fact, it was designed to slow typists 
down, requiring them to use different fingers or different hands 
for letters which were likely to appear together. What’s odd is 
that it’s survived. An electronic keyboard won’t jam. There are 
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no ‘typebars’. Given that most people’s quickest fingers are likely 
to be the index finger of each hand, one way to make typing 
faster would be to situate high-frequency letters within the orbit 
of those two fingers and the least frequent in the orbit of the 
third and fourth fingers. 

If you can touch-type, you can expose yourself to a discon-
certing experience by trying to touch-type on a keyboard with 
a slightly different arrangement. In France they use the ‘azerty’ 
keyboard which is arranged like this:

A   Z   E   R   T   Y   U   I   O   P
Q  S  D  F  G  H  J  K  L  M

W  X  C  V  B  N

as opposed to (to remind you):

Q  W  E  R  T  Y  U  I  O  P
A  S  D  F  G  H  J  K  L

Z  X  C  V  B  N  M

No one knows exactly why France adopted ‘azerty’ and any 
efforts to alter it have failed. 

As Sholes sold the patent to Remington he made very little 
money out of his contribution to typewriting and keyboards. 
He is recorded as saying: ‘Whatever I may have felt in the early 
days of the value of the typewriter, it is obviously a blessing to 
mankind, and especially to womankind. I am glad I had some-
thing to do with it. I built it wiser than I knew, and the world 
has the benefit of it.’ Densmore was more canny. He retained a 
royalty and died with half a million dollars to his name. 

As with most technology, the typewriter and the keyboard 
can be seen as both emancipating and oppressing at the same 
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on the opening night of his musical, West Side Story, the 
conductor and composer Leonard Bernstein received a telegram. 
It read:

NB460 PD=TDBB LOS ANGELES CALIF 26 1155AMP 
1957 SEP 26 PM 4 33
:LEONARD BERNSTEIN
=WINTERGARDEN THEATRE=
IT WAS WORTH ALL THE DEXAMYL ITS A SMASH 
YOUR A SMASH AND IM THRILLED FOR YOU 
BLESSINGS AND LOVE=
:BETTY..

Next to ‘BETTY..’ is the name ‘Bogart’ written in ink. ‘Betty’ 
is the nickname of Lauren Bacall. Dexamyl is the trade name 
for an ‘upper’ that was much favoured in the 1950s. 

By this time, people had had over a hundred years to develop 
a particular way of writing telegrams. The first, sent on 11 
January 1838, read: whAt god hAth wrought. The last message 
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