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Not too long ago on WMUB Forum we presented one of our regular “Ask the Manager” segments. A listener called to say that one of our announcers had mis- announced the name of a city, and Darrel Gray used the opportunity to educate me, as a fairly recent arrival in Ohio, on a few local quirks. Now I have learned since living here the right pronunciation of se-LINE-ah, and in fact I had known years ago that LIME-ah Ohio is not the same as LEE-mah Peru. But pronouncing R-U-S-S-I-A as “Rooshye” was a new one on me.

It got me thinking about some other unusual pronunciations I had heard over the years. I came here from North Carolina. So many people from Ohio vacation in the two Carolinas that a lot of people know of the different pronunciations of  
B-E-A-U-F-O-R-T in the two states. You say “BYOO-fort” for the coastal town in South Carolina but “BOE-fort” for the one in North Carolina.

The southeast coast, in fact, seems to have a thing about mangling originally French and Spanish words. Near Savannah, Georgia is the little community of 
B-E-A-U-L-I-E-U. No, not “bwah-lyurh”, as you might expect. If you lived there, you’d be in BYOO-lee.

And in Winston-Salem, people look at you funny if you ask about the BWAYN-ya VEEST-a neighborhood. It’s BYOO-na VISS-ta, thanks ever so much.

Here in the States, though, we have nothing on the English, who casually shorten C-H-O-L-D-M-O-N-D-L-E-Y as “chumly” or FEATHER-STONE-HAUGH as “Fanshawe.” But then the British have been at it quite a bit longer than we have.

Now I’m sure there are some who would find all this rather ... untidy and inelegant of our language, but I’m not one of them. In my experience teaching and studying English there are two things that all people are experts on: the pronunciation of their own names and the pronunciation of the area they live in. And of all possible discussions of pronunciations, these are the two that really matter. It’s pointless to argue, and besides what do you gain if you win? So what if we have KAY-ro Illinois up against KYE-ro Egypt?

One of the strengths of English, one might even say one of its glories, is the ability to absorb all sorts of foreign words and phrases. If in the process some of the original pronunciations are, shall we say, muted a bit, so be it. Good cooks know it’s the blend of flavors and their interactions that make the food taste good.

And so the end result is – paradoxically – anything but bland. Imagine if everywhere you went all the food tasted the same (... well, on second thought, this is not very far-fetched), or that all the people and all the houses looked alike, and all the pronunciations were identical. Not much of a reason to make you go anywhere, is it?

I’m glad that we hold on to our idiosyncratic ways of pronouncing particular things. “Glory be to God for dappled things,” the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote.

In these occasional essays on Words and Meanings here on WMUB, I hope we can take a look at some of the ingredients that make the living English language such a glorious blend. If you have any words or pronunciations or names or expressions you’d like to ask about or comment on, please help us out. Drop us a line at WMUB, or go to the Words and Meanings section of our home page at wmub-dot-org.

For WMUB, I’m Cleve Callison.

SUGGESTED TEASE:

“Coming up...Shakespeare asked, ‘What’s in a name?’ But sometimes it’s all in how you say it.”

SEGMENT INTRO:

“William Shakespeare asked ‘What’s in a name?’ But sometimes it’s not just what’s in the name – it’s how you say it. In the first installment of a new commentary series on WMUB called Words and Meanings, General Manager Cleve Callison looks at ways the names, or at least the pronunciations, of things can change from place to place...”

incue:

“Not too long ago...

outcue:
“...for WMUB, I’m Cleve Callison.”

SEGMENT OUTRO:

“Commentator Cleve Callison is General Manager of WMUB Public Radio, and a word lover whose previous careers included teaching English and being a stickman for the South Carolina Highway Department. If you’d like some further explorations into Words and Meanings, go to the WMUB home page at wmub-dot-org.”
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