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[A] ‘England and America are two countries separated by the same
language, wrote George Bernard Shaw in 1942. Is this true today? Do
Americans speak a different kind of English from the British? If so, why?
And why do they speak English at all? v

[B] To answer the last question we must go back to the year 1607,
when a group of English people sailed across the Atlantic and reached the
east coast of America. They called their settlement Jamestown, after King
James the First, and they called that part of the country Virginia. They
were not the first English people in America: in 1585 and 1587 people had
tried to settle on the island of Roanoke, in what is now North Carolina.
They were not the first Europeans to settle in America either: the Spanish
had lived in Florida since 1565. But the people of Jamestown were the first
successful English settlers, and they were followed by other English
adventurers who also settled in Virginia.

[C] Then in 1620 more English settlers landed north of Virginia, in
what became Massachusetts, New England. These were the people from the
ship (3 ) the Mayflower, who came because they were Puritans and
wanted to follow a different kind of Christianity from the kind in England.
Others followed, and by 1640 about 25,000 English people were living in
New England.

[D] At this time, sailors from England and other European countries



were taking Africans to America and selling them as slaves. The first twenty
African slaves were brought to America in 1619. The Africans had to live in
terrible conditions during the long sea voyage, and many did not survive.

This inhuman business was ended in 1808, but people were allowed to own

(5)
slaves until the end of the American Civil War in 1865. By that time there

were more than 4 million Africans living in America.

[E] During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries more and more
people arrived in America. The British government sent prisoners to America
as a punishment, and other settlers arrived from France, Germany, the
Caribbean, and the north of Ireland. The people from the north of Ireland
were called the Scots-Irish (because their families had moved to Ireland from
Scotland). By the year of American independence (1776), about one in seven
settlers in America was Scots-Irish.

[F] In the nineteenth century, large numbers of people left Ireland,
Germany, Italy, and other European countries ( 8 ) America. Many were
Jews from Central and Eastern Europe. By 1900 there were 75 million
people living in America. In the later part of the twentieth century people
from Asia and Spanish-speaking countries also arrived, and by 2000 there
were more than 280 million people in America.

[G] American English developed from the languages used by these
different people. The first English settlers immediately discovered animals,
birds, and plants that were new to them, and which needed names in
English. Sometimes the settlers used English words (for example blackbird
for a bird that looked similar to the English blackbird). Sometimes they
made new words from other English words, for example backwoods (a forest
with few people), and bluegrass (a kind of grass with blue-green leaves).
They also named thousands of places and rivers using words from the
languages of the Native Americans: for example, Massachusetts, Mississippi,

Potomac. The Spanish and French controlled some parts of the country until




the nineteenth century, so some place names are from French (like Detroit,
St Louis, and Illinois) and some from Spanish (like Los Angeles, San
Francisco, and Santa Fe). New York was first New Amsterdam, until the
English took it in 1664, and the names Brooklyn (from Breukelyn), Harlem
(Haarlem), and the Bronx (Bronck’s) are reminders of its Dutch beginnings.
Occasionally the English settlers borrowed words for things or people from
other European languages, for example, cookie from Dutch, cent and dime
from French, plaza from Spanish. The settlers also began to give some old

words new meanings: for example bill began to mean a piece of paper

(10)
money, and it replaced note.

[H] Some words from the English of the seventeenth century survive in
American English but are not used now in British English. For example, fall
meaning autumn, mad meaning angry, and gotten as the past participle of
‘get’ (as in Your dinner has gotten cold).

[I], As the settlers moved west in the nineteenth century, they added
many cgl>ourful new expressions to American English. These are now part of
British English too: for example, to face the music (to accept the unpleasant
results of your actions); to kick the bucket (to die); hot under the collar
(angry).

[J] American English has borrowed only a few words from the
languages spoken by the nineteenth-century immigrants. The reason for this
is ( 14 ). People who had recently arrived in the US wanted to become
American, and they and their children learned English torM. However,
some words and expressions from other languages have fou(i;)d their way into

(16)
American English. For example, check (a bill for food or drinks), and

kindergarten have come from German; pasta, spaghetti, and other words for
food have come from Italian; from Yiddish, the language of the East
European Jews, there are schmuck (a stupid person), and schlep (to pull, or

a long, tiring journey).



[K] African-Americans developed their own varieties of English which
are all known today as African-American English or Black English. They
had an effect on American English, especially in the twentieth century when
large numbers of African-Americans left the South and moved north. Some
words that they brought to American English are jazz, cool meaning
excellent, and dude, another word for man.

[L] At the time of independence in 1776, Americans began to take an
interest in their language. They wanted to be separate from Britain in every
way, and to feel proud of their country and way of life. Someone who felt
very proud of American English was a teacher called Noah Webster (1758
1843). Between 1783 and 1785 Webster wrote a speller, a grammar, and a
reader for American schools. The speller was later sold as The American
Spelling Book, and was extremely ( 18 ), selling more than 80 million
copies in the next hundred years. With the money from the speller, Webster
was able to write dictionaries. In these, he wanted to show that American
English was as good as British English, and that Americans did not have to
copy the British. His first dictionary appeared in 1806, followed in 1828 by
his famous work An American Dictionary of the English Language. This
was longer than Samuel Johnson’s famous dictionary of 1755 (since it
explained about 70,000 words) and so gave American English the same
(19 ) as British English in the minds of Americans.

[M] Sixty years earlier, Benjamin Franklin had suggested many changes
to English spelling, and his ideas influenced Webster. In both his
dictionaries Webster suggested new spellings, and many of these are now the
accepted American spellings: for example, center, color, and traveled. Some
of his other suggestions were not followed: soop (soup), bred (bread), and
medicin (medicine), for example. Webster also influenced American
pronunciation by saying that each part of a word must be clearly

pronounced: for example, secretary should be pronounced se-cre-ta-ry not




se-cre-try.

[N] So what are the differences between American and British English
today? As well as differences in pronunciation, there are some small
differences in grammar and spelling. But the main difference is in
vocabulary. Thousands of words are used differently. Firstly, different words
are sometimes used in American and British English to talk about the same
thing. For example, the street-level floor of a building is called the first
floor in American English, and the ground floor in British English. You
drive on the freeway in the US, but on the motorway in Britain.

[O] There are also different expressions in American and British English.
For example, the American expressions to drop the ball (to make a
mistake), to be in the chips (to suddenly have a lot of money), and to go
south (to become less valuable) are not used in British English. ( 23 ),
many British expressions are not part of American English.

[P] Some British people dislike the effect of American English on
British English, but this has not stopped thousands of American words
entering British English and becoming completely accepted; for example, OK
(1840), supermarket (1933), teenager (1941), and fast food (1951).

[Q] Although there are clear differences between the American and
British varieties of English, television, music, films, and more recently the
Internet have helped people on both sides of the Atlantic to understand each

other’s English more easily.
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