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ILLUSTRATION BY MARLEY ALLEN-ASH

At sea, our family made up our own words

FIRST PERSON

Even a world-renowned
linguist was impressed
by our family dictionary,
Lorraine Escher writes

world with my husband, Rick,

and our four children since
201s. In that time, we have devel-
oped some vocabulary of our
own. I wrote a family dictionary
that captures more than 100
unique words and phrases we
use at sea. For example, we might
use “hobbleton” as a term of en-
dearment when speaking to an
injured person. We use the term
“engine clothing” to describe an
outfit worn for grubby boat jobs.

Recently, my dictionary has

Ihave been sailing around the

become a solace. I use it in the
same way some people might
flip through old photo albums.
After years of home-schooling,
my eldest daughter, Betty, has
been accepted into university in
Ontario. She is leaving our boat
to begin her first year. We will
continue our circumnavigation
from Malaysia without her.

I recently added definitions
for “bathroom tourism” and
“Magic Porridge Pot mom” and
felt a strange mix of joy and loss.
The dictionary preserves family
memories, including those made
when our kids were small.

While looking for other family
dictionaries, I came across the
book Kitchen Table Lingo. It con-
tains a compilation of public
submissions with words like
“bogwurple,” as well as contribu-
tions from some well-known au-
thors and broadcasters. English
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linguist David Crystal wrote the
afterword.

I was delighted to see that I
shared a common interest with
people whose careers left me
awestruck. Quicker than I could
type “What are you thinking?” I
found David Crystal's website,
clicked “Contact” and filled in an
online form.

For 15 hours I sat alone with
the knowledge that I had con-
tacted a world-renowned linguist
about our family dictionary.

As Rick was talking to me
about our watermaker, I received
a notification on my phone. Crys-
tal’s name flickered briefly. “Oh!”
I said, and I turned off my phone.

Without missing a beat, Rick
continued, “What we need is a
quick-fit hose connection that al-
lows a big pipe to go to a smaller
one.” We agreed that this seemed
to be what plumbing was all
about. Small to big, and big to
small. Then, as Rick made some
notes, I opened my e-mail.

“Oh, Rick! David Crystal wrote
to me.”

Rick looked up. “Who?”

“He’'s a famous English lin-
guist. He's written more than 100
books and received an Order of
the British Empire. I sent him a
note about our family dictio-
nary.”

“What did he say?”

I read his note out loud:
“Many thanks for sending this,
Lorraine. It's such a worthwhile
project, and I wish more families
did such a thing”

I read the words again.

The front cover of Crystal's
2002 book, Shakespeare’s Words: A
Glossary and Language Companion
displays a quote from actor Ken-
neth Branagh that reads, “De-
tailed, comprehensive, fascinat-
ing”

gI imagined a similar endorse-
ment appearing on our family
dictionary: “Such a worthwhile
project - David Crystal.”

Of course, I had to respond. It
would be rude not to. But what
to say?

In his e-mail, he’d mentioned
his most recent book. Seeing a
connection, I wrote:

Hello Professor Crystal,

...There have been several
times during our circumnaviga-
tion when I have felt like an un-
witting Victorian curiosity-seek-
er myself. I touched on that feel-
ing in a blog post I wrote about
land diving in Vanuatu...

Grammar check. Send.

The next day at breakfast, I
had hardly sat down before I saw
his reply.

“He wrote again!” I said excit-
edly. Rick stirred his bowl of yo-
gurt. Betty was up earlier than
usual and came into the cockpit
to share the excitement.

I took a breath. “Thank you,
I'd not come across land diving
before. Extraordinary! And very
nicely written.”

“Very nicely written” seemed
to glow off the page.

“It’s not exactly ‘Amazing, ex-
cellent work’ though,” I said, feel-

ing a tinge of disappointment.

“No, it's great, Mom.”

“You should ask if he might be
okay with you putting his com-
ments on your blog,” Rick said as
he scraped the last bits of yogurt
from his bowl.

This time I really felt like I was
pushing my luck. I was writing to
a man who had written several
books about English grammar.
Every word was considered be-
fore I sent him another note.

Then, I waited. Breakfast turn-
ed into lunch.

I tried to tell myself it didn’t
matter. While it would have been
nice to receive formal permission
for using his quotes on my blog,
it was not really necessary. Real-
ly.

Then, he wrote again:

“Sure. No problem.”

One day, my kids will look
back at our family dictionary.
They might share a laugh revisit-
ing family terms like “nimble-
ton” and “wavers.” Maybe Belty
will find herself at school back in
Canada with her arms akimbo
and she will remember how
she’d sometimes “put out her
bingo wings” to claim space in an
anchorage.

Lorraine Escher lives in Ottawa and
is currently circumnavigating
Malaysia on a sailboat.

First Person is a daily personal
piece submitted by readers. Have a
story to tell? See our guidelines at
tgam.ca/essayguide.
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