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			Context

			The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) stands as the uncontested paragon of English language scholarship. But one particular piece of its history has long remained untold: the story of the friendship between Dr. James Murray, the dictionary’s first editor, and Dr. W. C. Minor, a volunteer contributor who submitted more than ten thousand quotations to the compilation of references while imprisoned in a hospital for the criminally insane. The details of their extraordinary relationship were kept in sealed government files and secret hospital records for a century. After gaining access to those previously unseen files and correspondence, Simon Winchester, a longtime journalist thrilled by Minor and Murray’s collaboration, pieced together the incredible true story of two men and the illustrious dictionary they helped create. 

			With The Professor and the Madman: A Tale of Murder, Insanity, and the Making of the Oxford English Dictionary. Winchester depicts Victorian England as a whole while reconstructing the lives of Murray and Minor, whose paths converged in an unusual and providential way. The book, which sold more than a million copies, also provides a history of English lexicography. The story this unlikely pair is more than delightful historical trivia—it illuminates the history of one of the English-speaking world’s greatest literary achievements: the Oxford English Dictionary.

		

	
		
			Overview

			What did the first editor of the Oxford English Dictionary have in common with a criminally insane American imprisoned in an English asylum? Quite a lot, as it turns out. The Professor and the Madman tells the tale of two men: Dr. James Murray, the venerated philologist and lexicographer who compiled much of the first OED, and Dr. W. C. Minor, a former US Army surgeon serving time at the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor, for murder. Murray and Minor—the titular professor and madman—forged a professional relationship and, ultimately, a friendship that profoundly influenced the making of the OED—and, consequently, the entire English literary world. 

			The compilation of the OED, which began in 1857, was one of the most formidable and ambitious projects undertaken in the history of the English language. Victorian-era England vitally needed a comprehensive dictionary—England had become a major colonial power, and the English language was on the verge of becoming the world’s lingua franca. The existing dictionaries were insufficient, as they included only some words, not all. 

			The London Philological Society, an elite group of scholars, theologists, and linguists, decided to heed the call for a better dictionary. One member, Richard Chenevix Trench, proposed a dictionary that would include each word in the English language, its definition, and quotations illustrating its meaning and usage. The task was an enormous one, and it took nearly twenty years for the Philological Society to find a publisher in the Oxford University Press. The highly esteemed James Murray was named editor, and he immediately put out a public call for volunteers to contribute possible quotations to the OED.

			William Chester (W. C.) Minor, confined at the Broadmoor, saw and answered the call. Equipped with a considerable collection of books in his cell—as well as intelligence, diligence, and free time—he immediately began to comb through them and pick out appropriate quotations. Over the course of twenty years, he contributed more than ten thousand citations to the OED. He and Murray struck up a regular correspondence. 

			Murray was unaware that his contributor wrote to him from inside a mental institution. When Murray found out Minor’s true identity—by chance, in conversation with a fellow scholar acquainted with Minor’s story—he went to visit him, and the two men remained friends for years despite Minor’s ever-deteriorating mental health. Neither Murray nor Minor lived to see the final publication of the Oxford English Dictionary—the first edition wasn’t completed until 1928—but they were instrumental in its ultimate success as the one of the greatest achievements in the history of the English language.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Preface

			According to a popular myth, one of the strangest meetings in lexicographical history occurred in 1896. Dr. James Murray, editor of the Oxford English Dictionary, traveled to Crowthorne, England, to meet one of the dictionary’s most prolific volunteer contributors, a man named Dr. W. C. Minor. Murray and Minor had corresponded for twenty years, but they had never met in person. Murray arrived at a large red brick mansion, which he assumed was Minor’s house. He soon found out that it was, in fact, the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor. Minor had been an inmate there for more than twenty years. 

			Need to Know: The true tale of Murray and Minor was contained in secret government files that had been locked away for more than one hundred years. The Professor and the Madman tells their story. 

			1. The Dead of
					Night in Lambeth Marsh

			On February 18, 1872, three shots rang out in the moonlit streets of Lambeth Marsh, London. Firearms were uncommon in Victorian England, but perhaps rarer still were the circumstances that occasioned these particular gunshots: US Army surgeon W. C. Minor had murdered a British worker named George Merrett for no apparent reason. 

			Minor, who descended from a wealthy New England family, had arrived in England the previous year after serving during the Civil War. He suffered from severe paranoid delusions. At his murder trial, he told the court that an Irish nationalist group was hunting him and that he shot George Merrett out of what he thought was self-defense.

			The murder trial concluded with a verdict of not guilty by reason of insanity. In a decision that would greatly affect the English literary world, the court sent Minor to the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor.

			Need to Know: The American Civil War resulted in the most casualties of any US war in history. Often unmentioned, however, is the psychological harm it caused. Shell shock—what we now call posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)—was common, and many conscripts suffered in asylums once the war was over. W. C. Minor was not a unique case, which makes the impact he ended up having on history even more astounding. 

			2. The Man Who
					Taught Latin to Cattle

			Unlike other English dictionaries, the OED includes not just definitions of more than 500,000 words, but quotations that illustrate their various uses and nuances. The OED tells the “life story” of every term, from its first publication to its more recent uses. There are some disagreements, of course. For instance, take protagonist, which some dictionaries say can only refer to one character in a tale, while the OED states may be used in the plural. 

			Interestingly, The Professor and the Madman has two protagonists: W. C. Minor and a Scottish man named James Augustus Henry Murray. 

			Murray was born to a poor family, and he educated himself after leaving school at age fourteen. A curious and ambitious young man, he taught his younger brothers about the stars, spoke Latin to livestock, and participated in archaeological digs. He acquired an incredible range of knowledge and was particularly skillful in the realm of philology, the study of language. Murray was prevented from pursuing a career in academia by unfortunate family circumstances: the illness of his first wife, Maggie, and the death of their child when he was twenty-seven. He took a job in a bank, but resumed his studies on the side. 

			Need to Know: After the passing of his wife, Murray married Ada Ruthven, a woman described as “his social and intellectual equal.” Murray eventually gained the friendship of several scholars who invited him to join the prestigious Philological Society. Around this time, he published The Dialect of the Southern Counties of Scotland, which elevated his scholarly status.

			3. The Madness
					of War 

			Seventh-generation American Eastman Strong Minor and his wife, Lucy, were aristocratic, pious New Englanders living as Congregationalist missionaries in Ceylon in 1834 when their son William was born. In his teenage years, William traveled to America and earned his medical degree from the Yale College of Medicine.

			Minor served as a US Army surgeon during the Civil War. While serving, he was once forced to brand the face of a young Irish deserter with the letter D—an event that may have led to his delusional fear of the Irish in later years.

			After the war, Minor’s mental health deteriorated. Genteel, intelligent, and educated, he began suffering from paranoid delusions in his early thirties. 

			He became sexually promiscuous—his behavior would shame and torment him throughout his life—suspicious, and paranoid. He spent some time at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital for the Insane in Washington, DC, but did not fully recover. Discharged from the army, William C. Minor left America for London, where he hoped to rest and recuperate. 

			Need to Know: The story of Minor’s history couldn’t be more different than that of Murray’s. Murray was privileged and upper-crust, working in mainstream society, while Minor, although well-educated, suffered the impact of a major war and fell into obscurity.

			4. Gathering
					Earth’s Daughters

			Four hundred years ago, there were no dictionaries of the English language. When Shakespeare was writing, he had no reference to consult for spelling, usage, or word origins. The language was not fixed; English words were not codified by any recognized or standard set of written rules. 

			The very earliest of dictionaries were comprised of Latin and Latin-to-English translations. Robert Cawdrey produced a 2,500-word English dictionary at the turn of the seventeenth century. His work was meant to assist readers of scripture and religious texts.

			As England expanded its political and economic influence, the English language was on the verge of becoming a global language, one that needed more study and dissemination. The first effort at a comprehensive English dictionary was made by Samuel Johnson, whose famous A Dictionary of the English Language was first published in 1755. His two-volume set was the pinnacle of English dictionaries—complete with quotations to illustrate the usage of more than 118,000 words—until the OED was published 150 years later.

			Need to Know: Although some might say otherwise, most philologists and linguists would agree that any human language is constantly in a state of flux. The OED, then, is an attempt to codify something that resists codification. In fact, there is no “proper” English language, but there are many English dialects, and they influence and alter one another in complicated ways that far outstrip the resources of any dictionary.

			5. The Big
					Dictionary Conceived 

			At the November 5, 1857, meeting of the Philological Society in London, a century after the publication of the first edition of Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language, Richard Chenevix Trench proposed a bold lexicographical undertaking: He suggested that a new dictionary be created, one that would include every single word in the English language—and not just the definition of every word, but the “life story” or recorded history of each word and its various nuances of meaning.

			The sheer enormity and expense of the task hindered early efforts at enacting Trench’s plan. But finally, almost twenty years later, the Oxford University Press agreed to publish the dictionary with James Murray as editor. Immediately, Murray sent out an international plea for volunteers. Distributed to journals and newspapers, as well as professionals and customers at bookstores and libraries, the call reached the far ends of the English-speaking world—including the Asylum of the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor.

			Need to Know: The phenomenon of the OED stemmed from England’s long history as a nation that spent enormous resources in the study of language and philology as well as its status as a global power with the implicit intention to present English as the “universal” language.

			6. The Scholar
					in Cell Block Two 

			After being found guilty of murder, Minor was transported to the Broadmoor asylum. As a well-educated man who was earning a pension from the US Army, and not likely to do harm to himself or others, Minor moved into the low-security Block 2, where he lived in a comfortable double cell.

			During the day, the gentleman convict read, painted, and played the flute. But Minor was also tormented by fearful delusions of tormentors who entered his cell at night. He developed extreme remorse for his crime and resolved to write to Eliza Merrett, the widow of the man he had murdered. She wrote back, and for a few months, she visited him regularly and brought him books. In one of these books, Minor discovered James Murray’s call for volunteers for the new dictionary. Minor immediately signed up as a volunteer, addressing his letter simply from “Broadmoor, Crowthorne, Berkshire.” 

			Need to Know: An amazing string of odd circumstances put Minor in a position to influence the OED. Had he not been American, he might not have participated in war. Had he not been in war, he may not have become criminally insane as an adult. Had he not happened to be visiting England, he might not have murdered George Merrett. And had Eliza Merrett not handed him a particular collection of books and papers, he would never have come across the call for contributors to the OED.

			7. Entering the
					Lists

			Minor, invigorated and enthused by the task of volunteering for the dictionary, set to work on collecting and documenting quotations for the dictionary project. Having served almost a decade for his crime, the ability to contribute to the development of the prestigious OED must have felt like an invitation back into proper society. 

			All the would-be lexicographers were instructed to prepare their usage documentation for any single word on a piece of paper including the quotation, the book title from which the quote was sourced, the page number, and the date. Ultimately, citations were wanted for rare and obscure words as well as common ones.

			Unlike many of Murray’s volunteers, Minor understood perfectly the purpose of his task and, in a fit of inspiration, developed a unique and sophisticated method for identifying appropriate quotations. After making a selection from his own shelves—usually a travel or history book written in the seventeenth century—he would comb through it sentence-by-sentence with painstaking care. Every time a word piqued his interest, he wrote it and its page number down in a word list he created for each book.

			Using his meticulous research, Minor could supply quotations for “catchwords” precisely when the dictionary’s editors needed them. All Murray needed to do was tell Minor what word they were currently working on, and he would check his word lists and send an appropriate quotation and citation to Murray and his editors. The first word the editors asked Minor to look for in his lists was art. 

			Need to Know: Part of Minor’s enthusiasm came from the fact that he had nothing but free time in his room at the Broadmoor. Had he been employed in mainstream society, he may have never had the time to put together his painstaking system and make the kind of enormous contributions he did to the OED.

			8. Annulated,
					Art, Brick-Tea, Buckwheat

			The dictionary’s progress was slow and incredibly arduous, but in 1885, after more than five years of work, the Clarendon Press in Oxford published the first installment of the Oxford English Dictionary—from A to Ant. Murray left his teaching position and relocated his family and his work to Oxford, where, behind his house, he built his “Scriptorium,” a corrugated metal shed in which he and his colleagues (and some of his children) would toil away at writing definitions and organizing the thousands of quotations they received from volunteer contributors every day. He suspected that the whole project would take eleven more years.

			One of the most organized and prolific contributors was W. C. Minor. Minor wrote to Murray often; he was eager to feel that he was part of the dictionary’s team—he wanted to work on the same words the editors were working on and delivered more than a hundred words in any given week. 

			Need to Know: Though there was initial improvement to his mood after working on the OED for a while, Minor was still prone to delusional thoughts. Murray was not aware of Minor’s circumstances until, after many years of correspondence, he learned Minor’s story from a friend. 

			9. The Meeting
					of Minds

			In January 1897, Oxford University threw a party in honor of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee Year. The most recent installation of the Oxford English Dictionary, which covered the letter C, was dedicated to the queen. Several top contributors were in attendance at the joyous affair, but one notable absence was that of W. C. Minor—only sixty minutes away from Oxford by train.

			Murray found out about Minor’s circumstances from a chance conversation with an American librarian friend of his who had seen Minor at Broadmoor. Murray learned that the incarcerated scholar would be pleased to meet in person, assuming that Murray had known of his story all along. And so Murray arranged to visit Minor in 1891, and over the next several years, he visited the Broadmoor several times. 

			Minor was becoming increasingly unwell. He’d been confined to Broadmoor for close to thirty years, and had collaborated on the Oxford English Dictionary for almost two decades, but still suffered from profound depression, paranoia, and other delusions.

			He enjoyed privileges that other residents at Broadmoor did not: access to books from antiquarian booksellers in London; afternoon tea with the head of the asylum, Dr. Nicholson; and his own “part-time servant.” But his request for parole was denied on the grounds that he was still quite a disturbed man.

			Need to Know: The apocryphal story of Murray and Minor’s first meeting—which incorrectly had it that Murray came to visit Minor unaware of his status as an inmate at the insane asylum—was passed along for many years by various writers and historians. The record was only permanently rectified with the publication of Winchester’s book in 1999.

			10. The
					Unkindest Cut

			In December of 1902, Dr. W. C. Minor cut off his own penis with a penknife. He had become a Christian during his imprisonment and believed that severing his penis would purge him of his intense lust and redeem him for past lascivious behavior. It’s possible that Minor may have been acting out of guilt for his relationship with Eliza Merrett, the widow of the man he had killed (he may have had a sexual encounter with Mrs. Merrett on one of her visits to the Broadmoor asylum).

			Minor’s mental and physical health worsened. In 1910, after thirty-eight years of imprisonment and at the insistence of his friends and his brother Alfred—a plea that made its way up to Home Secretary Winston Churchill—Minor was discharged from the Broadmoor and allowed to travel home to America in his Alfred’s care. When he reached the United States, Minor was committed to St. Elizabeth’s Asylum in Washington, DC.

			Need to Know: Minor had been brought up as a devout Congregationalist and only lost his interest in religion when he attended Yale. His return to Christian belief while at Broadmoor may have been a factor in his disdain for his own sexual impulses, which led to his castrating himself. 

			11. Then Only
					the Monuments

			Frederick Furnivall, one of the founders of the OED project, passed away in 1910; James Murray followed him into death in July of 1915, having partially completed the T section of the OED.

			In America, Dr. W. C. Minor grew weaker and continued to suffer from paranoid delusions. If Minor were alive today, he would probably have been diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic and antipsychotic drugs might have alleviated his symptoms, but he never found effective treatment. However, if he had found relief from his delusions, he may not have been inclined or able to help Murray with the OED. 

			Minor died in his sleep in 1920. Eight years later, the first edition of Oxford English Dictionary was finally completed.

			Need to Know: The OED is an ongoing project at least partly because the language is always changing. So, although the dictionary was not finished until 1928, after the deaths of both Murray and Minor, it could be argued that the OED remains incomplete and that the chaotic and tireless work of the two dedicated men continues in a different form.

			Postscript

			Simon Winchester’s final chapter offers a testament to George Merrett, the victim of Minor’s delusional violence. Merrett left behind his wife and their seven children. Though his death catalyzed Minor’s eventual contributions to the OED, history has largely forgotten him.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			April 15, 1755: Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language is published to great acclaim. The bestselling dictionary is the first extensive catalogue of the English language and its uses. 

			June 1834: William Chester (W. C.) Minor is born to a family of American Congregationalist missionaries in Ceylon. 

			February 1837: James Augustus Henry Murray is born to a poor family in Hawick, a small town in the Scottish Borders.

			November 5, 1857: During the Philological Society’s meeting at the London Library, Richard Chenevix Trench gives a talk on the need for a better English dictionary. He proposes assembling a large group of men, including volunteer amateurs, to gather the words and quotations necessary for a truly authoritative work.

			January 7, 1858: The Philological Society officially adopts Trench’s plan for creating a large group of philologists, scholars, and amateurs to assemble the new dictionary.

			June 25, 1863: Dr. W. C. Minor, freshly graduated from Yale Medical School, joins the US Army as an assistant surgeon. He treats wounded Union soldiers throughout the remainder of the Civil War.

			May 5–7, 1864: Minor witnesses the bloody Battle of the Wilderness in Virginia. During the battle, his commander forces him to brand an Irish deserter. Minor’s traumatic time tending to the wounded of the Battle of the Wilderness may trigger the mental breakdown he experiences in the years afterward.

			October, 1871: Minor departs Boston for London, where he plans to rest and recuperate from his mental illness.

			February 17, 1872: Minor murders George Merrett in the Lambeth Marsh district just outside of London. Minor suffers from the delusion that Merrett is an Irish nationalist bent on assassinating him.

			April 6, 1872: Minor is found not guilty of murder by reason of insanity and is sentenced to detention in the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor.

			April 26, 1878: James Murray goes to Oxford, where he meets with the delegates of the Oxford University Press. They agree to publish a dictionary edited by Murray on behalf of the Philological Society of London.

			1879: Minor first sees Murray’s call for volunteer contributors to the new dictionary. He immediately begins to work on collecting quotations from the many books he keeps shelved in his asylum cell. 

			January 6, 1885: The first installment of the Oxford English Dictionary is published. The installment covers A to Ant. 

			January 1891: Murray travels to the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor, to meet Minor for the first time. 

			October 12, 1897: A great dictionary dinner is held at Oxford in honor of Queen Victoria’s endorsement of the dictionary and her Jubilee Year. 

			December 3, 1902: Minor, whose physical and mental health has been in precipitous decline for several years, performs a peotomy on himself. 

			1908: Murray is knighted.

			April 6, 1910: Minor is discharged from the Broadmoor asylum and allowed to go home to America. Home Secretary Winston Churchill signs the Warrant of Conditional Discharge. 

			July 26, 1915: Murray dies of pleurisy while toiling to finish the T section of the OED. 

			March 26, 1920: Minor passes away in his sleep at the age of eighty-five. 

			January 1, 1928: The first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary is completed after seventy years of lexicographical labor. 

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Nathanial Bailey: The editor of the first attempt at a comprehensive English dictionary that included both difficult or obscure words as well as easy or common words; little is known about him except that he owned a boarding school in Stepney and belonged to the Seventh-Day Baptist Church.

			Hayden Church: An American journalist who invented the story of Murray going to Crowthorne to visit Minor without any clue of Minor’s status as a mental patient; he published the story in the Sunday Star (Washington, DC) in 1915.

			Alexander Ellis: A Trinity College, Cambridge, mathematician who befriended James Murray and helped him gain membership to the Philological Society.

			Frederick Furnivall: Secretary of the exclusive and venerable Philological Society who passed on the editorship of the OED to James Murray after failing to gain ground on the project. Furnivall is infamous for his liberal political beliefs and womanizing behavior. He was the first of the OED’s founding fathers to die when he passed away in 1910. 

			Dr. Fitzedward Hall: A major volunteer contributor to the OED—second only to Minor—Hall was an American living in the Suffolk countryside and a reclusive former academic who, like Minor, corresponded with Murray for years about the dictionary but never met him in person.

			Samuel Johnson: A schoolteacher, writer, and critic who spent six years creating the famous A Dictionary of the English Language, which would remain the definitive English dictionary for 150 years after its publication in 1755; one of the most venerated figures in English literary history, he was affectionately nicknamed “The Great Cham.”

			Eliza Merrett: The widow of George Merrett and mother of seven children. She visited Minor at the Broadmoor asylum and began to see him regularly, bringing him books from London, but stopped visiting after a few months and took to drinking. Minor supported her and her family financially, sending her money from time to time.

			George Merrett: The thirty-four-year-old man killed by Minor in Lambeth; father of seven children and husband of Eliza Merrett.

			Alfred W. Minor: W. C. Minor’s brother; he came to England to transport his brother from the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor, and bring him back to the United States.

			Dr. William Chester (W. C.) Minor: A former US Army surgeon who moved to England and killed an innocent man on the streets of Lambeth; Minor suffered from paranoid delusions and believed that strangers entered his Broadmoor asylum room at night to torment him. He was a scholarly, gentle man—aside from the manifestations of his mental illness—loved to read, and contributed thousands of quotations to the OED.

			Dr. James Murray: A venerated scholar and the editor of the Oxford English Dictionary for more than three decades; born in Scotland and self-educated, he became a member and, eventually, the president of the Philological Society.

			Henry Tarrant: The police constable in Lambeth who apprehended Minor at the scene of George Merrett’s murder. 

			Henry Sweet: A phonetician who befriended Murray; he was notoriously rude and was the basis for Professor Henry Higgins in George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion. 

			Richard Chenevix Trench: The dean of Westminster and an esteemed member of the Philological Society; Trench believed that the dissemination of the English language across the world was a noble, just cause and God’s will.

			Justin Winsor: Librarian of Harvard College; he informed Murray of Minor’s status as a mental patient in a casual conversation sometime between 1887 and 1890. 

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“In the sixteenth century in England, dictionaries such as we would recognize today simply did not exist. If the language that so inspired Shakespeare had limits, if its words had definable origins, spellings, pronunciations, meanings—then no single book existed that established them, defined them, and set them down.”

			The need for the OED arose largely out of the paucity of serviceable English dictionaries in existence. Dictionaries in English were a relatively new phenomenon—the first did not appear until 1604—no existing dictionary sought to represent every single word—big or small, common or obscure—and none featured the quotations that would provide insight and direction for past and current usage.

			“Any grand new dictionary ought itself to be a democratic product, a book that demonstrated the primacy of individual freedoms, of the notion that one could use words freely, as one liked, without hard and fast rules of lexical conduct.”

			This quote described Richard Chenevix Trench’s proposal of a new and original dictionary, one that would include all words and call on the contributions of anyone who wished to volunteer. The OED, in its inclusiveness of any and all words and their histories, was a democratic achievement as well as a scholarly triumph.

			“‘I never gave a thought to who Minor might be. I thought he was either a practicing medical man of literary tastes with a good deal of leisure, or perhaps a retired medical man or surgeon who had no other work.’”

			James Murray wrote these words to a friend. When he first began receiving submissions from W. C. Minor, whose address was “Broadmoor, Crowthorne, Berkshire,” he had no idea that Minor was an inmate at an asylum for the criminally insane and not a medical professional there.

			“No, [Murray] spoke through moderately gritted teeth, there was really no need to offer scores of illustrations for definite articles and prepositions, unless the circumstances turned out to be very strange. And no, no, no! books were not to be scoured for rare words alone—he had to remind volunteers of this fact time and again. Readers must find and note all and any words that seemed interesting, or that were quoted in interesting and signifying ways or in ways that were good, apt, or pithy.” 

			The beginning stages of the OED’s compilation were fraught with misunderstandings and difficulties. One of the most delicate tasks involved the choosing of proper quotations. Quotes were needed especially for those words whose definitions had changed slightly over time. The dictionary meant to show the first use as well as the various subtleties of use for every single word. Not all volunteers grasped this concept, much to James Murray’s chagrin and frustration.

			“‘How good you have been to our poor Dr. Minor.’”

			In casual conversation with James Murray, renowned American librarian Justin Windsor revealed Minor’s true circumstances as a criminally insane patient at Broadmoor. Murray tried not to let this new knowledge color his interactions with Minor, but—despite having committed a murder—Minor became a sympathetic figure to the dictionary’s editor.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					When the Philological Society of London first began compiling the OED, they estimated the project would take ten years to complete, fill four volumes, and comprise about 6,400 pages. Instead, the dictionary took seventy years to complete, filled ten volumes, and comprised more than 13,000 pages.

					The full first edition of The Oxford English Dictionary defined 414,825 words and included 1,827,306 illustrative quotations. The total length of type, if laid out in one long strip, would be 178 miles long.

					The phrase “look something up,” used in the sense of referencing a dictionary, encyclopedia, or other reference text, did not exist in the English language until 1692, when an Oxford historian named Anthony Wood used it for the first time.

					The word bedlam, a Briticism used to refer to any mental institution, comes from the name of Victorian London’s main lunatic asylum, the Hospital of St. Mary of Bethlehem, where Dr. W. C. Minor was nearly sent.

					In the early twentieth century, the diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia did not yet exist. Instead, patients who suffered from such delusions were often diagnosed with “paranoiac dementia praecox.” Early treatments included the use of powerful sedatives such as chloral hydrate, sodium amytal, and paraldehyde.

					The full title of the original OED was A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles, Founded Mainly on the Materials Collected by The Philological Society, edited by James A. H. Murray, LL.D., Sometime President of the Philological Society, with the Assistance of Many Scholars and Men of Science.

					The first fascicle of the OED was 352 pages long, cost twelve shillings and sixpence, and covered all known English words from A to Ant.

					According to an interview with John Simpson, Simon Winchester was inspired to research and write the story of The Professor and the Madman after reading a footnote in Jonathan Green’s historical book Chasing the Sun, in which he mentions an “American lunatic murderer who was imprisoned in Broadmoor and became a prolific contributor to the OED.” 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Fascicle: A separately published installment of a longer book or other work; the OED was published as several fascicles rather than all at once. 

			Landau: A horse-drawn carriage with four wheels; a common means of transport in Victorian London. 

			Lingua franca: A common language adopted among speakers of different native languages; English has often been called the lingua franca of the modern world. 

			Peotomy: The surgical removal of the penis; Minor performs a peotomy on himself at the Asylum for the Criminally Insane, Broadmoor.

			Philology: The branch of knowledge dealing with the structure, history, and evolution of languages, as well as with the relationships between languages. James Murray was a member of the Philological Society of London. 

			Scriptorium: A room set apart for writing, especially in a monastery; James Murray called the corrugated metal shed he built in his backyard for the purposes of compiling the dictionary his “Scriptorium.”

			Sesquipedalian: Describes words that have many syllables or words that are extremely long. 

			Quire: Four sheets of paper folded into eight leaves; Minor used a quire in which he recorded words and quotations.

			Vade mecum: Latin term for a handbook or a guide, such as a dictionary, that is kept constantly at hand for consultation. 

			Vita diligentissima: “A diligent life” in Latin; this is James Murray’s motto. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller 

			

			“Remarkably readable, this chronicle of lexicography roams from the great dictionary itself to hidden nooks in the human psyche that sometimes house the motives for murder, the sources for sanity, and the blueprint for creativity.” —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“If the initial sections of [Winchester’s] tale have the appeal of a gaslight Victorian thriller, Winchester doesn’t leave it at that. He’s a superb historian because he’s a superb storyteller. … The strange richness of it all is enhanced by the flawless clarity of Winchester’s prose. … The elegant curio he has created is as enthralling as a good story can be and as informative as any history aspires to be.” —Salon

			“A fascinating tale of madness, the evolution of dictionaries, Victorian England, eccentric autodidacts, and the likeness of two men who appear to be opposites. [The Professor and the Madman] is a compelling slice of social and intellectual history as well. Out of a near-forgotten fragment of history, Simon Winchester has created an evocative chronicle of the healing powers of affection upon the turmoil of a troubled mind.” —Boston Globe 

			“In this elegant book the writer has created a vivid parable, in the spirit of Nabokov and Borges. There is much truth to be drawn from it, about Victorian pride, the relation between language and the world, and the fine line between sanity and madness.”—Wall Street Journal 

			“It’s a story for readers who know the joy of words and can appreciate side trips through the history of dictionaries and marvel at the idea that when Shakespeare wrote, there were no dictionaries to consult. … Winchester, a British journalist who’s written 12 other books, combines a reporter’s eye for detail with a historian’s sense of scale.” —USA Today

		

	
		
			About Simon Winchester

			Simon Winchester, born in Dorset, England, in 1944, did not plan to become a writer. He majored in geology at Oxford, and after graduating, he found work as a field geologist in Uganda, where he looked for copper deposits in the Ruwenzori Mountains. 

			At the Ugandan jungle camp, Simon Winchester read James Ellison’s Coronation Everest, the true account of the first Everest expedition, for the first time. The book thrilled Winchester and inspired him to quit his work as a geologist and pursue journalism. While working on a North Sea oil rig, he looked for journalism jobs, eventually accepting an offer from The Journal. 

			From there, Winchester moved on to The Guardian in 1969. As a foreign correspondent, he covered the Troubles in Northern Ireland, the Emergency Rule of Indira Gandhi in India, the coup d’état in Afghanistan, and the Watergate scandal in Washington, DC. During this period, he also wrote In Holy Terror, a book about his experiences as a reporter in Ireland. 

			After leaving The Guardian, Winchester worked as a journalist and editor for the Daily Mail and the Sunday Times. He and two other journalists were captured and imprisoned for three months in southern Patagonia. After gaining his freedom and returning to England in 1982, he began freelancing and writing for travel magazines. 

			Winchester’s first major success as an author came with the publication of The Professor and the Madman in 1988. The book sold millions of copies and led to several more successful works, including Krakatoa: The Day the World Exploded and The Map That Changed the World: William Smith and the Making of Modern Geology. He was named to the Order of the British Empire in 2006 and made an Honorary Fellow of St. Catherine’s College, Oxford, in 2009. 
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