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I ROEX %GEH, A~BOEMICEZ BT,
The hidden meanings of British place names

The names of most Japanese towns and cities are easy to understand for Japanese speakers —
Osaka means “large hill” or “large slope”, Nagasaki means “long cape” or “long headland”,
and Hiroshima grew on a “wide island”. These names came from the geographic features of
the area. Similarly, many British place names reflect geographic characteristics. However,
unlike in Japan, the meanings of these names may be less easy to understand — even for
native speakers of English.

British place names are a fascinating legacy of invasion and settlement, revealing Celtic,
Roman, Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Norman influences. They show us who settled the area,
what the geography was like, or what activity happened there.

The Celts were a collection of diverse tribes who lived in ancient Britain, particularly during
the Iron Age. They ruled Britain for centuries until the Roman invasion in AD 43, when they
were defeated and either retreated to, or remained in, modern-day Wales, Scotland and
Cornwall.

Both the Celts and Romans left their marks on British place names. “Pen-" or “ben” is a
Celtic word that means “hill” or “head”, as in the town of Penrith, or the name of the highest
mountain in Britain, Ben Nevis. In the same way, the Celtic word “avon”, meaning “river”,
survives in places such as Bradford-upon-Avon, and in Shakespeare’s birthplace, Stratford-
on-Avon. Another Celtic word, “-combe” (valley) is also frequently found in names such as
Ilfracombe and Castle Combe.

Perhaps the most famous Roman influence can be found in the Latin word “castrum”, a
walled town or defensive structure (a fort, similar to a castle) where soldiers would make
camp. Many British towns grew up around these forts, and we can see their origins in the

name endings “-chester”, “-caster”, and “-cester”, for example, Chester, Manchester,
Lancaster, and Leicester.

After the Romans left Britain, Germanic tribes such as the Angles and Saxons, arrived from
northern Europe. Over several centuries they too influenced the names of the places in which
they settled. The Anglo-Saxon word “-fon” or “-tun” (meaning farm or settlement) is one of
the most common of all Old English place names: Brighton, Taunton, Luton. Similarly, “-
ham” (meaning homestead or village) is also familiar in the names Birmingham, Nottingham
and Buckingham.

As noted above in names like Stratford, any place names containing “ford” indicate that the
town developed at a place where it was easy to cross a river: examples include Oxford,
Stafford and Chelmsford. Another Anglo-Saxon ending, “-wich”, originally indicated a
settlement, but later became more closely associated with trading. Examples include
Sandwich, Greenwich and Norwich. A final Anglo-Saxon ending with Germanic origins is “-
borough” or “-bury”, (a variation of the German “-burg”, meaning “fortified settlement”),
examples of which can be found in Canterbury, Edinburgh, Middlesbrough and
Loughborough.

The next wave of settlers saw the arrival of Norsemen —Viking invaders from Scandinavia.
They mostly settled in the northern and eastern parts of England, and their legacy can be seen
in place names ending in “-by ” (farm or village), such as Derby, Grimsby, Whitby; “-thorpe”



(secondary farm or settlement), such as Scunthorpe and Cleethorpes; and “-kirk” (church),
Ormskirk, Kirkby and Falkirk. Some, such as “-ness”, meaning “cape” or “headland”, were
used both in Old Norse (Skegness) and Old English (Sheerness and Shoeburyness).

Finally, we should mention “-mouth’ and “-bridge”, which indicate towns that developed at
the mouth of a river or on a bridge over a river: Exmouth (on the River Exe), Dartmouth (on
the River Dart), Plymouth (on the River Plym), and Cambridge (on the River Cam).

There are, of course, countless others that most English speakers wouldn’t understand
(among them, “-dene”, “-firth”, and “-bourne”) but which, if learned, can greatly enrich our
understanding of the history and geography of our surroundings.

(621 words)
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Geographical features rarely form the basis for Japanese place names.

Throughout its history, Britain was settled by various groups.

British town names are always based on geographical features.

The Celts disappeared from Britain after being defeated by the Romans.

The word “ben’ refers to a town of Celtic origin that developed on a river.

Many British cities founded by the Romans were settled for military purposes.
Anglo-Saxon (or “Old English) place names were mostly based on former Roman
settlements.

“Oxford” is an example of how a geographical feature influenced a town’s name.
Towns with names ending in “-wich” were based on a geographical feature.

The roots of some Anglo-Saxon place names can be seen in variants of the German
word “-burg”.

Names of Norse or Viking settlements always had agricultural associations.

Towns with names ending in “-ness” share a geographical characteristic with Osaka.
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1. Complete the sentence with the most approprlate ending: “According to the text, many
British and Japanese place names

a. originate from the characteristics of the surrounding land

b. reflect the influences of immigrants and invading armies

c. show how the importance of towns and cities has changed over the years
d. were based on ancient Latin and Anglo-Saxon words

e. were designed to make town names easier to understand



2. Which of the following words is closest in meaning to the underlined word “fascinating” in

paragraph 2?
a. ancient
b. confusing
c. historic
d. interesting
e. unusual

3. Which of the following words is closest in meaning to the underlined word “diverse” in

paragraph 3?
a. domestic
b. native
c. peaceful
d. varied
e. warlike

4. Which of the following words best defines the underlined word “‘settlement” in paragraphs
2,6-8?
a. abase for trading goods

b. acommunity where people live
c. afarming or agricultural area
d. aplace near a river

e. an area of high ground

5. Complete the sentence with the most appropriate ending: “According to the text, Japanese
place names may be relatively easy to understand, whereas D

a. people rarely understand how to pronounce them

b. physical features such as rivers and mountains are seldom used
c. rivers and valleys are more common in English place names

d. the meanings of British place names may be much less obvious
e. the meanings of many British place names are clear

6. Based on the final two paragraphs, which of the following statements is NOT true?

a. Learning place names will increase our awareness of the history and geography of the
area.

b. Names using words like “-bridge” and “-mouth” indicate physical or geographical
features.

c. Native speakers of English can generally understand all British place names.

d. The meanings of endings such as “-dene” or “-firth” are less obvious than place names
using “-bridge” and “-mouth”.

e. There are several other place names that are harder to understand than “-bridge” and
“-mouth”.
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1. They used to be very close, but in later years they startedto ~ apart.
a. choose
b. drift
c. engage
d. improve
€. suggest
2. We saw each other every day at work, but these days we meet.
a. accidentally
b. boldly
c. carelessly
d. rarely
e. silently
3. The groupaimedto ~ anew app that would revolutionize the industry.
a. create
b. creation
c. creative
d. creatively
e. creator
4. The drink had arefreshing ~~ flavor that I really enjoyed.
a. bitterness
b. greenish
c. lemony
d. smell
e. sweeten
5.1 you even if I’d known.
a. am telling
b. tell
c. told
d. was telling
e. wouldn’t have told
6. They wishedhim  a complete recovery before going back to work.
a. made
b. makes
c. making
d. to make
e. to making



7. We’ll finish work soon, then we’ll to my place.

a. faceupto
b. give up
c. hand back
d. head over
e. work out
8. Security was really poor, so the burglarscould ~~ quite easily.
a. break down
b. break in
c. break off
d. break out
e. break up
9. We couldn’t save enoughmoney, ~ we decided to postpone the holiday.
a. although
b. because
c. for
d. so
e. that
10. decided that policy needs to have a serious rethink.
a. What
b. Whatsoever
c¢. Whenever
d. Who
e. Whoever
11.He’s  good-looking, but not in a conventional way.
a. asusual
b. intime
c. kind of
d. nextto
e. partof
12. The prefix “mal” in the words “malformed” and “maladjusted” is closest in meaning to

oo o

badly
greatly
largely
strongly
well
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1.

A: I’ve been thinking about our presentation. Do you think you could move this table for me?

B:

A: Pay attention, will you? I mean this table, in the presentation slide, this chart, not the desk!

Do you have some time to help me with our presentation?

I’ll move it, but I need more time to update the data.

Oh? Is the data in that table completely out of date?

Sure. Could you give me a hand? It’s a bit heavy.

You mean the PowerPoint? Will I get paid more for doing that?

° o o

2.
A: I think we should start the campaign tomorrow — I think we’re ready.

B:

A: I’ll take full responsibility. I’'m sure there won’t be any issues.

Didn’t you hear? The finance department has cancelled it. There’s no budget.
Do you know when it will happen?

I agree. It’s much too early. Testing hasn’t been properly carried out yet.

I’m not so sure. It could lead to all sorts of trouble.

We’re far from ready. The materials won’t be printed until next week.

oo o

3.
A: I’ve been avoiding Jack since I let his secret slip out at the party.

B:

A: I thought about it, and I want to, but ’'m worried that he won’t forgive me.

I think you should just keep avoiding him.

I tried reaching out to him, but he got really mad.

That was quite some party, wasn’t it!

Why did you tell everyone about him getting married? That was a big mistake.
You should apologize to him. Honesty is the best policy.

o0 o
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