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A GAELIC-SCANDINAVIAN LOAN-WORD IN ENGLISH PLACE-NAMES

One of the entries in Hugh Smith's Engiish Place-Name Elements
begins as follows L 'eyg ON, 'a shieling, a hili-pasture’ (found in ON
only in Ovknevinga Saga) was current among Norw settlers in the NW
and had been iniroduced by them from Olr or Gael {(cf. Mir aivge,

Ir aivghe, Gael agivigh).! In the same year as Smith's Elemenis
appeared, the Farcese scholar Christian Mafras published an
important article on the subject of this entry.? Hugh Smith would
certainly have written differently, if the resuits of Matras's research
had come to his attention in time, Since English Place-Name
Elemenis continues to be the staple source of information on place-
name elements for interested scholars and laymen in the English-
speaking world, while Matras's paper has not received the attention
it deserves, probably because it is writlen in Danish, it has seemed
advisable to recopen the discussion of the element evg., 1 have
published a detailed examination of its origin in the Irish journal
Dinnseanchas and a summary of the evidence presented by Matrag and
myself will precede the present discussion of the form taken by the
element in English pla.ce—-names.a

The form erg, cited by Smith and by Eilert Ekwall in The
Oxford Dictionavy of English Place-Names and elsewhere, does not
occur in any West Scandinavian source. The only occurrence of the
word in an Icelandic source is in a record of the Caithness place~-
name Asgrims svgin (probably Assery ND 0562) in a version of
Orkneyinge saga., The form erg is found twice in a sixteenth-century
Danisgh transiation of a different version of the same saga, whose
Icelandic text has been lost., The word is not found in any other
Danish source and would seem to be the result of the translator's
effort to render an unfamiliar word in his Icelandic original,
Christian Matras hag noted that a generic @vgi n. is found in
numerocus place-names inthe Faroe Islands and he argues convineingly
that this is the correct nominative singular form of the element found
in the name Asgrims =rgin.

The Scandinavian word would seem to be a loan from Gaelic,
There is a Common Gaelic word divge, of dispuled etymology. It
appears in this form in early Irish sources with the senses (a) 'place

1. EPNS XXV {1856) 157.

2. 'CGammelfmyesk @rgi, n., og dermed beslegteds ord’, Nowmm och Bygd
{1856y 51~87,

3, Cf. 'Common Caelic dirge, Old Scandinavian @®rgi or svy?,. Dimnseanchas
VII, 1-2 {1878/7T7) {forthcoming).
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for milking cows, byre, cowshed', (b} 'herd of cattle’, and

(¢} 'troop, band'.? From the first of these meanings there would
seem to have developed the specialised sense 'summer milking-place
in the mountains' but there is no certain evidence for the occurrence
of the word in this sense in Irish place-names. There are a few
possgible instances in Kerry but the Viking settlements in Ireland were
largely urbaniszed and restricted fo the areas sround Dublin, Wexford,
Waterford, Cork and Limerick and it seems hardly likely that the
Scandinavians became acgquainted with the generic in Iraland.

A survey of the occurrences of the elsment in place-names in
the Isle of Man, the Northern Isles and the Seottish highlands and
islands provides nc coanclusive evidence as to the source from which
the Vikings horrowed the word. DMost of fhe place-names containing
the element in these areas would seem fo be post-Norse (Gaelic
formaticns.” That the Vikings did in fact borrow the generic,
however, is shown by the presence of the numerous names cootaining
it in the Faroe Islands and northern England and thers iz some
evidence to suggest that the Vikings were also in part at least
responsibie for the dissemination of the siement in Scotiand. The
English place-~names containing @®rgi all occur in areas where there
was considerable Scandinavian setilement and the malority of the
specifics with which the generic is compounded are of Scandinavian
origin, Some of these are personal names and others appellatives,

Eilert Ekwall has compiled a fairly full list of English place~
names containing the element,® T have supplemented this list by
reference fo the same author's bock on the place-names of
Lancashire {1922}, to the volumes of the English Place-Name Socisty
(EPNS)’ and, for Lincolnshire, to the EPNS archives in Nottingham.
The total number of ogcurrences in the northern counties is: 9 place-
names and 5 minor names in Cumberland, 8 place-names and 7 minor
names in Westmorland, 17 place-names and 14 minor names in
Lancashire, 1 place-name and a few field-names in Cheshire, 6

4. Cf, Royal Irish Academy, ContwibulHons fo a Diclionary of the [risk
Langunge. A. (1964) 208 and other works cited in the article referrsd to
in n.3.

5. Ci, e.g, Margaret Gelllng, 'The Place-Names of the Isle of Man', The
Jouwrnel of the Manx Musewm VII {1971 no 87, 173, John Slewart, ‘Shetland
Farm MNames', The Fourith Viking Congress, ed, A, Small (Edinburgh, 1963
247-86, Hugh Marwick, The Place-Nemes of Bivsay, ed. W.P.H, Nicolaisen
{&bevdeen, 19570} B0.

G In Scandinavions and Cells in the Novih-West of England (Lund, 1918) 74-87,

7. EPNE Volumes V, XTIV, XH-XXI, XXE-MO0(VI, XIU-X1I0 and XIIV-X LV,
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place-names in the North Riding of Yorkshire, 5 place-names and a
field-name in the East Riding, 8 place-names and 4 field-names in
the West Riding, and one or two field-names in Lincolnshire, just
across the Humber from Yorkshire. Most of these names are borne
by places of minor importance and only ten of them are recorded as
settlement names in Domesday Book of 1086 (DB). These are
Mansergh in Westmorland (PNWe 1. 49), Arkholme, Goosnargh and
Grimsargh in Lancashire (PNLa 180, 149, 145), Airy Holme and
Eryvholme in the North Riding of Yorkshire (PNYN 165, 280), Arram
and Argam in the East Riding (PNYE 79, 108), and Golcar and the
lost Starkerghs in the West Riding (PNYW 2. 291, 6. 178). Many of
the English names make only isclated appearances in the recorded
sources and for the purposes of the presenl survey I have confined
my attention to the names for which a falr number of early forms
survive. When the form taken by the generic in these place-names is
examined, if is revealed that in the names in Cumberland,
Westmorland and the North and East Ridings of Yorkshire the element
ig almost always spelf with an initial e. The few exceptions can all
be explained either as instances of Anglo-Norman substitution of a
for ¢ in Domesday Book or as a result of the Middle English (ME)
development of short ¢ before » + a consonant to 2.® In Lancashire
and the West Riding of Yorkshire the sltuation is not so clear. In
Tanecashire eight names normally appear with a spellings and two
with ¢, while Arkholme shows variation belween a and e, In the West
Riding of Yorkshire there are two names with a spellings, four with
= spellings, and oune name, Ceizor, which shows variation between a
and ¢. Arrvowe in Cheshire ounly has a forms, It would seem that
there is a dialectal division into a southern area consisting of
itancashive south of the Ribble, the Wirral, and the Huddersfield

zres of the West Riding with original o spellings, and a northersn area
consigting of Cumberland, Westmorland, Lancashire north of the
Eiiinle, the MNorth and East Ridings of Yorkshire and the northern part
of the West Riding with ¢ spellings. The boundary between the two
reas corresponds approximately with that between the Old English
{(L8) dialeet regions of Mercia and Northumbria,

The variation of vowel in the siressed syllable is a difficult
vrudlern, The original Scaandinavian long £ would probably have been
shortened to @ immediately on adoption by the English, since the
combination long vowel before two consonants was only found in OE
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when the two consonanis in guestion formead a lengthening group.
The resulting *srvg form, however, would have conflicted with the
normal phonemic pattern in the Anglian north, whers breaking of

x before g and subsegueni smoothing of the diphthong e o ¢ would
have resulted in a form such as *erg.” The English would probably
have replaced the mygo-form of the place-names with the *ery of
their normal dialegt and this would explain the dominant ¢ spellings
of the generic in the Worthumbrian area. Allernatively, the long &
might have survived for some fime in the Scandinavian dialect of
northern England and in the late OFE period this € would have
developed into e before belng shortened to e on adoption inbo
Emgiish.m The northern e-gpellings could also reflect this
develupment.

For the Merclan group of names, howsver, the a-sgpellings are
early and persistent and would seem fo be the orviginal ones., I it
could be assumed that the Mercian names were either not goined or
not adopted into English uniil the late eleventh century, that is after
the late change of # to e¢'’, then the a forms would represent the
most probable Anglian substitution for the Scandinavian word., The
Viking colonisation of southern Lancashire, however, took place in
the early part of the tenth century and culminated before the Viking
gettlement of the Lake Disirict. The late coining of the names
cannot, then, be the explanation of the a-spellings in the Mercian
area, Nor does there seem fo be any reason io belisve that the
Scandinavian language survived in use longer in southern Lancashire
than in the Lake Disgirict and Yorkshire so the lale borrowing of the
names can hardly explain the g-spellings either, II is conceivable
that the reaction of the Mercian dialect fo the deviani form *mrg
might have been different from that of the Northumbrian dialect and
that while the Northumbrians chose to adapt *erg to evg, on
analogy with forms resulting from the smoothing of ea before v + a
consonant, the Mercians preferred fo retract the &= to ¢, T have not
been able to find any supporting evidence for this difference of
attitude, however., An alternaiive suggesiion is that the Mercian
a-forms might represent loans direct from Gaelic or perhaps rather
that they reflect a pronunciation of the loan-word closer fo the
original Gaelic 4 before a palatalised consonant than io Scandinavian
£, The suggestion that the immediate source of the loan might be

8, Cf. A, Campbell, Old English Grammar (Oxford, 1961) para. 144, 222,
19,  Cf. luick, op.cil para. 361
11, Cf, Campbsll, op. off. para. 328.3.
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the CGaelic word has already been made by John Dodgson for Arrows
in Cheshire.'? The difficulty here, fthough, is that there does not
seem to be any good reascon why the seltiers in fhe southern ares
should have faken the loan~word from a different source than did
those in the northern arves,

If we were to join Ekwall and Smifth in sssuming that the word
was borrowed as *erg, the e of the Northumbrian names would need
no explanation, The late formes in arg could be sxplained as the
result of the ME development of ¢v before a consonant to ay but the
persistent pre-1300 forms in ¢ in the Mewvcian area would again be
problematical, ¥ would still be necessary to postulate a different
gource for the a-forms than for the e-forms. This might have been
Gaelic airigh, Tinally it should be noted that the Northumbrian forms
cannct be explained as a direct borrowing from Gaelic. They must
have passed through a Scandinavian stage.

Besides the variation between g-spellings and e-spellings there
is some variaiion in the ending of the word in English place-names.
in this case, however, variation cccurs in spellings of almost all
the place-names concerned. Some speliings end in g, while others
indicate a disyliabic pronunciation fvyge, avhe, avwe, avie, evge,
evhe, ervivey, I we assumse that the immediate source of the word in
English place-names is Scandinavian #vgi and thal the place-names
were ooined by Seandinavian-gpesking people, then the element would
probebly originally have had forms such as £vg, nominative and
dative singular, ®rgfuwm, dative plural., When the Seandinavian
language dropped out of use in northern England, the form of the
pigce-names wouid automalically have been adapted to conform with
the ohonemic patlern of OE, BSince a short 7 in a final unsiressed
syilable had been lost afler z long stressed syllable in Primitive OF,
the final 1 of the singular would have tended to be lost, although it
might conceivably have been represented by short ¢, on analegy with
the form of words such as ende and shrenge.’® Compare, for
example, the DB personal names Bonde and Scule from Seandinavian
Bindi and Skili. The wm of the dative plural, however, would have
survived. The differing fates of the inflexional endings are reflected
in DB spellings such as Gudlagesare on the one hand and
Strafesevgum on the other., A DB form such as Manzevge, however,
iz more likely to show a secondary OF inflexional ending in -2 than,
45 assumed by Matrag, to represent the disvliable form of the word.

12. Cf. The Place-Names of Cheshive Part 4 {Cambridge, 1972} 282,
13, O, Luick, op.cid para, 304, 312, Campbell, of. cif. para. 345, 385,
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The OF dative singular ending may also be reflected in some of the
later spellings with final ~e. ¥  Spellings such as arwe, arhe and
evwe, however, indicate velarisation of the g.'® The g in the Gaelic and
Scandinavian words was palatalised and the palatalised proununciation
‘is indicated by a few late spellings such as awvie in the English
place-names. The original palatal £ would have been expected to
hecome velarised afier the g of the Mercian spellings but it should

be noted that there is also some evidence for velarisation after the

. e of the Northumbrian spellings.

It will be seen that the identification of the generic in the
English place-names with the Gaelic-Scandinavian loan-word is not
without problems and it has perhaps heen rash {o base even fentative
conclusions on a few dozen place-names, particularly since the
element is such an ambiguous and phonetically elusive one and one
that may have developed wvariants in the different parts of the Gaelic-
speaking world even before the Vikings staried tampering with it.

The problem has also been complicated by the fact that comparatively
little is known of the early Mercian and Northumbrian dialects,

The explanation of why the Vikings should have borrowed the
word from Gaelic in the first place is not entively straightforward
either., The Scandinavians did have other words at their disposal for
denoting the concept of the shieling, The only one of these fto achieve
any degree of popularity in English place-names, however, is skdli
*but’. This word and its English cognalte *scéla both denote 'a
temporary huf or shed' and are probably not synonymous with ®rei.
The other Scandinavian words for "shieling’ which may be found in
English place-names are s&iv and sel bul neither of these is
particularvly commeon and it ig generally difficult, if not impossible,
to distinguish them from other words, related and unrelated,
Scandinavian and English, such as Scandinavian sBti, seir and English
skte, gesel, Beandinavian selje and English geseil, Tt is possible
that the Gaelic loan-word &¥gi is the only word ito have been used
with any freguency to denote a shisling by the Viking settlers in
England,

1 have argued elsewhere!S that it is unlikely that the practice of
a seter-economy was unknown in Scandinavia before the beginning of
the Viking period and that the most probable reason for the borrowing

14, Cf. AH. Smith, English FPlace-Name Elements 1. 142 s.v. ~e2,
15, Of, Laick, op.cil. para. 708.5.
i, In the ariticle clfed in n.3.
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of the Gaelic word was that theve was something characteristic ahout
the location or the funciion of the &vgi in the British Isles that
caused the Viking settlers to refer io if by the Gaelic term rather
than by a Scandinavian word. The seasongl movement of animals was
an indigenous custom of great antiquity in England and the other parts of
the British Isles, There is literary evidence for it in the seventh
century in England in the bicgraphies of S Cuthbert ¥ and Glanville
Jones has argued that the custom antedated the arrival of the
English, ¥ 1t is thus possible that the places with names in @rgi

in the British Isles were glready in exisience before the arrival of
the Vikings.

Eleanor Megaw has recently pointed oul thal the places in the
Isle of Man with names in eary tend fo have much more favourable
situations than the shieling-mound sifes on the moorland that have
been excavated by Peter Gelling and dated by him to the Viking Age
or later.'? The places with e¢ary-names would certainly seem to
have been established at an earlier period than the shieling~mound
sites and may thus antedate the Viking settlement,

Mary Higham bhas shown that the majority of the places with
eyg-names in north-west England lie well below the expecied altitude
for summer grazing and that many of them are sited on the best
goils in their areas,?’ She argues that the names were given Dby the
Vikings to pre-existing seitlemenis that had some special
characteristic to which the ferm could be specifically applied.

The exact nature of the ®vgz cannot be deduced from the
linguistic evidence alone and it may well have differed from region
to pregion., The most sugpgestive evidence about ifs significance to
have appeared up to now has been provided by Donald Macaulay's
examination of the place-names of the small island of Bernera, which
Hes in the bay called Loch Roapg on the west coast of Lewis in the
Outer Hebrides.?’ In Bernera the Gaelic term divigh is used of the

17, Cf, Two Lives of Cullhbert, ed. Bertram Colgrave {(1840Y 70 gnd 170,

18, In "Early Territorial Organization in Northern England and its Bearing on
the Scandinavian Settlement’, The Fourth Viking Congress, ed, A. Bmsll
{18865 67-84, particularly 72-73.

1%, Cf, E. Megaw, '"The Manx "Eary’’ and itz significance’, o paper read atf
Douglas in April 1977, and P.S. Gelling, 'Medieval Shielings in the Isle of
Man', Medicval Avchacology Vi-VII {1362-83) 158-72.

20. Of, M.C. Higham, 'The ‘Erg’ Place-Names of MNorthern Englaod’, JEPNE
4 {1977-78).

21, In 'Studying the Placs Names of Berneva’, Transaciions of the Gaelic Sveicly -
af Invevness 47 {38971-72) 313-37,
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"half~way house’ shielings, where the caitle were kept in the month of
August on their return from the sumrmer pastures in the Uig hills on
Lewis and before transference fo the village pasiures for the winier,
The summer~shielings on the "mainland' of Lewis, however, freguently
have names containing the Scandinavian generic s®/+, while there are
oniy three such names in Bernera itsell and uone in the other small
islands in Loch Roag. This suggests that the Vikings may have used
the Gaelic term &irvigh for the type of shieling which is now referred
to in Norway as a heimseter - a shieling close to the home-farm
that was 'used for short grazing periods as soon as the pasture
allowed it in the spring and on the way home from the mouniain or
summer sefer in the autumn'.?? That this specialised use of the
#rgi was preserved through the centuries in all the areas where the
Vikings settled seems unlikely but there may have been a tendency
for lower-lying shielings or homse-shielings to receive a name in

#ygi rvather than one in s®iv. Such lower-lying shielings would

be the ones most likely to develop info progperous arable settlements,
as has happened with some of the eagrys in Man and the &vgis in
northern England, It is to be hoped that further research by
archaeologists, ethnographers and gecgraphers into the sites of
places with names in ®»gi and s&fv will be able to substantiate or
refute this tentative suggestion,??

GILLIAN FELLOWS JENSEN

22, Cf. Anne-Berit . Borchgrevink, *The '"Seter-Areas of Rural Norway, -
a Traditional Multipurpose Resourcs®, Nevfhern Studies 9 (1977) 3~24.

23. This paper is a revised and abridged version of a lecture given io the
Annual Conference of the Council for Name Sudies in Greaf Britain and
Ireland on 3rd April 1876, 1 am very grateful to James Stewart and the
late Olof von Peilitzen for advice during its preparation.





