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Abstract

Bermudian English has been long neglected in linguistic literature. After abrief introductionto
the linguistic history of the Bermuda Islands, this paper examines svera interesting aspeds of
English daleds poken in Bermuda. First, we examine theislands’ lad of an English Creole.
Next, we examine phondogicd feaures of Bermudian English and their possble origins.
Finaly, we dose with adiscusson d Bermudian daeds placein education and society at

large.

1. Introduction

VirginiaBernhard (1999 1) notes that, just as mariners once aoided Bermudafor fea of
wredking their ships onits coral reefs, “historians of European colonization have dso bypassed
Bermuda.” She quaesW. F. Craven, who wrote that “the Bermudas have been largely
overlooked, the significance of their history for the most part lost to sight” (xiii). Likewise, the
language of the Bermudian people has been largely ignored by linguists and historians alike.

Few schalars have studied Bermudian English; the last citation d any length datesto 1933.



Nevertheless the Bermuda Islands present an interesting case study of English daeds, in many
ways unique anong such dialedsin theworld. Bermudian daeds of English ladk a dominant

creole, have interesting phoretic feaures, and command an ambiguous Scial status.

2. Badkground

Contrary to popuar belief, Bermudais not adually part of the Caribbean. As
Caribbean/Latin American Profile pants out, “ Often, Bermudais placed erroneously in the West
Indies, bu in fad is more than 1,000miles to the north of the Caribbean” (Caribbean Publi shing
Company: 51). Unfortunately, the very same book shows amap of Bermuda s locaionwith an
arrow pointing at the Caribbean! Even J. C. Wells (1982 561) notes that while Bermudais
“well to the north of the Caribbean,” it belongs “linguisticadly with the Engli sh-spegking West
Indies.” Whileit istrue that Bermuda has much in common with the former Briti sh colonies of
the Caribbean, it isin many ways quite unique.

Bermuda, urlike most Caribbean islands, has no aboriginal popdation; the first human
inhabitants were Briti sh colonists boundfor Virginia, led by Sir George Somers (and thus, the
courtry is aternatively called “the Somers Islands”). It is currently the oldest Briti sh colony
(now a*“Dependent Territory”), athough is has had self-determination since 1620, making the
Bermudian Parliament the third ddest in the world, after those in Britain and Icdand, afact that
makes the islanders quite proud (Pethen 1988 17). Geographically, it was one of the small est
Briti sh colonies, with orly 22.7 square miles; its climate dso dffers from both the Caribbean
and the mainland. This unique situation among Britain’s many colonies all owed for unique

language feaures to develop, many of which exist to this day.



3. Lack of Creole

Perhaps the most unique feaure of Bermudian language useis that, save afew
immigrants from various Caribbean countries, there do nd seem to be awy English Creoles
spoken ontheisland. Ayres (1933) comprehensive look at the dominant dialea (which we shall
refer to as “Bermudian English”) makes no mention d creole-like forms, prompting Reinedke
(1975 377) to nae that Bermudian English “appeas...naot to have acreolized daled, bu
research is needed.” While no extended study has been conducted since 1933, most
contemporary researchers agreethat “Bermudian Englishisnot a aeole variety” (lyabo
Osiapem, personal communicaion). Why would English either deaeoli ze or fail to creolize on

Bermuda, when nealy every other British colony in theregion hes a aeole?

3.1 Theories of Creolization

Two passhiliti es present themselves: Either the slaves never formed a aeole on
Bermuda, or they brought a aeole with them, which was eventually decreolized. Which isthe
case? Answering this question requires us to uncderstand haw creoles develop.

Onetheory is that creoles developed in the Caribbean when slaves acquired English bah
in arder to converse with white slavemasters, aswell to useit as alingua francato communicate
with slaves who spoke diff erent African languages. Thisisin line with Bickerton's oft-quated

asertationthat “ pidginizationis ssondlanguage leaning with restricted inpu,



and...creoli zation is first-language learning with restricted inpu” (gtd in Thomason and
Kaufman 1988 163). Itispossblethat perhaps Bermudian slaves did na have “restricted input”
and thus aaquired more or less sandard English.

lan Hancock (1986 72), by contrast, advances the theory that the Caribbean creoles
originated in Africa, na the New World. If thisis correct, then even Bermudian bladkswho
arrived straight from Africawould have been exposed to some kind d creole (or perhaps a
pidgin). Another posshility isthat basic pidgins could have developed onthe long “midde
passage” from Africato the mlonies. Given that the first blads brought to Bermuda were from
the West Indies, mainly from Spanish and Portuguese @lonies (Bernhard 1999 18-20), even if
Hancock’ stheory isincorred, it seemsthat at least some Bermudian slaves would have had
exposure to New World creoles. It isdifficult to ascertain the origins of blacksin Bermuda
during these early yeas, bu most did indeed arrive from the West Indies, although at least two
Bermudian ships brought slaves badc from Africaitself (Bernhard 1999 23; Padkwood 1975

54). Inthis case, we must paosit that Bermuda had some condtion that fostered decreoli zation.

3.2Bermudian Popuation

What sort of condtionswould cause Bermudians of African arigin to either not aaquire a
creole or decreolize an arealy acquired creole?

Thomason and Kaufman (1988 151-2) argue that creoles formed onlarge plantation
colonies, such as Jamaica, becaise plantations off ered “no motivation a opportunity to lean the
target language [i.e. English] asawhade.” They contrast this to the situation in Barbados,

guaing Le Page’ s observation that Barbados had a “far higher” propation d whitesto badks



“in the aucial formative yeas,” causing Barbados' creole to be “much closer linguisticdly to
English than” Jamaican creole (156). Rickford (1986 249) also dscusses the situation on
Barbados, “a very favorable English colonial setting for the acquisition d white dialed features
by blacks, because of the high propation d whites.” Since Bermuda dso had a high propattion
of whitesto bladksin its ealy history, perhaps the situation is analogous.

Nevertheless it must be remembered that, while Barbados' creoleis closer to standard
English, it is nevertheless a aeole. What caused a aeoleto develop onBarbados but not
Bermuda (or, aternatively, what caused full deaeolizationin Bermuda rather than partial
deaeolizationin Barbados)? One might note that after 1640,the sugar plantationsin Barbados
demanded alarge number of slaves, making it “the first English colony to become aslave
society” (Bernhard 1999 51). By the 1670, while bladks outnumbered whites on Barbados two
to ore, in Bermuda whites outnumbered blads threeto ore (Bernhard 199: 66). While bladks
overwhelmingly outnumber whites throughou the Caribbean, ory by the ealy 19th century did
bladks achieve adlight mgjority in Bermuda (Padkwood 197581). Even today, while bladks are
still i n the majority, Bermudais relatively heterogeneous: 61% of the population was blad in the
1991 census, with 396 “white and aher” (mainly white) (Bermuda Islands Finance Department
Statisticd Office1997). Thus, ore might argue that radal proparttions nat only during “the

crucial formative years,” but also afterwards, affed creoli zation and deaeoli zation.

3.3 Socia Contad

Whil e popuation seansto play an important role in language development, creolization

isnat merely anumbers game: language develops out of social contad. Hancock (1986 95), for



example, asserts that the anourt and kind d decreoli zation degpends upon bah the numbers of
“spedkers of metropditan [i.e. standard] English” aswell as “the social and topagraphicd
circumstances.” What was the social situationin Bermuda?

The history of Africansin Bermuda s perhaps unique anong British colonies. The very
first bladks in Bermuda were brought not “naot for their brawn, bu for their skill s” in peal diving
and agriculture (Padkwood 19752). The small size of the mlony ultimately forced Bermudians
to turn to the sea—shipping, piracy, and the lucrative salt trade—rather than to agriculture. Both
the dimate and lack of land made slave plantations of either sugar, like the Caribbean, a tobacco
and cotton, like the American South, urfeasible. Asaresult, bladk saves rved in awide
variety of occupations, from carpenters to mariners to masonsto field laborers (Padkwood 1975
11).

It seems that the races mixed relatively fredy in Bermuda. Bladks enjoyed “a measure of
freedom and a status smilar to that of white laborers’ in the wlony’s early days, and the high
number of mulatto children suggests that blads and whites were familiar with ead ather in
other ways (Bernhard 1999: 27). Indeed, athoughmany blacks worked under various forms of
slavery or indentured servitude, “slave was nat synonymous with Negro in ealy Bermuda’
(Bernhard 1999 41). At least until adolescence, many blacks and white children would play
with ead ather (Padkwood 1975 98). In the 17th century, there were several integrated
churches, serving blacs, mulattos, and Indians (Bernhard 1999 75). While whites certainly
exhibited some radal biasin Bermuda, such asthat evidenced by laws passed to restrict black
daves freedom, even these laws lad the unfettered prejudice evidenced in ather British
colonies slave laws, where bladks were described as “heahenish, brutish...barbarous, wild”

(Bernhard 1989 564).



Many cite Bermudian slavery asbeing “mild.” Whileit seems dangerousto cdl any kind
of davery “mild,” certainly Bermudian slaves had much better relationships with their masters
than dd ather slavesin the New World. Smith (1976 297) describes an “intimate asociation
between master and slave in Bermuda and dten alarge measure of mutual dependence” In
several cases, such as the Irish case described above, slaves arriving in aforeign courtry ona
ship could remain in that courtry as afree man or woman; most of the slavesin these caes
dedded to go back to Bermuda. Packwood(1975: 167) argues that it was family, na the
mildnessof slavery, onBermudathat called them badk. Nevertheless it seemsthat, while
davery in Bermudawas demeaning and urjust, it was not nealy as bad as elsewherein the
Briti sh empire (or the United States, for that matter). Thisrelative mildness begat relatively
harmonious radal relations after emancipationin 1833 ,when compared to the rest of the
Americas. Even inthe early 20th century, Elsie Clews Parsons (1925 239 foundit “singular to

see”blacks in high-status jobs guch as a carriage diredor and amaitre d’.

3.4 Lack of Creole Explained

Given that Bermuda nat only had a high propattion of whites throughou its history but
also asocia situation that would foster close social contad between bads and whites, it seams
to be aprime spat for leaning Standard English. Hancock (1986 95) also stresses the
importance of “the rate a& which the anerging creole fed back into this ongoing contact
situation”’; as most of Bermuda’ s bladk popuation arrived in the lony before the 18th century,
thisalso pantsthe finger towards decreoli zation. Whether creoli zation failed to take place, or

whether an already-establi shed creole was decreolized, it seans that Bermuda had al the feaures



such that blacks would learn avariety of English very close to the standard. Indeed, that most
characteristics of Bermudian English are cmommon to bah bladk and white speakers suggests that,
while cetainly creoles and African languages had an influence, one must explain idiosyncrasies

inthediaed in ather ways.

4. Phoretic Feaures of Bermudian English

What are the distinctive feaures of Bermudian English? The most extensive survey of
the dialea was performed in the ealy twentieth century by Harry Morgan Ayres (1933. While
he notes a handful of lexicd terms unique to the islands, he primarily concerns himself with
phondogicd feaures of the language. A more recent tourist pulication, Bermewjan Vurds
(Smith and Barritt 1985 contains 292lexicd, 84 phomtic (14 d which have an additional
lexicd comporent), and 12syntadic or discourse entries. While most of the lexicd items seam
to have passed in and ou of fashion, the phondogicd feaures of Bermudian Engli sh—many of

which occur in bah works—offer perhaps the most interesting analysis.

4.1A andE

One interesting phondogicd feaure of Bermudian English regards [e] and [&]. As
Ebbin (1997 says smply, “a@ sare pronounced like ésande' slikeas.” Ayres (1933 6-7)
elaborates, nding that “[a] in HAT frequenty beaomes [€]: RAT [ret], EXACTLY [g"gzekl1],

YAPPING [jepn], JANUARY [ dzenjuari], ANXIOUS [“enfas], HAD [hed]...” He positsthat this ift



may have been common in the 17th century, nating that the “change recaves suppat from the

spellingsin the early New England records.” He dso ndesthat this “appearsto be ezen more

genera than the reverse shift of [¢] to [«].”

Smith and Barritt, hovever, seam to show that the reverse seamsto be the case: [¢] to []

may be more mmmontoday. Admittedly, their publicaionis designed to be humorous and
pradicd for tourists, rather than to be ascientific description d Bermudian English, andit isaso
hampered by their orthography, as they rely on an ad-hoc phondogicd scheme rather than IPA
or the Cassdy/Le Page system. Nevertheless they provide one of the only contemporary

sources of dataon Bermudian English. They list 10 instances of what appearsto be shifts from

[€] to [a] (Table 1) whileincluding only threeshifts from [&] to [€] (Table 2).

Standard spelling | Spelling in Smith and Barritt
eff ort affert
Ellen Allan
everybody arrybody
exped ax-pad
eledion eladkshun
mess mass
never nawer
reception resapshun
ten tan
everyone arryone

Table 1: Shiftsfrom [g] to []

Standard spelling | Spelling in Smith and Barritt
daddy deddy

rat cheese ret cheese

Saturday Sed-dee

Table 2: Shiftsfrom [2] to[g]
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While both of Ayres’ shifts sam to persist, it seemsthat perhaps the popularity of [e] to [«] has

grown in comparison to the reverse shift.

4.2V andW

Perhaps the most unique and striking feaure of Bermudian English is “the apparent
interchange of [v] and[w]” (Ayres 1933 9). As Smith and Barritt (1985 note in their Preface,
“V ispronourced W and wicewersa: ‘vunderfully wiwasious vimen.”” Wells (1982 568) cdls
the phenomenon“V —W Confusion,” citing its appeaancein the Bahamas, Bermuda, and St.
Vincent. Indeed, Jennifer M. Smith, the Premier of Bermuda, mentioned in a recent speech that
“Bermudians and Bahamians have much in common. It is said that our people sound \ery much
alike when we spe&k, though | would hasten to pdnt out that thisis an olservationwhichis
rarely made by either a Bermudian or a Bahamian!” Wells saysthat it “is not clea” whether this
originates from asimilar feaure of 18th and 19h century LondonCockney or, rather, “it arose
independently in the West Indies through the influence of an African substratum lading /v/”
(569.

Isthe mnfusion ore of alanguage learner who canna tell when to use /v/ or /w/, such as

the Japanese confusion between /1/ and/I/, crystalli zed over timeinto adialead? Wells (1982

589 quaes an earlier study in the Bahamas gdating that “/w/ and /v/ seem interchangeable” for
white spe&kers aswell asfor bladks. Similarly, native Bermudians of all races ssem to mix /w/
and /v/, aithough Ayres observes that more bladks did so in 1933than whites (9). This suggests
that, unesswhite speers imitated their bladk slaves dialed, V —W Confusion arises from a

different source
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Ayres reminds the reader of Dicken’s LondonCockney charader Samuel Weller in
Pickwick Papers, who exhibited V — W Confusion, and suggests that Bermuda preserves a
feaure once mmmonin English on bah sides of the Atlantic. Just as“fall” was preserved in the
United States as a name for what the British now call “autumn,” perhaps Bermuda preserved a
feaure which later fell out of use dsewhere. One might explain theradal differencein 1933
along classlines: clearly the lower classwould be more comfortable with afeaure assciated
with lower classLondon daleds, and Hadks were more likely (especially in 1933 to be of lower
classs. Inshort, whileit isunclea why Bermudians pronource cetain “vurds’ differently, the

evidence points towards Bermuda preserving a phondogy that other Engli sh speekers dropped.

4.20 and 0

Like many dialeds in the Caribbean, Bermudian Engli sh seansto have dternate
phondogies for the “th” sounds of [6] and[0]. Ayres (1933 9) only mentions [d], saying that
“in Negro speedh this soundis ftly stopped.” However, perhaps due to influence from
Caribbean broadcasters and immigrants, it seems that both [0] and [0] are replaced by different
sounds in some situations.

Smith and Barritt (1985 contains four instances of a shift from [0] to [f]: breahalyzer as

“breffalizer,” ded with as“ded wif,” skin cloth as “skin cloff,” and worthlessas “ woffless”

Ebbin (1997 aso qudes Bermudian poet Jeremy Frith as noting that words “endingin th, like

Frith and with, are pronounced Frif and vifs.” There are dso two instances of a shift from [01] to

[f1], bah at the beginning of words: threeis rendered “shree”, and through as “shrew.” Given
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that standard Caribbean English changes [0] into [t] (Wells 1982 565), this transformation
canna be easily explained, and requires further study.

Smith and Barritt also show at least ten instances of [0] to [d] shifts, with al but four
being the word the rendered as “de.” The remaining words (“den” for then, “dis’ for this, “dat”
for that, “dere” for there) al have [0] in thefirst syllable. It seems unclear from Smith and
Barritt whether this feature remains divided along radal lines as Ayres suggests. Finally, they
present one cae of a shift from [0] to [w]: ancther iswritten as “anower.” It is posgble that this
represents an aternate shift for [0] in the middle of words, but again the data can orly suggest an

avenue for future study.

4.3 Canadian raising

Onefinal interesting feaure of Bermudian English seansto be atendency to change the

initial vowel in /ai/ and/au/ diphthongs when foll owed by a voicelessconsonant, often to /o1/ and

/au/. This phenomenom, known as CANADIAN RAISING (because of it wasfirst noticed in

Canada), isnaticed in passng by Ayres (1933 8), but described in great detail by Trudgill
(198: 160. Trudgill claimsthat similar raising occursin “nearly every form of non-creoli zed,
mixed, colonial English ouside Australasia and South Africa” Whilethis ssemsto be a
somewhat ambiguous and narrow definition, he does cite examplesin “the Bahamas, Saba, St.
Helena, Tristan de Cunhg, and the Falkland Islands” in additionto Bermuda. Trudgill argues,
therefore, that Canadian raising is anatural shift that emerged independently in each (former)

Briti sh colony.
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Nevertheless thereis an alternate explanation for Canadian raising in Bermudian
English: contad with Canadian English. Canada has along association with Bermuda, from
Canadian exiles ®nt to Bermudain 1838to the multitude of preadiers snt to theisland
throughou its history (Madkaness1964,Bérard 1986,Mount 1984,Hubbard 198%. Manning
(1977 61) notes that, through bah religious and educational ties, Canada s influence has been
“more altural than commercial” on Bermuda, espedally compared to ather Caribbean islands;
as bath church and school are very important seals for language use, it would na be surprising if

one such cultural influencewas Canadian raising.

5. Bermudian English in the Schod's and Society

How does Bermudian English fare in society at large? Both within Bermuda and
elsewhere, how are different Bermudian daledstreaed? Asnoted above, church and schod are
sedls for language use—perhaps li nguistic battlegrounds—and thus espedally schods become
the canter of linguistic atention. Evenin Ayres (1933 6, 9 ealy study, he noted that “a
schodmaster would olject” to certain plrases, and that “‘ Bite your lip, my dea, when you say
VERY,” isa @ntinual admonitionto children” (to counter V —W Confusion).

A recent editorial in the Bermuda Sun’s Forum (Bermuda Sun 1996 frets that there
shoud be alinguistics or phondogy course in the new Cederbridge high schod (previously,
there were several Bermudian public high schods satered aroundthe island), worried that the
children would lack “verbal communication skill s necessary to market themselves.” The writer
clealy showsignorance d@ou Bermudian daleds, as he damsthat “within the last decale, our

youth have aeded their own version d ‘ English’ as means of communicaing amongst
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themselves’; however, he draws a distinction between “slang” (mainly lexicd items) and
“accent” (or phondogy): “An educated individual does nat have to speak with a Briti sh accent.
We can maintain our Bermudian accent without compromising ourselves or losing our self-
identity.” Whilethiswriter’s objedions betray some bias against norstandard daleds, certainly
it fall sfar short of the vituperation over African American Vernacular English in the United
States. Indedad, perhaps becaise the diadleds are largely not confined to perticular radal groups,
radal pregudicedoes not color people€’ s judgments. Also, sincemost teaders are native
Bermudians (or “onions,” in the locd dialed) themselves, thereis nat a mmprehension problem
between students and teachers as there isin many Caribbean courtries (Trudgill 1975 86).
Nevertheless dialeds are not anortrissue in Bermuda. Bermuda Coll ege Professor
Lynette Woods notes that dialed “comes aaossclealy in the writing” (Ebbin 1997; students at
Stanford working on the Bermuda Projed, developing a computer science airriculum for the
Bermuda pubic schods, aso naed that students writein avery phonetic, norstandard style
(Caitlin Martin, Michad Ross personal communicaion). Whileit isimportant that teaders not
demean the way that students talk, perhaps a heightened awarenessof dialects will help students

to read and write in Standard Engli sh.

6. Conclusion

Bermudian English has a unique history, leading to urique fedures. Each of these
fascinating facets of the language cdl out for further study. What other kinds of dialeds exist in
Bermuda? What are the primary features of these dialeds, and howv has the dominant dialed

changed since 1933? Which popuations e which daeds? What is the best way to (or
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shoud ore) attend to such daleds in schods? These questions deserve—in some caes
demand—answers. With luck, the linguistic community will turn its attention to these negleded

islands, for the good d the Bermudian people, their history, and the study of dialeds at large.
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