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Background Information

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Survey of English Place-Names is a long-standing project of wide appeal to everyone interested in our past, expert and local enthusiast alike.  It aims to explain the origin and development of all the place-names of England based on the analysis of spellings recorded in documentary sources over 1400 years.

Names can tell us a great deal about history.  The original language used to describe a settlement or landscape feature reveals something about the origin and dialect of the people who gave the name.  A line roughly between London and Chester divided English Wessex and the settlements of the Vikings from the end of the ninth century onwards.  To the north of this line there are literally hundreds of names ending in by, thorpe, thwaite or toft.  These elements were originally Scandinavian, meaning ‘farm’, ‘smaller farm’, ‘clearing’ and ‘plot of land for building’, and show the use of Scandinavian words in northern dialect.  The number of these names suggests that there were many Scandinavian settlers, who influenced the ordinary language spoken in the region.  In the Wirral, there was a distinctive population of Norwegian origin.

Nottinghamshire place-names.

River Trent: a pre-English name from British trisantona, possibly meaning ‘strongly-flooding (river)’.

Nottingham: Anglo-Saxon, first recorded as Snotengaham in a ninth-century charter, ‘village of the followers of a man called Snot’.  The initial S- was lost in the 12th century as it was difficult for Norman-French people to pronounce.

Newark: Anglo-Saxon, first recorded in an eleventh-century charter, meaning ‘new fortification’, to distinguish it from the Old-wark, the ancient Roman fortification of Margidunum at East Bridgford.

Thurgarton: hybrid Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon, first recorded in Domesday Book in 1086.  Thurgar is an anglicised form of the Scandinavian name orgeirr, and the name means ‘orgeirr’s farm’.  The fact that the Anglo-Saxon word tun is used may mean that orgeirr took over an English farm when he arrived as a member of a Viking army and gave it his own name.

The English Place-Name Society was founded in 1923 with the aim of surveying the place-names of all the counties of England.  The Society publishes the results of the survey county by county in a series of volumes which contain an explanation of the meaning and origin of the names.  The explanations define the source and date of the earliest record, and the linguistic, historical, geographical and archaeological significance of each place-name.  So far, the county survey runs to 80 volumes, and many more are planned.  Not everyone needs the level of detail provided by the county surveys, and a new series of popular surveys has recently been launched.  This series includes a Dictionary of Lincolnshire Place-Names, and Wirral and Its Viking Heritage.
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