AN ETYMOLOGY FOR CAMPSHED

The Oxford English Dictionary [OED] defines this word as follows: ‘[a] facing of piles and boarding along the bank of a river, or at the side of an embankment, to protect the bank from the action of the current, or to resist the out-thrust of the embankment.’[footnoteRef:1] It is recorded from 1471 onwards, and from the late seventeenth century is also found in the form campshot and similar. An older instance may be one noted by Laura Wright: le Campete kaij, recorded in 1333,[footnoteRef:2] but if this is relevant its form is in need of elucidation. Rather than its being a defective spelling for campshed, Wright suggests it is a “spelling for ‘the campt key’, where <campt> represents the devoicing of ‘camped’, a back-formation from camp-shide [see below, RC], where -shide was still transparent in meaning and so could be elided, giving a meaning of ‘the campshed/campshot quay’.” This would evidently make it a relative, not an ancestor, of campshed. [1:     Oxford English Dictionary, online edition, s.v. campshed, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/26835?rskey=gXJfQ0&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid, accessed 2 September 2022.]  [2:     Laura Wright, ‘On words for London wharves’, The London Journal (in press), citing London Metropolitan Archives, CLA/040/02/001, fo. 49v; London Assize of Nuisance, 1301-1431: a Calendar, ed. Helena M. Chew and William Kellaway (London, 1973), 69-85, British History Online http://www.british-history.ac.uk/london-record-soc/vol10/pp69-85. ] 

OED regards the etymology of campshed as unknown, but notes that ‘campshot has been conjectured to be Dutch or Flemish with second element = schot ‘boarding’, as in wain-scot; *kant-schot would be ‘side-boarding’; but no trace of this or any similar compound is found in these languages. The thing is well known there, and called schoeiing i.e. ‘shoeing’ [usually nowadays beschoeiing, RC]. The second element of the apparently earlier form campshed is probably, however, shide n.’ This last word, obsolete in Present Day English [PrDE], means ‘[a] piece of wood split off from timber, esp. such a piece used in building a fire, a block, billet; a board, plank, beam.’ Whilst later continental influence may be indicated by the forms in <o>, I focus in this note on the etymology of the forms with a front vowel.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The earliest known forms of campshed have a front vowel in the second syllable, <i> or <e>, which suggests that OED’s conjecture about the original second element is correct. As regards the first element, I suggest that it is Old English [OE] camb ‘comb, crest’, and that the word represents the compound *camb-scīd ‘comb-plank’. If the word is as old as the Anglo-Saxon period, the phonology offers no problems. The occurrence of OE <a> before a heavy consonant cluster /mbʃ/would prevent the typical lengthening of low vowels before certain lighter clusters including /mb/[footnoteRef:3] and also discourage the completion of sporadic rounding to <o> before a nasal consonant[footnoteRef:4] that are both seen completed in PrDE comb. /b/ would become /p/ by assimilation to the following voiceless fricative /ʃ/, or, if the compound were already subject to cluster reduction as *cam-scīd, the appearance of <p> could be attributed to later cluster-breaking such as that seen in empty (< OE ǣmtig and the like). The semantic import of the compound would relate specifically to the spaced vertical beams that hold in place the horizontal boards of the revetment wall, thus ‘wooden beam[s] placed vertically and parallel like the teeth of a comb’, perhaps with an implicit suggestion of the use of combs to hold long hair in place. [3:     A. Campbell, Old English Grammar (Oxford, 1959), §283; Richard M. Hogg, A Grammar of Old English I (Oxford, 1992), §§5.202-204.]  [4:     Campbell §§32, 130; Hogg §§5.4-5.6.] 

The fact that the compound always appears in the singular form denoting a constructed object remains a potential problem. It could be thought of as a parallel to wainscot in its developed sense of ‘[p]anel-work of oak or other wood, used to line the walls of an apartment’ (OED),[footnoteRef:5] the difference being that the sense-development of the latter from material to object made of such material is amply attested, whilst campshed in the hypothetical prior sense of ‘material’ is not. The problem could be resolved by assuming that the OE neuter a-stem noun scīd appears in the compound in the historic nominative plural form proper to a long-stem member of that class, which is identical with the singular. *Camb-scīd could therefore be ‘comb-planks’, naturally enough interpretable as grammatically singular in later stages of the language.  [5:     OED, online edition, s.v. wainscot, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/225115?rskey=tGIrG2&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid, accessed 2 September 2022.] 

OED also illustrates late regional, mostly South Country, usage of comb in the sense ‘ridge, bank of earth’, better perhaps ‘ridge, esp. between ruts or furrows’, at comb, n. 6. c.[footnoteRef:6] This entry has one attestation that more properly belongs with the Scottish topographical usages at n. 6. d., and a single Middle English record Ðe dikes comb, from the Norfolk poem Genesis and Exodus, which appears to be relevant to waterside activity (‘the crest of the dike’) but half a millennium older than the others. These appear to originate in metaphorical usages of comb to mean ‘cock’s comb’, and therefore to be not directly relevant to the case of campshed. [6:     OED, online edition, s.v. comb, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/36737?rskey=M8P9Vx&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid, accessed 7 September 2022.] 

It is possible that the development of campshed, analysed here as purely English, has been subject to some form of adstrate influence from Scandinavian, in the shape of the ancestor of cam ‘earthen bank’ (taken to be from Old Scandinavian kambr, cognate with comb) evidenced in northern English and Scottish Border dialects, + skíð, the Old Norse cognate of shide and source of ski. Wright suggests 
later reinforcement from Early Scandinavian in the sense of Dance and Pons-Sanz’s category Type C, where the meaning of a cognate word is ‘reminiscent of a Scandinavian word’ rather than a borrowing, and also fitting the category of navigation and shipping, which Dance and Pons-Sanz identify as a technolect particularly affected by Old Norse.[footnoteRef:7] [7:     Wright, as note 2; Richard Dance and Sara Pons-Sanz (forthcoming), ‘Scandinavian influence’, Laura Wright, ed., The Cambridge History of the English Language I, (Cambridge, in press).  ] 

Under this suggestion, the word would have been heard in multilingual medieval London, etymologized in the northern ‘earthen bank’ sense and used accordingly by Scandinavian traders. Accepting the possibility, I do not think it is necessary to invoke it in the present case. A further difficulty for the proposal is that the northern cam ‘bank’ normally applied to ridges and ridge-shaped phenomena, i.e. with a fall on both sides, does not suit the typical profile of a revetted quay or embankment.
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