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29.2.04::to Keenebrain@aol.com
Re Pitcairn Terriers
Dear Mr Brain,

               "Sitcom" - a word devised by Mr Henry Bird for a proposition which cannot be proved but which can or might be disproved by counterexample.

For instance the word 'postcard' is said to be the only word in Dr Cyril Johnson's English Dictionary in which a t is followed by a c but not then by an h.

Mr Bird claimed that in his (later) edition, published in the Pitcairn Islands, there was to found the counterexample 'portcullis'.

In such a case it is standard spindoctoring practice to change the original proposition. Thus it was argued that when the first edition was published portcullis still consisted of two separate French words whereas postcard not merely in the American colonies but on the English mainland, though previously two French words, had come to rendered as a single word.

Mr Bird then got hold of a first edition, from Brentcross Shopping Centre in the Pitcairn Islands, and pointed out that the good doctor had openly listed 'outcome', 'outcaste','outcast','outclass','outcome' - and 'outcollege', whatever that means.

Further, Mr Bird pointed out that Dr Johnson lists 'out' as a prepositional particle which may be in various senses used to construct additional words, not necessarily in the dictionary, from others that might or might not be so. Thus there was, for instance, outcarousing,outcanoodling,outcarnivalling,outcelebrating.. and outcompete,outcorusticate,outclamour and so forth.. a person who 'outcooperates' another, for instance, is one who cooperates more than he does. In another sense this preposition appears in the expression to 'to outcyril Cyril' - meaning, to be an even more efficient compiler of dictionaries than Dr  Cyril Johnson.

The proposition was therefore amended to exclude all words beginning with 'out'. So Mr Bird pointed out that there existed also the prepositional 'post'. It might be supposed from Dr Johnson's entry into his dictionary concerning the use of this prefix that he was under the impression that it was always followed by a hyphen. Dr Johnson quotes 'post-coital' and 'post-communion', neither of which are cited separately in his dictionary. Mr Bird asserts that postcoital and postcommunial are regularly spelled without the hyphen. Furthmore there are countless words constructed with this preposition that appear in technical vocabularies - postcarolingian, postcatastrophic, postcopulatory, postcyrillic, postconvulsive and so forth. It might be argued that in these cases a hyphen should follow the 'post' and the words are frequently written with the hyphen in place, though in technical discussions it is common to omit it. My colleague Ms Goldenlay regards the hyphen as an affectation and invariably omits it. In after-dinner the 'after' is a word in it own right, but the 'post' in postprandial or postconsumptive is not.

So it was decided to omit the prepositional 'post' from the definition on the assumption that Mr Bird had not discovered any word where he could prove that post was never written without the hyphen.

Mr Bird, however, insisted that it could not be proved that no such word would turn up. It might turn out for instance, that a postconcubine, never spelt without a hyphen, was the holder of a minor scholarship at Dulwich College. A postcardinal might turn out to be the school's deputy head master and a bratcatcher the Dulwich College equivalent of a Cambridge bulldog.  So it was decided to drop all words that belonged to the jargon of pupils and ex-pupils of Dulwich College.

Although that disposed of bratcatcher, it did not dispose of ratcatcher, which is listed in Dr Johnson's dictionary under 'rat' as a single word.  So it was now decided that words were to be excluded in which an h followed the tc, even if it followed it at a distance.  In fact, the scientists said that this what they had clearly meant all along.

I understand that the interchanges betweeen Mr Bird and the Scientific Community are continuing,possibly surrounding the status of 'fatcatism' and 'nitcomb, though there is some talk about Mr Bird's research grant being withdrawn and of his being arrested for breach of the Official Secrets Act... or Atc, as it is now known.

            Best Wishes,

             Minerva Miniskirt

