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[0466]           OE GRINDAN - OFRIS. 
*
GRINDA 'TO GRIND': 

AN ENGLISH-FRISIAN ISOGLOSS WITHIN GERMANIC 

Etymologists dealing with the English word to grind, as we know it today or as 
Old English grindan, deem it to be an isogloss within English Germanic alone.1 
The Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology of 1966, edited by C.T. Onions, 
bluntly says of grind: "... OF grindan, pt. grond, grundon, pp. gegrunden, of 
which there are no Germ. cogns [Gmc. cognates] ...."2 Although the name of 
Ferdinand Holthausen is far from unbeknown to Frisianists, particularly to 
students of Old Frisian and North Frisian,3 in neither Holthausen's Altenglisches 

etymologisches Wörterbuch of 1934 (2nd ed. 1963), nor in his Etymologisches 
Wörterbuch der englischen Sprache of 1949 (3rd ed., rev.),4 is grindan or grind 
shown to have a cognate in Frisian. If an English and Frisian Germanist like 
Holthausen is seemingly unaware of a Frisian cognate for the English strong 
verb grind, then indo-Europeanists like Buck or Pokorny5 are hardly likely to 
come up with such. 

In none of the three traditional dictionaries for Old Frisian6 is there a word to be 
found meaning 'to grind.’ These dictionaries, to a marked degree, present words 
gathered from law texts. Less specialized post-Old Frisian vocabulary material 
is not lacking in examples of the word sought. Beginning with Island North 
Frisian dialects, the Söl'ring dialect of Sylt (dial. Söl') has grinj (see footnote 2): 
pt. gruan, pp. grün'en

7; the West Fering dialect of Föhr (dial. Feer) has grinj, pt. 
groonh, pp. grünjen

8; the closely related Öömrang dialect of Amrum (dial. 
Oomram) likewise has grinj, groon, pp. grünjen

9; and, lastly, the Halunder 
dialect of Helgoland (dial. deät Lun 'The Land') has grin, pt. grint (weak), pp. 
grin.10 Willy Krogmann derives Halunder Frisian grin, as a strong verb of 
Ablaut Class III, from Old Frisian *grinda, and does not fail to identify the 
latter with Old English grindan,11 Nicolaus Outzen (1752-1826) had already 
made a like identification between the Old and Modern English word 
grindan/grind and its cognates "grinne" in Fering North Frisian and "grönne" in 
Mainland North Frisian.12 
   From 1787 on Outzen, a man of Danish background, was the Lutheran 
minister of Brekluml3 (dial. Brääklem) in the heart of the North Frisian dialects 
of the Gooshiird (G Gosharde). In spite of a well-meant warning to be cautious 
in the use of his posthumous work of 1837 as a lexicographical source,14 it 
would be carrying caution a bit too far not to see in Outzen's grönne the 
Mainland North Frisian dialect form of the place of his ministry. North of the 
Gooshiird and, away from the marshland, in the higher and drier Kårhiird (G 
Karrharde), the corresponding form given by Jabben in 1931, which he twice 
identifies with OE grindan, is "gryn�."15 Then on to the northwest in the eastern 
"moors" of the Böökinghiird 
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(G Bokingharde), in "Mooring" Frisian, we have grüne, pt. grün(d), pp. 
grünen

16. Farther northwest still, as far as the Danish boundary, the Wiringhiird 
(G Wiedingharde) dialect has, with y for short "ü": grynne, pt. grynd, pp. 
grynnen.

17
 

Backtracking, we return to the Gooshiird and then head west to Mainland North 
Frisian dialects of islands (southeast of the islands where Island North Frisian is 
spoken) called, in German, Die Halligen and, in dialect, e Halie.18 For Frisian 
here Ernst Löfstedt gives strong grine 'to grind grain,' identified by him in 1928 
with Old English grindan.

19
 

South of the North Frisian island of Helgoland lies the East Frisian island of 
Wangeroog. On the adjoining East Frisian coast in Varel the last two speakers 
of Wangeroog East Frisian died at the turn of the half-century.20 For 'to grind 
with a quern' Wangeroog East Frisian has grin, pt. grun, pp. grunen, as 
transcribed a century before Wangeroog Frisian died out.21 Another East Frisian 
dialect cognate of Old English grindan, one from slightly beyond "North and 
Island Frisian" (see note 2) in the Parish of Stedesdorf in 1691, is grihnen.

22
 We 

are now in the costal Harlingerland, in the Old Frisian Herlingalond of yore, 
southwest of Wangeroog. 
   Next, proceeding deeper into the European continent to the south, we come to 
the nowise maritime Saterland, as it is called in German, or Seelterlound (from 
OFris. Sageleterlōnd), as it is known in "Seeltersk," the last surviving dialect of 
East Frisian. In this Frisian speech island 'to grind flour' was griene.

23
 I say 

"was" in spite of griene appearing in a 1961 dictionary of "Seeltersk," for in 
1854 Johann Friedrich Minssen (1823-1901), classifying it as a weak verb, 
remarked that grine, as he spelled it, was then no longer in use but that the older 
people recall having heard it in their youth.24 

From the evidence gathered and assembled in the foregoing, there is little 
reason not to conclude that within the frontiers of what is today the German 
Federal Republic all post-Old Frisian dialects were once or are still in 
possession of a form that goes back ultimately to an Old Frisian *grinda. Hence 
the absence of the word north of presentday Bremerhaven in two Wursatian 
(East) Frisian glossaries recorded in 1688 and 1723, respectively, may be taken 
to mean that the target word was in all likelihood present in both dialects but not 
surprisingly omitted in two by no means exhaustive glossaries.25 

"OFris. *
grinda, pt. *grand, *grunden, pp. *grunden as a strong Germanic verb 

of Ablaut Class III26 remained/ remains untouched by the workings of analogy 
among Frisian islanders, the weak preterite of the Helgolanders notwith-
standing. It is when islands and coastlands on peninsulas 
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are left behind and Seelter Frisian has been reached that *grinda is found 
represented by what had become a weak verb. But strong or weak the verb 
stands out as distinctly Frisian. It is not known in any kind of Danish or Low 
German. 

Nearer English, Frisian in the Netherlands has meal(l)e as its verb meaning 'to 
grind.'27 This Common Germanic word is malan in Bible Gothic, Old Saxon and 
Old High German, mala in Old Icelandic and Swedish (male in Danish), and 
malen in (Middle) Dutch, yet in English a corresponding form of the word has 
never been known.28 In Seelter Frisian there is määlnje (cp. feminine ju Määlne 

'the mill'),29 which Minssen writes mélnje.
30

 Määlnje could have arisen by 
analogy with Määlne, which Theodor Siebs derives from an Old Frisian 
*meln.

31 Its being more like G mahlen than griene is must have strengthened it 
in its position as the word for 'to grind.'32 

Not knowing what 'to grind was called in the Frisian dialects once spoken 
between Seelter and extinct Harling Frisian, in the east, and Frisian in Friesland 
(Netherlands), in the west, one can only wish that more were known to permit 
sounder guessing. As matters stand, the one thing which is known is that Frisian 
in the Netherlands has the Common Germanic word for 'to grind' over against 
English and the remainder of Frisian, where an English-Frisian "exclusivism"33 
within Germanic holds or once held sway. 

What needs to be determined is whether or not Fris.. meal(l)e is a Frisianized 
Dutch loan word that replaced what would today in the Frisian language be 
*grine, pt. *groun(en), pp. *groun,

34
 with grind, pt./pp. ground off to the west 

across the North Sea in English. Yet it may be that the portion of Frisian nearest 
English never gave up the Common Germanic word for 'to grind.' Somewhere 
between Harling and Seelter Frisian, in the east, and today's Frisian language 
area of the Netherlands, in the west, there may once have run the isogloss for an 
eastern *grinda and another for a western *mala. 

The Frisian speech territory of the Netherlands that lies nearest the 
Harlingerland and the Island of Wangeroog, following the coastline of the North 
Sea from northeast (in East Friesland, Federal Republic) to southwest (Fries-
land, Netherlands), is located on the 'Grey Monk's Isle': Fris. Skiermuontseach, 
Du. Schiermonnikoog.35 The islanders call it Lytje Pole 'Little Tussock (of 
growing grass),' and 'to grind' they call môle, pt. mail/môlde, pp. mailen 

(mailene kofje 'ground coffee').36 In his published University of Copenhagen 
doctoral dissertation, Arne Spenter systematically derives the stem vowel of 
mola, and forty 
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other Skiermuontseach dialect words, from "Old West Frisian short a in open 
syllable" where this goes back to Proto-Gmc. short a in words where there is no 
umlaut factor present.37 
   Aside from Skiermuontseach Frisian the other dialect of Frisian in the 
Netherlands that is reputedly hardest for speakers of relatively non-dialectal 
Frisian to understand is that of the one time flourishing Zuider Zee port of Hyn-
ljippen (dial. Hylpen, Du. Hindelopen).38 Here the weak Frisian verb meal(l)e is 
found in an earlier undiphthongized state: [mε:l�].39 Both *mala, yielding 
Skiermuontseach [mǫle], and *mela, yielding [mε:l�], could be Old Frisian 
variants like draga and drega (cp. in the Middle Dutch of Holland draghen and 
dreghen

40), also a strong verb of Ablaut Class VII.41 
   An innovation need not spread to all dialects of a language area. It is possible 
that OFris. *grinda never penetrated the west of the Frisian speech community. 
It is tempting, however, to believe that between the Old Frisian era and the time 
of Modern Frisian, during "it Midfryske tiidrek..." (the 'Middle Frisian period') 
from about 1550 to about 1800,42 there may be hidden written evidence 
somewhere of this word in the Frisian of the Netherlands. But until such 
evidence is forthcoming what has been systematically presented in this paper 
gives a geographic picture within Germanic of a pan-North Sea isogloss within 
which lies English-speaking Britain and the Frisianspeaking lands, past and 
present, in what is today the Federal Republic. In what is today the Netherlands, 
where Frisian was or is spoken, the Common Germanic word for 'to grind,’ as 
represented in the Frisian language by the word meal(l)e, seems to have 
remained the Frisian word for 'to grind', at least west of the Lauwers. To the 
east, however, a new word replaced the old and was borne by Angles, Saxons 
and Jutes to Britain. English etymologists, please note that this innovation of the 
North Sea Germanic East is no less part of the lexical heritage of Frisian east of 
the Lauwers or the Ems (Fris. Iems) than it is of English .43 

Capital University, Columbus (Ohio, U.S.A.) G.B. Droege 
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