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Counts of letters and words have been made from various bodies of text over the years. Perhaps the
earliest well-known corpus was that assembled by W.N. Francis and H. Kucera of Brown
University (hence known as the Brown corpus). It contains one million words of American English
from 1961 in 15 categories of 500 texts. If it has a use today, it is because matching studies were
done of British English (LOB corpus) and Indian English (Kolhapur Corpus) among others. In

Word Ways, | have preferred to use the Collins COBUILD corpus, known as the Bank of
English®: it runs to hundreds of millions of words of English text from British, US, Australian,
and Canadian sources (including textbooks, novels, newspapers, guides, magazines, and websites).
The corpus has been automatically word-class tagged, and a 200-million-word corpus has been
parsed. It is at http://www.cobuild.collins.co.uk/. Recently, I have used the British National
Corpus, which is a 100 million word collection of samples of written and spoken language from a
wide range of sources, designed to represent a wide cross-section of current British English, both
spoken and written (available from http://www .natcorp.ox.ac.uk/, the Oxford University website).
There is a Baby version, and the original Brown corpus, tagged, is also available.

In the February issue of Word Ways (page 41), Anil remarked that the order of popularity of letters
varied greatly depending on whether the letters are counted from running text, or from a list of the
most popular words. I believe he was talking about column 6 below, to which I have added actual
frequencies. He was mainly comparing the order with that in column 4, the Linotype machine. The
Linotype order 1s very close to that of the BNC running text in column 3. There is a significant
difference in order between letters and running text. However, in all cases E i1s dominant, followed
by the same cluster of letters — differences in frequency are small in this cluster, so letters easily
change places, and the differences in frequency are not truly significant. I thought that perhaps any
difference betwen running text and words might be due to a difference between the most popular
words (often repeated in running text), and others. I therefore decided to count the letters in the
most popular 999 words in the BNC, then in the next 85,801: the results in columns 1 and 2 do in
my view show significant differences, eg in the more popular words (which are shorter), E is more
frequent, and H less so. Similarly, T seems to be more common in running text. I leave the reader
to browse the results further. Column 5 is from the same source as Anil’s column 6, but has no
plural words or words with common suffixes: the lack of terminal -S and -ING are just apparent.

Finally, I include the top 100 words from the BNC, and from the American Heritage Word
Frequency Book (Carroll, Davies and Richman, 1971). It draws upon 5 million running words used
in US schools. The numbers are the number of occurrences per 10,000 words for the BNC.

[ trust the tables will also serve as a reference for Word Ways contributors.
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