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To my grandfather, Theo Körner.




Introduction

So you’ve decided you want to get familiar with the German language, or maybe brush up on some knowledge you might have forgotten. As you learn or relearn the language, know that you’re in good company. More than 100 million people worldwide speak German, making it one of the most commonly used languages.

Tackling a new language can be a little scary, but it also can be exciting and fun. Sure, it’s challenging to push yourself to learn something new, but the results are sure to be worthwhile.

If you’re worried that learning German phrases might be too much of a chore, you can relax. German and English are first cousins in the language world, sharing many words that are identical or very similar. Although German is a foreign language, you’ll find that it’s really not all that foreign.

This book teaches you a great deal of German that will help you navigate your way through a German-speaking country and converse with German-speaking people. Although you won’t be exactly an expert in the language when you finish this book, you should feel confident enough to try out your new vocabulary as needed, trusting that people will understand what you’re saying.

Finding time to study and practice German phrases will require a bit of a commitment on your part, but this book is set up in a way that you can pick  and choose the parts of the language that are most applicable to you. If you’re going to be visiting Germany, for instance, before your trip you can read the chapter containing the phrases you’ll need on your way there. Then, when you’re on the plane, you can study the chapter that will help you check into your hotel.

So settle back and begin your journey toward learning some phrases in a new language. We think you’ll enjoy the trip.




Extras 

Included in the chapters of this book are three kinds of sidebars, all intended to provide information you’ll find useful and valuable. Here’s what to look for:
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Watch It!

These boxes warn of potential language, social, and cultural faux pas.
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What’s This?

Check these boxes for grammar tidbits and explanations of terminology with which you might not be familiar.
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While We’re at It

These boxes provide tips, offbeat information, and more to give you insights into the German language and culture.
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Chapter 1

So You Want to Learn to Speak German

In This Chapter • Understanding the similarities between German and English
• Keeping your cool while learning the language
• Language learning tips
• Pronouncing German words and phrases



 

Attempting to learn a new language can be a daunting task, there’s no question about it. As our world gets smaller, however, having a handle on different cultures and languages becomes increasingly important.

Although German might look and sound completely foreign to you—no pun intended—you’ll be surprised at the similarities found between German and English. For now, try not to think about the  differences between the two languages, and let’s take a look at how they’re really not all that far apart.




The Similarities Between German and English 

English is a Germanic language, along with other languages such as Dutch and Yiddish. German and English are first cousins, which accounts for the great similarity of many words.

Winter, Finger, and Land—words you recognize as English words—are also German words.

Other German words such as Mutter, Brot, and Feuer  are not as obvious to translate, but when you know they mean “mother,” “bread,” and “fire,” they become easy to remember.

In addition, German and English have borrowed many words from other languages, particularly from Greek and Latin. Such words include Telefon, Butter, aktiv, studieren, and Theater.

Languages intertwine as new words pop up. As a result, German recently has adopted many English words, such as software, Internet, and airbag. Words used frequently in American advertising, such as  fresh, cool, and happy, also have been added to the German language, along with pop-culture terms such as Hard Rock, Filmstars, and Popmusik.

All this sharing and borrowing adds up, and, at last count, more than 40 percent of all German words have English cognates.

[image: 005]

What’s This?

Two related words in different languages are called cognates. Some English-German cognates are almost identical in spelling and meaning, whereas others are just similar.


 

 

Things aren’t always as they appear, however, so don’t assume that all words that seem to be cognates really are. Beware of a group of words called “false cognates.” They seem like cognates, but they have quite different meanings. A few examples are listed in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 False Cognate Examples

[image: 006]

False cognates are the exception to the rule, though. In most cases, what looks to be a cognate really is a cognate.




Staying Cool and Calm 

Learning a new language—any language—involves a fair number of mistakes. That’s just a given. Do you remember when you were learning to drive a car? Or knit? Or play tennis? Or use a computer? Chances are you made some mistakes along the way; after all, by its very nature, learning includes mistakes.

Instead of getting uptight or embarrassed when you attempt to speak German to a native speaker, take a minute to think about the times you encountered someone whose native language wasn’t English trying to speak it. Chances are you were patient and appreciative of the person’s efforts to speak your language. And chances are the two of you managed some degree of understanding and communication.

And so it will be as you stumble through the early stages of speaking and understanding German. Be adventurous, stay calm, and enjoy the experience.




Tips for Learning a New Language (Especially German) 

Learning a language is much like learning to play a musical instrument. You need to practice, and  practice means repetition. When you think about it, that’s how we all learned to talk as small children. We listened to the language being spoken all around us, and we eventually figured out what the words meant and how to say them.

Having someone around who speaks German while you’re learning the language gives you a huge advantage. If you don’t have a German speaker around, however, you can provide repetition for yourself:• Use Post-It notes to identify items around your house with their German names.
• Write the German phrases for certain household activities on Post-It notes and place them in the area where the activity occurs. For instance, place a note with the phrase Ich mache Kaffee (I make coffee) by the coffee maker.
• Dedicate 10 minutes a day to reviewing phrases and vocabulary. Have a friend or relative quiz you.
• Check out language-learning resources and tutorials on the Internet. Many free sites offer vocabulary practice, and some even feature audio.



 

Sometimes students are advised to immerse themselves in the language they want to learn. Be sure to choose materials appropriate to your skill level if you go this route. For example, if you’re a complete beginner, don’t attempt to watch the latest  news from Germany online or a German-language movie, or you’ll just get frustrated. Rather, look for children’s books and magazines, or videos and audiotapes geared to your skill level.

The best resources really are people. If you have the opportunity to spend some one-on-one time with a German speaker, he or she can adapt to your language level. That will give you a chance to try out what you’ve learned and to correct some of those inevitable mistakes. It will also give you invaluable opportunities for listening and understanding.




Pronouncing Just About Anything in German 

If you’re traveling, you’ll come across many words—particularly names of people and places—you haven’t learned in this book. Fortunately, it’s not difficult to figure out the pronunciation of German words, because most German letters (with a few notable exceptions) sound the same as their English counterparts.

The pronunciation guide in Table 1.2 will help you pronounce the words and phrases listed throughout this book in a manner most German-speaking people will be able to understand.

Table 1.2 Pronunciation Guide

[image: 007]

[image: 008]

Two exceptions to the German-letters-sounding-like-English-letters rule are l and r. To really learn these sounds, you need to listen closely to a native German speaker. (You’ll still be understood if you maintain your English l and r sounds though.)
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While We’re at It

f your goal is near-native pronunciation, ask native speakers to sound out words for you. Most people, when asked nicely, will gladly help you. Of course, you can listen to CDs or tapes to help you practice different sounds as well.



You’ve probably noticed that some German vowels, such as ä, ö, and ü, have two dots over them. The two dots are called an Umlaut (oom-lowt), and the umlaut changes the vowel’s sound.

The sound of the ä is similar to English hair or let,  but ü and ö do not have English equivalents. You can practice ü by saying iii (as in see). Hold that sound while you close your lips round, so they are in the form of the sound oo. Similarly, try to pronounce German e (as in may) while rounding your lips.

If the a, o, and u vowel sounds seem too complicated, just ignore the umlaut and pronounce them as you normally would. You won’t sound like a native, but you can always work to improve your pronunciation when you’re around people who use the real sounds.

[image: 010]

What’s This?

The letter ß, or es-tset, is peculiar to German. It is always pronounced as s,  such as in sit.


 

 

By now you’ve probably figured out that your Volkswagen is really a fohlks-vah-ghen and Mozart is pronounced moh-tsart. Take a minute and try to pronounce the words in Table 1.3. Cover the Pronunciation column until you’ve made a good effort to pronounce the words on your own.

Table 1.3 German Pronunciations

[image: 011]
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While We’re at It

As in English, German pronunciation tends to put the stress (the emphasis) on the first syllable of the word. The stressed syllables are underlined in the pronunciation guides throughout the book.





End of sample
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