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Introduction



A SK ANYONE, SLANG is all about fucking. Fucking and rhymes. Words and phrases for sex and the human giblets with which we do it, and that much-loved but somewhat tired phenomenon: rhyming slang, which however valid its mid-nineteenth-century origins, has long since become more of an intermittently amusing sideshow than part of the mainstream slang vocabulary.


I have written extensively about them both, and while they will undoubtedly push their way in here, the purpose of what follows is to take a look at what we might call slang’s reserve team. It is a good reserve team, members jostling to reach the heights and quite capable of stepping up, but as I suggest, not always what people immediately think of when they say ‘slang’. But there are 130,000 words and phrases in my database, and even if around 10,000 are in some way linked to sex, that leaves room for quite a number more. It’s time, I suggest, to give these ‘understudies’ their own show.


I have divided the material into simple sections: people, places and things, plus language itself. Within those groups we shall meet doctors and the pox, foreigners and their funny food, life in the big city (slang’s necessary partner in crime), anecdotes and catchphrases, slang’s version of a mystery tour, the language of pulp fiction and of UK slang’s current cutting edge, Multicultural London English, and among other things some of those body parts that remain vital even if they are not obviously required for the old in-and-out (much popularised in Clockwork Orange but actually used since 1635). I have moved a little outside the mainstream to include a selection of catchphrases, often pretty slangy, too.


Look at the slang vocabulary: this is not a feel-good environment. The compassionate, the empathetic, the kind of heart need not enter here. In a world where aggression – one-to-one, international, screaming from the foetid underside of social media – is the go-to emotion, slang, never one to mind its language, seems the go-to way of speech.


Slang is an unsafe space. It has no time for political correctness, none for true belief. Neither is it that pious product of Victorian muscular Christianity, Mrs Do-As-You-Would-Be-Done-By, nor does it turn the other cheek, other, perhaps than shifting a buttock all the better to deliver a noisome fart. Racist and nationalist, all-purpose-sexist, variously phobic, if it lacks micro-aggressions then it is because such piffling teases in turn lack sufficient antagonism. It is contemptuous of the special snowflakes and their identity politics and if it tosses snowballs, they are lined with stones. It is filled with stereotypes – how else to define the necessary ‘other’ against whom it aims its weaponry – but it lays down no laws, no diktats, no ukases. It is neither naive nor optimistic, it does not demand that things be otherwise, it knows too much. It is, in other words, real. Too real?


So some complain, but slang, with its emphasis on sex, drugs and at least in a figurative sense, all the self-indulgences that can be labelled rock ’n’ roll, represents its users not as they should be, but how they are. But as the comedian Lenny Bruce noted; everybody wants what should be, but what should be does not exist. There is only what is. Slang is. Call me a cynic, but to me slang paints a picture that shows ourselves at our most human. Which doesn’t, unfortunately, mean nice. Slang is an equal-opportunity vilifier. Look at those words: to steal from the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes, who was talking about human beings, nasty, brutish and short.


Let us not get too gloomy. Slang may suit the times but it also defies them. Unlike the demagogue it does not lie. It lives to deflate pomposity. It’s subversive, mocking, in short, it takes the piss. Critics of the great American essayist H.L. Mencken, eviscerator of every brand of his countrymen’s infinite worship of charlatanry – read him now, his heyday was the 1920s, but all Trump is there – denounced him for lacking ‘the sentiment of reverence’. Slang follows suit and always did.


Like us, slang saves itself through a love of humour and a capacity for wit. It may be somewhat dark-hued humour, and the wit a little cruel, but the aim holds true; you gotta laugh. It is my intent that via the overview that follows, there will at least be moments when you shall.


So what are slang’s stories? They work on two levels; the theme and the etymology. The stories that slang tells itself, one might say, and those that lie behind the words and phrases that make up its vocabulary. To put it another way: the general and the specific. The intention of what follows is to take a look at both.


Compared with standard English, slang covers a narrow waterfront – it offers a few slogans, most of them sexual, but doesn’t philosophise; it doesn’t ponder abstracts, preferring the hard-edged concrete. On the other hand it digs deep: its primary themes number less than thirty, but it mines them for every possibility. As offered in the OED, standard English offers 102 synonyms for ‘have sexual intercourse’ and of these seventy-two ’fess up with their label ‘slang’. Slang itself offers 1,600 more, though in fairness, since such is the way of a good deal of slang, this in turn has a certain circularity since many will play with standard words to achieve its seditious and counter-linguistic effect.


So what do we have? Five thousand terms for criminals, four-and-a-half for drinking and drunks, and four thousand for drugs. Three thousand for women (almost invariably considered negatively or at best congratulated only on their sexual allure), twenty-five hundred fools, twenty-two hundred men (of various descriptions, not invariably, but often self-aggrandising). Twelve hundred homosexuals and another twelve hundred whores, a round thousand police. There are seventeen hundred terms for fucking (plus 240 for oral sex, 180 for anal and sixty-five for STDs), fourteen hundred apiece for penises and vaginas, six hundred and fifty for the anus and buttocks, three hundred and fifty for promiscuity. And on it goes: death and dying, 831; violence and assault 728 and outright murder 521; madness 776; shitting and pissing 540; ugly 279; fat 247; vomiting 219. Will that do?


As for etymology, those stories are offered by the words themselves. In truth the bulk of the slang vocabulary is based on standard origins. Often the pleasure is in the manipulation of those well-known words for manipulation’s sake – playing, punning, tweaking, twisting, turning inside out and round about. Dog, for instance, is good for two hundred-plus reinter-pretations. Such playfulness, I like to think, is another very human trait. But while there are tales to tell, and my aim is to tell them when they are on offer, they are not always to be trusted. We may have chapter and verse for sweet Fanny Adams but only a selection of theories for Betty Martin (she of all my eye and . . . ). And even when the slang collectors believe they’ve nailed a given story, they are not invariably trusted, given the Internet’s open-all-areas access and disdain paraded by what Mencken would have termed ‘the plain people’ for ‘experts’, who at all costs must not be seen as knowing ‘better’. Who needs ‘truth’ when you’ve got popular etymology. Fuck from fornicate under command of the king, shit from store high in transit, nitty-gritty as the detritus of a slave-ship hold . . . that sort of thing.


With all that in mind Stories of Slang makes no claims for narrative, let alone plot (other than, being slang, there will be no happy endings, other than the – literally – tacky pun enshrined in that phrase). This is not The Story of Slang, of which I have written elsewhere and which might be seen as a lengthy and never-to-be-finished race in which the hare-like coiners and users try to keep ahead of the slow-but-steady linguists and lexicographers. What you have here is far more random (in the standard sense). The exploration of some of the themes that are listed above, and of the individual words and phrases they have, and continue to throw up. If that offers something of an olla podrida, even a gallimaufry, so be it. No one ever pretended it wasn’t a messy world.





Carry on Barding, or, Much Ado About Pistol’s Cock



THE NATURE OF slang – seditious, obscene, impertinent, too often lacking, we have to admit, the supposedly necessary seriousness of tone and depth of topic – means that many of its keenest users are not rated among the lit. crit. pantheon. That isn’t to condemn them to mere hackery. But in the end, however much we revel in Seth Morgan, Helen Green van Campen, such best-sellers as George Ade or Irvine Welsh, and others who run glorious riot with the lexis, there just aren’t that many superstars. Not a good career move? Low on creative writing sinecures. Yet for all those who opt to steer clear, some of the giants do nod in slang’s direction.


Thus the greatest of them all, Shakespeare, uses, at my count, just over five hundred ‘slang’ terms, of which 277 are currently the first recorded use of a given term. Among these are every mother’s son, fat-headed, heifer (for woman), pickers and stealers (hands), small beer (insignificant matters), what the dickens, and many more.


The Bard (which naming seems to have been made first by the actor David Garrick in 1769) is not alone.


There is Dickens, for instance. No one then or possibly even now could claim to know London as did he, and that meant knowing its language as well. Slang, in context, gives authenticity and Dickens was happy to draw on it. So too did such contemporaries as Harrison Ainsworth or Edward Lytton, but where they seemed to have the dictionary in one hand and the quill in the other, hunting and pecking for juicy syllables, with Dickens the seams never show.


The slang in, say, Oliver Twist, is one more way in which the novelist displays his mastery of the environment. Fagin the fence, Bill Sikes the swell mobsman, the Artful Dodger, that downy cove (though not Nancy, who for all her actual profession – a whore, and not a very classy one; the world would have called her a tuppenny uprighter – is female and as such sacrosanct and speaks standard English) are all imbued with cant, the language of the professional criminal. One does not ring a bell but jerks the tinkler, the handkerchiefs the gang steals from juvenile kinchins (i.e. German kindchen, a child) are fogles (from Italian foglia, a leaf or French slang fouille, a pocket), and Fagin, hoping for a lagging (from lag, to carry away, in this case in the form of transportation to Australia) will end his days scragged (from scrag, the neck), or hanged on the gallows erected outside the Stone Jug (a jug that contains people rather than liquids), Newgate jail.


Moving forward, no one could have been more loving of slang, and so wondrously productive in his use of it than P.G. Wodehouse, whose one hundred-plus books provide nearly 1,500 examples. Browsing and sluicing (eating and drinking), soup and fish (a dinner jacket), ranny-gazoo (perhaps from dialect ranny, rash and French slang gazouiller, to sing), ‘rum goings on’, and oojah-cum-spiff (oojah defeats research, spiff means first-rate), exactly as required. The fact that Wodehouse blithely intermingled these Edwardianisms with such modern American terms as bump off, chucker-out and four-flusher (from poker) merely ups the humorous ante.


Another example: James Joyce. It may come as a surprise to find that Ulysses, a book often cited as the greatest novel ever written and as such rated as somewhat serious, is a contender for slang stardom, but so it is. Joyce, always a connoisseur of language, was as keen on slang as the rest of the dictionary and his magnum opus has nearly a thousand slang terms. For a book that is celebrated for the recreation of a single day, 16 June, 1904, Joyce is splendidly all-encompassing in his borrowings. There is rogue’s language from 1560 and Kiplingesque soldiers from the Raj, alongside stage Irishmen, English toffs and so much more.


However, as the chapter title should have made clear, what we are discussing here is Shakespeare. So let us do so.


This, for instance, is Shakespeare:




Hamlet: Lady, shall I lie in your lap?


Ophelia: No, my lord.


Hamlet: I mean, my head upon your lap?


Ophelia: Ay, my lord.


Hamlet: Do you think I meant country matters?


Ophelia: I think nothing, my lord.


Hamlet: That’s a fair thought to lie between maids’ legs.


Ophelia: What is, my lord?


Hamlet: Nothing.


W. Shakespeare The Tragedy of Hamlet,
Prince of Denmark c. 1600





This is definitely not:




Dr. Kenneth Soaper (Kenneth Williams): It has been my experience that once young people sample the delights of country life and the wonders of nature they just can’t get enough of it.


Miss Haggerd (Hattie Jacques): Exactly.


Dr. Kenneth Soaper: Well I was thinking of the girls . . .


Miss Haggerd: So was I.


Dr. Kenneth Soaper: Exactly.


T. Rothwell Carry on Camping or
Let Sleeping Bags Lie 1972





Definitely not? Are we sure? It is tempting to ascribe the latter scene to the former, what the lit. crit. world calls intertextuality and what the less guarded among us might see as plagiarism. Not so, and it would be to traduce Talbot Rothwell, the ex-pilot turned Carry On scriptwriter, who surely picked up his double entendres in the wartime RAF messes of which he was doubtless an adornment, rather than from scanning the Bard. In any case, the point is the reverse. Not that Carry On films jam an elbow into your ribs, removing it only to jab it back even harder, but that Shakespeare, that epitome of ‘literature’ was already there so long before.


‘Pistol’s cock is up and flashing fire will follow.’ Is that the late Frankie Howerd drawing an insinuating breath? Or maybe Kenneth Williams. But in fact it’s Shakespeare, in Henry V (c.1600). And do not be fooled, Britain’s most celebrated citizen knew exactly whereof he spoke. Shakespeare is awash with double (and even single) entendres, a veritable Carry On . . . of his era.


Nudge-nudgery has always lain at the heart of British humour. Playing with words is central to slang, and even if not (quite) everything is smut, the double entendre is ever-present. The jolly rustics spouting low humour have a time-honoured place in theatre; indeed the first ever recordings of slang in French are in thirteenth-century passion plays, in which the rib-ticklers are delivered in the very shadow of the cross. Chaucer too can offer piety, but, typically in The Miller’s Tale, he also gives us plenty of bawdy. But Hamlet is hardly a laff riot, and Hamlet’s double entendres – lap: vagina, c(o) untry matters, and nothing, again the vagina, which Francis Grose in his 1785 slang dictionary defines thus ‘( )’, i.e. ‘nothing’ – are delivered reflectively, and shortly after he briefs the Players on the delivery of their play within a play. It is one of Shakespeare’s many great speeches, and there are no rustics here, no nudges either.


The double entendres, however, are inescapable and Shakespeare, for all his elevation to literature’s Parnassus, has no desire to run away. Take Romeo and Juliet, another that gets listed among the tragedies. ‘O, that she were / An open et-caetera, thou a poperin pear!’ Nothing, one can be assured, to do with fruit, though it does suggest what elsewhere he describes as plucking. Any more than is his use of fig. As for et-caetera, the usual belief is that this too means the vagina, but it may in fact be a printer’s oversight rather than a playwright’s smut: sometimes what we see is really what we get. (On the other hand there is Henry IV Pt 2 and ‘Come we to full points here, and are etceteras nothings?’ where point is surely the penis, and as seen above, nothing its partner in pleasure.)


Nor is an aunt a relation, a nunnery remotely religious (even if it is populated by nuns, not to mention an abbess): we are in the world of brothels and sex-work; nor are the low countries (or indeed the netherlands) even vaguely Dutch but what modernity, coyly, terms down there. And as for that bizarre image of copulation: groping for trout in a peculiar river. . . The play also offers bauble for penis, bird’s-nest for pubic hair and salt-fish for vagina (an early example of the many terms that equate the woman or her genitals with the water-borne species), as well as the once widely used sir-reverence for excrement, which led to Grose’s 1796 definition of reverence: ‘an ancient custom which obliges any person easing himself near the highway or foot-path, on the word reverence being given to him by a passenger, to take off his hat with his teeth, and without moving from his station to throw it over his head, by which it frequently falls into the excrement . . .’


Shakespeare uses hare-finder, to mean a womaniser (hair, as in pubic) and in Love’s Labour’s Lost (1595) he plays on Ajax, both Greek hero and a jakes, i.e. a ‘close-stool’ or water-closet. The pun was behind Sir John Harington’s squib The Metamorphosis of Ajax (1596), a plea for the introduction of the water-closet, the supposed coarseness of which so displeased Queen Elizabeth I that its author was temporarily banned from court.


Shakespeare’s works are full of crime, often at the highest level, but unlike most of the sixteenth-century writers to whom one has to look for early examples of the counter-language, he has no examples of cant (the formal term for criminal jargon). Such fellow-playwrights as Thomas Dekker or Shakespeare’s enemy Robert Greene may have harnessed script-writing with pamphlets on what the latter called coney-catching, i.e. confidence trickery, but he did not. Shakespeare’s five hundred slang terms cover a good deal of ground, but the primary focus – far more so than that of the pamphleteers – deals in slang’s favourite topic: sex. The penis, the vagina and the intercourse between them; a minor deviation for the buttocks and a good many prostitutes. Still, there are very few of what modernity categorises as ‘obscenities’; a list – by necessity short – would include foutra (i.e. fuck) in ‘a foutra for’, cock for penis, but only as a double entendre, come, to achieve orgasm, hole for vagina, and piss as both noun and verb – and piss, around 1600, was hardly slang. The double entendre, surrounded by pretty penetrable context, is far more likely: juggle or occupy for intercourse, plum-tree or medlar for vagina, sword or weapon for penis.


Intercourse itself is it, nibbling, tick-tack (‘an old variety of backgammon, played on a board with holes along the edge, in which pegs were placed for scoring’ OED), night-work and stair-or trunk-work, which last suggest clandestine or casual sex. A diver is a man ‘on the job’. To have sex is predictably a man’s occupation. Only put a man in one’s belly, shake a man’s back and spin off or cleave the pin (to bring a man to orgasm) take the female position (and even these are determined by the male point of view). Otherwise there is the usual ‘man hits woman’ aggression of slang’s couplings: board, charge (from sharge, to attack), foin (i.e. stab) and stab itself, horse and mount (both precursors of ride), plough, pluck, leap (and take a leap in the dark), thump, tumble, vault, work and top. Tread and tup borrow from animals, the first from poultry, the second rams and ewes. Otherwise there are the slightly euphemistic do the deed (i.e. ‘of darkness’), do it, flesh it, have, bed, put it to, sluice and taste. More elaborate are play at cherry pit (not the cherry of virginity, which other than a one-off in 1700 is a twentieth-century creation) but the pit or pip that lies within a fruit, board a land carrack (literally a coasting vessel, here a woman, usually a whore), make the beast with two backs (with its satanic overtones) and grope for trout in a peculiar river, which predates the use of trout as a woman, and again links to the many uses of fish for both the woman and her vagina.


That same vagina can be her beef (which also serves for the penis, and elsewhere, as does meat, for the entire body, irrespective of gender), breach (i.e. hole), buckler (a small shield, and set against his sword), eye (expanded in the nineteenth century to the eye that weeps most when pleased), fountain (‘of love’), buggle-bo (otherwise a demon), hell (taken from the dictionary-maker John Florio who used it in 1598 to translate Valle di Acheronte, ‘a womans priuie parts or gheare’, and which refers to the river Acheron, supposedly leading to the underworld), Netherlands (a pun on low countries, though Shakespeare only uses that for the buttocks), lap, nest, ring, medlar (tree) (as a fruit nicknamed open arse), orchard and plum-tree, petticoat, placket, rose and, sounding more like something from John Cleland’s infinitely euphemistic but highly pornographic Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1749), Venus’s glove.


If sex is violence, then the penis is made to dole it out: the lance, pike, pistol, poking-stick, poll axe, sword, weapon. Meanwhile, as well as beef, edibles include carrot, poperin pear (i.e. Poperinghe, in west Flanders, plus a supposed pun on ‘pop her in’), and potato-finger. The bauble, otherwise a jewel, suggests the later family jewels, while kicky-wicky (from French quelque chose, something) is yet another euphemism, and a less boastful image than all that weaponry. So too pillicock, which evokes cock, but elsewhere means a fool. Otherwise there are the classic cock and prick, the pen, the tail (multi-purposed as vagina and buttocks) and the tool.


Finally, for flesh, the buttocks, which are variously arse, bum, tail and such jocular or punning uses as catastrophe, holland, low countries and wind instrument.


There are neutral women in Shakespeare but they are rare: fro (from Dutch), hen, petticoat, she. Otherwise there are two choices. The first portrays the woman as overly independent (or as Shakespeare would put it robustious), and thus a problem; a line from The Merry Wives of Windsor gives a good selection: ‘Out of my door, you witch, you rag, you baggage, you polecat, you ronyon!’ Only ramp, from rampant, is missing. Or, independent again, she is what the era termed light (i.e. easily pushed onto her back) or easy: the doxy, the wench and the baggage (originally a camp-follower – a woman who follows the military – but more commonly found in such combinations as saucy baggage or sly baggage; there may also be links to French bagasse, a prostitute, a wanton). Then there is ling, another woman = fish image, and summed up in the coarse mid-nineteenth-century song ‘The Maid & The Fishmonger’: Then the girl shoved her hand ’neath her clothes in a shot, / And rubbed it about on a certain sweet spot; / Then, blushing so sweetly, as you may suppose, / She put her hand up to the fishmonger’s nose. / The fishmonger smelt it, and cried with delight, ‘I know what you want, by the smell, now, all right, / ‘Twas a good thought of yours, recollection to bring; I’ll tell you directly – you wanted some ling’.


Usually she is simply a whore and the hold-door trade, and its attendant brothels supply the largest chunk of Shakespeare’s non-standard lexis. There is, inevitably an overlap between lightness and commerce. Such as baggage and doxy can go either way. Other gamesters (the precursor of on the game), include the Barbary hen, boiled stuff (from the sweating tub in which she battled the pox), bona roba (literally ‘a fine dress’) and loose-bodied gown (like the contemporary synonym white apron, this was fashion as a badge of office), carrion, flirt-gill, skainsmate (a mystery word: perhaps from the dialect skain, a dagger; thus a figurative penis; or a skein of thread or wool, and thus related to the ‘sewing’ imagery of intercourse), Galloway nag (a strong, small horse), daughter of the game, green goose (a young girl, soon to be a whore) and the punning guinea hen (an expensive girl), hackney (the hackney horse, a run-of-the-mill horse, i.e. not a warhorse or hunter, which was used for everyday riding and thus the sort of horse available for hire), hare (playing on hair, presumably pubic, but also the stereotyped image of rabbits or hares as sexy beasts and possibly on puss, a hare and cat, a woman), heifer, hobby horse (which is ‘ridden’), jay (a bird noted for its noisiness and bright colouring), laced mutton (the lacing is that of stays or corsets, embellishing a young, or disguising an ageing, figure), ladybird, light o’love (playing on light but also referencing on a popular dance), Maid Marian (the morris-dancing tradition of having that character played by a local prostitute), mermaid (who lured men, usually sailors, to their doom), open-arse, pagan, punk, puzzle (from dialect puzzle, a slut and beyond that French pucelle, a virgin; the reference is to young girls, especially when fresh from the country, who presented themselves as virgins, however inaccurately, and thus demanded higher prices), quail (a supposedly amorous bird), stallion, drab, trader, trull (from German), and the punning wagtail.


Brothels were primarily houses: house itself, the hot-house (both hot as sexy and hot as venereally diseased), the house of profession, house of resort, house of sale, leaping house, victualling-house (a pimp was a victualler although eat, as in fellate, was still far distant) and naughty house. Two examples deal not with the whole house but its design: a red lattice and the manor of picked hatch. A red lattice or grate was a popular tavern sign and thence, if the tavern was thus inclined, could also indicate a brothel; at one time an actual Red Lattice inn stood at Butcher’s Row, off the Strand. A picked, properly piked hatch was a half-door, topped by spikes so as to prevent anyone climbing over. Again it denoted a brothel and the original such address was a tavern-cum-brothel in Clerkenwell (either in Turnmill or Turnbull Street – recalled by Falstaff as a favourite stamping ground – or slightly further north in a nest of alleyways off Old Street). Shakespeare also mentions the suburbs. Literally ‘beneath the city’, such early suburbs – Holborn, Wapping, Mile End, Bermondsey, Clerkenwell – may have become parts of central London but, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they were beyond the City and its walls, and, as such, were home to various ‘stink’ industries – tanning, leper hospitals, playhouses and brothels. And most notoriously the last. Thus a whore could be an aunt of the suburbs, a suburb wench, a suburban strumpet, a sixpenny suburb-sinnet and a suburb lady, while the world of prostitution was the suburban trade.


Slang’s default gender is male. In slang terms, Shakespeare’s default male type is the fool. He offers asshead, beetlehead (from beetle, a large hammer), block, calf, calf’s-head, goat (also a lecher), hobby horse (its wooden head), jack, jolthead, jolterhead, loggerhead (a logger being anything heavy and solid), loon, nit, noddy and woodcock. Lubber, the basis of the nautical land-lubber, a landsman or incompetent sailor, comes either from Old French lobeor, a swindler or parasite, and beyond that lober, to deceive, to sponge upon or to mock. The clumsiness implicit in the nautical use implies a further link to standard English lob, a country bumpkin, ultimately from a variety of Germanic forms all meaning heavy or clumsy. To be stupid is to be clay-brained, knotty-headed or loggerheaded.


Shakespeare uses all these and much else that in my book qualifies as slang too. But there’s the rub. Can we really talk about ‘slang’ before the eighteenth century? The first dictionary that might be seen as including ‘civilian’ alongside criminal slang, appeared only in 1698. The word itself doesn’t come on stream in the context of language till 1756 (there are a few adjectival references that equate slang with ‘corrupt’ twenty years earlier) so what do we do with all those terms plucked from the Bard and which have long since settled into the slang dictionaries? Can we define a lexis as slang in a world where slang does not yet exist? Is it just groundling talk? The street’s unfettered alternative to what by 1600 was established as the early modern version of Standard English and as such toff-speak?


That these terms would in time enter the slang dictionaries is unarguable. But we must still ask: at the time that they were used, can they be classified as ‘slang’? Is that what Shakespeare was using, consciously or not? They certainly fit the bill; they focus on slang’s obsessions: parts of the body, sexuality, defecation, misogyny, insults and they are voiced by the lower classes of society: vulgar people and their vulgar tongue. If they are not yet labelled as slang, then it’s hard to know where else to put them.


There is so much we cannot know. Where did Shakespeare find his slang words and phrases? He seems to have drawn on John Florio’s Italian-English dictionary The Worlde of Wordes (1598), which among much else translated Fottere [. . .] to iape, to sard, to fucke, to swive, to occupy; the lexicographer and the playwright overlap on seventeen occasions. He has fifteen terms in common with Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales of 1386 (mainly sex and defecation) and thirteen with the Gesta Grayorum, the record of a Christmas entertainment performed in 1594, and among several other authors some seventy-six with Robert Greene, a rival playwright (and author of pamphlets on ‘coney-catching’ or confidence trickery) who christened his contemporary ‘an vpstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blanke verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Iohannes factotum, is in his owne conceit the onely Shake-scene in a countrey.’


Nor do we know to what extent these ludic winks and nudges had the gallery roaring. The groundlings may have heard nothing much beyond their own conversation thrown back to them. The sexual references may have passed without comment. The parallel with Carry On movies may be semantic rather than social.


What we do know is whatever they may have felt up in the gods, those in the dress circle would become less tolerant. Other than certain ‘classic’ works of out-and-out, purpose-written porn, the works of Shakespeare have been more often expurgated than those of any other English-language author except Chaucer.


The expurgations were not initially based on sex but on politics. Whole speeches rather than single, ‘dirty’ words. The first example came via Elizabeth I, who found the passage in Richard II in which the king is deposed so infuriating that she had it cut from all performances and it was only restored after her death. The next recorded expurgation of Shakespeare was carried out by Sir William D’Avenant, who held a monopoly of licensed plays in London, in 1660. In what was basically a sop to Puritan interests, he trimmed seven of the plays with the general intention ‘that they may be reformed of prophanes and ribaldry’. Up to the nineteenth century, most censorship had the same justification: the authorities, especially the royal family, must not be mocked. Nor should the national playwright display anything that diminished his own dignity. Thus one expurgator removed the gravediggers from Hamlet: such low comedy disgraced so great a play. Paradoxically, Shakespeare was made if anything more ribald, as in Dryden’s version of The Tempest in which Miranda is given a sexier twin sister, Dorinda.


This changed in 1807 when one Thomas Bowdler, a former physician, now country gentleman resident on the Isle of Wight and a herald of the grim moralism that evangelical Christianity would trumpet half a century on, took it upon himself to censor Shakespeare’s works of ‘everything that can raise a blush on the cheek of modesty’, in effect about 10 per cent of Shakespeare’s text. The book, initially created by his sister Henrietta Maria (Harriet) Bowdler, was entitled The Family Shakespeare. The Bowdlers’ timing was perfect, and much embraced by the newly powerful evangelistic world. The word bowdlerise, a synonym for censoring on moral grounds (another synonym, since 1627, was castrate) is first recorded in 1836.


Profanity was verboten: ‘God!’ invariably became ‘Heaven!’, ‘Jesu!’ was simply dropped. The religious preferences were distinctly evangelical; Catholic susceptibilities were not soothed and oaths such as ‘Marry!’ (Mary) and ‘’Sblood!’ (God’s blood) were left intact. What mattered most was irreverence: no vestige of humour at God’s expense was spared. Bowdler slashed Romeo and Juliet (the over-earthy Nurse practically disappeared), King Lear and Henry IV, Part 2. Measure for Measure defeated him and had to be printed with a warning, so hard was it to cut, as was Othello, which he stated was ‘unfortunately little suited to family reading’ and suggested that it be transferred ‘from the parlour to the cabinet’. The Bowdlers had launched a minor industry. By 1850 there were seven rival expurgated Shakespeares; by 1900 there were nearly fifty. Not until 1916, when he was finally debunked in the English Review, did Bowdler’s version of Shakespeare lose its authority.


Shakespeare, then, takes his place among the great slangsters. But let us not forget the Carry On stars with whom at least his humour seems to be running down similar lines. It is a truism that low comedians yearn to play the tragic greats. Sid James, of course, did play Marc Antony, albeit in Carry On Cleo (Kenneth Williams was Julius Caesar.) It may be, however, that we have it arse about face. Hamlet, had he but known, might have shone as Sir Sidney Ruff-Diamond or the Rumpo Kid.


So exit, if not pursued by a bear, but by yet more double entendres.




Malvolio: By my life, this is my lady’s hand: these be her very C’s, her U’s, and her T’s; and thus makes she her great P’s.


Shakespeare Twelfth Night (1600)







Stuart Farquhar (Kenneth Williams): Please, Miss Plunkett, you’re squashing my itinerary.


Moira Plunkett (Gail Grainger): Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I keep on forgetting what a big girl I am now.


Stuart Farquhar: Quite, shall we get them out now?


Moira Plunkett: Why, Mr Farquhar!


Stuart Farquhar: The people for the coach, I mean.


Moira Plunkett: Oh, those. Yes, of course.


Rothwell Carry On Abroad 1972





Plus ça bleedin’ change, eh.





Pugilism: The Noble Art of Milling



THERE IS NO way round this. If slang has little or nothing of one aspect of humanity, affection, it offers an excess of its antithesis: violence. If anything, it offers too much. Murder, manslaughter, stabbing, slashing, garrotting, whipping, mugging, judicial execution, simple beating. Compared to these legions rape, to one’s relief, is relatively overlooked other than when performed by modernity’s gangs; yet we should not be too optimistic: perhaps macho, misogynistic slang simply failed to acknowledge the concept.


But all these, barring the violence that doubles as court-ordered punishment – though where would that be without crime aforethought? – are the products of villainy. They stand beyond the moral pale. One brand of violence does, however, gain acceptance, or does so on the whole. Boxing, originally known as prize-fighting: two men (or thus it was until recently), at first bare-knuckled and relatively free-form with a heavy larding of wrestling thrown in, later gloved and subject to a set of rules created by Oscar Wilde’s persecutor the Marquis of Queensberry, bound by the ‘square circle’, limited in time, attended by seconds, judged by a referee. So let us focus on sanctioned slogging. The prize-ring. The ‘Sweet Science’ as first Pierce Egan and later the writer A.J. Liebling called it. The Manly Art. The language that went with it was extensive, the ‘manly tongue’, one might suggest.


The proper name for that language was flash and its definitions were open to suggestion. The Life and Character of Moll King (1747) explained that ‘This Flash, as it is called, is talking in Cant Terms, very much us’d among Rakes and Town Ladies.’ Grose, from 1785, defined ‘FLASH LINGO’ as ‘the canting or slang language’. By 1789 in George Parker’s Life’s Painter, it is lumped together with slang and cant: the reader is advised that ‘The explanation of the Cant, Flash and Slang terms [. . .] gives at one view, a perfect knowledge of the artifices, combinations, modes and habits of those invaders of our property, our safety and our lives, who have a language quite unintelligible to any but themselves.’ Finally, in its last incarnation, laid down in W.T. Moncrieff’s 1821 play Tom and Jerry (the dramatic version of Pierce Egan’s Life in London) the man-about-town Corinthian Tom pronounces that, ‘Flash, my young friend, or slang, as others call it, is the classical language of the Holy Land; in other words, St. Giles’s Greek [. . .] a species of cant in which the knowing ones conceal their roguery from the flats.’


What united all of these was that if the vocabulary still dealt with the same old themes, a new factor had joined the game: unlike cant, associated with lower-class villains, flash, bringing together the upper and lower orders, indicated that slang had become fashionable. Flash dealt with some of the same topics as cant – typically money, drink, criminal types and their schemes – but its use did not automatically brand one as a criminal. To use flash was to be in the know; it was, logically, to be flash to, which we might call ‘on the ball’.


It’s all about ‘knowingness’. Here’s another definition, from the three-times transported James Hardy Vaux, who had appended a ‘New and Comprehensive Vocabulary of the Flash Language’ to his Memoirs, first published in 1812 and thus creating Australia’s first ever dictionary, of any sort. As a noun flash could be ‘the cant language used by the family i.e. the underworld (a term that long predates its attachment to the US Mafia), and that ‘a person who affects any peculiar habit, as swearing, dressing a particular habit, taking snuff, &c., merely to be taken notice, is said to do it out of flash; it is the adjectival use that clearly crosses classes. ‘FLASH, to be flash to any matter or meaning, is to understand or comprehend it, and is synonymous with being fly, down, or awake.’ Woke as we put it now.


The term prize-fighter dates back to the seventeenth century, when it seems to have been used only historically, and with reference to gladiators. It takes on a modern use with the rise, around 1800, of the Fancy, described by Robert Southey as ‘the Amateurs of Boxing’. The Fancy comprised the boxers (fancy coves) themselves, plus the fans (fancy blokes): sporting gents of one degree of respectability or another, bookmakers (commissioners or legs, which equated the bookie with a blackleg or racecourse swindler whose name came from the black-topped boots such swindlers favoured) of equal variety, plus anyone who was up for the trek to some distant field where beadles and bailiffs (body-snatchers, bums, shoulder-clappers) – empowered to halt such illegal festivities – feared to tread. The fights went on for scores of rounds. The Queen of Marksbury, as various fistic practitioners have malapropised him, had yet to rule. And like any self-respecting coterie, there was a language.


Prize-fighting was a perfect complement to flash. It was not wholly illegal – although beadles and bailiffs would attempt to curtail matches if they could. Its fans, known as the Fancy, were a socially mixed group that brought together the fighters themselves, their professional handlers, a collection of more or less honest bookmakers, a range of noble supporters, and anyone – in and out of the underworld – who appreciated ‘the Manly Art’. Writing ‘Tom Crib’s Memorial to Congress’ (1819), his satirical account of that year’s congress of Aix-la-Chapelle, Byron’s friend Tom Moore – ‘passing from the Academy of Plato to that of Mr Jackson—now indulging in Attic flashes with Aristophanes, and now studying Flash in the Attics of Cock Court’ – signed himself ‘One of the Fancy’. Keeping in the boxing mode, he cast the diplomatic encounter as ‘The Grand Set-to between Long Sandy and Georgy the Porpus’ (i.e. Tsar Alexander and King George IV). Among its flash-filled verses were such as this:




Neat milling this Round – what with clouts on the nob,


Home hits in the bread-basket, clicks in the gob,


And plumps in the daylights, a prettier treat


Between two Johnny Raws ’tis not easy to meet.





His preface gave a mini-glossary and the verses were properly footnoted.


A year later there appeared The Fancy or ‘The Poetical Remains of the late Peter Corcoran’, which pseudonym masked John Hamilton Reynolds (1794–1852), poet, satirist, critic and playwright, and friend of Keats. The hero is a young poet, whose growing obsession with prize-fighting takes over from his writing, his job as a lawyer and his sweetheart who, seeing him with a pair of black eyes, breaks off the relationship. In the end Corcoran, whose ‘memoirs’ are filled with flash, dies of brain fever. His cranium, it is noted, has an unusually large organ of combativeness.


Boxing was also seen as the one cross-class sport in which a gentleman could indulge. As ‘Mr Thornton’ puts it in A Bachelor of Arts (1800) ‘A young man, fresh from school or college, can be but little in want of Latin or Greek; but, what he is in want of is, knowledge of the world—that acquaintance with life and its usages which is essential for entering into society. My son, for instance, ought to be perfectly master of riding, fencing, and shooting; he should even learn to box, for do we not meet with imposing toll keepers and insolent cabmen at every turning? And as he can’t call them out, he should be able to knock them down.’ To what extent gentlemen faced off against impudent proles is unknown, other than in the popular ‘sport’ of boxing a charley – overturning a watchman in his box – but the principle was there.


Not everyone appreciated this socially transgressive world. The US writer Washington Irving’s ‘Buckthorne: the Young Man of Great Expectations’ in his Tales of a Traveller (1824) was unimpressed: ‘I know it is the opinion of many sages [. . .] that the noble science of boxing keeps up the bull-dog courage of the nation; and far be it from me to decry the advantage of becoming a nation of bull-dogs; but I now saw clearly that it was calculated to keep up the breed of English ruffian. “What is the Fives Court [London’s leading boxing school],” said I to myself [. . .] “but a college of scoundrelism, where every bully ruffian in the land may gain a fellowship? What is the slang language of The Fancy but a jargon by which fools and knaves commune and understand each other, and enjoy a kind of superiority over the uninitiated? What is a boxing-match but an arena, where the noble and the illustrious are jostled into familiarity with the infamous and the vulgar? What, in fact, is the Fancy itself, but a chain of easy communication, extending from the peer down to the pickpocket, through the medium of which a man of rank may find he has shaken hands, at three removes, with the murderer on the gibbet?”’ His assessment may have been spot-on, but what the priggish Yankee missed was the appeal of the Fancy to both noble and vulgar. Not to mention its slangy language.


Slangwise these were fistiana’s glory days. Not till the 1930s, which offered such Palookaville pleasures as the tanker, who takes a dive or goes in the water (a tank being a swimming pool), the umbrella, who ‘folds up’, and the tomato can, who is ‘easily crushed’, did the smackers, soccers and bruisers offer so many synonyms.


The big word was mill. Milling had already meant any form of beating or thrashing but now it meant prize-fighting – with bare knuckles – and a fight could be a milling-bout or a milling-match. Mill itself meant a fight. Thus ‘An Amateur’ (actually the slang collector John Badcock), tells in Real Life in London (1821) how ‘There was a most excellent mill at Moulsey Hurst [a cricket ground near the Thames and later the Hurst Park racecourse] on Thursday last, between the Gas-light man, who appears to be a game chicken, and a prime hammerer—he can give and take with any man—and Oliver—Gas beat him hollow, it was all Lombard-street to a china orange.’ (There was an original Game Chicken – the bare-knuckle champion Henry ‘Hen’ Pierce who had died in 1809). The milling-cove or milling kiddy was a boxer, and the milling-panney (from panny, a house) the place where the fight took place. There was a seeming variation: milvader, to box and thus milvadering, the fight. But there was no link: it came from Scottish milvad: a blow.


The boxers (buffers) seemed to be built on different lines. Nothing as simple as a head: there was the nob, the attic, the knowledge box, the top-loft, the brain canister and upper crust (fifty years before it began referring to a somewhat different variety of nob). Eyes were ogles, peepers, daylights and day-openers; teeth were ivories, domino boxes and grinders; the stomach, that alluring target, was a bread-bag, bread-basket or bread-room, a tripe-shop or a victualling office (Australia opted for tuckerbox); the nose a bowsprit, smeller, sneezer, sniffler or snifter, snuffbox or bag or sensitive plant; the ribs were palings. The arms were props. The fist, one’s most vital appendage, was the mitt or mitten, the hard dumpling, the famble, the daddle, bunch or box of fives, mauler or mauley or the prop. It was also the auctioneer: it ‘knocked things down’.


Knocking down was of course the point. One used nothing so prosaic as a jab, hook or uppercut. Blows could be nobbers or headachers (to the head), mufflers (to the mouth), facers (to the face), props (uppercuts) and chippers (jabs). A simple blow was a fib, which gave fibbing gloak, the boxer (gloak being a variant on bloke) and fibbing, the ‘noble art’ itself. As explained by the great boxing journalist Pierce Egan in his Book of Sports (1832): to fib was ‘technical, in the P[rize]R[ing], to hammer your opponent repeatedly in close quarters; and to get no return for the compliment you are bestowing on him’. It could also be pepper, and the boxer was a pepperer. There were staggerers and tellers (which ‘told’ on one’s stamina) and the gaslighter which presumably put out one’s lights. The knockout punch was a burster, a clicker (which also meant the fighter), a doser, a finisher, a full stop, a settler, a stopper and a turfer or sender (both of which sent one to the grass). Suffering dizziness after a blow was shooting stars. Other punches included the plump, the bung (usually ‘in the eye’) the buster, the click, the culp (going back to Latin’s colaphus, a box on the ear), the deceptively mild poke, the toucher, dig, dab (thus dab the paint, to jab) or dub (especially as dub o the hick, a blow on the head), the milvad, the mill, the stoter (from Dutch stooten, to knock, to push), the teaser, the ticket, the rattler (presumably aimed at the teeth though it just might undermine a fighter’s composure), the walloper, the whiffle and the whistycastor.


It was all very detailed, though that may have stemmed from the boxing writers’ need to hold their readers’ attention. The belly-go-firster or -fister was a blow to the stomach, especially one given with no warning, or at the start of a fight. A punch to the eye was an ogler, winker or blinder and to bung up an eye was to blacken it. Black eyes were peepers in mourning. The brisketer or brisket-cut was launched at the chest. The flytrapper, chatterer, muffler, munzer (from muns, the face) and muzzler targeted the mouth, the cheeker the cheek and the facer, conker, chop or chopper the face (chops had meant the face since 1577). The throttle hurt the throat, the bellier or bellowser the stomach (and the phrase bellows to mend was applied to a man who was running out of wind), the rib-tickler or -bender or ribber savaged the ribs. Blows to the head included the topper, nutcracker (nutcrackers themselves were fists), header, jobber, topper, nodyer (from Australia) and nope (from northern dialect nawp, noup, nope, a blow and ultimately a supposed Scandinavian verb nawpe, to strike down). The nose attracted smellers, sneezers, snorters, nosegays, nosers, nosenders and snufflers. Finally the ear was assailed with luggers (from lug), buckhorses (in honour of the pugilist Buckhorse, real name John Smith, who, for a small charge, allowed people to hit him hard on the side of the head), and the whisterclyster, whisticaster or whisterpoop. Whister meant a whisper, clyster an enema and cast to throw.


The product of all of this was blood. Or claret. Of all the Fancy’s favourite terms this is perhaps the sole survivor. One could claret one’s opponent or tap their claret, i.e. draw their blood; and the first such blow was the claret-christening; the nose was the claret-jug, claret-cask or claret-spout. To make it bleed was to tap a judy which played on judy, a woman, and the blood that flowed when she was deflowered.


Modern boxing is more likely to provide imagery than slang: out for the count, beat someone to the punch, saved by the bell, or chuck, throw or toss in the sponge or towel, itself already in use in the mid-nineteenth century. The last great exponent of language in the world of boxing was Muhammad Ali, but his delivery was all his own work.


Tom Moore’s friend Lord Byron was a great fan. He was a regular at the training sessions offered by John Jackson (1769–1845), an ex-prizefighter (champion from 1795–1803) who taught Byron and a number of his friends. The aristocratic poet termed him his ‘old friend and corporeal pastor and master’ and noted in his ‘Hints from Horace’ that ‘men unpractised in exchanging knocks / Must go to Jackson ere they dare to box.’ It was a quintessential flash relationship: the lord and the butcher’s son turned publican, united no doubt in language as much as in friendship.


Byron was an aristocrat and a renowned if controversial poet, but the Fancy’s true laureate was less socially distinguished. If prize-fighting and its language has a story over and beyond those who actually battled out the bouts it is that of its chronicler-in-chief, Pierce Egan (1772–1849). As John Camden Hotten put it, writing the introduction to his 1869 reprint of Egan’s ‘novel’ Life in London (1821) ‘In his particular line, he was the greatest man in England. [. . .] His peculiar phraseology, and his superior knowledge of the business, soon rendered him eminent beyond all rivalry and competition. He was flattered and petted by pugilists and peers: his patronage and countenance were sought for by all who considered the road to a prize-fight the road to reputation and honor. Sixty years ago, his presence was understood to convey respectability on any meeting convened for the furtherance of bull-baiting, cock-fighting, cudgelling, wrestling, boxing, and all that comes within the category of “manly sports”.’ Egan’s ‘peculiar phraseology’ would make him the father of every sportswriter who, perhaps unconsciously, has adopted his heightened style as a blueprint for their own.


Egan was born in Ireland but at some stage moved to the London suburbs, where he would spend his life. By 1812 he had established himself as the country’s leading ‘reporter of sporting events’, which at the time meant mainly prize-fights and horseraces. As A.J. Liebling, his spiritual if not actual successor, put it over a century later, ‘Egan [. . .] belonged to London, and no man has ever presented a more enthusiastic picture of all aspects of its life except the genteel. He was a hack journalist, a song writer, and conductor of puff-sheets and, I am inclined to suspect, a shake-down man.’ Most important for Liebling, who wrote for the New Yorker on boxing among much else, was that ‘In 1812 he got out the first paperbound instalment of Boxiana; or Sketches of Ancient and Modern Pugilism; from the days of Brougham and Slack to the Heroes of the Present Milling Aera.’ The journal lasted until 1828, its fifth volume, and established its editor as the foremost authority on what in the fourth volume (1824) was termed ‘the Sweet Science of Bruising’ which Sweet Science 130 years on gave Liebling a title for his collected boxing pieces.


Egan’s journal mixed round-by-round reports of fights with biographies of those who fought them, but as Liebling notes, as well as these unsurpassed technical skills what Egan achieved was to portray the links that held together the Fancy – its ‘trulls and lushes, toffs and toddlers’ – and its world of flash. ‘He also saw the ring as a juicy chunk of English life, in no way separable from the rest. His accounts of the extra-annular lives of the Heroes, coal-heavers, watermen, and butchers’ boys, are a panorama of low, dirty, happy, brutal, sentimental Regency England that you’ll never get from Jane Austen. The fighter’s relations with their patrons, the Swells, present that curious pattern of good fellowship and snobbery, not mutually exclusive, that has always existed between Gentleman and Player in England.’
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