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    Language refuses to behave, and this book records the mischief. The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, associated with the lexicographical project begun by Francis Grose, collects the slang, cant, and colloquial turns that hovered beyond polite conversation in late Georgian and early Regency Britain. First issued as a dictionary of the so‑called vulgar tongue in the 1780s under Grose, the enterprise continued in subsequent editions, with the 1811 iteration circulating widely under his name. Readers encounter not a narrative but an inventory of living speech, preserved at the moment it threatened to slip away, and framed with a knowing, often playful, editorial touch.

This volume is a work of reference and a social document at once. As a dictionary, it arranges words alphabetically and defines them with brisk economy; as a portrait of its time, it gestures toward streets, taverns, barracks, workrooms, and playhouses where such language thrived. Published in the early nineteenth century, it stands at the threshold between Enlightenment cataloguing and Regency urban vitality. The point of view is descriptive rather than moralizing, treating rough idiom as data, wit, and custom. It invites consultation, browsing, and surprise, offering a map of English as it was negotiated beyond official classrooms and pulpits.

The premise is straightforward: to fix on the page the expressions that moved through everyday talk, sport, trade, and subcultural life. The experience of reading, however, is anything but dry. Definitions carry flashes of humor, indirect social commentary, and the occasional aside that reveals how usage and reputation intertwined. Many entries condense small scenes—of a wager, a street trick, a jest, a quarrel—into a phrase and its gloss. The tone ranges from wry to earthy, reflecting a world where words travel fast and change quickly. This is a book to dip into, letting associations spark across letters and lives.

At its core lies a meditation on authority and belonging: who decides what counts as proper English, and who is left out of that decision. By cataloguing what others dismissed as coarse or low, the dictionary preserves voices otherwise filtered from formal records. It traces the traffic between classes, the masks people wear to pass or to resist, and the way euphemism both hides and reveals desire, fear, and ambition. It also shows how language polices boundaries while offering tools to subvert them. Beneath the amusement runs a serious inquiry into how communities name themselves and the world they inhabit.

The book’s publication context matters. Francis Grose had already demonstrated that the everyday—objects, customs, and speech—deserved scholarly attention, and the 1811 edition extends that impulse into the new century. It reflects an era fascinated by catalogues, collections, and compendia, when print could gather what the city scattered. Rather than speculate about origins, it attends to use, noting how words circulate and stick. In doing so, it complements more formal dictionaries by registering the volatile edge of English. Its temporal setting—drawn from the decades around its issue—imbues it with the cadence of a living archive rather than a tidy museum.

For contemporary readers, the dictionary’s relevance is immediate. It offers a historical mirror to today’s slang cycles, reminding us that innovation, code, and in‑group wit have long animated common speech. It raises questions about how institutions record language and how prejudice can be smuggled into definition. It also underscores the pleasures and risks of linguistic play, including terms that now read as offensive or exclusionary. Approached critically, the volume becomes a resource for understanding how words shape identity, reputation, and power. Its energy lies in showing English as a practice—improvised, shared, contested—rather than a fixed set of rules.

To open this book is to enter a bustling lexicon where meaning is negotiated in the crowd. The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue asks to be browsed as much as studied, letting chance juxtapositions disclose patterns of humor, work, and social friction. It rewards curiosity with moments of recognition and estrangement, where a familiar idiom reveals an unfamiliar past. Read patiently and generously, it becomes a time capsule of voices that rarely secured a place in official histories. Above all, it affirms that English thrives not only in academies and courts, but in the quicksilver traffic of ordinary talk.
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    1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue is a lexicon of slang, cant, and colloquial English associated with late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain. Attributed to Francis Grose, whose earlier dictionary forms its foundation, the 1811 issue presents an expanded inventory of everyday speech beyond polite usage. It assembles terms heard in streets, taverns, barracks, ships, theaters, and markets, aiming to record expressions otherwise absent from formal dictionaries. The work serves readers seeking to understand contemporary dialogue, literary allusions, and criminal jargon. Its central purpose is descriptive: to register words and phrases as they were used, without prescribing correctness or moral judgment.

An introductory notice outlines the compiler’s aims and sources. It explains that entries were gathered from conversation, pamphlets, plays, broadsides, court reports, and personal testimony, with attention to rapid linguistic change. The preface acknowledges variation in spelling and meaning across districts, and cautions that some expressions are coarse. It frames the collection as a practical aid for deciphering popular speech and the language of the streets. Rather than proposing a refined standard, the preface justifies inclusion by frequency and currency of use. It also notes debts to earlier canting glossaries and the need to consolidate dispersed vocabularies into a single reference.

The body of the dictionary proceeds alphabetically, presenting headwords followed by concise definitions, synonyms, and occasional etymological notes. Many entries supply illustrative phrases that show idiomatic deployment, while cross-references direct readers to related terms or broader categories. Abbreviations mark domains such as military, nautical, or provincial. Spelling is normalized for ease of search, though variant forms are sometimes recorded. The coverage treats both single words and set expressions. Short entries predominate, producing a quick, consultable cadence. The arrangement avoids thematic chapters; instead, patterns emerge as readers move through letters, observing clusters that reflect occupational or social affiliations.

Across the alphabet, significant attention falls on urban sociability and commerce. There are names for public houses, drinking vessels, measures, and customary toasts; idioms attached to markets, fairs, and street vending; and slang of playhouses, sport, and gaming tables. Terms describe trades and their tools, from coachmen and costermongers to butchers and barbers, often with nicknames and job-specific jargon. The lexicon records manners of dress, fashion accessories, and bodily adornment. It also catalogues monetary denominations, wagers, and tricks used in cards and dice. These entries collectively depict the routines and diversions of metropolitan life as heard in conversation.

A substantial portion documents criminal cant and the institutions that policed it. Readers encounter names for thieves by specialization, tactics for picking pockets or housebreaking, and the implements associated with each practice. The dictionary explains terms for prisons, gaols, and places of confinement, as well as slang for officers, informers, and judicial proceedings. Punishments and legal outcomes are noted in concise formulas. Many entries classify confidence schemes and street deceptions, supplying alternative labels and brief hints of method. This material furnishes a vocabulary that clarifies popular narratives, ballads, and reports concerning crime, while maintaining focus on terminology rather than storytelling.

Material from the army and navy appears throughout, reflecting Britain’s martial context in the period. The entries register ranks, enlistment practices, daily routines, and camp or barracks life, along with nicknames for regiments and weapons. Naval slang addresses shipboard hierarchy, duties, provisions, and weather, together with colloquial names for sails, ropes, and maneuvers. Press-gang references and disciplinary terms are included in brief. These items often intersect with general slang for hardship, bravado, and jest, showing how service idioms circulated ashore. The dictionary’s treatment remains consistent: succinct definitions that enable recognition of a term’s domain and common usage.

The work includes a broad register of bodily, sexual, and scatological expressions, recorded with the same economy of definition. Euphemisms stand alongside direct terms, indicating the range of contemporary discourse. Oaths, interjections, and formulaic insults are grouped by headword, with cross-references to variant forms. Entries covering anatomy, illness, appetite, and intoxication appear frequently, illustrating how figurative extensions produce vivid metaphors. The compiler notes when a term is considered low or indecent but does not expound on morality. The presence of such vocabulary underscores the dictionary’s documentary aim: to capture the spoken language in all its informal registers.

Beyond single terms, numerous entries treat fixed phrases, proverbial sayings, and elliptical constructions that carry meanings not evident from their parts. The dictionary marks regional and provincial origins where known, integrating dialect contributions into the urban slang matrix. Sets of near-synonyms reveal networks of association, and occasional remarks point to shifts in sense over time. While the tone of definitions is brisk and practical, some items preserve turns of wit characteristic of the sources. The collection situates itself within earlier traditions of canting dictionaries, but consolidates dispersed materials into a resource attuned to current usage and broad readership.

The dictionary concludes as alphabetic entries simply cease, without a formal summation. Its cumulative effect is to offer a snapshot of English as spoken outside learned circles, mapping interactions among classes, occupations, and institutions. The principal message is preservation and clarification: by recording slang, the work enables comprehension of everyday talk and popular literature. It functions as a reference for writers, officials, and curious readers, and as an indirect chronicle of social customs. In presenting meanings succinctly and sequentially, the 1811 edition delivers a compact, systematic survey of vulgar and cant language in its historical moment.
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    The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue emerges from late Georgian and early Regency London, a metropolis swollen by migration and trade, where social extremes collided in rookeries, docks, markets, and theatres. In 1811 Britain entered the Regency, as George, Prince of Wales, assumed rule due to George III’s incapacity, formalizing a culture of display and vice alongside wartime austerity. Francis Grose, an antiquary and militia officer, had compiled the earlier Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue (1785), drawing on taverns, barracks, fairs, and courts. The 1811 edition, anonymously enlarged, builds on his lexicographic fieldwork, codifying the language of London’s streets amid rapid urban change, expanding policing, and imperial conflict.

The most formative backdrop is London’s criminal justice system and urban underworld under the so called Bloody Code. Between roughly 1688 and 1820, Parliament expanded capital statutes to more than 200 offenses, making thefts and poaching hanging matters. Public executions moved from Tyburn to Newgate in 1783, while the Old Bailey tried felonies for London and Middlesex. Henry and John Fielding’s Bow Street Runners, founded c. 1749, and the Thames River Police (1798, Patrick Colquhoun and John Harriott) pioneered professional policing, targeting pickpockets, receivers, and river thieves around Wapping, the West India Docks (1802), London Dock (1805), and East India Docks (1806). The Gordon Riots of June 1780, which sacked Newgate, exposed urban volatility and the porous boundary between crowd protest and criminal opportunity. Rookeries such as St Giles and Seven Dials incubated a mixed economy of lodging houses, fences, prostitutes, and gaming hells. Against this apparatus, offenders relied on cant and flash to cloak transactions, mislead constables, and signal affiliation. Grose’s military and antiquarian roaming placed him in taverns and fairs where such speech flourished; the 1811 enlarger systematically mined newspapers, Old Bailey Proceedings, and street observation to register terms for swindles, confidence tricks, body snatching, prostitution, and prizefighting. The lexicon’s precision mirrors case law and policing categories—distinguishing cracksmen from footpads, receivers from hawkers—and maps the social geography of vice by naming notorious sites and practices. In effect, it is a linguistic by product of the city’s penal modernization: as the state categorized crime, the underworld replied with a counter vocabulary, which the dictionary preserves.

The Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) saturated Britain with military and naval life, injecting soldierly and seafaring slang into everyday speech. Mass mobilization, impressment, and the 1795 Quota Acts filled ships and regiments, while shortages and hardship hardened barrack room culture. The Spithead and Nore mutinies in 1797, in the Channel and Thames estuary, dramatized rank and discipline, producing terms and anecdotes that circulated widely. Veterans returned to London on half pay, haunting docks and taverns. The dictionary incorporates martial terms, oaths, and metaphors, showing how wartime service and impressment practices colored working class idiom and stitched naval and military experience into urban vernacular.

The Regency declared in 1811 crystallized a leisure economy of theatres, pleasure gardens, and sporting clubs, set against moral anxiety. Covent Garden, the Haymarket, and Vauxhall Gardens fostered a marketplace of prostitution, gambling, and spectacle. Prizefighting’s ascendancy shaped slang through the fame of Daniel Mendoza (champion 1792–1795) and Tom Cribb, who fought the African American boxer Tom Molineaux in 1810 and again on 28 September 1811 at Thistleton Gap, Rutland. Their bouts supplied metaphors for toughness, gaming, and class performance. The 1811 lexicon’s subtitle promising buckish slang signals an urban masculine culture of display and dissipation that the vocabulary both records and satirizes.

Transportation to New South Wales, inaugurated by the First Fleet in 1787–1788 after American transportation ceased during the War of Independence, reconfigured criminal penalties and language. With prison overcrowding, the Crown used Thames hulks from 1776 and shipped convicts for seven or fourteen years or life, creating a diaspora of British criminal subculture. Names like Botany Bay became shorthand for exile. The dictionary captures terms associated with sentencing, convict identity, and shipboard life, reflecting how transportation shaped the aspirations and fears of offenders and the authorities’ rhetoric. Its entries reveal a penal world where distance, labor, and stigma were encoded in everyday speech.

Industrialization and enclosure accelerated displacement and poverty, feeding the informal economies that the lexicon documents. The General Enclosure Act of 1801 intensified loss of common rights; food crises in 1795–1801 sparked bread riots and price regulation by crowd pressure, the so called moral economy. The Luddite movement (1811–1816), beginning around Nottinghamshire hosiery frames in 1811, escalated into machine breaking made a capital offense by the Frame Breaking Act (1812). Rural artisans and urban migrants converged in London’s alleys and docks, sustaining casual labor, fencing, and street trade. The dictionary’s artisan and tavern slang mirrors these upheavals, encoding precarious work, hustles, and resistance to surveillance.

A vibrant but contested print culture mediated law, scandal, and slang. The Old Bailey Proceedings, printed from 1674, and broadsides of trials and executions fed popular knowledge of crime. At the same time, the Treasonable Practices and Seditious Meetings Acts of 1795 targeted radical speech, driving coded discourse into private clubs, coffeehouses, and workshops. Cheap chapbooks, song sheets, and caricatures by artists like James Gillray and Thomas Rowlandson circulated innuendo and cant. The 1811 dictionary distills this print street nexus: it systematizes euphemisms and code words that enabled speakers to navigate censorship, evade informers, and share news within occupational and neighborhood networks.

By cataloguing the idioms of soldiers, sailors, hawkers, prostitutes, gamblers, and thieves, the book exposes the era’s class stratification and the criminalization of poverty. It frames the Bloody Code, impressment, and transportation as lived experiences embedded in language, revealing how state power, market discipline, and gendered economies coerced the poor while entertaining the elite. Its attention to place names and occupational tags maps segregated urban geographies, implicating polite society’s appetite for spectacle in sustaining vice markets. The lexicon functions as social critique by making elite readers confront the ingenuity and solidarity of subaltern speech, thereby unsettling complacent narratives of order and improvement.
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The merit of Captain Grose[1]'s Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue has
been long and universally acknowledged. But its circulation was
confined almost exclusively to the lower orders of society: he
was not aware, at the time of its compilation, that our young men
of fashion would at no very distant period be as distinguished
for the vulgarity of their jargon as the inhabitants of Newgate[2];
and he therefore conceived it superfluous to incorporate with his
work the few examples of fashionable slang that might occur to
his observation.

But our Jehus of rank have a phraseology not less peculiar to
themselves, than the disciples of Barrington: for the uninitiated
to understand their modes of expression, is as impossible as for
a Buxton to construe the Greek Testament. To sport an Upper
Benjamin, and to swear with a good grace, are qualifications
easily attainable by their cockney imitators; but without the aid
of our additional definitions, neither the cits of Fish-street,
nor the boors of Brentford would be able to attain the language
of whippism. We trust, therefore, that the whole tribe of
second-rate Bang Ups, will feel grateful for our endeavour to render
this part of the work as complete as possible. By an occasional
reference to our pages, they may be initiated into all the
peculiarities of language by which the man of spirit is
distinguished from the man of worth. They may now talk bawdy
before their papas, without the fear of detection, and abuse
their less spirited companions, who prefer a good dinner at home
to a glorious UP-SHOT in the highway, without the hazard of a
cudgelling.

But we claim not merely the praise of gratifying curiosity, or
affording assistance to the ambitious; we are very sure that the
moral influence of the Lexicon Balatronicum[3] will be more certain
and extensive than that of any methodist sermon that has ever
been delivered within the bills of mortality. We need not descant
on the dangerous impressions that are made on the female mind, by
the remarks that fall incidentally from the lips of the brothers
or servants of a family; and we have before observed, that
improper topics can with our assistance be discussed, even before
the ladies, without raising a blush on the cheek of modesty. It
is impossible that a female should understand the meaning of
TWIDDLE DIDDLES[4], or rise from table at the mention of BUCKINGER'S
BOOT. Besides, Pope assures us, that "VICE TO BE HATED NEEDS BUT
TO BE SEEN;" in this volume it cannot be denied, that she is seen
very plainly; and a love of virtue is, therefore, the necessary
result of perusing it.

The propriety of introducing the UNIVERSITY SLANG will be readily
admitted; it is not less curious than that of the College in the
Old
Bailey, and is less generally understood. When the number and
accuracy of our additions are compared with the price of the
volume, we have no doubt that its editors will meet with the
encouragement that is due to learning, modesty, and virtue.
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ABBESS, or LADY ABBESS, A bawd, the mistress of a
  brothel.

ABEL-WACKETS. Blows given on the palm of the hand
  with a twisted handkerchief, instead of a ferula; a jocular
  punishment among seamen, who sometimes play at cards
  for wackets, the loser suffering as many strokes as he has
  lost games.

ABIGAIL. A lady's waiting-maid.

ABRAM. Naked. CANT.

ABRAM COVE. A cant word among thieves, signifying a
  naked or poor man; also a lusty, strong rogue.

ABRAM MEN. Pretended mad men.

TO SHAM ABRAM. To pretend sickness.

ACADEMY, or PUSHING SCHOOL. A brothel. The Floating
  Academy; the lighters on board of which those persons
  are confined, who by a late regulation are condemned to
  hard labour, instead of transportation.—Campbell's
  Academy; the same, from a gentleman of that name, who had
  the contract for victualling the hulks or lighters.

ACE OF SPADES. A widow.

ACCOUNTS. To cast up one's accounts; to vomit.

ACORN. You will ride a horse foaled by an acorn, i.e. the


gallows, called also the Wooden and Three-legged Mare.


You will be hanged.—See THREE-LEGGED MARE.



ACT OF PARLIAMENT. A military term for small beer, five
  pints of which, by an act of parliament, a landlord was
  formerly obliged to give to each soldier gratis.

ACTEON. A cuckold, from the horns planted on the head


of Acteon by Diana.



ACTIVE CITIZEN. A louse.

ADAM'S ALE. Water.

ADAM TILER. A pickpocket's associate, who receives the
  stolen goods, and runs off with them. CANT.

ADDLE PATE. An inconsiderate foolish fellow.

ADDLE PLOT. A spoil-sport, a mar-all.

ADMIRAL OF THE BLUE, who carries his flag on the main-mast.


A landlord or publican wearing a blue apron, as


was formerly the custom among gentlemen of that vocation.



ADMIRAL OF THE NARROW SEAS. One who from drunkenness


vomits into the lap of the person sitting opposite to


him. SEA PHRASE.



ADRIFT. Loose, turned adrift, discharged. SEA PHRASE.

AEGROTAT, (CAMBRIDGE), A certificate from the apothecary
  that you are INDISPOSED, (i. e.) to go to chapel. He
  sports an Aegrotat, he is sick, and unable to attend Chapel.
  or Hall. It does not follow, however, but that he can STRUM
  A PIECE, or sport a pair of oars.

AFFIDAVIT MEN. Knights of the post, or false witnesses,
  said to attend Westminster Hall, and other courts of
  justice, ready to swear any thing for hire.

AFTER-CLAP. A demand after the first given in has been
  discharged; a charge for pretended omissions; in short,
  any thing disagreeable happening after all consequences of
  the cause have been thought at an end.

AGAINST THE GRAIN. Unwilling. It went much against
  the grain with him, i.e. it was much against his
  inclination, or against his pluck.

AGOG, ALL-A-GOG. Anxious, eager, impatient: from the


Italian AGOGARE, to desire eagerly.



AGROUND. Stuck fast, stopped, at a loss, ruined; like a


boat or vessel aground.



AIR AND EXERCISE. He has had air and exercise, i.e. he


has been whipped at the cart's tail; or, as it is generally,


though more vulgarly, expressed, at the cart's a-se.



ALDERMAN. A roasted turkey garnished with sausages;


the latter are supposed to represent the gold chain worn


by those magistrates.



ALDGATE. A draught on the pump at Aldgate; a bad bill


of exchange, drawn on persons who have no effects of the


drawer.



ALE DRAPER. An alehouse keeper.

ALE POST. A may-pole.

ALL-A-MORT. Struck dumb, confounded. What, sweet
  one, all-a-mort? SHAKESPEARE.

ALL HOLIDAY. It is all holiday at Peckham, or it is all holiday


with him; a saying signifying that it is all over


with the business or person spoken of or alluded to.



ALL HOLLOW. He was beat all hollow, i.e. he had no


chance of conquering: it was all hollow, or a hollow thing,


it was a decided thing from the beginning. See HOLLOW.



ALL NATIONS. A composition of all the different spirits


sold in a dram-shop, collected  in a vessel into which


the drainings of the bottles and quartern pots are emptied.



ALLS. The five alls is a country sign, representing five human
  figures, each having a motto under him. The first
  is a king in his regalia; his motto, I govern all: the second,
  a bishop in pontificals; motto, I pray for all: third,
  a lawyer in his gown; motto, I plead for all: fourth: a
  soldier in his regimentals, fully accoutred; motto, I
  fight for all: fifth, a poor countryman with his scythe
  and rake; motto, I pay for all.

ALTAMEL. A verbal or lump account, without particulars,
  such as is commonly produced at bawdy-houses,
  spunging-houses, &c. Vide DUTCH RECKONING.

ALTITUDES. The man is in his altitudes, i.e. he is drunk.

AMBASSADOR. A trick to duck some ignorant fellow or
  landsman, frequently played on board ships in the warm
  latitudes. It is thus managed: A large tub is filled with
  water, and two stools placed on each side of it. Over
  the whole is thrown a tarpaulin, or old sail: this is
  kept tight by two persons, who are to represent the king
  and queen of a foreign country, and are seated on the
  stools. The person intended to be ducked plays the Ambassador,
  and after repeating a ridiculous speech dictated
  to him, is led in great form up to the throne, and seated
  between the king and queen, who rising suddenly as soon
  as he is seated, he falls backwards into the tub of water.

AMBASSADOR OF MOROCCO. A Shoemaker. (See Mrs.


Clarke's Examination.)



AMBIDEXTER. A lawyer who takes fees from both plaintiff
  and defendant, or that goes snacks with both parties
  in gaming.

AMEN CURLER. A parish clerk.

AMEN. He said Yes and Amen to every thing; he agreed to
  every thing.

AMINADAB. A jeering name for a Quaker.

AMES ACE. Within ames ace; nearly, very near.

TO AMUSE. To fling dust or snuff in the eyes of the person
  intended to be robbed; also to invent some plausible tale,
  to delude shop-keepers and others, thereby to put them
  off their guard. CANT.

AMUSERS. Rogues who carried snuff or dust in their pockets,
  which they threw into the eyes of any person they
  intended to rob; and running away, their accomplices
  (pretending to assist and pity the half-blinded person)
  took that opportunity of plundering him.

ANABAPTIST. A pickpocket caught in the fact, and punished
  with the discipline of the pump or horse-pond.

ANCHOR. Bring your a-se to an anchor, i.e. sit down. To let
  go an anchor to the windward of the law; to keep within
  the letter of the law. SEA WIT.

ANGLERS. Pilferers, or petty thieves, who, with a stick
  having a hook at the end, steal goods out of shop-windows,
  grates, &c.; also those who draw in or entice unwary persons
  to prick at the belt, or such like devices.

ANGLING FOR FARTHINGS. Begging out of a prison window
  with a cap, or box, let down at the end of a long
  string.

ANKLE. A girl who is got with child, is said to have sprained
  her ankle.

ANODYNE NECKLACE. A halter.

ANTHONY or TANTONY PIG. The favourite or smallest pig
  in the litter.—To follow like a tantony pig, i.e. St.
  Anthony's pig; to follow close at one's heels. St. Anthony
  the hermit was a swineherd, and is always represented
  with a swine's bell and a pig. Some derive this saying
  from a privilege enjoyed by the friars of certain convents
  in England and France (sons of St. Anthony), whose swine
  were permitted to feed in the streets. These swine would
  follow any one having greens or other provisions, till they
  obtained some of them; and it was in those days considered
  an act of charity and religion to feed them.
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