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‘Let me recommend [this] hilarious new book … All of [the names] make you happy to belong to a people who believe it is their patriotic duty not to take themselves too seriously … It really is laugh-out-loud funny.’

Allison Pearson, Daily Mail

‘I can see no possible justification for a puerile and tasteless compendium that panders to the lowest barrel-scraping grade of British bodily-functions “humour”– apart from the fact that it may well make you laugh like a hyena.’

Boyd Tonkin, Independent

‘Hours of fun.’ James Doorne, Bizarre magazine

‘Amazingly, this is the first ever complete collection of unlikely-but-true British names. Handily assembled in appropriately-titled chapters such as Private Functions and Nature or Torture, the list includes everyone from Dick Brain to Hugh Fatty to Jemima Panties.’

Henry Sutton, Daily Mirror

‘This compendium of amusing British names is as smutty as its title promises.’

Sameer Rahim, Daily Telegraph

‘It goes without saying that, as a Sunday Times reader, you have highbrow tastes in comic writing. You enjoy a bit of Aristophanes now and again, and can’t get enough of the satires of Juvenal. So I hesitate to mention a title called Potty, Fartwell & Knob. The best jokes come at you unexpectedly, and so it is with this list of real people with extraordinary names … I defy you not to laugh. Some names are rather rude and would require lavish use of the asterisk, but I think I can mention Fanny Tickler (born 1816) and Nancy Boys (born 1842). And wouldn’t you like to know more about Mr William Tippen Useless, not to mention Thigh McKay, Herbert Sherbert and Mary Fairy?’

Roland White, Sunday Times


A selection of Amazon readers’ ***** reviews

Hilariously brilliant … it will have the tears rolling down your face. A great present.

Loved it. I have to show this book to all that call in … it’s even better after a pint or two.

I laughed so much I came close to wetting myself … one of the funniest books I have ever read.

I can’t recommend this book highly enough if you just need a quick pick-me-up. Whatever you were down about, after two minutes with this your sides will be splitting.

I want a copy! … A great book to dip into in your spare time for both young and old.

Very funny and well researched … Great stuff.

You know when you laugh so hard that you cry and you don’t think you’ll ever breathe again? That’s what this book will do.

Buy it for a great read or a perfect gift. Trust me, I can’t rate this highly enough!

An excellent stocking filler for all the family … genuinely amusing.

This is a great book, but the most amazing part is that it’s true! The research that went into this is incredible.

This is an unbelievably funny book and what I find so mind-boggling is how parents can saddle their offspring with such names … anything that can make us laugh out loud deserves five stars.

My latest project is to move Potty, Fartwell & Knob to the top of the pile and the front of the display in every bookshop I visit … worth the effort if it brings Russell Ash’s wonderful little book the attention it deserves.

I cannot thank my mum enough for this excellent birthday present … Absolutely brilliant, probably one of my favourite ever works of nonfiction.

Too funny to read in public … an ideal gift for sniggering schoolboys and schoolgirls of all ages.

The funniest book in the world. I was absolutely crying with laughter only moments after opening this book.

A brilliant present, everyone needs this book in their life!


POTTY, FARTWELL AND KNOB

Russell Ash

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2007 Russell Ash

The right of Russell Ash to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 2194 0

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London

NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


About the Book

Russell Ash has trawled parish registers and censuses going back 900 years to compile the first ever complete book of breathtakingly unlikely-but-true British names. It features an incredible and diverse range of totally genuine names, evoking everything from body parts (Dick Brain), sex (Matilda Suckcock), illness (Barbaray Headache) and toilet functions (Peter Piddle) to food (Hazel Nutt), animals (Minty Badger) and places (Phila Delphia). Every single one has been checked for authenticity and its source is given, as well as extra notes where further fascinating illumination is possible. The book provides a rigorously researched yet laugh-out-loud overview of Britain’s eccentricity through the ages. And in this fully revised, expanded and enhanced paperback edition, it is no exaggeration to say that it’s Pottier, Fartier and Knobbier than ever before.


About the Author

Russell Ash is best known for his annual THE TOP TEN OF EVERYTHING and other popular reference works, but he is also the author of numerous humour titles. His extensive research work encompasses biographical studies and genealogy. www.RussellAsh.com


To anyone who has ever had a strange name
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Nutty Haddock


Introduction

Pottier, Fartier & Knobier

The book in your hands could be regarded as the literary equivalent of the ‘director’s cut’. Authors are rarely granted the privilege of re-visiting their books, but in this instance I have been given the opportunity to revise, expand and enhance the text of the hardback, originally published in 2007, adding several new sections and hundreds more names. It is, in fact, Pottier1, Fartier2 and Knobier3.

Censored!

Following the publication of the original book, I undertook a number of radio interviews – although some interviewers were concerned about which names I could and could not say on air pre-watershed, which, on a couple of occasions, extended to the title of the book. One interview for a national newspaper was tragically spiked when its delivery unfortunately coincided with an editorial clampdown on a perceived tide of ‘smut’, and thus appeared a deliberate act of rebellion on the part of the journalist. (It reminded me of the incident in Evelyn Waugh’s Vile Bodies, when gossip columnist Adam Fenwick-Symes’ editor tells him under no circumstances to mention Count Cincinnati, Espinosa’s or green bowler hats, subcontracts to someone who reports that Count Cincinnati has been seen going into Espinosa’s in a green bowler hat – and is promptly sacked.)

People who bought this …

Like many authors, I became obsessed with my rankings on Amazon, especially when it hit No. 1 in obvious categories, such as History and Personal Names, but was also bizarrely identified as No. 1 in the category Humour: Fiction (even though it isn’t) and Crime, Thrillers and Mystery (outranking Rankin, as it were). Amazon’s ‘people who bought this also bought that’ items are usually other books by the same author, or at least in the same genre, but this is not the case with Potty, Fartwell & Knob, whose readers are a much more eclectic lot. People who bought it apparently also bought an oven thermometer, a 500 gigabyte hard drive, an Amy Winehouse CD, cowboy boots, flip-flops, disco lights, slimming tablets, false nails, a laundry hamper, a branding iron (for barbecues, I think), a Cliff Richard calendar and a set of Nigella Lawson measuring spoons (very useful, if you need to measure a Nigella Lawson, although a measuring jug might be better). What this tells us about purchasers of the book – people like you, in fact – is frankly unfathomable.

Naming and shaming

As well as such new sections as dyslexic names and anagrams, palindromes and ananyms (reverse spellings, such as Trebor for Robert) – which diverge somewhat from the ‘accidental’ humour of most of the names, but are more common than might be supposed – I have added more strangely apt married couples, more modern names (without sources – I don’t want kids being bullied at school, whereas adults can fend for themselves), and some choice new discoveries throughout. This expansion has been enabled in part by my ongoing quest for ever-sillier names – the research has been so much fun that it can hardly be considered work – but also through the generous submissions of readers who sent in innumerable entries: people were happy to give me names dredged from their own family history researches, but equally delighted to shop their friends and relatives, work and school colleagues; there were even instances of teachers betraying their pupils. Among those with a silly name to share, there is clearly not a shred of honour.

To begin at the beginning

Let’s back-pedal a bit. In 2005, Renée Jackaman, an archivist then at the Cornwall Record Office (now at the Devon Record Office), produced a ‘Silly Names List’ (see page 336), gleaned from their files, which included such gems as Philadelphia Bunnyface, Boadicia Basher and Ostrich Pockinghorn. Cobbledick, a surname from my wife’s Cornish ancestry, was included. I myself come from a family where such first names as Claudius, Horace and Sarjeant were commonly inflicted on my ancestors. It made me wonder if, possibly, there might be a book to be compiled on unusual British names. I am pleased to say the answer proved to be a resounding ‘yes’.

Fiction and fact

When I told my family and friends I was compiling a book of strange but true British names, almost all of them responded with, ‘I was at school with someone called …’ Some – though, sadly, not all – of the names they suggested turned out to be true, but I soon discovered that those that were represented only the tip of the onomastic4 iceberg. Beneath the surface, hidden away in parish registers, birth, marriage and death records and official censuses, lie countless millions of undiscovered names spanning nine hundred years (the earliest here dates from 1109), from which I have excavated the few thousand that appear in this book.

And what names! Britain, the country that gave us toilets made by Thomas Crapper and a James Bond actor called Roger Moore, has a long tradition of odd and double entendre names that feature in our literature and comedy. The names invented, or adapted, by Charles Dickens represent just one stop on a comedic branch line that in the twentieth century gave us the Starkadders of Cold Comfort Farm; The Goons (Grytpype-Thynne and Willium Cobblers); the Carry On films (W. C. Boggs, Sidney Ruff-Diamond, et al); Round the Horne (J. Peasmold Gruntfuttock, Sid Rumpole, Dame Celia Molestrangler); Monty Python (Gervais Brookhamster, Raymond Luxury-Yacht – pronounced Throatwobbler Mangrove), Rowan Atkinson’s school register sketch from The Secret Policeman’s Ball (which includes several – Dint, Nibble, Mattock and Soda – that actually exist), and so on. However, even Dickens’ most fanciful Sweedlepipes, Honeythunders and Fezziwigs do not come close to the reality of the aberrant but genuine first names, surnames and name combinations you are about to encounter.

Such factors as our tradition of eccentricity, linguistic changes, attempts by parents to come up with an original name and the blunders of illiterate scribes have combined to create the massive names catalogue of Britain, and Potty, Fartwell & Knob is the first ever attempt to present a selection of the strangest examples from this remarkable collection.

‘There’s one born every minute’

This has not been true in the UK for over a century: today, more than 1.2 babies are born every minute in England and Wales alone, and every one of them has to be named.

Some are born with strange surnames, some are blessed, or cursed, with unusual first or middle names. Occasionally we encounter such ‘joke’ names as Ben Dover (though there have been several real ones), or news reports of peculiar but inadvertent names, like the couple who as recently as 2004 innocently named their son ‘Drew Peacock’, before people started to say, ‘You called him what …?’

Aside from a few whimsical names – some bowing to the inevitable (if your surname is Christmas, you may as well call your kid ‘Merry’ – everyone else will) – ludicrously long examples and anagrams and related names, the majority were accidental, not deliberately designed to attract attention or raise a laugh. The ever-crazier names inflicted on the offspring of celebrities and the bizarre excesses of deed poll name changes have been avoided. I have also resisted delving into the realm of ‘nominative determinism’, the tendency for people to end up in professions appropriate to their names, as in the style of the famous I. Pullem, dentist, although I have included the occasional serendipitous discovery, such as Abraham Ball, castrator, such ironies as the birth of George Fatman in Broadbottom, Cheshire, and the weddings of Sherlock and Holmes, Slack and Bottom and Fucks and Allott and their ilk.

Where did these names come from?

Many surnames were originally descriptive – including those that refer to an individual’s character or physical defects or are otherwise insulting – but the embarrassment associated with such names or those containing a double entendre depends on literacy and communications, which, before the modern era, were both undeveloped. Until recent times, most people were born, married and died within a few miles of their home. They probably could not read or write, so never sent or received letters, did not have any forms to fill out or phone calls to answer, did not travel abroad and hence did not need passports, so if someone happened to be called William Bollocks, it was perfectly possible for him to keep it quiet from the world beyond his family circle and so avoid being the subject of derision.

Some of the oddities result from the incongruity of the first and second names or the perhaps unwitting choice of a first name that when written as an initial teams aptly or inaptly with the surname – hence I. Pod and C. Rap (and I write as one whose name may be abbreviated to ‘R. Ash’).

Some bearers of strange names were perhaps immigrants whose names were unremarkable in their own countries, such as Low Fat, who married in Cardiff in 1905. However, other than such individuals, or a few immigrants who fetch up in British censuses, all the names are of British people.

Source material

After pornography, genealogy has become one of the most popular uses of the Internet, and it is only through access to online material that I have been able to research and compile this book – previously it would have been well-nigh impossible.

To unearth these names I have mined parish registers for records of baptisms, marriages and burials, wills and other legal documents, newspapers and phone books. The registration of births, marriages and deaths in England and Wales has been compulsory only since 1837. National censuses have been held every ten years since 1841 (though we currently have free access to those up to 1901 only).

These sources present information of variable detail: in the case of some baptisms, we may know the names of one or both parents; with marriages sometimes the name of the spouse; and with deaths and burials we often know the age. Census returns identify professions, but give ages rather than dates of birth, so birth years are circa, rather than precise.

Eureka!5

The frisson of discovering these names has been a constant pleasure. Surely no one can ever have been called Fanny Plenty – it’s just too similar to Goldfinger’s Pussy Galore or Austin Powers’ homage, Alotta Fagina – but, amazingly, there are several. Dick Head? Of course. Penis Hardon? Naturally. It is therefore almost disappointing to find that there is, for example, a Mary Dupp, but not a May Dupp, a John Time, but not a Justin Time, and not a single Helena Handcart. If only their parents had had more imagination.

Surely, some mistake?

Some peculiar names may have resulted from an error or mistranscription. In 1857 the Registrar-General reported that of 159,097 couples signing the marriage registers in England and Wales, 115,085 men wrote their names, but 44,013 (28 per cent of the total) made their marks. Among women, 97,332 signed and 61,765 (38 per cent) made their marks, the total rising to more than half in some counties. When so many of the adult population of the country could not even write their own names, it is no surprise that the registers contain some bizarre spellings, phonetic versions or inspired guesses. It is often impossible to discern whether an apparent dyslexic spelling of a name – some examples of which are included – was a clumsy error or a ploy to come up with a new name.

The census returns to which we have access are copies, not the originals, which were destroyed long ago, in handwriting that ranges from elegant copperplate to spidery scrawl, and contain many obvious errors. These have often been compounded when transcribed yet again into electronic databases. One of my own ancestors, whose not especially unusual first name was ‘Drusilla’, appears in the 1861 census as ‘Priscilla’ and in 1871 as ‘Omsilla’, while her daughter, also called Drusilla, appears as ‘Prusella’ in 1861 and ‘Orusilla’ in the 1871 census. Thus Pubica Prestridge (1841 census) turns out to be Isabella Partridge and Joseph Prickhead (1901 census) is disappointingly Joseph Pritchard. To avoid such traps, wherever possible original documents have been checked and, as a result, what might have been some splendidly dippy names, eliminated. A few may have slipped through the net, and I will be delighted to receive any corrections.

Census spoofs

There is evidence of occasional spoof entries in census returns. They were in all probability created by bored transcribers, such as the person who in the 1851 census of Islington, London, changed the name of a missionary called John Santo by the subtle addition of the word ‘Clause’. The best-documented is perhaps the imaginative cast of characters inhabiting a Chelsea lodging house in 1881. It included Charles Bigtop – tiger slayer; Gustave Stinkpoor – turpentine boiler; Tanta Toppie – boy hairdresser; Henry Dandelion – horsehair plaiter; William Pitt – clown; Cornelius Duskall – oat sorter, aged 91; Joseph Brown – urinal attendant; and 90-year-old Jimy [sic] Hillad – peacock carrier. Not far away, at the fictitious Paddington address of ‘16 Acacia Gardens’, we find a 52-year-old ‘international playboy’, his 97-year-old wife and son (occupation – ‘ponce’) as well as a cosmopolitan army of servants, among them a Timbuktu-born butler, Persian governess, Russian gardener and a footman from Afghanistan.

Naming fashions

Naming fashions come and go over time. Though an unscientific sampling, certain years seem to have been especially strong for silly multiple names: 1842 and 1843, for example, produced Elizabeth Wrench Wrench, Mary Ann Morecock Morecock, Hairby Rook Rook, Harriot Whore Whore, Raper Raper and Edmund Crisp Crick Crick.

Certain locations are also notable for the oddity of their inhabitants’ names: St George Hanover Square, London (the location of the baptisms and marriages of many members of my own family), registered such names as Charles Penis Horn and Emma Dyke Dyke. I can also corroborate the observations of researchers since the Victorian period who noted that Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk and Guildford, Surrey have a disproportionate abundance of strange names. I would also nominate Sculcoates, Yorkshire; Mitford, Norfolk; Portsea Island, Hampshire, and Blything, Suffolk.

Some names were not considered odd when they were created, but language marches on and linguistic changes mean that certain people find themselves lumbered with weird or double entendre names. As a result of such changes and increasing awareness, certain names have fallen out of favour or bizarre names altered and so filtered out of Britain’s names corpus – which may explain, for example, why there is hardly anyone with the surname Titty after about 1830, and why the once hugely popular Fanny (as a given name, rather than a nickname for girls born ‘Frances’) all but vanished by the First World War. And you don’t meet many people nowadays who have taken the bold decision to call their baby ‘Gay’.

The uniqueness of some first names can be fairly simply explained as an aberration that never caught on. Only half a dozen people seem to have received ‘Spearmint’ as a first or middle name – all but one of them in 1906 – while only one person appears ever to have been baptized ‘Bovril’ (Bovril Simpson, who married in West Ham, 1911).

So good they named them twice

Some names are the human equivalents of the tautonyms encountered in the world of biology, where the genus and species names are identical, as with Alces alces (the moose), Cygnus cygnus (the whooper swan), Ratus ratus and Gorilla gorilla (you’ll never guess). Can it just be down to pride in one’s family name that leads so many parents to repeat it as their child’s middle name – hence those noted above, along with Mabel Sexey Sexey, Henry Basher Basher, Bold Bold, James Brook Dust Dust, Lucinda Legassick Legassick and Albert Fluck Fluck?

Cruelty to children

It is impossible to fathom the psychology behind many naming decisions. Take, for example, those who have a weird name – Rhoda Boat, Henry Fuckalls, Henrietta Prick, Epaphreditus Eatty, Eva Brick, Prudentia Doolittle, Seraphim Hooker, Humiliation Hinde, Hercules Anthill, Golden Balls, Enoch Bottom Bray, Kitty Moose, Noble Wasp, Maude Ship, Finett Pissy, Lunabella C. Heagorty, Dansey Dansey, Large Bee and Grimwood Death, to name but a few – and promptly give their own offspring the same name. Are they proud of the names and desperate to see them carried on to the next generation, or is there perhaps a sense of, ‘I had to put up with it – now you can too …’?

Names occasionally serve as a parental commentary on the latest and perhaps unwelcome addition to the family, hence Lewis Unexpected Smith, Not Wanted James Colvill, No More Durrant, One Too Many Gouldstone, Finale Eldridge, Franklin Addenda Wilkins and (allegedly) That’s It Who’d Have Thought It Restell.

The servant problem

Census returns in particular reveal that many of the bearers of ‘embarrassing’names are servants. This is partly explained by their sheer numbers: at the time of the 1901 census there were 1,285,072 female servants out of a total female population of 16,804,347 in England and Wales – in other words, one woman in every thirteen was in service. There is also more than a hint of discrimination: masters and mistresses would often dub their staff with jokey or easily recalled variants of their real names, or nicknames that duly found their way into census returns.

Where have all the funny names gone?

Anyone undertaking genealogical research cannot fail to be moved by the constant reminders of high infant mortality before the twentieth century. All too often a birth or baptism is rapidly followed by a record of his or her death, so there was no chance of their passing their surname on by marriage, or, as noted above, by handing it on to their children as an often unwelcome gift.

Unusual surnames borne by women were lost when they were changed through marriage. In the 1841 census, there were fifteen people bearing the unfortunate surname ‘Myass’. One of the last recorded, Ann Myass, married in 1886, thereby changing her name. By the time of the 1901 census, there were none. Or consider John Scum: we know he married in 1838, but there is no record of any Scum kids – did he and Mrs Scum not have any little Scums, or did they perhaps change their surname to something less pejorative?

Name changes are by no means a modern phenomenon: Joshua Bug’s decision to change his name to Norfolk Howard was announced in The Times on 26 June 1862. Or John Robert Shittler, born in 1851 in Wimborne, Dorset, who married Martha Reeve in Kingston, Surrey, in 1877. Love conquers almost everything, but maybe not quite enough to spend the rest of your life as a Shittler, and so, in 1884, Mr Shittler changed his family name to Rowden. Similarly, British people with the surname Hitler or Goering changed theirs during the Second World War, just as the Battenbergs had transmogrified into the Mountbattens in the First.

A sort of natural selection may have eliminated some surnames: most women would prefer not to marry if it meant thereby acquiring an embarrassing surname, so the name was not perpetuated, though some were not too lucky in their choices, often trading a ghastly surname for a worse one, as did Mary Madcap when in 1782 she married John Bastard. Then there was the girl with the curious name of Suck Stokes: at the time, perhaps no one gave a thought to the fact that, by her marriage to William Cocken (St Sepulchre, London, 1814), she would become Suck Cocken, and some forethought might have saved a girl who was allegedly but charmingly named Wild Rose from the unfortunate combination that resulted from her marriage to a Mr Bull. And pause for a moment to consider the devotion of Ann Smith, who loved William Fuck enough to marry him.

Past and present

Potty, Fartwell & Knob takes us on a tour of the major cities and tiny hamlets of a Britain peopled by so many oddly named characters that in some respects it appears another country or the setting of some surreal sitcom. Yet, while names of the past inevitably form the bulk of those that follow, the story has not ended: names such as Radar Oo, Princess Diana Frempong, Paris Harris, Phoenix Claw Unicorn, Jago Pirate Turner and Icicle Star Crumplin all date from the twenty-first century.

Finally, don’t forget, I had only to disinter these names, and you have only to read – and, I hope – enjoy them. These people spent their lives with them!

Notes


	The humour derived from some names depends on the not unreasonable expectation that their owners’ initials were used on occasion, Richard was commonly known as ‘Dick’, Philip as ‘Phil’, and so on.

	Some rely on their pronunciation – the seemingly innocuous ‘Mike Hunt’, for example, sounds like – well, you get the idea. If you don’t get them, try saying them out loud (though perhaps not too loud, and not in a public place).

	Gender is noted where it is not obvious from the name or context, but the sex of some is impossible to interpolate from the available data.

	Apologies for the prevalence of Fannies but it was once one of the most common female names – and it is very funny.

	Especially when infant mortality was high, baptisms usually followed soon after births. Baptisms were entered in the parish register, so we know the date and location, and often the names of both parents; we generally don’t know, but can reasonably assume that the place of birth was in the same locality.

	Place of birth is noted where known, but it is either omitted or given at county level only in some sources, such as early censuses; ‘np’ means no place and ‘nd’ no date is indicated in the source.

	The location of a registered birth is often the registration district – usually the nearest town with a register office – but not necessarily the exact place of birth, although these are recorded in census returns with either greater (down to parish level) or lesser (‘London’ or ‘Dorset’, for example) precision.

	‘Census’ is for England unless otherwise stated.

	Locations and county names are as they were at the time of the record – in some instances, places may now be in different counties: for example, Barnet moved from Hertfordshire (1837–51) to Middlesex (1852–1946) and back to Hertfordshire (1946–65) before becoming part of Greater London (1965–present); Wokingham was in Wiltshire until 1845, but is now in Berkshire. Readers may be surprised to see occasional Irish entries, but from 1801 to 1922 Ireland was part of the United Kingdom.
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