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INTRODUCTION


 


Most of us would not claim to have a perfect grasp of the ‘Queen’s English’, so it may be some consolation to learn just how much slang is used in everyday conversations. Slights, slang and profanities have made up a significant part of the English language for hundreds of years, from the code-like terms of the canting crew, up to modern-day reworkings of rhyming slang, and the antiquities which are still used by a large number of people, who likely don’t realise just how old these words are. Some have disappeared and then made a comeback, parading as something new, while others have changed meaning altogether, or completely vanished.


 


Slang is expressive. It can be vulgar, offensive, comical, entertaining. While this collection contains a good many forgotten gems, it also provides a little history for some of the everyday terms many love to use. It may be surprising to discover just how many ‘rude’ words started out life as standard English, before Victorian prudery confined them to the realm of the taboo. 


 


The material in this book is by no means exhaustive; rather it gives a considered but somewhat tongue-in-cheek (in the spirit of the most amusing and enduring slang words and phrases) overview of old vernacular, with lively descriptions which help to frame the word, and perhaps even help you put it to use! Read it cover to cover, or dip in to the sections you like the sound of – either way, I hope you enjoy these peculiarities and vulgarities as much as I have enjoyed writing about them.


 


Elanor Clarke, 2013
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EVERYDAY WORDS AND PHRASES
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PEOPLE


Or Bacon, Breadbaskets and Bums
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THE ALTOGETHER n. 19th century. To be ‘in the buff’; ‘starkers’, i.e. nude. From ‘altogether naked’, therefore completely without clothing.


 


ARSE n. The posterior or rump. Although around since approximately the 10th century, coming from Old German into standard English, this term only became slang, and considered offensive, in the mid-17th century. Alternatively spelt ‘ass’, and was in this form often used by Old Bill the Bard himself. Still in common usage.


 


BACON n. 16th century. One’s physical person, i.e. the body, used by Falstaff in Henry IV. Still in use within modern terms such as ‘to save your own bacon’, meaning to save your life.


 


BEAK n. Schnozz; sniffer; konk, i.e. the nose. Often used as an insult, to describe an overly large or hooked snout. Common from 19th century but used as early as the 16th century. Still in common usage.


 


BEER BARREL n. 19th century. The dark, voluminous receptacle of ale, i.e. the stomach, after its capacity to hold grog and other such liquid delights. Also, the body as a whole. 


 


BELLY n. 10th century. The bread bin; the gut; the stomach. With varied European roots, all of which mean ‘sack’ or ‘bag’. Considered particularly vulgar from around 1840, but tame in the modern tongue.
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BILLY-GOAT n. 19th century. A man with a tufted chin or jawline, after the bearded appearance of a male goat. 


 


BIRTHDAY SUIT n. 18th century. The bare body; the perfectly fitting ‘suit’ you’re wearing when you are born. First used by author Tobias Smollett in The Adventures of Ferdinand, Count Fathom in 1753. Still in common usage.


 


BONE-HOUSE n. 19th century. A place where one’s skeleton dwells, i.e. the body. A morbid description of a person’s physical make-up.


 


BREADBASKET n. 18th century. The belly; the gut; the stomach, after its prime purpose; to be filled with bread and other such staples. 


 


BUM n. Breech; backside; buttocks. Used as early as the 14th century, this term is still in common use.


 


CABOOSE n. 19th century. The rear end; buttocks. Derived from the word for the rear part of a coach or railway train. 


 


CHALK FARM n. 19th century. Rhyming slang for ‘arm’.


 


DINING ROOM FURNITURE n. 19th century. Pearly white items which furnish the mouth, i.e. teeth. 


 


FOREFOOT n. 16th century. Hand. Compares the human hand to an animal’s anatomy. Popularised by the works of Old Bill himself.


 


GOB n. The yawning gateway to the alimentary canal, i.e. the mouth, from the Gaelic meaning ‘beak’. Often used negatively, e.g. in the phrase ‘shut your gob’. In continuous usage since the 14th century.


 


GRAVEYARD n. 19th century. The site where miniature ‘tombstones’ are placed, all in a row, i.e. the mouth. 


 


HATCHWAY n. 19th century. The sometimes creaking entranceway to the breadbasket, i.e. the mouth. 


 


LEADING ARTICLE n. 19th century. The foremost point on the face, i.e. the nose. 


 


MAG n. 18th century. A gossip. An abbreviation of magpie, a bird which has a bad reputation that suggests its chatter is a bad omen.


 


MEDLAR n. 17th century. The brown-eye, the arsehole; the anus. Inspired by the fruit which has a star-like opening revealing brown innards, and is often referred to as the ‘dog’s arse fruit’ or ‘open arse fruit’.


 


MOUSER n. 19th century. Moustache, for its furriness. Also a woman’s pubic hair. See also MUFF.


 


MUFF n. 19th century. A hairy soup-strainer i.e. a ’tache. Also a woman’s bush (pubic hair). Still in use with the second meaning.


 


MUG n. 18th century. A person’s visage; the face, possibly in response to the drinking mugs designed to look like grotesque faces which were available at the time. Still in common usage, especially as ‘ugly mug’.


 


PAW n. 16th century. Hand. Compares the human hand to an animal’s anatomy. Still in common usage, e.g. in the phrase ‘keep your paws off’.


 


PINS n, pl. Legs. 16th century. Pin, at the time, primarily meant ‘peg’. Still in common usage.


 


PORTHOLE n. 17th century. The winker; the bum hole; the anus. Likely referencing the shape of the opening.


 


PRAT n. 17th century. The backside; the arse; the buttocks. Still in common usage, but now generally as an insult with a meaning similar to ‘idiot’.


 


PUDDING-HOUSE n. 18th century. A lodge for cake and other such culinary delights i.e. the stomach. 


 


RING n. 19th century. The anal sphincter, after the shape of the muscle. Still in common usage.
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SENSITIVE TRUNCHEON n. 19th century. The nose. Truncheon suggests a large nose, and sensitive possibly because it is one of the first things to feel the cold, possibly because it is easily broken.


 


SHINER n. 19th century. A black eye. Still in common usage.


 


SPEW ALLEY n. 18th century. The dark, stinking passageway through which the contents of one’s stomach may pass during illness, i.e. the throat, ‘spew’ being ‘vomit’. 
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STAMPS n, pl. 16th century. Legs. Directly taken from their use in walking, or stamping around. 


 


STROMMEL n. 16th century. Hair. From the German word, this literally means straw. 


 


VICTUALLING OFFICE n. 19th century. Stomach. After its capacity for being filled with food. 


 


BODILY FUNCTIONS


Or Tom Turdman in the Crapping castle
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BOG n. 18th century. The place you go to evacuate the ponging contents of your lower intestine, i.e. the toilet. Still in common usage. See also BOGGARD.


 


BOGGARD n. 16th century. The crapper; the pot; the toilet. Gave rise to several other slang terms, including the 17th-century term BOGHOUSE, and the enduring BOG.


 


CRAPPER n. 18th century. Toilet. One of the most enduring terms for the privy, and still in common use, this word focusses on its purpose as a receptacle for excrement (crap).


 


CRAPPING CASTLE n. 18th century. The porcelain throne, i.e. the toilet. Derived from CRAPPER, this term alludes to the idea of the ‘king’ or ‘queen’ sitting on the ‘throne’ in his or her ‘castle’ – a euphemism which is still in common usage. The man who invented the flushing toilet was, somewhat fittingly, named Crapper.


 


TO DRAIN THE DRAGON v. 19th century. To dispel yellow elixir from one’s ‘trouser beast’, i.e. to piss (specifically male urination, the dragon being the penis.)


 


GONG n. 11th century. The place where one answers the call of nature, i.e. the toilet. Also seen as ‘gong house’, this is one of the earliest words for the lavatory. From the Old English gang, which means ‘going’. Indeed, people will still say ‘I need to go!’


 


GRAVESEND SWEETMEATS n, pl. 17th century. Inconsumable Kentish delicacy, i.e. solid pieces of sewage, excrement. Referencing the sewer system of the time. Later, by the 19th century, it had changed meaning and was used to describe shrimp!


 


TO BE HARD-BAKED v. 19th century. To overcook the colon casserole; to be constipated. Related to the term ‘best let it bake’, when one needs to defecate but cannot.


 


JERE-PECK n. 17th century. A sewer. From ‘jere’, meaning turd, and ‘peck’, a heap. 


 


LONG TEA n. 18th century. The yellow-brown contents of the bladder, not brewed for drinking, i.e. piss. Sometimes seen as just ‘tea’. See also TEA VOIDER.
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TO BE LOOSE IN THE HILT n. 19th century. To be prone to an explosive outburst from one’s breech, i.e. to have diarrhoea. References the ‘looseness’ of the stools and/ or the anus.


 


MEMBER MUG n. 17th century. A receptacle for the tallywhacker and its steaming effluence, i.e. a chamber pot. 


 


PISS n. Urine. An onomatopoeic term, in use since the 13th century, but considered slang from the Victorian era onwards. Still in common usage.


 


PISSPOT n. Chamber pot. A portable pissoir; a potty. A literal description of its purpose, which was standard English from the 15th century, but became slang and considered vulgar in the 18th century. The phrase ‘haven’t got a pot to piss in’, meaning poor, with no possessions, is still in use.


 


PLEASURE GARDEN PADLOCK n. 19th century. A menstrual cloth, the ‘pleasure garden’ being the vagina, and it being ‘locked’, not useable for sex, during the woman’s period.


 


SNOT n. 15th century. Yellow-green slime which flows from the fleshy fount in the middle of one’s face, i.e. nasal mucus. From the 12th-century term ‘snite’, which means to wipe the nose. Still in common usage.


 


TO TAP A KEG v. 19th century. To syphon a draft from the piss barrel, i.e. to urinate. Linking urination to alcohol, specifically the beer trade.


 


TOM TURDMAN n. 17th-century name given to the latrine man, whose job it was to empty people’s toilets before the flushing toilet was invented.


 


TURD n. Excrement. From the Old English word tord, this term has been in use since the 10th century. It refers to the way excrement leaves the body, meaning tear or split. Considered ruder after the mid-13th century, it became slang around the mid-18th century. Still in common usage, also as an insult or term of derision.


 


TO WHIP THE CAT v. 17th century. To vomit.
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ANIMALS AND INSECTS


Or Tits and Cheats
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BOSOM FRIENDS n, pl. 19th century. Parasitic insects; lice, from their proximity to the skin.


 


CACKLING-CHETE n. 16th century. Chicken. A logical name which literally means ‘cackling thing’. See also QUACKING CHEAT.


 


CHATES n, pl. 18th century. Lice. Also seen as ‘chats’. Developed from the word ‘chattels’, meaning livestock or other property which could be moved from place to place.


 


CHICKABIDDY n. 19th century. Nursery term for chicken; also a term of endearment for a young child.


 


DAISY-CUTTER n. 18th century. A slovenly horse. The pejorative form of ‘daisy-kicker’, this suggests a horse which will not raise its feet properly when walking or running, therefore cutting down the flowers in its field with its hooves. 


 


DOBBIN n. 16th century. A nag. This refers to a normal farm horse, but may also be used for an old or broken-down horse. One of the earliest uses of the word is in 1596, in Bill the Bard’s The Merchant of Venice.


 


FEN NIGHTINGALE n. 19th century. Frog. From the noise a frog makes, particularly in the evening. Also referred to as ‘Cambridge nightingale’.


 


LONG-FACED CHUM n. 19th century. Horse. Coined by the British Army; for a soldier, a good horse would have been a best friend in times of need.


 


MACARONI n. 19th century. Rhyming slang for ‘pony’.


 


PARTLET n. 15th century. Chicken. From the French pertelote, which was also the standard English term for a short time.


 


QUACKING CHEAT n. 16th century. Duck. Like cackling-chete, which emphasises the noise made by a chicken, this term focusses on the quacking of the duck, ‘cheat’ simply meaning ‘thing’.


 


TO BE SILER-LACED v. 19th century. To be lousy, from the perceived colour of lice.


 


TIT n. 16th century. A small, usually female, horse. It is from this term that ‘tit’ came to be used to mean a young woman.
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