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WILMER COOK: Keep on riding me and they’re gonna be picking iron out of your liver.

SAM SPADE: The cheaper the crook, the gaudier the patter.

—The Maltese Falcon (Warner Bros., 1941)
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A Word or Two

[image: image]ecember 22, 1944: the Battle of the Bulge. As the Nazi field commanders saw it, the Americans hadn’t a prayer of holding on to the critical crossroads town of Bastogne, Belgium. They were cold, cut off, surrounded, and vastly outnumbered. Early in the morning, two German officers and a pair of noncoms, one of whom bore a white flag, approached Bastogne with a piece of paper. It was a surrender ultimatum. A somewhat-bewildered American officer carried the message to Brigadier General Anthony McAuliffe, acting commander of the 101st Airborne Division. As an airborne officer, McAuliffe believed that tight spots and desperate straits were a paratrooper’s stock-in-trade. He therefore took it for granted that the officer was bringing him a German offer of surrender. When the messenger corrected this assumption, telling the general that it was the Germans who were demanding the surrender of the 101st, McAuliffe spat out something like a laugh.

“Us surrender? Aw, nuts!”

And when the messenger asked the general what reply he should make to the German envoys, McAuliffe told him that what he’d just said would do fine. McAuliffe scribbled “Nuts!” on a scrap of paper and handed it to the man.

The word spread rapidly across the European theater and was broadcast to the American home front. In the midst of the greatest crisis of the European campaign—a surprise German offensive that caught the Allies utterly flat-footed—a thrill of optimism and confidence in total victory suddenly blossomed. When Third U.S. Army CO General George S. Patton Jr. heard about McAuliffe’s retort, he declared, “Any man who is that eloquent deserves to be rescued. We shall go right away.”

The airborne commander’s terse monosyllable was eloquent indeed, rich with the essence of smart-aleck vernacular defiance and contempt so typical of the American character, especially in the era of the Greatest Generation. “Nuts!” is one of the gems cut and polished during the Great Depression, World War I, and the postwar fifties, and now forgotten or in danger of being forgotten.

To lose the American eloquence of the tough guys and even-tougher broads, the hipsters, gunsels, gumshoes, swabbies, Alibi Ikes, bad eggs, big butter-and-egg men, bimbos, drugstore cowboys, dishes, dreamboats, egg suckers, four-flushers, GI Joes, Jodies, kibitzers, knuckle busters, oomph girls, sad sacks, sweater girls, two-timers, vamps, visiting firemen, white-shoes, wood pushers, worrywarts, zhlubs, and zoot-suiters is a tragedy The Cheaper the Crook, the Gaudier the Patter is intended to prevent that.

You are about to embark on a seriously joyous mission to rescue the everyday vocabulary of the Greatest Generation, the rich American lexicon at its most pugnaciously, audaciously inventive.



























































 

Gumshoes,
Gunsels,
Mugs,
and
Molls



Notes from the Underworld
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[image: image]lley apple—A street cobblestone broken in half and carried in one’s coat pocket to hurl as a missile. The phrase came into being during the 1930s, when bloody labor riots were commonplace in American cities. Strikers would bombard scabs, strikebreakers, Pinkerton men, and city cops with fragments of paving stone.
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Artillery—What a gangster calls his handgun. Tough-guy alternatives from the 1920s through the 1950s include bean shooter, boom stick, bullet dispenser, gat, gauge, four nickel, heat, heater (see below), jammy, rod, piece, roscoe, strap, and toaster. Whatever it’s called, a tough guy’s gun fires a pill whenever he chooses to burn powder, squirt metal, or throw lead in order to drill, fog, poke, or pop someone.
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Beef—A criminal charge or complaint. This was a term used by hard-boiled cops beginning in the 1950s and has stuck.

Q: “What’s the beef, Sergeant?”

A: “Grand theft auto, Captain.”

For a different kind of beef, see chapter 3, “Hipsters, Hepsters, Daddy-O’s, and Zoot-Suiters.”
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Bent car—Stolen vehicle. The term was current by the 1940s and into the 1950s. The meaning may be an analogy with crook or crooked or may refer to the art of breaking into a vehicle without unduly damaging it—that is, bending rather than breaking.
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Big House—The penitentiary. The phrase was being used by the mid-1800s and is often heard in gangster movies from the 1930s. Big House always means the state or federal penitentiary, as do the following terms from the heyday of organized crime: can, pen, stir, slammer, and (for cons whose tastes run droll) college. Terms such as calaboose, clink, hoosegow, and pokey refer exclusively to local and county jails. The expression “to be sent up the river” has its origin in sentencing to the Sing Sing Correctional Facility, opened in 1826 along the Hudson River in the town of Ossining, New York, which is located up the river from that perpetual font of criminality, New York City. Offenders convicted of major felonies in the city were often sent up the river to Sing Sing; the phrase, however, may be applied to any penitentiary sentence.
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Big sleep, the—Coined in 1939 by tough-guy novelist Raymond Chandler (1888–1959) as the title of his first novel featuring hard-boiled private eye Philip Marlowe, “the big sleep” caught on as a noir synonym for death (especially death by such unnatural causes as, say, a .38 slug through the aorta). For the title of a later Marlowe novel, Chandler coined another synonym for mortality: The Long Good-Bye (1953). In his 1971 foray into autobiography, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream, Gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson (1937–2005) gave a sly nod to Chandler when he referred to a drug-and-alcohol-induced fit of vomiting as “doing The Big Spit.”
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Bing—Solitary confinement, especially confinement to “the hole” as punishment for committing an infraction of prison rules. Among the non-incarcerated population circa 1930–1945, bing was slang for crazy; a con soon learned that solitary confinement drives some men nuts (stir crazy).
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Bird—Mildly demeaning tough-guy synonym for person or guy, suggesting nonentity status. “Hey, any of you birds heard of a guy named Mel?”

More generally, since the 1800s, bird has served as a synonym for person—more specifically, a person perceived as strange or eccentric: “He’s an odd bird, isn’t he?” or “She’s a sort of an artistic bird.” Briefly, in the Swinging Sixties, bird was imported from England into the United States and used to describe a sexually attractive young woman; in the States, however, chick remained more popular. Also see yardbird.
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Blip off—Kill. When gangsters of the 1920s and 1930s weren’t busy rubbing out rivals, stool pigeons, and the like, they apparently passed the time inventing synonyms for kill. These included to blow (one) down, bump off, chill off, clip, croak (that is, “to croak the guy”), cut down, daylight (used as a verb, meaning to let in daylight by riddling with bullet holes or piercing with a knife: “Let’s daylight da doity mug”), drill, fog (as a verb, meaning to shoot: “Go ahead, Lefty, fog ’em”), ice (another verb: “Ice the SOB”), knock off, (give one a case of) lead poisoning, plug, poop, rub out, squirt metal into (him), and throw lead at (him).

Once you plugged a mug, the proper thing to do was get him into a Chicago overcoat or a wooden kimono (coffin) and plant him (give him a proper funeral and a decent burial).
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Boiler—Underworld slang for car. Heard in the 1920s, this was presumably either a reference to the tendency of radiators to boil over or an anachronistic nod to the Stanley Steamers, a series of steam-engine automobiles manufactured from 1902 until the company went belly-up in 1924. An alternative name for car was bucket; also see short.
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Bootleg—Alcoholic beverages imported, manufactured, sold, and consumed in violation of Prohibition. A bootlegger was a purveyor of such illegal booze. Although the terms bootleg and bootlegger enjoyed a splendid renaissance during the Prohibition era of the 1920s and early 1930s, they had been coined back in the nineteenth century. The Oxford English Dictionary cites an 1889 Omaha Herald story about illegal liquor in Iowa (which had voted itself dry in 1882): “There is as much whisky consumed in Iowa now as there was before [the state amended its constitution to outlaw alcohol] … ‘for medical purposes only,’ and on the boot-leg plan.”

The “boot-leg plan”? A boot leg is just what it says it is, the leg of a boot. Cowboys (and doubtless others) made a habit of storing various items in their boot legs, including knives, perhaps an extra sidearm, and almost certainly a flask of hooch. The idea of bootlegging as a form of smuggling stuck and was applied years later to the mechanics of evading the Eighteenth Amendment during Prohibition. Among the smuggling techniques was the practice of hiding a flask in a boot leg; some flappers adopted the fashion of wearing loose-cuffed Russian boots (or even unbuckled galoshes) and slipping a flask into the leg.
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Box job—A safecracking caper, circa 1910–1950. A safe was called a box. To ambitious villains, a vault was nothing more than a big box. But note this hierarchy: a box man was a reliable journeyman safecracker, whereas a can opener was a small-time breaker of cheap home and office safes or strongboxes.
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Brace (someone)—To confront harshly, or to shake down for money; to panhandle aggressively. In tough-talking police jargon, to brace a suspect is to interrogate him roughly and peremptorily. The word also applies to the approach of a confrontational or menacing panhandler, who gets in your face to ask for a handout and will not take no for an answer. In both senses, brace puts the focus on the “victim’s” response to the exchange, which is to grimace, or “brace,” as if pushed up against a wall (which might well be the case). Common from the 1930s and well into the 1950s, the term is antiquated today. “When I braced the mug, he sang like a canary.”
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Bracelets—Handcuffs. Used as a droll synonym since at least the nineteenth century, the term fell out of use by the 1950s.
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Brodie, pull (or do, or take) a—Commit suicide, especially by jumping from a tall building or other structure. Through at least the 1940s, police officials informally reported a suicide by declaring that the “subject pulled a Brodie.” The expression originated in the claim of New York bartender Steve Brodie (1861–1901) that he had survived a leap off the Brooklyn Bridge on July 23, 1886. The problem? There were no witnesses. Nevertheless, local papers covered the unwitnessed feat extensively, giving Brodie the publicity he craved to accompany the opening of his On the Bowery tavern.

To pull (take or do) a Brodie was also used more generally to describe any accidental fall (“He cracked his skull pulling a Brodie”) and, by extension, any notable fiasco or failure (a “flop”): “They spent a million bucks on the show, and it closed on opening night. Took a Brodie.”
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Bruno—An enforcer; torpedo. The term comes from the early days of the Italian-American domination of organized crime.
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Bulge, to have the—To have an advantage or edge, as in “With torpedoes like that in his crew, Lefty’s got the bulge in this city.” To have the bulge is widely reported as gangster slang of the 1930s, but no authority has hazarded a guess as to origin. Reasonable surmises include an allusion to the bulge a holstered handgun creates in a suit coat, the bulge a fat bankroll creates in a pocket, or maybe even the bulge evident in the trouser front of an especially well-endowed man.
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Bull—Primarily, a prison guard; secondarily, a cop. Also used to refer to a plainclothes railroad policeman whose function was mainly to prevent theft in rail yards and to throw free-riding hobos out of boxcars (see cinder bull). Although this term is closely associated with gangster-era toughs—and especially penitentiary inmates—bull had been used as a synonym for any peace officer or official of law enforcement since the 1600s.

During the 1930s through the early 1940s, a bull buster was a man who assaulted a police officer or other law enforcement official, and to be bull simple was to have a chronic and irrational fear of the police. Fresh bull was the term used for a particular though rare annoyance: the straight-arrow, honest, incorruptible cop.
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Bull’s wool—Stolen merchandise. The phrase first appeared in print in 1945, but may be related to the earlier bull wool, meaning anything cheap.
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Bus—As used by 1930s-era gangsters, a large sedan (in contrast to a coupe). During the 1920s and 1930s, automobiles rose to critical importance in the successful commission of crimes ranging from bank robbery to bootlegging. Small and fast was always good for getaways, but big and fast was best for making a strong impression.
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Button man—Hired killer; professional gangland assassin; more recently, a rank-and-file mafioso (a “soldier”). The term has been around since the 1920s and seems to have denoted a professional killer from then through the 1930s. By the post–World War II era, button man had been appropriated by the Mafia and meant a Mob “soldier.” Some authorities believe that the expression was a reference to hotel bellhops, whose uniforms typically featured many shiny buttons and whose vocation it was to do the bidding of others without asking questions or telling tales; however, the button men themselves understood their function as simply this: to “push the button on a guy” (that is, kill) whenever so ordered.
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Buttons—Police, either an individual officer or police in general (i.e., “the cops”). In many municipalities from about 1920 into the 1950s, large brass buttons were highly conspicuous features of police uniforms. Sometimes, as with the NYPD, the buttons were arranged in double-breasted tunic style, converging toward the hem of the blouse. In fact, the only thing more conspicuous than the uniform buttons was the badge, derisively referred to as a buzzer, as if it were inviting a door-buzzer push. “Look, buttons, you got nuthin’ on me.”
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Can and can house—Prison and bordello, respectively. Presumably, can house is a variation on cathouse, a synonym for bordello that dates from the end of the nineteenth century and is founded on cat as a synonym for both prostitute and vulva (pussy).

[image: image]

Canary—A female singer from the swing or big band era (1930s–early 1950s); also, in an underworld context, an informant, a snitch. In the first sense, the word seems to have been borrowed by white musicians from African American slang, where it was applied to any songstress. As used by white musicians, however, canary was usually limited to female singers who fronted swing bands and other big bands, not nightclub or cabaret singers, who were typically accompanied by a piano only. Variations include thrush and warbler. In All Through the Night (1941), professional gambler Gloves Donahue (played by Humphrey Bogart) says of singer Leda Hamilton (played by Kaaren Verne), “That canary’s in a jam.”

In the second sense, canary emerged as an ironic alternative to the more established term stool pigeon to describe one who snitches or informs on one’s fellow criminals. Stool pigeon appeared in the early 1800s and is derived from a hunter’s practice of fastening a pigeon to a stool as a decoy to attract game. “He was convicted when his accomplice sang like a canary.”
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Carry a flag—Assume an alias and operate under it; also, to travel incognito. This underworld term of art may have derived from “false flag operation,” a covert military action carried out by one nation but made to look like the work of another; “false flag” is a phrase that has been in use since at least the eighteenth century and comes from the practice of covertly sailing a warship under another nation’s flag.
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Cellar smeller—The bootlegger’s best friend, a hard drinker; also, an alcoholic, a drunkard. The phrase was popular during Prohibition.
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Cheaters—Sunglasses. Since the early 1900s, cheaters has been slang for eyeglasses, and the term is still occasionally used in this way, mostly by very senior senior citizens or by younger people in a lame effort at humor. In the underworld of the 1920s through the 1940s, and perhaps into the 1950s, cheaters generally connoted sunglasses rather than corrective lenses, and they were used less to keep the sun out of one’s eyes than to disguise one’s identity. Cheaters also sometimes referred to a marked deck of cards.
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Chicago lightning and Chicago overcoat—Gunfire and coffin, respectively. Prohibition, which spanned 1919 to 1933, transformed the United States into precisely what President Woodrow Wilson, who was opposed to the passage and ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment outlawing liquor, warned it would become: a nation of outlaws. And in no American city were the outlaws more numerous, more violent, and more successful than in Chicago, whose government was openly in the bag and exuberantly on the take. During the Roaring Twenties, therefore, the Windy City became the archetype of all things brazenly criminal, and the world began to speak of Chicago lightning instead of gunfire and a Chicago overcoat rather than a coffin.
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