The Vulgar Tongue
Tony Thorne 
The soldier, scholar and champion drinker, Francis Grose, published the first significant English-language slang dictionary in London in 1785. He called it The Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. From Shakespeare onwards the English language had been a riot of wit, invention and vulgarity, but then a combination of Victorian prudery and 20th Century conformity put an end to linguistic anarchy – and with it the opportunity for the poor, the dispossessed and the marginal to influence the stock of words we use. As we approach the millennium, there are signs of a new freedom of speech. Racy and sometimes outrageous unorthodoxies of slang are appearing in the media, the classroom and the family. And slang is going global. 
Crime and Punishment, US-Style 
The criminal underworld is a fertile source of slang today on both sides of the Atlantic. US perps (‘perpetrators’ in police jargon) are forever dreaming up new versions of the verb ‘to kill’. The euphemisms – ice, waste, take out and so on are favoured by TV script writers, but in the real world you will be trimmed, capped, clipped, or laid down. 
The methods of execution remain the same: a burner (handgun) is still the favourite, while in jails an improvised knife, a stem or stiv, is used to shack (stab) the victim. 
Killers (cop-killers are generally known by enforcers as ratboys) aren’t the only perps, or doers, that the police have to contend with. Police slang has its own names for all types of aggressors and victims, from the shade (receiver of stolen goods) through the smurf (carrier of laundered money) to the gump (street transvestite) and the jamoke (sucker or hustler’s victim). 
Inside and outside the correctional system, drugs are common currency; slamming or geezing are the latest terms to describe shooting heroin, getting pinned (from the pinpoint pupils of the user’s eyes) is the result. 
Banged-up in Britain 
In British jails drug culture is also rife; some of the jargon is shared with American inmates, but UK prisoners have their own secret codes. Inside the boob (jail) the user smuggles bark, puff (two nicknames for cannabis) or tackle (heroin) by gob-grabbing or crutching it – passing from mouth to mouth or carrying in the groin area. To get high or off one’s case, the fit – ligature, burner and hypodermic – is also required. 
Killing may still be less frequent than in the States, but some faces or dons (well known villains) do go strapped (carrying a firearm) – older terms such as tooled-up and shooter have been abandoned to the police and TV scripts. In the cells, mocking or mugging someone off, taxing (extortion) and bullying, known as beasting, can get you PP9’d (coshed with a PP9 radio battery in a prison sock). 
When the prisoner finally makes parole or finishes a sentence, he or she may still go down with gate fever – fear of release into the straight world outside. 
Black America 
Black street culture in the States has given the world Hip-Hop and Rap music, a whole new visual repertoire, and a hip vocabulary that is imitated all over the English-speaking world (bad and wicked were its terms of approval in the early Eighties, dissing was showing disrespect). But Black slang is evolving all the time, and the Homeboy or Flygirl of the 1980’s has moved on to coin new words for new attitudes. 
Machismo and street-status, known as cronz, is still important for the boys who are slangin’ and bangin’ (speaking patois and hanging out in gangs) and so is getting (or knocking) boots (having sex), but the message in the housing projects is currently get over (become a success in white and black society), make goo-gobs (lots) of money, or break north, dip out (get lost, disappear). 
The Jamaican influx into New York helped to create Rap in the Seventies, and Caribbean influences are reshaping black speech in both the US and the UK. One of the grimmest new words in the street-gang lexicon is mushroom: it denotes a passer-by caught in the crossfire in a gun battle or drive-by shooting, and was taken from the language of the Yardies. 
The Caribbean Connection
The ruthless Yardie gangs now operating in New York and London originated in Jamaica and took their name from yard, meaning home or home-ground, a piece of patois which can now be heard amongst white as well as black schoolkids in many British playgrounds. 
Other Jamaican words which have crossed over into teenage hip-talk are duppy, evil spirit or ghost, carn, from ‘corn’ and denoting money, and militant, a successor to radical, roots etc. which acts as an all purpose term of approval. 
The dance hall reggae music known as Ragamuffin Rap or Ragga has exported its own vocabulary from Jamaica and Trinidad; slack, in the sense of obscene or immoral; butters, expressing disgust, and fat (spelled phat in US rap circles) or fattiest, expressing admiration, are some of its key terms. Ragga-talk has been criticised as homophobic and heterosexist, and a good deal of its terminology revolves around batty or back – the human buttocks (the US equivalent is bootie)– hence a liking for batty-riders, or female hot pants, and a dislike of batty-boys – gay males. 
Black in the UK 
Black British slang has always drawn on North American and Caribbean sources, but now contributes its own terms. Nearly all come from the Afro-Caribbean community, but the fusion with Asian culture spearheaded by musicians such as Apache Indian means that Hindi and Gujerati influences could soon make themselves felt. 
Black British terms include jang for fight, and touchdown, for a sexual success, as well as the more innocent mad-up (annoyed), cuss off (criticise), soppo (stylish or funky, probably from ‘sophisticated’ rather than ‘soppy’) and nyam or nyam-up, as an African-influenced synonym for eat. Common to Afro-Caribbeans and Asians is the all-purpose use of innit?, as in "Let’s go down the shops, innit?" and "Innit she’s going out with him?". An’t it? is a more recent variant. 
Teentalk USA 
Teenagers and adolescents have originated many of the best-known slang expressions to pass into everyday use. American and Canadian teens and college kids, with their rituals and fads, have had to reinvent a code for each generation to keep the adult world and unfashionable or socially undesirable contemporaries in the dark. 
As soon as a vogue word is discovered by outsiders it loses its potency and has to be replaced, so by the time you read this the words that follow may already be old hat (itself a modish slang phrase of the 1930’s) and their users condemned as ToBo (totally bogus or uncool, as we used to say). 
On the other hand, anything approved of is now totally rude, just totally, or simply very. 
The nerd, wimp or geek of yesterday is now a gorked-out digithead and considered scangey or skeevy (distasteful) by woofies or stud-muffins (those who are stylish, in the know and attractive). Parents – formerly ‘rents – are now weezers or geeze-bags who slice (harass) their offspring. 
Girls are betties (an import from England, inspired by Michael Crawford’s fictional wife in the TV comedy Some Mother’s Do ‘Ave ‘Em) and money is duckets – unbeknown to most users, this is Shakespeare’s ‘ducats’, the medieval Italian gold coins once used all over Europe. 
UK Youthspeak 
By pure coincidence a new synonym for money among London teenagers is luka or lookah. This, too, is an old friend in modern disguise; it’s one half of the phrase ‘filthy lucre’, which has been in humorous use for about 400 years. British youth have traditionally been less prolific in coining new slang than their American and Australian cousins, but this may be changing. 
Young people have taken over ‘cockney’ rhyming slang to produce their own Richard Gere, beer; Emma Freuds (she is a British TV presenter), haemorrhoids; Douglas Hurd (you work it out) and dozens of others. Tony Blairs or Tonys are flared trousers. 
In the language of rave culture, centred on Manchester and Liverpool, club goers stomp it (hurry) to a bangin’ (exciting) club where they get mong’d or sledgied (stoned) on disco-biscuits ( Ecstasy tablets). Anything bad is denoted by the mock-yiddish shnide or shtenky, a fool is a dopper; romance is good, but now its called having a turbo-crush on your object of desire. Flirting is flossing, or sharking if done aggressively; cracking on or copping off denotes a successful pick-up, while the northerner’s out on the pull is the southerner’s out trouting. 
The American Family 
A new development in the history of slang is the appearance of a rich domestic or family version for the Nineties. By definition this slang does not concentrate on sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll, but on the everyday facts of family life. 
In the US there are around two dozen expressions to describe the fluff-balls found under the bed in a sloppy housewife’s home; dust kittens, dust bunnies, ghost turds and fairy-flop are just a few. The slovenly house-husband, on the other hand is a jeeter, and the dirt or mess he generates is known as greldge, which is also an exclamation of disgust. 
Kids are rug-rats or ankle-biters, terms which are in use beyond the US. Elderly relatives are moss-backs or frost-tops; intrusive or clinging neighbours are velcroids and those who drop in just to eat and then disappear are helicopters. Terms of endearment are also part of family talk; pie face seems to be a current North American favourite. 
British Domestic Life 
The British equivalent of pie-face is probably angel-drawers, an expression for a partner considered scooby, scrummy, or spondoovy. A difficult or hostile spouse can leave you feeling filleted or kebab’ed or send you pear-shaped: you may even resort to calling him or her an ocean-going shit. 
Domestic slang in the UK seems unconcerned with cleanliness, but has its own terms for children – howlers, and women – chap-esses, both of which seem to indicate some uniquely British attitudes. There are technological nicknames – the TV remote control is the zapper and the satellite dish is a (chimney) wok. 
Eating is scrumming, drinking is just drinking, but too much wine will leave you chateau’d. 
Many of the childish ‘nursery words’ which are used in the family are actually invented by grown-ups imitating baby-talk; wing-wong – like ‘thingummy’ it means anything you want it to – and Mr Sausage, which describes part of the male anatomy, are examples. 
This article first appeared in 1996 in Hot Air magazine
