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Reckless Baker

If there’s one thing guaranteed to make a child shrink into their seat during registration – it’s a stupid name. Unfortunately for kids across the world, parents keeping making crimes against nomenclature. Fortunately for us, Russell Ash keeps collecting them.

The perfect gift book for expectant parents, FROU-FROU, FRISBY & BRICK is a helpful guide to the sorts of names, or name combinations, to avoid at all costs.


About the Author

Russell Ash is best known for his annual THE TOP 10 OF EVERYTHING, but he is also the author of numerous humour titles, including the bestselling POTTY, FARTWELL AND KNOB and BUSTY, SLAG AND NOB END, which inspired this book for parents. www.RussellAsh.com
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Introduction

In the beginning

As the author of Potty, Fartwell & Knob (or Morecock, Fartwell & Hoare, as it is known in the USA), Busty, Slag and Nob End and Big Pants, Burpy and Bumface, I have perhaps been more exposed than most to the oddities of personal names and naming. In the course of my research, it occurred to me that every first name in those books resulted from some positive decision on the part of one or both parents. The fact that I, and thousands of readers, found them funny suggested that many parents had made unwise choices and that a self-help book was called for. There are plenty of books offering advice on what you might call your baby, many of them focusing on the meanings of names – but since most people don’t even know the meaning of their own names, that seems a minor consideration. Much more to the point: is the name likely to cause your child problems and make him or her unhappy in their future life?

Since few books offer counsel on this important issue, Frou-Frou, Frisby & Brick aims to fill that gap. It is a manual, a vade mecum, that presents a range of real examples. Anyone with too much time on their hands could cobble together a list of silly names that no one in their right minds could ever bestow on their baby, but I have chronicled exclusively cases where someone did – and in every instance with the official provenance to prove it. Even allowing for the possibility that some names may have entered the records as the result of a mistake on the part of a registrar who misheard, or have been transcribed from a semi-legible census return, it leaves us with an enormous catalogue of ‘strange but true’ names – and its many awful warnings from history on what not to call your baby.

Miss Demeanours

A lot has to do with foresight. Who would be thinking that far ahead when baby daughter lies gurgling in her cot? But when she grows up she may be addressed as ‘Miss’ or some other title: there have been a number of Miss Demeanours, not to mention Miss Adventures, Anthropes, Behaves, Conceptions, Fortunes, Haps, Heards, Takes and Tresses, as well as a Mrs Sippi or two. Likewise, for boys, a multitude of Master Bates, Minds, Pieces, Races and Spies, a Mister Totally (though, sadly, no Mister Completely) and, for all I know, a Sir Loin and a Lord Loveaduck. Since we are generally stuck with our surnames, such outcomes are unavoidable, but parents with certain surnames have to be especially careful in their choice of first name. As we shall see, part of the problem is lack of thought in imagining the effect of the first name’s being used as an initial or in combination with the surname, so that some unforeseen and unfortunate juxtaposition or double entendre emerges. It must be admitted that certain surnames don’t go with anything, but that’s no reason to make it worse by teaming it with a silly first name.

You called him what?

The tensions and euphoria of childbirth, perhaps combined with the after-effects of an epidural, may well account for some of the more bizarre naming decisions as all reason goes to the wind: how else does one account for the naming decision of the Ducks who called their son Chris P., or the Peacocks who elicited the question, ‘You called him what?!’ after giving their son the immortal name Drew Peacock? Since, unlike financial and other transactions, the registration of a baby’s name does not permit a ‘cooling-off’ period during which over-hasty naming decisions can be overturned, Crispy Duck and Droopy Cock (sorry, Chris P. Duck and Drew Peacock) are the names by which they will be known for the rest of their lives. Of course, women have the opportunity to change their surnames by marriage, although there is an equal opportunity to trade a ‘normal’ name for a far worse one. Any adult can change their name by deed poll – but as the examples here testify, even those are sometimes beyond bizarre.

Common as Muck

There are dishes that are described on menus as ‘local speciality’, which you never encounter anywhere else. There is a reason: they are usually awful. The same principle applies to baby names: do not be tempted by names that no one has ever used before – your son or daughter will not thank you for having to spend the rest of their life spelling it out, explaining its origin and justifying why they are so called. In attempting to avoid the commonplace (as Sam Goldwyn reputedly remarked, ‘Why did you name him Sam? Every Tom, Dick and Harry is named Sam!’), or offer their child the chance to stand apart from their peers, parents often come up with something so peculiar that their offspring will never live it down. They forget, perhaps, that as they attempt to make their child different, what most kids really want is to be the same: those who look or behave differently, or who have names that can be mocked or turned into some memorable nickname, are the ones who are bullied. However much you think you are being clever and original, imagine, just for a nanosecond, how your child will be treated at school if he bears the name Poke Sharpley, Singular Onion Gallehawk, Heidi High or Mucky Haddock, and you will see what I mean.

So bad they named them twice

However proud you may be of your family name, do not give it to your child as a first name. There are fictional examples, such as Major Major in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, whose father deviously claims he has named him Caleb, and who rises through the ranks to become a figure of fun as Major Major Major – but there are plenty of real ones. Neville Neville, the father of footballers Gary and Phil Neville, is not the only person to have his surname repeated as his first name: real-life examples encompass Goody Goody (born Nottingham, c.1567), Bold Bold (married Hampshire, 1819), Daisy Daisy (born Lancashire, 1880) and, not least, James Bottom Bottom Bottom (born Yorkshire, 1852), who I featured in Potty, Fartwell & Knob, leading the three-year-old daughter of musician friends to march around the house obsessively singing his remarkable repetitious name. Reduplicative names attract attention but are, frankly, usually very silly.

Historical or hysterical?

Names that commemorate some national event or a celebrity or hero of the day are bound to date. Consider poor Liberal Reform Darby (born Essex, 1850) or Trafalgar Brattle [sic] (born Kent, 1870), and all those little Adolfs of the 1930s. Project into the future and imagine how you will explain to your child why you called him or her Jedward, Piers Morgan, Osama Bin, Subo or X. Factor. Placing ‘De’, ‘La’ or ‘Ty’ in front, ‘isha’ at the end or an apostrophe in some unlikely place emerged from rap culture and may be of the moment, but what happens when that moment passes?

A funny spell

Weird spellings – Berhty, Phran, Bil, Charleigh, Shardonnay, Barbora and Melodi – are equally risky in that your child will get off to a bad start if he or she is constantly correcting the teacher’s spelling. The same applies to more ‘traditional’ British names with counter-intuitive pronunciation, such as Cholmondeley, Cockburn, Colquhoun, Dalziel, Looney, Mainwaring, Marjoribanks, St John, Wriothesley and others of that ilk: all have been used as first names, but think how bored your child will get spending his life complaining that his name is spelled like this, but pronounced like that. Not giving babies names at all, just initials, is another current fad: AC and J appear among the most popular names in some US states, while in England and Wales twenty-three boys were registered as TJ and six as AJ in 2008.

It’s the way you say them

Jokes are less funny the more you repeat them, hence you would be advised to avoid such whimsical conceits as naming your twins Kate and Duplicate (as did Mr and Mrs Ford of Williamson, Tennessee, USA, in 1908), Pete and Repeat or Arthur and Martha, as well as first names that rhyme with one’s surname, like Mabel Abel, Ruth Booth, Danny Fanny, Hugh Glue, Polly Jolly, Peg Legg, Dick Prick, Hugh Pugh and Nellie Smellie and palindromes such as Mary Byram, Hannah Hannah, Revilo Oliver and Yendis Sidney. A further note of caution is to eschew names that sound like a statement (Wood Burns, Liza Wrong and so on) and names that could be those of a porn star or stripper (so forget about Hooters or Melons). On the other hand, you can’t predict who your daughter might marry, and thus end up with a surname that fits awkwardly with her first name, or whether your child will end up in a profession that is laughably appropriate or inappropriate to their name (known in the trade as ‘nominative determinism’). Since these possibilities are beyond parental control, they are not explored.

True Brits

In the UK, parents have frequently added odd names as middle names, including Marmite, Kiddie, Bovril and Spearmint, which were bizarrely briefly fashionable – as, indeed, was ‘Bizarre’. Thus Harris Vole Candle (born Jersey, c.1820) could at least ignore Vole and just put up with the ridicule of being called ‘Candle’, while Isaac Worm Butcher (born Suffolk, 1843) could take his Worm out, as it were.

Certain first names appear to carry prejudicial baggage of which parents may be advised to steer clear. A 2009 survey investigated the names of children that teachers considered most likely to be disruptive:

Teachers’ pests – Britain’s naughtiest kids’ names


		Boys	Girls

	1	Callum 	Chelsea

	2	Connor 	Courtney

	3	Jack 	Chardonnay

	4	Daniel 	Aleisha

	5	Brandon 	Casey

	6	Charlie 	Crystal

	7	Kyle 	Jessica

	8	Liam 	Brooke

	9	Jake 	Demi

	10	Brooklyn 	Aisha



Pet names are another no-go area – not that you meet a lot of people called Rover or Tiddles – but these days the names given to the family dog or cat are just as likely to be those of a person and are therefore best avoided unless you want to call your child in the playground only to find a large labrador bounding towards you:

Man’s 10 best friends


	1	Max

	2	Molly

	3	Sam / Sammy

	4	Meg / Megan

	5	Ben

	6	Holly

	7	Charlie

	8	Oscar

	9	Barney

	10	Millie / Milly
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It works both ways: based on a survey of dogs and cats treated at the PDSA’s forty-seven PetAid hospitals, these are the celebrities whose names are considered most appropriate for the family pet:

Top 10 celebrity pet names in the UK


	1	Tyson (Mike)

	2	Harry (Potter or Prince)

	3	Ozzy (Osbourne)

	4	Robbie (Williams)

	5	Rooney (Wayne)

	6	Beckham (David)

	7	Paris (Hilton)

	8	Elvis (Presley)

	9	Jessie (Wallace – Kat Slater in EastEnders)

	10	Britney (Spears)



American appellations

The inclusion of American names should not be taken as implying that they are in any way stranger than British names (although some are), but the presence of many immigrants – whose names, while not unusual in their countries of origin, often sound odd to an ear unused to hearing them – adds an extra dimension and source – and, of course, there are a lot more of them to choose from. As previously noted, there may be good reasons for ignoring rare names, and for American parents the US Social Security Administration helpfully indicates these by publishing surveys of the most and least popular first names in the United States – least being those featuring at the bottom of a table of the top 1,000, hence, for example, when in the 1880s 91,673 girls were called Mary, a mere thirty-nine received the name Eura:

The 10 least popular first names in the USA, 1880s


		Boys	Girls

	1	Ammon 	Eura

	2	Ewald 	Missie

	3	Brice 	Biddie

	4	Linton 	Mannie

	5	Vester 	Libby

	6	Reinhold 	Johannah

	7	Ewing 	Leana

	8	Stanton 	Media

	9	Moody 	Hertha

	10	Kelley 	Reta



A comparative survey for the period 2000–08 revealed the following:

The 10 least popular first names in the USA, 2000–08


		Boys 	Girls

	1	Jax 	Finley

	2	Heriberto 	Beatrice

	3	Stephon 	Dasia

	4	Daryl 	Zara

	5	Krish 	Jaslene

	6	Zayne 	Myla

	7	Deonte 	Charlie

	8	Vincenzo 	Ireland

	9	Jakobe 	Diane

	10	Lucian 	Marely



Recent research conducted by Professor David Kalist of Shippensburg University, Pennsylvania, published in Social Science Quarterly appears to indicate that certain first names, based on a study of more than 15,000, predispose their bearers to lead lives of crime. Whether this results from a bias against certain names, so that those who bear them are subjected to bullying and turn to crime, or other factors, remains unproven.

Top 10 ‘criminal’ boys’ names in the USA 1
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World wide weird

Curious names are not exclusively an Anglo-American phenomenon. In 1996 a court in Sweden rejected the name Brfxxccxxmnpcccclllmmnprxvclmnckssqlbb11116 (allegedly pronounced ‘Albin’) and in 2004 Sara Leisten of Gothenburg was refused permission to call her son Staalman, the Swedish for Superman, even though the registration office had allowed the names Tarzan and Batman. In 2008 the press reported that a girl in New Zealand was made a ward of court so that she could change her name from Talula Does The Hula From Hawaii. The country’s courts had previously intervened to ban such names as Sex Fruit, Keenan Got Lucy, Satan, Yeah Detroit and Hitler, but, it was claimed, Number 16 Bus Shelter, Violence and Midnight Chardonnay had been allowed, as had twins Benson and Hedges and Fish and Chips, while a couple who had been prevented from giving their baby the name 4Real opted for Superman instead. Good job they didn’t live in Sweden.

Russell Ash

Lewes, 2010

www.russellash.com

Note: All locations of births, marriages, deaths, etc. are England and Wales unless otherwise stated; all census records are England unless otherwise stated.
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