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Preface to The Meaning of Liff, 1983

In Life* there are many hundreds of common experiences, feelings, situations and even objects which we will all know and recognize, but for which no word exists. On the other hand, the world is littered with thousands of spare words which spend their time doing nothing but loafing about on signposts pointing at places. Our job, as we see it, is to get these words down off the signposts and into the mouths of babes and sucklings and so on, where they can start earning their keep in everyday conversation and make a more positive contribution to society.

Douglas Adams, John Lloyd, Malibu, 1982

Preface to the 1984 Reprint

What we said in the first preface pretty much stands, I think.

Douglas Adams, New York, 1983

Preface to the Second 1984 Reprint

Can’t think of anything much to add to the previous preface. It’s nice, here, though.

Douglas Adams, Seychelles, 1984

Is it?

John Lloyd, Birmingham, 1984

Preface to the 1986 Reprint

There was a point I was going to make in this preface but it’s one of those things that you just can’t remember when you actually sit down to write it.

Douglas Adams, Madagascar, 1985

Preface to the 1987 Reprint

No. It came back to me briefly when I was in Brazil, but I didn’t have a pen with me.

Douglas Adams, Hong Kong, 1986

Preface to the 1988 Reprint

Did you get the preface I faxed you from New Zealand?

Douglas Adams, Zaire, 1988

Preface to the 1989 Reprint

No.

John Lloyd, Lambeth, 1989

Preface to the Second 1989 Reprint

Pity. That was a good one. Can’t remember how it was now.

Douglas Adams, Beijing, 1989

Preface to the Third 1989 Reprint

Did we make the point about all these words actually being real place names?

Douglas Adams, Mauritius, 1989

Preface to the Fourth 1989 Reprint

Yes.

John Lloyd, Lambeth, 1989

Preface to the First Edition of The Deeper Meaning of Liff, 1990 Well, there’s not much we need to add to that then, really, is there?

Douglas Adams, John Lloyd, Sydney, 1990



*And, indeed, in Liff.
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Vowels

A: should be pronounced like the “a” in “grab”

except for:

ah: as in “father”

air: as in “hairy”

ar: as in “car”

aw: as in “awful”

ay: as in “day”

E: should be pronounced like the short “e” in “get”

except for:

ee: as in “been”

er: short “er” sound as at the end of “mother”

ew: long “you” sound as at the front of “Uganda”

I: is short as in “antidisestablishmentarianism”

igh: represents the long “i” as in “sigh”

Where “igh” would look completely silly, a long “i” between two consonants is represented by “y.” Thus: FIREFIGHTERS is not rendered as FIGHR-FIGH-ters, hut as FYR-FYT-erz, which is much better.

O: is usually short as in “pot”

except for:

oh: as in “zone”

oo: as in “food”

oy: as in “boy”

U: “u” sounds are rendered by the short “u” in “fun”

except for:

ul: sort of swallowed like the “le” sound in “fiddle”

ur: longer “er” than in “mother,” more like in “Ben-Hur”

uu: like the long “u” as in “moose”

ew: like the even longer “u” in “food”

ou: like the interminably long “u” in “youuuuuuuu bastard”

Consonants

B: as in “bug”

CH: as in “church”

D: as in “dog”

DJ: like the “j” sound in “hedge” (used when “j” on its own might be ambiguous)

F: as in “fat”

G: hard “g” as in “get”

GH: hard “g” as in “ghost” (used when “g” on its own would be ambiguous)

The soft “g” as in “gin” is represented by “j” (see below).

H: as in “hill”

J: as in “jeep”

K: as in “key”

KH: as in Scottish “loch”

L: as in Scottish “loch”

Good grief, there are a hell of a lot of these things to remember, aren’t there?

M: as in “mint”

N: as in “knee”

P: as in “pan”

R: as in “rug”

S: as in “sat”

T: as in “antid​isest​ablis​hment​arian​ism”

V: as in “pneum​onoul​trami​crosc​opics​ilico​volcan​ocori​osis”

W: as in “wayzgoose”

Y: as in “wayzgoose”

Z: as in “wayzgoose”*

ZH: like the “s” in “measure” or the French “j” in “je suis”

Double consonants (bb, ff, ll, ss, etc.) are used where single ones might be ambiguous. They have no other meaning

*WAYZGOOSE: A stubble-goose, an entertainment given to journeymen at the beginning of winter. (1731) Oxford English Dictionary. (Proof, if anyone should need it, that this book is a lot more use and only slightly less barmy than the Oxford English Dictionary).

A

Aalst (ay-AY-lst) n.


One who changes his name to be nearer the front.



Aasleagh (AHS-li-ukh) n.


A liqueur made only for drinking at the end of a revoltingly long bottle party when all the drinkable drink has been drunk.



Abalemma (AB-a-LEM-mah) n.


The agonizing situation in which there is only one possible decision but you still can’t make it.



Aberbeeg (ab-a-BEEG) vb.


Of amateur actors, to adopt a Mexican accent when called upon to play any variety of foreigner (except Pakistanis—for whom a Welsh accent is considered sufficient).



Abercrave (ab-a-KRAYV) vb.


To desire strongly to swing from the pole on the footplate of a San Francisco cable car.



Abert (a-BERT) vb.


To change a baby’s name at the last possible moment.



Aberystwyth (ab-a-RIST-with) n.


A nostalgic yearning which is in itself more pleasant than the thing being yearned for.



Abilene (AB-a-lene) adj.


Descriptive of the pleasing coolness on the reverse side of the pillow.



Abinger (AB-bin-jer) n.


One who washes everything except the frying pan, the cheese grater and the saucepan in which the chocolate sauce has been made.



Abligo (AB-lig-goh) n.


One who prides himself on not even knowing what day of the week it is.



Aboyne (a-BOYN) vb.


To beat an expert at a game of skill by playing so appallingly that none of his clever tactics or strategies are of any use to him.



Abruzzo (a-BRUT-soh) n.


The worn patch of ground under a swing.



Absecon (AB-sek-on) n.


An annual conference held at the Dragonara Hotel, Leeds, for people who haven’t got any other conferences to go to.



Abwong (AB-wong) vb.


To bounce cheerfully on a bed.



Acklins (AK-lins) n.pl.


The odd twinges you get in parts of your body when you scratch other parts.



Acle (AY-kul) n.


The rogue pin which shirtmakers conceal in a hidden fold of a new shirt. Its function is to stab you when you don the garment.



Addis Ababa (AD-is AB-ah-bah) n.


The torrent of incomprehensible gibberish which emanates from the loudspeakers on top of cars covered in stickers.



Adlestrop (AY-dul-strop) n.


The part of a suitcase which is designed to get snarled up on conveyor belts at airports. Some of the more modern adlestrop designs have a special “quick release” feature which enables the case to flip open at this point and fling your underclothes into the conveyor belt’s gearing mechanism.



Adrigole (AD-ri-gohl) n.


The centerpiece of a merry-go-round on which the man with the tickets stands unnervingly still.



Affcot (AF-kot) n.


The sort of fart you hope people will talk after.



Affpuddle (AF-pud-dul) n.


A puddle which is hidden under a pivoted paving stone. You only know it’s there when you step on the paving stone and the puddle shoots up your leg.



Ahenny (ah-HEN-nee) adj.


The way people stand when examining other people’s bookshelves.



Aigburth (AYG-berth) n.


Any piece of readily identifiable anatomy found among cooked meat.



Ainderby Quernhow (AYN-der-bee-KWERN-how) n.


One who continually bemoans the loss of the word gay to the English language, even though they had never used the word in any context at all until they started complaining that they couldn’t use it anymore.



Ainderby Steeple (AYN-der-bee-STEE-pul) n.


One who asks you a question with the apparent motive of wanting to hear your answer, but who cuts short your opening sentence by leaning forward and saying, “And I’ll tell you why I ask…” and then talking solidly for the next hour.



Ainsworth (AYNZ-werth) n.


The length of time it takes to get served in a camera shop. Hence, also, how long we will have to wait for the abolition of income tax or the Second Coming.



Aird of Sleat (AYRD-uv-SLEET) n.


(Archaic) Ancient Scottish curse placed from afar on the stretch of land now occupied by Heathrow Airport.



Aith (AYTH) n.


The single bristle that sticks out sideways on a cheap paintbrush.



Albacete (AL-ba-seet) n.


A single surprisingly long hair growing in the middle of nowhere.



Albuquerque (AL-ba-KER-kee) n.


The shapeless squiggle which is utterly unlike your normal signature, but which is, nevertheless, all you are able to produce when asked formally to identify yourself. Muslims, whose religion forbids the making of graven images, use albuquerques to decorate their towels, menu cards and pajamas.



Alcoy (AL-koy) adj.


Wanting to be bullied into having another drink.



Aldclune (AWLD-kloon) n.


One who collects ten-year-old telephone directories.



Alltami (al-TAR-mee) n.


The ancient art of being able to balance the hot and cold shower taps.



Ambatolampy (am-BAHT-a-LAM-pee) n.


The bizarre assortment of objects collected by a sleepwalker.



Ambleside (AM-bul-side) n.


The talk given about the Facts of Life by a father to his son while walking in the garden on a Sunday afternoon.



Amersham (AM-a-sham) n.


The sneeze which tickles but never comes. (Thought to derive from London’s Metropolitan Line tube station of the same name where rails always rattle but the train never arrives.)



Amlwch (AMLWCH*1) n.


A British Rail sandwich which has
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