
[image: Cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Jonathon Green

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

Beginning

That Jew Thing

Words Fail Me

The Human Factor

Thick, Square Books

I Theory: What is Slang?

II Practice: What is Slang?

A Word in Time

Why Do I Do It?

Tools of the Trade

Ins and Outs

Etymology: Story Time

Definitions: The Meaning of the Words

Calling Names

Reading for Pleasure

Citations: The Chase is On

Cites: a Finder’s Manual

Endgame

Index

Acknowledgements

Copyright


For Patrick Hanks


Odd Job Man

Some Confessions of a Slang Lexicographer

Jonathon Green

[image: image Missing]


Beginning

WHAT WE NEED now is structure. In other words a beginning, though perhaps not a plot and certainly not an end. My life and my work have long since been indissoluble, but once upon a time there was no slang, no words for that matter, and so let us return to day one. Otherwise what follows – and perhaps I do not mind this, but others may – resembles a succession of lemmas, linked together because they appear in a book, between a pair of unifying covers, but otherwise quite discrete disquisitions linked only by the arbitrary order of the English alphabet.

So whatever happens later we must start at the beginning. If it can dovetail with what follows, or at least seem to predict it, so much the better. This is in no way a conventional memoir, but some things must be said. Or so it seems to me, whose working life is so committed to searching the past for origins and roots. It is a beginning that, without the memories that those from more settled lineages have on tap, has always seemed abrupt. Perhaps, like newly arrived immigrants looking forward to their future and rushing to move beyond the past, the young have no interest in asking questions about ‘before’? Perhaps that was merely me? I failed to ask and remain in ignorance. And since the past was quite literally another country, and that country no longer exists remotely as it was, I am not going to find out. I have been trying to make up for it, by proxy, ever since.

‘In a box of the stone jug I was born / Of a hempen widow, the kid forlorn.’1 Perhaps not, but the event if not the historical background is true and if perhaps not wholly necessary, then for what follows, inevitable: you are born. Nobody asked me, as they say, but it happens. It is long and for your mother painful and you bear the scars. 1948: high forceps. Your father is informed: we can’t save them both. He begs to differ. Fortunately or otherwise he prevails. There are three months in an incubator. A box and if not of stone then of plastic or glass. Claustrophobia, a lifelong problem, was presumably established. Your mother, consciously or otherwise, does not forgive you. There will be no more children. You are the best on offer. You are the worst. You are Jonathon: ‘god-given’ in Hebrew. The Jewish prince. In the beginning was the word. And the word is ‘Tod’. Tod Sloan: rhyming slang for alone.

At first the words are always passive. You have none yourself. Your first memories are visual, but you are read to. Beatrix Potter, you especially like The Tailor of Gloucester (the ‘cherry-coloured twist’). Orlando the Marmalade Cat takes the ferry to northern France across to which your father was not that long ago making his way in uniform with four water bottles, each bearing a different flavour of eau de vie. A better return than his departure: Dunkirk. I do not know if his war was ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Most of it seems to have been spent waiting to re-cross the Channel. The least macho of men, he does not do war stories. There are better ones. He reads you Just So Stories (‘the great grey-green greasy Limpopo’). At some stage he had met your mother (was she truly driving lorries for the army?) and they marry in 1945. They will stay together until he dies forty-four years later. He manages a chain store, whose welcome-back note is bedecked by a frieze of hats – military caps and civvy derbies. ‘You’ve done your bit – now let’s get on with the job.’ There is a shelf over your bed, it bears ‘your’ books. One night it falls. You survive. Your bedroom has a picture-rail level frieze of Disney figures against what look like hills. One nightmare has you seeing witches appearing behind those hills. You will never like Disney: the softness, the curves, animated Mabel Lucie Attwell, menace behind the slop.

You start school, tearfully watching your mother recede from view. ‘Music and Movement’ on the BBC (‘tall as a house . . . small as a mouse’), painting (forget it), reading (aha . . .). ‘Janet and John’ presumably, though in truth it could have been any tale of monosyllabic life among the tiny. The lengthy, ever-expanding verses of ‘The House That Jack Built’, which is pleasingly similar to another cumulative song, this one sung at Passover, the Jewish spring festival that arrives each year around the same time as Easter. It starts with a lamb and ends with the Angel of Death joining the party. Within months your father is moved to a better store in a cathedral city. The locals rejoice in the name of ‘Yellowbellies.’2 It refers to frogs. It is notably flat, other than the bits which are not. The Wolds. It is 1953. You drive across the country to your father’s parents to watch a grey 10-inch version of the Coronation, curtains closed, chairs encircling the wooden box. The best bit is the ‘natural break’: the box shows a factory tower being blown up; the film reverses, the tower is reborn. You know no Freud, you are simply delighted. Other trips are irregular but continue while your grandparents are alive. Your father’s family – father, mother, the widowed wife of a brother who died young of leukaemia, one married sister and her husband, a sister who didn’t marry – live in a wood-panelled mansion, or so it seems to you, with a garden large enough to have a small, if not a lake, then something bigger than a pond. It hosts a small rowing boat. You make the round of relations, kiss kiss kiss. Grandpa, nearly blind and later wholly so, sits in a chair, do you ever see him rise? Later you realise the blindness must have been from diabetes. (Just you wait and see.) Grandma rules the roost. The widowed sister-in-law is more like a live-in servant. But all the women seem to favour flowered pinafores. There are cousins – older, wholly dull. At some stage there is a golden wedding. You sit at ‘the children’s table’. You are not happy. Resentful at your perceived demotion. Only children are children in name only. You keep your counsel and eat your jelly.

The brother-in-law deals in fruit and veg and the garage is filled with smells and boxes – and your mother is unimpressed. The feeling, it is clear, is mutual. You feel no kinship. There is food, too much, but of course delicious, or so you are informed. In the sitting room is a glass cupboard of books. For a while you are impressed, but the cupboard is never opened – in time, little snob, you will realise that the books are from a club, and the cupboard too. The best thing about the trips is a mile from the house: the word ‘Shufflebotham’s’ inscribed across the height of a terrace-end.

Real pleasure lies nearer home: the signalman on the village’s pre-Beeching branch line permits you entrance to his box. He activates the fog signal. Boom! Bliss. Again! On a mainline station you see the Mallard, super-train of its day. You are invited onto the footplate. You are far too scared. Cowardy-custard. Sissy. And later, almost immediately, but far too late, you will regret it. There’s a first time for lots of things and this will play a chorus through your life. Cowardice? Of course, but more than that, apprehension. The unknown, the mysterious, do not beckon. At the circus you love watching the gaffers prepare the lions’ cage, the drilled creation of the edifice of excitement. The smooth efficiency of a task well done. The lions tamed, the clowns prepare to fire their cannon. Near hysterical you beg to be removed. Not the bang, but the waiting. The tension. The unknown. And yet, in work as in life, you love alleys over main roads, the narrow and crooked over the broad vista. They fill in the map and once mapped become known and thus controlled. Knowledge is power. Knowledge is security.

Wondrously you spend three months in a hotel. For a week you are ill. You vomit over each of the six pairs of pyjamas your father has obtained ‘on appro’. You listen to Children’s Favourites on the BBC’s Home Service, ‘The Laughing Policeman’. You move to a house, your new room is built over the old garage. You want it painted red, you get blue. There is a garden, an air raid shelter which becomes a rockery. Later that year you stand in the windows of your father’s store waving your Union Jack as the young Queen’s limousine processes through the crowds.

There is a new school. St Mary’s. You must seem bright; they put you in Mrs Hill’s class. She is stern but fair. ‘Write down “Christopher Hen”,’ she requests. You can manage the hen; the Christopher – fittingly? – defeats you. You move back to Mrs Bramley’s class. She resembles her name, at least in chubbiness and rosy cheeks. She has a red Parker 51; it writes AEX (‘A-Excellent’) on your work. Halfway up the stairs is a table bearing Arthur Bryant’s Our Island Story and Our Empire Story. They gather dust, though we receive regular doses of a scratchy ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ played at morning assembly. You have friends, your ‘gang’. For one season there is a rash of Davy Crockett hats. For another it is cigarette cards. There are girls, you fall in love. You do not say so. The object of your desire cartwheels, careless of propriety, offering up legs and knickers. You will remain what slang terms a ‘leg man’. Later you will blot your copybook: invited to the latest in the season’s round of parties you overhear your hostess upbraiding her daughter. You approach, volunteer the services of ‘the gang’ to ‘beat her up’. Your hostess smiles, resists your offer. There will be no more parties that year. It is not your only sin. Walking from school you push a smaller schoolmate into a hedge. You are in bed. The door opens: your parents, furious. They have been rung up by the child’s parents, furious. The head-mistress carpets you. She is very stern but not, you feel, especially fair. Your parents do not speak to you for two days. You are not especially ashamed, but your mother is, and for that you must pay.

There are school plays (you play the King in a re-enactment of ‘Four-and-Twenty Blackbirds’ – the rest of the form – but are not required for the Nativity), picnics (a vast bottle of ginger beer), ‘test matches’ with your best friend (aping the current stars, you duly bat and bowl left and right handed, and change styles every six balls). You have taken possession, somehow, of the dream catapult, hard forked wood, thick rubber: you are firing stones in your front garden, a cycling youth dismounts, ‘I’m a police cadet. That is illegal.’ And takes it. You will not like the police.

It is not idyllic but it lacks threat. V-bombers are based nearby and you see them flying shatteringly overhead; and you read the daily papers with growing ability. The Manchester Guardian and News Chronicle for your father (until one day the latter becomes the Daily Mail and delivery is quickly discontinued), the Daily Express (‘for Granny’), the quality broadsheets on Sunday. Only your titular Aunt, your mother’s best friend, takes the News of the World. Its strapline declares ‘The paper for the young at heart’. Your ‘aunt’ has no children: for you she is forever young. But you are not bright – or not interested – enough to start putting twos with twos. (Indeed, they will stop you doing maths after O level.) It also lacks a dog for the full scenario but there is a dog too. Briefly. One day you return from school, the dog is not there. It was ‘overbred’, you are informed. It has been taken to the vet, ‘put to sleep’. You will be ashamed, when you properly learn such things, that you accepted so readily the compensatory trip to the toyshop.

There is a parallel scenario. Not bad, but different. It is a cathedral city and, perhaps coincidentally, there is but one other Jewish family – and your mother has declared them treyfe, unclean, or at least socially unacceptable. Her own father, or so you have been told, had sold pit ponies to Yorkshire colliers, but there was a maid who read Peg’s Paper and apparently that must have been different. Indeed you know all too little of your own past. You are a mongrel, a mix of German, Polish, Russian and Lithuanian, with grandparents who had the good sense to leave mainland Europe, though insufficient to carry on to New York. Your mother’s mother lives with you – inconceivably old and, as attested by the washing line, bedecked in vast pink bloomers. She drinks cups of boiled water and, on days when your mother is out, makes you perfect egg and chips for lunch. She measures out distances on the basis of her life ‘before’, with references to places that you will never see. You are too young or too repelled by her age to ask her the right questions. You are twelve when she dies and no one else knows or cares about the answers. There is allegedly a far distant great-great-aunt who ran a brewery and was murdered by her peasant coachman on the way to bank the week’s take, her corpse thrown from the troika (or is that just something you presume once, eventually, you’ve read War and Peace?). There is undoubtedly an uncle (and probably many others who neither left nor made their way to Palestine) lined up next to the pit he had just helped dig and shot to death by the vodka-sodden small-town race purifiers of a Nazi Einsatzkommando, with enthusiastic help from his recent next-door neighbours. You learn to know your enemies – the poujadist, the peasant; you are urban, you distrust all that is not. It is not just in Frankenstein films that the villagers brandish torches and pitchforks. Then there is the Russian revolutionary Maxim Litvinov who, Granny claims, was a cousin. You find him in your dictionary of quotations: ‘Peace is indivisible’, or so he says. On your father’s side: nothing. You ask, of course, but he cannot help. Not even a name, since Green, unless it was Gryn as found in Poland, was surely an immigrant’s compromise. I may know my signature, I have been putting it in my books for over fifty years, but I do not know my own name.

You never feel of here, and you have no sustaining idea of there. It is not religion as such, but it is undoubtedly Jewishness. Obviously there is no form of community where you live. You eat kosher food – no pig, no shellfish, a different set of cutlery and dishes for cooking and eating fleishik and milchik (meat dishes and ‘milk’ which means all the other ones). It does not seem odd; our homelife never does as children. You shop locally, except for meat. For this there is ‘the order’, a monthly trek by car to a larger Jewish centre, with kosher butchers. You bear home the packages of chickens (roasters with giblets for chopped liver which you learn to make and boilers still holding the shell-less yolks that you love boiled in soup; no more, the EU has long since banned them), tongue, beef, lamb. There is a deli in your city, but the Pole who runs it is a goy. He sells everything but smoked salmon. Too much salty smoked fish during his days in the salt mines runs the myth. There is no garlic. Your mother is a good cook, taught by your grandmother. Her soufflés rise miraculously, her gefilte fish bobs unbroken in its broth, her fried fish – matzo meal and beaten eggs not stolid batter – delights.

Of course this adherence was – and to an extent, since to an extent it remains, is – absurd. As absurd as believing in some old man in the sky. On that first day at school they served a round of gelatinous, bright pink meat. I ate one forkful, choked and spat it out. Alien flavour: pig, surely. Spam to be precise. I gazed at the ceiling, awaiting the hand that would surely lower to snuff me out. Nothing. Tearful, infinitely guilty, I reported home. There would be no more Spam. But it is 1953 and I am still offering my (English language) prayers at night, and it will be a while before I start to put these childish things aside.

I am solo now. I was then. Community, that antithesis of self-absorption, is another of my least favoured words. Worried parents ask, ‘don’t you want to join in?’ You don’t. You have friends, you are no hermit, no embryo geek, but you do not join. The collection of words, lexicography, might be dismissed as super-geekery, but I would refute that. No cubs, no scouts. No clubs. No hobbies. (There is an urged attempt at stamp collecting; one tries but sometimes one does not try again.) Nor in your teens the fissiparous utopianism of the left. Although once, 1964, you trudge a village knocking on doors and suggesting the dwellers place a picture of Harold Wilson in their window. But that was already compromised; the local ‘activist’, handing over the stack of posters, wishes you good luck. Would he be joining us? ‘Bugger that, lads, it’s wet out and football on the telly.’ Sixteen year olds learn different lessons: I opted for ‘politics is bullshit’. Of the words I continue to loathe, earnest is among the most loathsome. Mine has been a voluntary solitude. Doubtless one of the products of a solitary childhood. You can’t read en masse. Or not before the current florescence of reading groups, and books appended with jolly topics for earnest discussion over the white wine. You may want to believe in the efficacy of group effort, but you never see it. A crowd, to you, always seems to be gathered exulting round a pile of burning texts. You shun belief and its true believers. That way, you have noticed, lies Auschwitz. You are narcissistic. You are masturbatory. You are up your own arse. You do not argue.

After St Mary’s, St Hugh’s. Are there no schools bereft of these goyish titles? Prep school. You are nearly eleven and by some standards late to leave home. When you still lived in the hotel they had been filming The Dam Busters and the stars and crew ate across the dining room. One day the three of you drive out to the set, one of the bomber bases so recently at work for real. The fog has descended. There is no filming. Now, to your delight, your school houses the real Dam Busters base, a village lost among the flat, soggy potato fields (‘these potatoes are growing to make Smith’s Crisps’ announce roadside signs). The local hotel, still standing, once poured Guy Gibson his pre-flight pint and offered a garden where his dog, blithely named Nigger, could pee on the rhododendrons. Now on exeat Sundays you eat brown Windsor soup, equally brown and razor-thin, over-roasted beef and vegetables still swimming in their cooking water. Forty years on the village erects a Dam Busters’ memorial. It is available on postcards: a lump of raw granite – the dam – a blue-painted centre strip – proof of the buster.

First night in, the school song: give me a word that rhymes with ‘Hugh’. Yes, exactly. And shouldn’t you have guessed it from the cap badge: a ball flying over a brick wall. Let us go back seven centuries. Here is little Hugh playing ball in the street. Here is the house of the Jew Aaron. The ball flies over the wall. Hugh flies into the Semitic oven and emerges as unleavened bread. The Semite flies into the Christian wrath and there meets the fire in his turn. Blood libels, how they do persist. Did the school even ponder its origins? Certainly an enlightened master petitioned and won from the Cathedral an official denial of the myth. Nor was there the slightest anti-Semitism. Far worse to be fat or, heaven forfend, with parents in some ‘foreign’ colonial outpost. No blacks nor browns. Though we were treated to – and laughed at – Sir’s impressions of the leaders of the Congo horrors. Lumumba, Kasa-Vubu; aren’t those darkies droll?

Hang on. All these victim references. Are you saying that your young and not-so-young life was bedevilled with pogroms, with baying mobs, with Jew hatred? Not at all. Indeed my own slang database contains many more negatives than I ever experienced. Of course there have been occasions: the student paper that branded me ‘the best reason for anti-Semitism in Oxford’; the odd slip of what I had assumed were otherwise affectionate tongues; an ancient lion of the Left and father of one of my then closest friends, whose unwarranted loathing for a young man he had met perhaps twice, and who had treated him with nothing but fawning respect, seemed to have no other cause. Or so, years later, I was informed. It was, of course, an anomalous period. A hiccup in the status quo. Still enough post-Holocaust guilt to silence all but the most unreconstructed of vilifiers, Israel still plucky rather than perfidious. But if I am right, then what matters most is that you are wrong and, deprived of Vietnam, of South Africa, of useful monochrome scapegoats the ideologically pure struggle for breath without a useful bogeyman. Am I alone in sensing something akin to a sigh of relief at the opportunity to cast off inconvenient guilt and to put the Jews, sorry, the Israelis, back in their traditional place? The green-red-brown triumvirate dictates the agenda now. The old Christian canards re-born and appropriated by once tolerant and co-habiting Islam. The Left twisting itself into the inevitable contortions of true belief, abasing itself before old enemies, screaming out its frustrations at old friends. The Right delighted to batten on to both.

And perhaps, as a good liberal, I too must look forward to a world bereft of the Jew, which then presumably will be purged of every evil. Except that I, too, shall perforce be purged. Schtum! Enough. Back to school.

Except there is one more thing. One little irony. When I arrived at Oxford I was amused by the fact that even then, 1966, I still ranked as ‘first Jew’ for a surprisingly large proportion of my friends. Loved it, of course. And it was a two-way street. To steal from Harold Macmillan, they met Estonians, I Etonians. But what about me? Tossed onto the boarding school conveyor belt I had hardly opted into the Semitic mainstream. The idea of the one Jewish boarding school of which I knew – Carmel College – where I assumed theology would be the order of the day, simply horrified me. My home was far from any Jewish community, my family existed but I barely knew it. My life and thus my intimacies were those of school. Home soon became a strange world where the food was better, the bed more comfortable, and there was freedom from my twin persecutors: sport in all its forms and the play-soldiering of the compulsory cadet corps. But friends? They were school too. I could hardly have been my own ‘first Jew’, but in truth, I was pretty much my only one.

Now, please, let us go back. To prep school where food still seemed to play so important a role. Just like in the books we had ‘dorm feasts’: tinned cling peaches and corned beef. On lucky days you sat next to Sir who kindly cut the crusts from his toast and passed them on. On less lucky ones we received already fertilised eggs, with beaks and bones already formed, or mud-clumped bunches of watercress with worms still present in the pendant earth. I was free – perhaps there was a deity – from the local speciality, brawn, and watched as one poor eight year old, having thrown it up, was forced by shouting masters to eat his vomit. But if there was no compulsory pig neither was there any school-provided substitute, only surreptitiously swallowed Kraft cheese slices, their packet held carefully beneath the table’s edge. And food provided dreams: one master, newly home from a trip to Texas, pinned on his wall what must have been a perfectly ordinary diner menu. On it a plate and on that, or rather ‘over’ it since the monstrous chunk of flesh overflowed every edge, a steak. And a price. One mighty dollar. It was unattainable, mouth-watering, quite beyond us. It was America. So too was the school library’s collection of National Geographics. Some opted for the much celebrated naked breasts within – albeit carefully positioned as anthropological phenomena and far from the inflated glories of a Playboy magazine that had yet to become easily available in the UK. (We had only such delights as Parade, furtively scanned inside a Giles annual in the all-male environment of the barber Mr Elsom, who was so unswervingly attuned to the rhythms of his trade that one afternoon he asked an uncomprehending eight year old, ‘Anything for the weekend, sir?’) You preferred the back covers, wonderfully technicolor, framing a bright red fridge with beads of icy sweat pointing up its thirst-quenching chilliness, and advertising that other Yankee staple: Coca-Cola. America, that home of interesting surnames, and again something, despite one’s fascination with an upcoming election – you go for Kennedy, not wholly understanding why – a growing acknowledgement of things ‘across the pond’ that one was definitely not.

Food is not words, though you consume them both and the consumption can be a matter of taste – but it seems to have been defining. It tells you what you are and, as importantly, what you are not. Books and their reading tell you what you want to be and, whether or not you yet have the slightest idea, what you might become. For me, quite unaware at the time, they have provided a life. The dictionary is, after all, the end product. Its matter could not exist without the printed words among which one researches.

No hobbies? Is reading permitted? A fierce, all-consuming love of books, of words on paper. The greatest of all escapes. An addiction as powerful as that to heroin, and with highs and lows that, at least emotionally, are not so different. After all, the first ones were free from the children’s library, then you were hooked and it was cash down at the local bookshop and then . . . And my own growing accumulation. It was in the cathedral city that I bought my first book. I would like to say I recall the title – it may have been H. G. Wells’ short stories – but it was the act that counts.3 A tiny bookshop in the shadow of the cathedral, manned by a hunchback or dwarf or maybe both. But he seemed so to me, just as the shelves of books seemed pleasingly crammed and unassailably high. What I bought, and not that many or often since my pocket money was slim and birthdays are but annual events (fortunately one could browse without interference), were of course Penguins, which cost a shilling or maybe one and sixpence. (Pan Books, bearing lurid covers and their eponymous hedonist’s pipes, were beyond my pale.)

What I owned and what I borrowed are all mixed up. Long pre-dating prep school I read E. Nesbit who showed that life is never more fun than when parents are absent and Roger Lancellyn Green’s version of the Morte d’Arthur and later T. H. White’s take – though I grew bored with the later volumes devoted to Morgan le Fay and Mordred’s sexually-laden plotting, Arthur’s cuckolding and Lancelot and Guinevere’s dalliances and reread only The Sword in the Stone. Biographies are always most alluring before our hero makes it – after that it’s only name-dropping and picking up prizes. And perhaps adultery and its twin, unhappy marriage. I read the Narnia books until I realised they were all a Christian allegory and tossed them aside, grossly affronted at the con. I read Roman myths and Greek myths and Norse myths and Irish myths and Chinese myths – a whole Golden Bough in pre-teen adaptations. (I part lived, of course, in the Jewish myth.) I read Grimms’ Fairytales (though naturally knew nothing of their authors’ lexicography): horror stories with their endlessly impaled robins, tortured children and gloatingly evil adults. They fitted my image of Germany: we boycotted all things Teuton – cars, pencils, brown and white goods; a bottle of Liebfraumilch, carelessly plucked from a charity dance lucky dip, sat untouched in the pantry for years. Thanks to an elder cousin I barely knew I received hand-me-down duplicates of bar mitzvah-given Dickens, published by Collins and bound in some kind of pseudo-leather, Rexine perhaps? Precociously I set out to read Oliver Twist and David Copperfield. I finished them – it would be decades before I would permit myself the heretical act of leaving any book unfinished – but thereafter left both them and their author alone for thirty years. The penalty for the precocious reader is often thus: one yearns to forge ahead, but the eyes and appetite run far too far beyond the brain. Another result of such enthusiasm, which I now find in a new context – the reading of French polars with an inadequate vocabulary and a disinclination to be resorting incessantly to the dictionary – is that one encounters many words for the first time. One uses context and guesswork, and while the one may help, the other often doesn’t. Accurate definitions, I suppose, came as a pleasant surprise, though occasionally an embarrassing one.

There was The Wind in the Willows, though I struggled with the cod-paganism of the ‘Piper at the Gates of Dawn’ chapter: Toad was much more fun, and surely a city-dweller at heart. I read Billy Bunter, 101 Dalmatians (yet, mercifully, to succumb to Disneyfication). I read, quite uncomprehending of its nuances, Nineteen Eighty-Four, which was one of the few books my parents had on their shelves. They also had Arnold Bennett’s The Grand Babylon Hotel which I enjoyed hugely. Returning to it now its protagonist seems to show only gross American arrogance, but one viewed such figures less critically when God’s Own Country was also still a Promised Land. I read Edward Lear (‘Who, or why, or which, or what, is the Akond of Swat?’ and wondered, as a neophyte victim of Hillard and Botting’s text books, whether the answer might in some way be connected to the gerund). A trip to Stratford resulted in a Complete Shakespeare, and this time the leather was real. Via LPs came the lyrics of Gilbert and Sullivan. Early on I received the Children’s Encyclopedia, a mix of outdated information, strange murkily coloured illustrations, technicolor flags from defunct merchant fleets and carefully detailed improving pursuits for boys and girls, such as making fire using only a pair of sticks. I read them, but the chunky volumes also served as useful building blocks for castles, forts, whatever. I tried The Water Babies but found it too much of a refugee from Sunday school. On similar lines – where had it come from? – there was a very nasty thing called the Chatterbox Annual. It had, among much other fake Victorian moralising, a story in which an over-bookish child was consumed by an ‘actual’ bookworm. The illustration scared me but I derided the concept. I took this wretched object to the air-raid shelter and, armed with a box of purloined matches, attempted what I instinctively knew to be the greatest of sins: to burn it. It did not catch properly but my disdain was absolute and the dustbin received the slightly scorched remains. In time I read Emil and the Detectives which, with much else that I would come to enjoy, had once been burnt by more professional arsonists, the Nazis.

I read of Sherlock Holmes and Beau Geste, both initially gifts of the radio, on which they were serialised. The former needs no introduction, although I cannot remember who ‘my’ Holmes and Watson were. (I have looked it up: Carleton Hobbs and Norman Shelley; they did the job from 1952–69.) The latter, with names as rib-nudgingly descriptive as those of a Restoration melodrama – the evil Sergeant Lajaune, the debonair Major Henri de Beaujolais, and of course the glorious Beau himself – first thrilled me via the Home Service. The climactic scene, all the fort dead except for the wicked Lajaune and our hero, corpses lodged in every embrasure, the sworn enemies temporarily allied in firing from successive loopholes to impress the encircling Arabs, retains its thrill. The power of cheap literature, pace Noel Coward, who apostrophised cheap music, lingers. And from its pages I learned how to crucify a man on a barracks table with bayonets, and of tying him en crapaudine: hands and feet lashed together in the small of the back, the mouth filled with sand. You didn’t get that in another favourite read: Eagle, although the comic’s intrepid Luck of the Legion did manage some pleasing French oaths: ‘Nom d’un nom d’un nom d’un sacré cochon noir!’ and ‘Sapristi!’ among others. Eagle even offered a glance at homegrown slang. Space hero Dan Dare’s working-class oppo Digby was wont to mutter ‘Lumme!’ in stressful situations. I took due note.

And there was Kipling. It is useful to read certain authors before one realises – either through one’s own or others’ critical diktats – that they should not in fact be read. Kipling floats in and out of fashion. When I encountered him I imagine he was pretty much out, but Just So Stories and The Jungle Book (another book whose destruction by Disney’s Huns was still a future tragedy) were still acceptable. I read most of his opus: short stories, the Barrack Room Ballads, Captains Courageous, Kim and so on, though Plain Tales from the Hills came later. Favourite – perhaps more accessible – was Puck of Pook’s Hill, didactic, nationalistic, but well enough disguised. It is said that everyone has a great, good place to which they wish to return. If I have one it must be a sunny afternoon in a hotel in Bosham on the south coast, a monster humbug striped black and white and tasting of synthetic bananas close to sticky hand and the knowledge that since I had barely started a newly acquired copy of Rewards and Fairies, Puck’s sequel, there would be paradise and blissful solitude for at least one more day.

There was also Stalky and Co., Kipling’s semi-autobiographical tales of school. Looking back, it’s interesting how Kipling set the pattern for the school stories of his era. The priggish Tom Brown shied away from slang and what he used was adult. Stalky & Co. could have turned up at Billy Bunter’s Greyfriars with their use of ‘my aunt!’, ‘bags I!’, ‘bait’ (a rage), ‘biznai’, ‘blub’ (to cry), ‘brew’ (a study feast), ‘cat’ (to vomit), ‘cave!’ (look out!), ‘cram’ (a tutor or last-minute pre-examination work), ‘dicker’ (a dictionary), ‘impot’ (an imposition, for example punishment of lines), ‘jammy’ (easy), ‘padre’ (a chaplain), ‘pi-jaw’ (an earnest, moralising lecture), ‘ripping!’, ‘rot’ (to talk nonsense), ‘scrag’ (to beat up), ‘slack’ (lazy), ‘sneak’ (to tell tales), ‘swot’ as noun or verb, ‘tip’ (of a parent to pass over money) and ‘wigging’ (a telling-off). But the slang in Kipling, as it was in the rest of my reading, was incidental. There were other, deeper pleasures. Every biography of Kipling excoriates one story in particular: ‘The Moral Reformers’, in which Stalky, M’Turk and Beetle become bullies to the bullies, and subject a pair of ‘crammers’ pups’ to such undisclosed but lovingly evoked tortures as ‘brush drill’ and ‘the torture of the key – which has no key at all’. It was the sweet revenge on evil that I enjoyed. My culture does not turn the other cheek: it plucks out the offending eye. I have always loved ‘The Moral Reformers’. Similar pleasures were derived from Saki’s perfect tale of the biter quite literally bit: ‘Sredni Vashtar’, the story of a ten year old child, subjected to the caprices and sadistic cruelty of a tyrannical aunt, who, through the agency of his polecat ferret, achieves revenge. Like Waugh’s celebrated ‘bat’s squeak of sexuality’, the final lines are engraved on my mind: ‘“Whoever will break it to the poor child? I couldn’t for the life of me!” exclaimed a shrill voice. And while they debated the matter among themselves, Conradin made himself another piece of toast.’

Saki’s stories turned up on television around 1961, during another period of hotel living – my father had finally escaped the yellowbellies’ county town, moved to London’s northern outskirts, and we were again looking for a house. This time the hotel was in the gin-and-Jag world of Gerrards Cross (a local golf club, apparently, still banned my people), and Sunday lunchtimes might see the descent of figures from nearby Shepperton, home of the guttering stars of the UK film industry. I am haunted by a single episode: the usual Saki country house, daunting dowagers, epicene young men, a sort of (homo)sexualised Blandings? There is a fire, there is a supposedly valuable picture. The young men rush to its rescue, and are consumed by the flames. The picture turns out to have been fake. I was old enough to appreciate that this was an allegory of the First World War (in which Saki died). Very much of its time. (We would do Oh What a Lovely War as a school play not much later.) One problem: I have read Saki and that story is not there.

So by 1961 television had a role, but before that, none but borrowed murmurs. Mine is perhaps the last generation for whom an upbringing without television did not, quite, render one a crank. I have drifted away from it again, for well over a decade now, but this was no moral decision, just boredom. (The last thing I watched, thanks to my younger son’s screen, was the coverage of 9/11.) And in the 1950s the decision was in any case not mine. We had a large, bakelite ‘steam’ radio which required a degree of waiting for valves to heat up and offered a dial glowing with such exotica as ‘Hilversum’ and ‘Droitwich’. We listened to it as religiously as any television addict. And it too, I realise, was a glorious source of language. Children’s Hour was unashamedly didactic – ‘Uncle Mac’, ‘David’ (the story teller David Davis, though listeners were granted no surname), ‘Toytown’ – and one duly learnt. (Though not, back then, of ‘Auntie’s’ tolerance of some presenters’ paedophilia.) Beyond that, perhaps Journey into Space and Educating Archie, Take It From Here and Ray’s a Laugh don’t really fill the bill, but Hancock’s Half Hour remains an oft-repeated classic and in time there would be Round the Horne, with the peerless Julian and Sandy who brought for my nascent profession a strange but hilarious language of nudges, winks and double entendres. It was called, though nobody could tell me then, ‘Polari’ and offered such exotica as ‘omee-palones’, ‘riah’ (backslang, actually, and for hair), ‘trolling’, ‘naff’ (which would return for a moment’s glory via Princess Anne) and cries of ‘fantabulosa!’ How did they get away with it? And why did so many of the uninitiated find it so funny. For once ignorance might qualify as bliss.

Prep school generally did a fair imitation of hell but there were some respites: roles in school plays when one drank wine, or properly cherryade; the weekly distribution of a carefully measured ration of sweets; a woman called Miss Potter who gave us strangely comforting mugs of warm milk, hitherto an anathema, after our weekly bath. Its library, if not heaven, was some form of happy ante-chamber. And if I want to unearth at least some of the roots of a life in slang, then those shelves must provide them. Wodehouse, Sapper, Conan Doyle in his non-Holmes books (‘Professor Challenger’, ‘Brigadier Gerard’), other P. C. Wrens (surely not the source, however, of my francophilia), shelf upon shelf of the best (worst?) of popular literature. There were presumably classics, not to mention the imperialist derring-do of G. A. Henty, but not for me. Wodehouse, like Saki a chronicler of aunts, is of course impeccable, and as regards slang his blithe mixture of the defunct language of the late nineteenth century (‘oojah-cum-spiff’, ‘rannygazoo’) with much newer coinages (‘hotsy-totsy’, ‘all over bar the shouting’) has provided me with many hundreds of citations. He offered a first taste of one of the necessities of slang lexicography: not only need one find the words and define them, but also, in this deliberately secret language, one needs first to find out what they mean. Wodehouse, it was said around the time I was discovering him, offers the mindset of an educated fifteen year old; my problem was that I was three years younger. As for Sapper, whose entry I would eventually write for the new DNB, what a card. Nowhere – perhaps in Wodehouse but never so heartily raffish – had I encountered such a vocabulary. A world of ‘cads’ and ‘bounders’, ‘flappers’ and ‘freaks’, ‘bruisers’ and ‘loonies’, of drinkers of ‘gargle’ and smokers of flor de cabbagio. Not to mention ‘Bulldog’ Drummond, nemesis of alien Huns, Jerries, Japs, coons, niggers, and of course Jews. Sapper’s Jews, like Agatha Christie’s Jews and the Jews of nearly every popular writer prior to Auschwitz are de facto bad. It is possible that this was not conscious anti-Semitism as such, merely a given in a world in which P.C. still referred only to a member of the police. Orwell does not mention what such writers sneeringly referred to as ‘the chosen people’ in his taxonomy of alien stereotypes in ‘Boys’ Weeklies’ (did they ever even turn up in such titles?) but they are of the breed. As my only acknowledged hero Lenny Bruce would put it later: ‘A Jew, in the dictionary, is one who is descended from the ancient tribes of Judea . . . but you and I know what a Jew is: One Who Killed Our Lord.’

It was not that I didn’t notice Sapper’s take on Jews – after all, I knew what I was and had my own yellow star, my Kraft cheese slices, to prove it – but if I should have been affronted, I wasn’t. I was too busy deciphering all that beery bonhomie, a mixture of slangs: of the trenches, of the Edwardian ‘johnnie’, of the 1920s flapper, of the chirpy Cockney sparrer, even of America, at least when certain villains were concerned. And falling in love with his nemesis, the sinuous, sinful Irma (‘deadlier than the male’), though certainly not with his vapid home counties wife Mary. The grown-ups’ Sapper, although equally consumed by the young, was John Buchan, another glorious discovery. I would choose Greenmantle, with the Lawrentian (T. E. not D. H.) Sandy Arbuthnot and its wholly coincident foretaste of Islamic militancy, as a school prize. Of the writer Richard Usborne’s trio of Clubland Heroes, his tongue-in-cheek study of Sapper, Buchan and Dornford Yates, I never encountered the latter – perhaps there were too many girls involved for our library’s consumption? And when I read him, too late for credulousness but spurred on by Usborne’s witty commentary, I was deeply unimpressed. But Buchan, among whose Semites might be ‘the whitest Jew since Jesus’, was usually reliable. He also introduced a new strand of slang: South African, with its Peruvians (who were anything but), kaffirs, smouses and shouts of voetsak!

School omitted Nigel Molesworth from its shelves. It was far too close to the bone. An uncle presented me with the ‘compleet’ works for passing the eleven-plus. It seemed pretty much a documentary as would the film If half a dozen years later. When I passed a brass plate bearing the words ‘Gabbitas and Thring’ I realised that I had not been mistaken.

Was I compiling my first database even then? Mentally, unconsciously, no doubt, but nothing so formal as a list. But whatever else I may recall of that grim potato-girt establishment, I have nothing but fond memories of its library. What my consumption of yesterday’s popular potboilers made clear, again subconsciously, was that if you wanted interesting language, you weren’t going to get it along the straight and narrow. The good stuff was off down the alleyways, alongside the waterfronts, in the back rooms of addresses whose frontages would in real life scare you far away. These were not worlds I was due to encounter, then or later. The slang lexicographer is by very nature a voyeur. The lexis undoubtedly leans towards pimping and prostitution, crime and imprisonment, violence and cruelty, drugged and drunken debauches, but the lexicographer is neither whore nor thief, thug nor prisoner, addict nor drunkard. Or not professionally. They are linguistic reporters, except that unlike the tabloids’ traditional formula they make no excuses and they do not leave. The job is to collect knowledge, to explicate it, and to disseminate the information that emerges. As I say, a voyeur, but ideally an informed one. As Burns remarked of his friend Francis Grose, ‘there’s a chiel’ among ye takin’ notes / An’ faith, he’ll print it’.

But if one can suggest that reading popular potboilers gave me a taste for language that only appears in the circumstances of melodrama, is there not a logical antithesis? Had I been more serious, more earnest, above all more clever, would I have turned to serious books, those that demand intellectual effort? Finding slang, perhaps, but dismissing it as is the usual way. Nothing but a larger scale use of what Walter Benjamin termed the ‘waste matter of language’, the obscenities. And as such disposable. After all does not the clever child eschew stupid things? A contempt for stupid reading may extend into that for what he or she can easily and logically dismiss as stupid language?

Except that I don’t believe that differently skilled – better skilled? – I might never have stumbled upon the thing that has made my professional and possibly even emotional life. Because how could that same bright child, or that bright child with an appreciation for language, fail to see the glories of the words that make up slang? For all the pieties protested by religion and its moralising parasites, there is no hierarchy in slang’s lexis. No better nor no best, nor no worst either. Were I to be asked to offer a selection of favourite terms, I would find it hard to amass even the most nugatory list. But were the questioner to ask for those terms I despise, there I would have no problem. I offer earnest, wholesome, the adjectival use of family. But back in the dictionary there are only agglomerations of vowels and consonants. And if, it has now been suggested, the kind of words found in slang have the added effect of rendering nanoseconds of pleasurable stimulation to certain areas of the brain, why would anyone but a fool, the literal idiot savant, resist let alone refuse to appreciate such pleasure?

But then I’ve always failed in self-denial. I find it hard enough – selfish, irredeemable only child that I remain – to sustain any situation in which the denial is a transitive act, at least with any resignation. Someone else doing it to me. And I am sufficiently cynical to believe that most self-deniers are denying only what they don’t anyway want in order, cunningly, to obtain that which they do.

One thing that none of the influential trio of authors could offer takes me back to my roots. Yiddish. Hindsight is dangerous. I have had friends whose childhoods were awash with this Germano-Hebrew dialect; mine was not. My father used a certain amount (and among our few books was a German Shakespeare in pre-war Gothic text) but even for him it was fading. My parents might essay a few sentences: and in a Jewish house nicht bevor der kinder substitutes for pas devant les enfants. As much as either works. They preferred disappearing behind a closed door. Invisibility was also their policy when arguing: the image of parental unity was preserved at all costs. They were right, no child ought to witness its parents locked in loathing. But these were moments when I would have preferred not to be alone. My loyal father opted for humour, chanting a chorus of ‘Mummy’s always right’ and urging me to pick up the beat. What Yiddish would term a bittere gelechte: a humourless joke. My lexicography, abhorring deception, focusing on revelation, prefers its doors left open. (Nor do I work behind a shut door: there is something threatening there.) For me at least ignorance is never bliss and I shrink from the whispered secret and find my life unravelled by the unanswered email. Meanwhile Yiddish has played its role in slang for centuries. When I came to meet it later I would recognise, if not an old friend, then at least an acquaintance: this is mine. So it is Yiddish, or a single instance thereof, that provides yet another part-answer to my question: why? and offers one small string that can be tugged to straighten out the greater tangle.

If, as I have suggested, Lenny Bruce attains heroic status it was not only for his wit, but also for his language, blending black, hipster slang with such coarse Yiddishisms as fresser (a fellatrix), schtup (to fuck) and nafka. This last, I could say, changed my life. If there was a moment when I realised that slang was not the province of a priesthood, that however arcane some of it might be, I too could put in my ten penn’orth, it was encountering Eric Partridge’s etymology for nafka, as found in his Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English, around 1970. The word, and here the old boy was spot on, means whore. No arguments there. The problem is that as opposed to Partridge’s suggested origin: the fusion of naughty and girl, nafka is really very simple: it is a Yiddish word and it is a perfect synonym. We can presume that it started life in the East End Jewish community, and filtered through to the wider world. I had heard nafka, and I knew the whys, the wherefores and the fact that no elisions were required.

I shall resist public school. I did then. A middle ranking institution in the Midlands, chosen by my parents over grander establishments because it was avowedly ‘non-denominational’ and such other schools as Westminster, with its back door into the Abbey itself, were too ‘churchy’. (Compensating, I sent my own sons to Westminster. Only half-Jews and properly atheistic, I assume they worked out their own take on religion. I certainly didn’t sense any proselytising and my younger son, walking one afternoon between classes, was prayed over in the street by a pair of roller-skating evangelists.) But there was a vast red chapel of Victorian gothic bricks (as was the main school building itself; it burned down after my time – arson apparently – but a facsimile soon emerged) and all the rites and ritual that accrued to yet another of those former grammar schools that, mid-nineteenth century, had upmarketed itself to provide administrators for the burgeoning empire. I substituted the local deli’s black bread and olives for the Kraft cheese slices. I played the role of rebel, thinking it important then, coming in time to realise that it was a long-accepted position, probably as sanctified as that of captain of cricket. I duly earned my place at Oxford, and the school, for a small outlay of tolerance, gained what it had wanted: another academic honour to parade before parents still wondering about the fees.

There were no ‘young adult’ titles then and I would surely have disdained them had this condescending publishers’ invention existed. I also disdained my youthful potboilers (bar Wodehouse, of course) and was keen to move into wider worlds. As adolescence passed there was also rock ’n’ roll (Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran, the Everly Brothers and Elvis had infiltrated prep school but this was serious: Beatles, Dylan, The Who, the Rolling Stones, the Velvet Underground, the Airplane, the Dead and the rest of the Sixties cast list), and an ever optimistic pursuit of members of the town’s many girls’ schools. This one ‘did it’, her adventures were recounted. One close friend was notably successful. Usually I played the role of the plain friend – a job opportunity on offer to boys as well as girls. I wrote letters to one girl, and we enjoyed a correspondence, mine composed on a battered typewriter, hers in that rounded schoolgirl hand. It went no further though she borrowed a handkerchief once and I kept it unwashed and deeply perfumed for weeks. One day someone bought some porn – a book – and I read it aloud on the riverbank to my friends as they fished and we all ogled the courting couples writhing enviably. Softer core was The Passion Flower Hotel, as cockteasingly frustrating as its heroines. Its male author took a female pseudonym; for the slang aficionado his real name ‘Roger Longrigg’ sounds even less feasible.4

Equally important were post-school afternoons spent in the room of another intimate, a day-boy and a massively talented graphic designer in the making. He covered the school art room with a vast blow-up of a braided naval arm, then the image that advertised Rothmans King-Size cigarettes, while at home he stockpiled Sunday colour supplements and decorated his walls with photos in prototype clip frames. We smoked Disques Bleus, recited lines from Beyond the Fringe, sang along with The Who’s B-sides (‘Daddy Rolling Stone’), and hoped we died before we got old. We read Private Eye, still a novelty, and sneaked his mother’s gin and tonic.

Back at the bookshop where we had our school accounts I crammed my choice of books between authorised textbooks and the master’s necessary signature. Waugh, Huxley and Keith Waterhouse (‘What are Poles doing in Russia?’ ‘Holding up the telegraph wires.’ Once I knew Billy Liar by heart). I noticed C. S. Lewis’ Screwtape Letters and was pleased to see that my instincts about Narnia had been correct. I discovered a translated Brecht and wrote an embarrassingly plagiaristic prize essay (it failed to win) in his honour. I was delighted to realise that a hitherto incomprehensible but strangely fascinating television play – we had moved nearer London and had succumbed, supposedly to watch That Was The Week That Was – turned out to be The Caucasian Chalk Circle. A master played me a scratchy 78 of the original performance of ‘Mackie Messer’ – Mack the Knife as rendered popular and thus blunted by such as Bobby Darin and Tony Bennett. I made regular pilgrimages to the old Foyles Paperback shop and in time to Better Books, on the other side of Charing Cross Road. I was no richer than the next person and took hours over my choices – Norman Mailer’s Advertisements for Myself, Martin Meyer’s Madison Avenue USA were, I recall, the first fruits of such trips. In Better Books I found a Kerouac, but not On the Road, just some poems. I was disappointed.

I essayed school journalism; first a house magazine, laboriously typed out on the waxy ‘paper’ that one needed for the Roneo machine; then a ‘proper’ magazine, in which I was forbidden to use the punning headline ‘Phallusy’ (and what, I wonder now, did the piece’s text proclaim?). The latter required going to a real print shop. It seemed very romantic. One edition fell foul of the authorities, welcome to censorship. So too did my ‘long’ hair (lovingly combed forward à la John Lennon). In the official school mag, all rugby matches and valete, I wrote on Lord of the Flies: ‘I am Piggy’, irony quite unintended. Hoping to have me inside the tent pissing out, I was offered, in the time-honoured English way, my own authority and its concomitant blue tie (the masses wore black, supposedly still mourning Queen Victoria); enormously pleased with my gesture, I turned it down. Instead I worked in the hope of Oxford, kept vodka behind my study’s books (no telltale breath, the ads promised) and rolled into lunch stoned on amyl nitrate. I had encountered it in a book of wild, drug-crazed beatniks, and my study mate, the stud and scientist, had announced ‘I can make that’, coming back one day with a bottleful. We soaked our handkerchiefs and breathed deep. It was with him I visited my first pub, in the town’s poorest area, already peopled by Asian immigrants. Weaving our way home we pissed out our half-pints on the darkened First XV pitch. Oxford said yes to me, but not to him. He visited once, bearing tabs of LSD, but life took him north and me south and that, but for a few more meetings – partners, children, houses – was that.

I have never joined. Perhaps I am incapable of that degree of self-immersion. Perhaps it was reading Nineteen Eighty-Four at an impressionable age or noting – nothing very smart there – that life en masse, typically school, was also unrewarding, even unpleasant. I find it hard to use the first person plural in all but the most neutral circumstances. This is nothing for pride, but neither shame. I have never called a sports team ‘we’, let alone a country, and love Stalin’s dismissal of Jews as ‘rootless cosmopolitans’, even if Christopher Hitchens noted that one cannot claim cosmopolitanism if you don’t know where you came from in the first place. In any case, for all that I live between two cities, I am not cosmopolitan and am all too fearfully rooted. I’m simply not sure where. (And my ‘cosmopolitan’ is only an Edward Gorey wicked uncle, all full-length astrakhan coat and curling moustachios.) I simply lack that bonding gene. I am, as I perceive myself when working, a soloist.



1 As good a place to start as any. May I translate? ‘In a cell at Newgate prison I was born / To a hanged villain’s widow, a child forlorn.’ Good stuff: four slang terms in half as many lines and if one follows the ballad to its end there are sixty choice examples of early eighteenth-century criminal jargon, properly known as cant. And yes, they are valid, and yes, they were used, and yes, with very few exceptions they are as dead as the man who conjured them up: W. Harrison Ainsworth, in whose Rookwood, published 1834, this poem occurs. Wholly confected, wholly illusory, a rip-roaring tale of the highwayman Dick Turpin, in life a rather nasty, inept thug, in Ainsworth’s ‘Newgate novel’, a glorious myth, ride to York and noble Black Bess included. Bulwer Lytton, he of ‘It was a dark and stormy night’ was a Newgate novelist; so too was Dickens (with Oliver Twist) although he was at pains to deny it. They wrote much-read (and thus much vilified) yarns in which the use of slang – then as now – adduced to a villain’s ‘reality’. With Dickens, the genius, one never saw the joins; with the others, the slang is underlined so heavily that
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