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1 In the Beginning

Maintain your rank, vulgarity despise;
To swear is neither brave, polite nor wise.
CHILLICOTHE ASSOCIATION FOR PROMOTING MORALITY
AND GOOD ORDER, ADDRESSES OF THE CHILLICOTHE ASSOCIATION
(JOHN ANDREWS, CHILLICOTHE, 1815)

In the past, in a solemn situation, men took an oath. Christians took it on the Bible, Muslims on the Koran, Jews on the Talmud. Whatever their faith, these men were promising to tell the truth to those who heard them and, above all, to their God. In British courts today, we still say, ‘I swear by Almighty God that the evidence I shall give shall be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.’ A man’s word was his bond; it was one of the cornerstones on which society depended.

We have to get to the fifth definition of the word ‘swear’ in the Oxford English Dictionary to find the meaning we want – ‘Use a profane or indecent word or phrase in anger or as an expletive; use such language habitually.’ But it is not difficult to see how one definition led to the other. ‘Swear not at all,’ warned St Matthew, ‘neither by heaven, for it is God’s throne. Nor by the earth, for it is his footstool.’ Quakers in the seventeenth century took him literally and no bad language passed their lips at all. How they coped when they stubbed their toes can only be imagined. Yet the same part of the Bible almost uses the word in the same way that we mean it: ‘Then he began to curse and to swear, saying, I know not the man.’ So Peter helped sell Jesus down the river.

We are not so much concerned in this book with profanity with a religious connotation.1 We are concerned with the ribald slang of the Second World War, which in terms of casualties, civilian as well as military, was the bloodiest in history. The six years of fighting remain unique. The war has become known as the People’s War because civvy street itself was the front line. Earlier on, wars were on a much smaller scale and only civilians who lived in the war zone were directly involved in the fighting. One of my wife’s favourite cartoons from the sadly now-defunct satirical magazine Punch has a medieval husband struggling into his tights and saying to his still sleepy wife in the bed behind him, ‘Something’s bothering the sheep down in Bosworth Field.’ If you were a civilian living in Bosworth Field (actually Ambien Hill over Dadlington Way) in 1485, you were likely to be in the thick of it. If not, you would barely know there was a war on at all.

The Second World War wasn’t like that. Because of the wireless, widespread literacy and thousands of tons of high explosives coming down from the sky, everybody knew about it. The experiences of the men, women and children who lived through this war (and many who did not) were firsts and they responded in different ways. One of these ways was an explosion of swearing, as though somebody had opened the floodgates.

Three centuries earlier, Oliver Cromwell’s New Model troopers in the Civil War of the 1640s had iron spikes driven through their tongues for blasphemy; God was not mocked. Nobody turned a hair if, 300 years later, one of Bernard Montgomery’s Eighth Army let rip. Times, like the language, have changed. Or have they . . . ?

There was one gesture common to the Second World War and the Hundred Years War (1337–1453)2 – the twin fingers of derision. The English archers who beat the French at Crécy, Poitiers and Agincourt waved their fingers to show the enemy they still had their secret weapon – the longbow – and the ability to use it. In 1940, Winston Churchill, the new Prime Minister, made the ‘V for Victory’ sign his own. It caught on – even the Germans used it!
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Universal soldiers

But before we go on, perhaps we should discuss why we swear at all. Dr Timothy Jay of the Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts explains: ‘The point of swearing in many cases is to vent one’s emotions and convey emotional information about one’s state of mind to others. No other language is this efficient or effective . . .’

Given that war is the human activity likely to cause most emotion in the people fighting it, it is not surprising that the Second World War saw a swearing explosion on all fronts, both literal and metaphorical. Incidentally, Timothy Jay has noted that children start swearing between the ages of three and four. Did the tots of the Second World War, surrounded by adults ‘effing and blinding’, therefore become the swearing delinquents of the 1950s, the Cosh and Teddy Boys who seemed at the time to be the end of civilization as the older generation knew it?

Professor Jean-Marc Dewaele of Birkbeck College, University of London, takes us directly into war when he says swearing ‘allows us to let off steam in a more or less acceptable way. It’s better to swear than to hit . . . somebody in anger.’ In the Second World War, of course, men did both. ‘It can,’ he goes on, ‘give us extra energy to endure pain.’

This has actually been tested. It is called stress-induced analgesia and is linked to the flight-or-fight mechanism triggered by swearing, which we know is likely to cause offence to some people. Dr Richard Stephens of Keele University has proved that people can hold their hands for longer in ice-cold water if they swear than if they don’t. I wonder if the men of the Arctic convoys used this technique, ploughing through ice-bound seas in the 1940s at temperatures as low as –60°C, temperatures, which would remove the skin and flesh from the hands of anyone foolish enough to touch bare metal. If, like me, you’ve taken a school party over one of those gallant ships moored in the Thames, HMS Belfast, in a miserable, cold January, you might be tempted, as was I, to let rip a little (not in front of the children, of course).

Peter Foot, currently chairman of the National Campaign for Courtesy, makes the point that most people swear in company when they feel comfortable. So the camaraderie of the Second World War, found in civilian life as well as in the Forces, was a natural breeding ground for this. We were all in it together; we had to pull in our belts, make do and mend, keep Mum, dig for England; all the time remembering that careless talk ‘costs lives’. This communal spirit is something that disappeared after VJ Day (see Chapter 6) but it is one of the experiences people remembered most.

Most scientists today believe that swear words originate in the limbic system, the instinctive lower part of our brains, which matches what polite society has always believed, that swearing is a revolting habit of the lower orders (see Myth 1). Polite people, driven to exasperation over some incident or problem, would use the alternative ‘dash’ for ‘damn’ and ‘Gad’ for ‘God’. There may have been a war on, but there were standards.


Myth 1

Only Thick Knarres Swear

One of the alternative ‘swear like a . . .’ phrases includes the phrase ‘swear like a lord’ (1531). Since the phrase ‘drunk as a lord’ seems to have been current too, it doesn’t perhaps say much for the upper classes’ behaviour in general. The idea is that the aristocracy and, below them, the gentry, could say what they liked because they were loaded. Stupid people (aka Geoffrey Chaucer’s thick ‘knarres’3 in the 1380s) on the other hand, did not have much of a vocabulary, so they were forced back on foulmouthed slang. This is just not true, but it was the current thinking in the Second World War. So officers did not swear, but other ranks did. And if you believe that . . .



Edwin Battistella explains in his book Bad Language: ‘Vulgarity and obscenity refer to words or expressions which characterize sex-differentiating anatomy or sexual and excretory functions in a crude way . . . with the distinction between vulgarity and obscenity being primarily a matter of degree and prurience.’

OK? Got it? No? Never mind. Keep calm and read on.

So, what about the title of this book – Swearing Like a Trooper? Technically, a trooper was a cavalry soldier (although, as horsed warriors, they had virtually disappeared from the battlefield by 1939). Most of the horsed cavalry regiments became mechanized during the 1930s because the development of long-range artillery and the tank in the First World War made them obsolete. Horses were used in the Second World War but not for the dash and fire of the heroic cavalry charge – that would have been suicide. Were the cavalry more likely to swear than any other branch of the forces – say the infantry or the Navy or the RAF? It is all part of the image of the ‘brutal and licentious soldiery’ (Rudyard Kipling, Life’s Handicap, 1891). Traditionally, as Wellington said, soldiers
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