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Introduction

CLERK: Two lots of Sex, Miss. Old Bailey, tomorrow at ten?

MS X: Digitals?

CLERK: Yes, no briefs. Just quickies. You’ve been invited for both by Mr. Y.

MS X: Punters?

CLERK: Jimmy P and Bob H.

MS X: Okay. I’m up for that.

So runs a fairly routine chat between a clerk and a barrister of criminal law, one that could be spectacularly misinterpreted by anyone unversed in the language of Chambers. Coded exchanges like this one take place every day: private, encrypted messages that are used because they’re expedient, fun, or designed to keep outsiders out; sometimes it’s all three. This is tribal language, and we are all part of its conversation.

I like to think that being a word-watcher gives you an inalienable right to eavesdrop. Dipping in and out of other people’s conversations is in a lexicographer’s job description. It’s where you pick up the verbal curiosities that trip up your ear, and that you scribble down like a word detective for later investigation. 

I’ve always been an eavesdropper. When I passed the age at which gawping at complete strangers was still forgiven, I turned to the ear strain. The first bit of ‘nonsense’ I remember puzzling through was the curiosity ‘oh my giddy aunt’, an expression that inevitably left me wondering precisely who, and why? When the vicar apparently lost his dog’s collar, I decided it was time to write things down. I’ve gone through a lot of notebooks since then.

I still have some of those early scribblings. Many of them hint at the nerd I was to become. ‘Why is pedestranians [sic] such a long word?’ reads one, while another asks simply, ‘Do wasps have knees?’ (I imagine my thinking was, if bees can have them …). In one of my longer meanderings I pondered why the long plastic thing with which we drew lines at school was called a ruler, and whether the Queen liked to use one. In some ways I’ve been writing this book all my life.

The first tribe I belonged to was the convent crowd. We used to call school confession the ‘spilling test’ (because it was behind the curtain that we spilled the beans), while an H3 wasn’t a type of lead pencil, but a three Hail Mary penance for a mid-table misdemeanour. (I have no doubt that the nuns had their own lexicon to draw on.)

Since then, I’ve belonged to many others, from the sculling and dictionary communities to the fellowships of writers and road cyclists. And, like every other member, I’ve dipped into each of their dialects, so that many of its expressions stay with me still. This is why whenever I try too hard and things go awry, I’ll say I’ve ‘caught a crab’; why I might ask a fellow linguist to ‘gloss’ a word rather than explain it, and why when I’ve stalled through a lack of energy or chocolate I will say I’ve ‘bonked’. 

I’m not alone in this. An IT engineer might talk about their private life being totally ‘bogotified’, or explain that they had to buy a new phone for ‘hysterical reasons’. A surfer can be ‘rag-dolled’, ‘harshed’ or ‘smoked’ at any time of day; actors might excuse themselves to visit the ‘honey wagon’ in their local; a cabbie still enjoys a good ‘Churchill’ on a day off; and an air steward probably takes a ‘plonkey kit’ on holiday. Some words are identical across different groups, but mean vastly different things: a bird’s ‘jizz’ is most certainly not the same as the one a chef slathers all over his chicken cacciatore. The language of each and every one of us is littered with tribal footprints.

That word ‘tribe’: it’s shifted a lot in the past decade, shedding its dubious, imperialistic connotations and striding confidently into the anthropological world, in which groups are determined less by genes and more by the work they do, the clothes they wear, or the passions they pursue. Its ancestor is the Latin tribus, which first referred to the three divisions of the early people of Rome – the Latin, Sabine and Etruscan elements. From there it embraced the Greeks’ notion of the tribes in Israel: each of the twelve peoples of Israel who claimed descent from the twelve sons of Jacob. Over the course of Roman history, ‘tribe’ took in politicians, countries and eventually entire races. In The Merchant of Venice, the Jewish Shylock speaks of ‘suffrance’ being ‘the badge of all our Trybe’. 

Today’s tribes are no less identifiable, but they can take different forms. From football fans to undertakers, secret agents to bikers and, again, politicians, we all wear a badge – usually several. And of all the characteristics that unite us, one of the most significant will be language.

With the exception of the Klingons and the Elvishes – fictional (and beautiful) languages learned by heart – this shared lingo is rarely entirely new. Nor is it taken on wholesale: tribes are versatile code-switchers, able to flick from one tongue to another as the situation demands. The most obvious example of such instinctive skill is there in our local dialects. Most of us will recognize the shuffle we make into familiar vocabulary whenever we go home, slipping on our old words like a well-worn and slightly baggy jumper. Depending on where that home is, we might profess to be jiggered, knackerooned, paggered, pootled, razzored, spunned up, tewed out, bellowsed, ramfeezled, or wisht as a winnard: all English dialect descriptors of being consumed by exhaustion and totally out of puff. ‘Tired’ doesn’t cut it when we’re with our clan.

Overlapping these local terms are thousands of other tribal dialects. Every sport, every profession, every group united by a single passion draws on a lexicon that is uniquely theirs, and theirs for a reason. These individual languages are the product of a group’s needs, ambitions and personalities; for any linguistic anthropologist, they’re richly informative (and every self-respecting tribe needs an anthropologist).

To gather such information is not just about eavesdropping – it also means facing a different way. Kate Fox, while researching her compelling study of The Racing Tribe, took her role as witness and chronicler so seriously that when she finally got to stand at the finishing post of the Epsom Derby, she failed to see the winner romp home: for the entire race she had her back to the horses in order to study the crowd. To catch a language takes a similar switch, a little like standing still in a sea of commuters at rush hour. You have to drown out the white noise to get to the sounds you need.

Which is why, in many ways, this book is not just about words that are lost in translation, but about ones that are sometimes lost altogether. We have a knack of filtering out the strange sounds surrounding us every day, because we’re not part of the crowd they’re intended for. Besides, we’re too busy lobbing our own words over the same heads to get to the people who’ll understand us. Hearing a twitcher talk about being ‘gripped off by a mega-crippler’ may momentarily raise an eyebrow, but it’s not our world, and so we move on. Only we shouldn’t, because these drops from the eaves are not just worth savouring themselves, they also offer us a little piece of wisdom about the group who uses them – in the case of the mega-crippler, you’ll be learning that someone’s entire year can be ruined by the failure to sight an extremely rare bird.

Why do we need such tribal language? If the coded lingo is our own, we often won’t realize it’s private at all, in the same way as we always see ourselves as the ones without an accent. When a paramedic ‘blues’ a patient into hospital with ‘GCS 3’ and possible ‘EtOH’, they are dipping into a standard protocol that is swift, succinct and painless (for them at least). It’s also instinctive. 

On other occasions, it is deliberate: we shield our private language in order to keep outsiders firmly out – none more so, as I’ve learned, than when we’re dealing with customers. Ask a waiter what they really mean when they say they’ve been ‘stiffed by a flea of a chimneyfish’ and you may not want to know the answer (if you do, you’ll find it on p225). Such codes can be turned on for fun too: vicar-to-vicar conversations about playing ‘Fish and Chips’ or ‘Shoving Leopard’ on a Sunday will always raise a smile, unless the ‘Archdemon’ is present.

Whatever our reason for using it, our lingo is our identity. Whether it’s the craic of comedians or the verbal sidesteps of politicians, private languages are a loud marker of who we are or want to be, and where we fit (or don’t) in society. Collectively, the languages of the tribes provide as composite a picture of the British set-up, mentality, and sense of humour as you will find anywhere. When lexicographers talk about ‘eggcorns’, or a builder laments the ‘snotter’ on Lionel Richie’s dance floor, you glimpse a little bit of the people behind the dictionaries and the dust sheets. Our public faces are all well and good, but it’s our private lips that do the talking. 

In the course of researching Modern Tribes, I’ve marvelled at the verve of the lingo nonchalantly swapped by IT staff; I’ve stood on corners in Oxford Street and Oxford’s streets to hone in on the banter of builders, the police, and Morris dancers; I’ve accosted retired admirals and club DJs, and I’ve even interviewed a Freemason or two. And of course I’ve quizzed every guest I’ve had the pleasure to sit next to in Dictionary Corner, who have unfailingly shared the words and phrases from their neck of the professional woods. Best of all, for this Arsenal fan, Arsène Wenger himself gave me a few glimpses into the argot of the football manager.

Throughout, the best material has been delivered unselfconsciously. The first thing I discovered in researching this book was that if you ask anyone about their lingo, you’ll meet hesitation and a sudden blankness of memory. The real gems emerge in the pub afterwards – the best time to capture tribal language is when it’s not looking. 

Inevitably many more of these gems will have flown beneath my radar. I’m fully expecting each and every reader of Modern Tribes to say, ‘But you haven’t put in X and Y!’ They’d be right, which can only be a good thing, following the rule that when it comes to people, there are no rules. This book reflects my own, highly personal, selections of words – those that made my skin prickle, that gave me a glimpse into the world they came from, and that their speakers clearly relished. What’s more, to give each tribe their full linguistic due would mean a work the size of the Oxford English Dictionary. But if I’ve made any glaring omissions, I must apologize – it will have been entirely my own doing, or occasionally that of the extra pint in the pub. My original list of tribes was far, far longer than the seventy or so in this book, and I would welcome any suggestions on what I’ve missed or might have included. My supply of notebooks isn’t exhausted yet.

As for that exchange in chambers, the translation goes something like this: 

CLERK: You have been instructed in two cases, in which the defendants Jimmy P and Bob H are accused of sexual offences, at the Central Criminal Court, Old Bailey, London. Both hearings are tomorrow morning at ten o’clock. There are no separate papers for you to read; the details of the cases are stored on the Crown Court Digital Court System, which you will have to access yourself. Each is a pre-trial hearing so they will not take very long in court. Mr Y is your solicitor in both cases so you are representing the defendants, Jimmy P and Bob H. As you know, in order to be allowed to access the confidential case papers, you must be authorized online by Mr Y, which he says he will ensure is done.

MS X: Fine, I will be there. I’ll access the material online and be ready for the hearings.

Between the private shorthand and the public translation, there is of course no contest.
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The Great Outdoors

‘I am at two with nature.’

Woody Allen

The British Isles are an archipelago in the North Atlantic. Go up to the north of Scotland, to Aberdeen, say, and you are further north than Moscow. Being cold literally comes with the territory. English has duly obliged with an entire lexicon for the state of being nithered, shrammed, nesh, or taters. And yet the British love of the outdoors is both legendary and all-weather. Whether we’re grimly pursuing picnics beneath a thunderplump (one for the ‘wet’ list: a sudden downpour accompanied by distinct rumbling in the skies), or cheerfully spreading our blankets and sandwiches on a soggy lawn at Glyndebourne, the attraction of being at one with nature – or at two, in Woody Allen’s case – is clearly a compelling one.

It seems a little unromantic, then, that so many of our outdoorsy tribes are focused on ways to quantify or tame the terrain (Twitchers and Ramblers), plunder it (Anglers), or move as fast as possible through it (Surfers and Runners). These are people on a mission and like all good missions, it pays to know the code. Unblocking the blocker may sound like a plumber’s emergency call-out, but it can be a twitcher’s driving motivation; carving a bluebird, on the other hand, most certainly isn’t – that belongs instead to the surfer.

Beyond the shared desire for a ‘catch’, be it a prize bass, a Siberian chiffchaff, a running PB, or a gnarly wave, these are often solitary pursuits. Some even allow time, for those who want it, for slow spells of gongoozling – staring idly into water, or space, as the rest of the world passes by.

When they do come together, you’ll find shared admiration mixed in with a healthy dose of competition. The rivalry between twitchers for a rare sighting, the drive amongst anglers to find the best river spot, the race between groups of ramblers to get to the pub first, or the proud displays of 10K times on social media – all speak to contests that can be as intense as those of any sporting grudge match. But in races and competitions or simply in the wild, the appreciation of each other’s efforts is as genuine as it is warm. None more so than amongst surfers, who may be losing the dudespeak of the fraternity, but whose common passion sits above all else. These are all tribes with a shared spirit of adventure and ambition – and their verbal dialects are an integral part of the ride. 

Of course there’s a fair bit of shared pain, too. Ramblers and runners can both bonk if they don’t watch their sugar levels, while twitchers, surfers, and anglers will all recognize the frustration of a target missed. Each of their lexicons has vocabulary for the one that got away – but that keeps them coming back again and again.

TART’S TICKS AND SHOWING WELL

TWITCHERS

The very first lesson to be learned was that birdwatchers are a thing of the past. Today, the only terms that will do are twitcher and birder, and woe betide anyone who confuses the two. 

A twitcher is one who travels around in search of rarities to add to his (or, more rarely, her) extensive ‘life list’. These are the diehards, those who spend hours soaked to the skin, hands benumbed, poised for a glimpse of a shorelark or velvet scoter that another twitcher has announced on the Rare Bird Alert app. The adrenaline is in the chase: many twitchers will travel for hours in search of their target, watch it for a minute or two, tick it off the list or send a tweet (the virtual kind) and then move on. In many ways, a twitcher is a trainspotter in the wild.

Twitching is not a gentle pursuit. Don’t expect warm camaraderie and note-swapping over a thermos. In Britain at least, the hunt can be brutal. It’s said that other European twitchers, for whom the pursuit is a passionate pastime, look on their British equivalents as the most intense and bitterly competitive of the lot. Feathers often fly in the twitching world.

There is much speculation as to the origin of that word ‘twitcher’. Some say it refers to the rumble of old motorbikes as rare birds are chased across rugged terrain. Others suggest that a rare sighting such as a rustic bunting or a short-toed treecreeper induces trembling and twitching in its observer (in which case they can be described as suitably ‘betwittered’, a useful word from the 1800s for being ‘overcome with pleasing excitement’).

On the other side of the ring are the birders – enthusiasts who actively seek out birds in order to gain as much intelligence as they can. The biggest distinction between the birdwatcher of old and the modern birder is that while the former watches birds, the latter looks for them. 

Sitting on the loftiest branch of all is the ornithologist: a zoologist who doesn’t just watch birds, but studies every aspect of their lives, including songs, flight patterns, physical appearance and migration patterns. And, crucially, droppings – for guano is the mirror to a bird’s soul. 

On the fringes of the bird-loving community are the novices, aka dudes, who inadvertently announce themselves to the world and its birds with their fluorescent green cagoules and noisy rustling through field guides. Dudes were previously known as tyros, but whatever their name, true twitchers will always maintain few of them know their white-arse from their egret.

At the bottom end of the ladder are the togs and greenies. The first is a none-too-affectionate term for bird photographers, especially those who clog up a hide and block the view of others. A greenie is a beginner who buys all the right (green) clothes and expensive birding paraphernalia, but who tends to betray themselves by frantically flipping through their guide in order to identify a bird in the few vital seconds they could actually be watching it.

dip out: to miss a bird the twitcher has specifically gone to see.

gripped off: even worse than dipping out: this is where other observers see the bird, but you don’t.

crippler: a rare and spectacular bird, the pinnacle of a twitcher’s year. Richard Millington, author of A Twitcher’s Diary, once famously called a red-eyed (a small American songbird) vireo that he saw on the Isles of Scilly a ‘totally hyperzonky megacrippler’. Cripplers are also referred to as ‘megas’.

blocker: a bird that proves perpetually elusive, especially a mega that is an integral part of a birder’s life list. If and when the bird is finally spotted, this is known as ‘unblocking the blocker’, an event that brings on euphoria as well as a tick. 

mega: a truly unusual feathered visitor.

show well: (of a crippler) to be easily seen.

grill: to watch a bird closely.

flog: to search an area intensely. Also known as burning up.

stunning: the catch-all adjective, applied liberally to birds that stir the birder’s soul, aka a stonker. A ‘stunning’ bird is often less attractive to a non-birder than its more beautiful relatives, but has more cachet and rarity. Its use also handily compensates for a certain inarticulacy in its observer, too stunned to compose a real sentence of praise.

plastic: used to describe exotic birds that have escaped into the wild and are thus not accepted as naturalized.

elusive: hard-to-spot; a useful verbal nose-thumbing by one birder to another, and a word that carries overtones of triumphalism and an unspoken ‘I managed to see it but I doubt you will’.

tick: a sighting that can be crossed off the list. A life-tick is a first-ever sighting in a twitcher’s life, while a tart’s tick is a relatively common sighting that is crossed off later than expected.

stringy: used of a fellow twitcher’s tick list when it’s considered to be slightly suspect.


All that jizz

Each bird has an indefinable set of characteristics that makes it identifiable. This is the jizz, or GISS, believed to be an acronym for ‘General Impression of Shape and Size’. If asked how they were able to spot an unusual bird at a single glance, the answer will come: ‘by their jizz’. This could be a single characteristic, or a combination of many, but it will always be the intangible something that defies being put into words and just is. The word elicits an inevitable degree of humour. A favourite joke among birders involves two elderly ladies in a New York hide, trying in vain to identify distant sandpipers. They ask an experienced birder for help, who promptly names the birds without hesitation, much to their amazement. When asked how he is so sure, he replies that he checked out the bird’s jizz. ‘Well, young man,’ they say, ‘that sure must be a powerful telescope.’



Peeps and eggwhips: the spottees

Bird-naming enjoys a separate shorthand all of its own, one which handily reduces often long-named creatures to manageable syllables. Icterine warblers are known as ickies or hippos (from their scientific name Hippolais); a gropper is a grasshopper warbler; a peregrine falcon is a pegger; and mipits and ripits are meadow pipits and rock pipits respectively. A sprawk is a sparrowhawk, and a stoddo a stock dove.

Then there are the names based on the bird’s call, or distinctive markings.

Chiswick flyover: a pied wagtail, from their calls as they fly overhead. They may also be heard in West London.

eggwhip: an Egyptian goose, on account of its white wing feathers that are only visible in flight. 

peeps: a small sandpiper.

PG Tips: the Pallas’s grasshopper warbler, which breeds in Siberia, Mongolia and China and that has white tips on its tail feathers.

Unclassifiable

Sometimes even the most committed twitcher must admit defeat:

Friday-night bird: the one that always gets away, intent on evading the flocks of weekend twitchers.

LBJ: any bird that remains resolutely unidentifiable – many birds become nondescript while moulting, for example. The abbreviation stands for ‘Little Brown Job’. 

ON SHANKS’S PONY

RAMBLERS

If much of the twitchers’ life is spent in silent and suspended animation, ramblers are resolutely bent on forward (and chattier) momentum. 

The verb ‘hike’ started to appear in the early years of the nineteenth century. Its origins are elusive, and early records suggest hiking wasn’t seen as a good thing: one glossary of West Country dialect declares that to ‘hike off’ was ‘to go off; used generally in a bad sense’; to this day, we tell people to ‘take a hike’. ‘Rambling’, meanwhile, is some 400 years older, and has embraced many meanings, notably wandering off a subject as well as down a hill. As for the activity both verbs describe – walking vigorously, especially for pleasure – we’ve been doing that for a lot longer. Today, riding Shanks’s pony, as walking was once known (the shanks being one’s own legs), is more popular than ever.

There are many types of walker. Beyond the rambler and the hiker are the ambler, the stroller, the slackpacker, the Sherpa (now available in Britain on coast-to-coast walks), the roamer, and, for a brief period in the fourteenth century, the raver (in this case, one who wandered bodily rather than in the mind). Today’s racewalker is the successor of the ‘pedestrianist’ – a participant in the nineteenth-century form of competitive walking, a hugely popular spectator sport that had seventeenth-century aristocrats pitting their footmen against one another alongside their masters’ speeding carriages.

Motivations differ too: for most it’s the physical benefits that attract, while others walk for inspiration – Charles Dickens’ night-time walks through the sleeping streets of London helped him puzzle out his complicated plot lines. The hero of serious walkers is the God AW, namely Alfred Wainwright, author of the canonical guide to the Lakeland Fells and of some forty other guides to the walks of Britain.

Ramblers and seasoned walkers are easy to spot, and not just by their cagoules (those made out of anything ending with –Tex). They will be the ones sporting hefty walking boots, gaiters that zip around the ankles to keep said boots dry, a heavyweight rucksack, and a bar of Kendal mint cake for blood-sugar emergencies. Above all, they will have a map: whether it’s Ordnance Survey, Landranger (amblers), Explorer (more serious walkers), or the plastic-covered Active maps (real pro). These are the people who know a blue line from a green dotted one, and who would never dream of asking directions anywhere.

That said, they’re a friendly bunch, and it’s an unspoken rule that all passers-by are greeted. Conversation amongst groups of ramblers might touch on such matters as the morality of disturbing cairns (the piles of little stones left as summit-markers and that may have archaeological value) or Naismith’s Rule – the aficionado’s rule of thumb for measuring time and distance when planning a walk, whereby one hour is allowed for every 5 km forward, plus one hour for every 600 metres of ascent. (There is an offshoot of this called Tranter’s Variations, which allows hikers to measure their personal fitness and which marks out the truly dedicated.) 

The day will always end at the furthest pub, whereupon pints of the local ale will be happily sipped as bearings are checked and the onward journey assessed. Talk may drift to the walks still on the bucket list, such as Glyndwˆr’s Way or Offa’s Dyke Path, or of the desire to one day be a Munro-bagger. Munros are the Scottish mountains of at least 3,000 feet; the few people who have managed to ‘bag’ all 282, including the almost sheer In Pinn (Inaccessible Pinnacle) on Skye, are officially known as the compleaters (and unofficially as the Munro-braggers).

The lingo

RUPPs: Roads Used as a Public Path: routes that are often poorly maintained and that were once known as ‘jumblegut lanes’. They tend to be used only by hikers and horse riders. 

bothie: a labourer’s hut or a mountain refuge, often used by hikers for a breather or for warmth.

geocaching: the same as treasure-hunting, but for hikers, and using GPS navigation. This has a lexicon all of its own, including Ground Zero: a term that once meant the hole left after a nuclear bomb before it became inextricably linked with the site of the Twin Towers; in geocaching terms, it is the site where the treasure, or cache, is hidden.

GORP: an acronym for ‘granola, oats, raisins, peanuts’ (or ‘good old raisins and peanuts’): useful sustenance on the trail. 

Vitamin I: ibuprofen, the hiker’s painkiller of choice for everything from blisters to muscle ache. Vitamin B is the beer that washes it down.

permissive path: not one designed for flirting, but rather one that isn’t technically legal, even though hikers will frequently take it. Adverse consequences are rare, but may include irascible landowners.

flip-flopper: a hiker who sets off in one direction, then at some point decides to hike back in the opposite one. 

MacGyver: a verb meaning to build or repair hiking gear with flair and imagination. The name is from the old TV show where the eponymous hero would construct useful devices out of the materials to hand. 

misery index: the scale of suffering on a difficult walk. Ten means full-on pain and intense longing for the pub; one means you’re probably in the pub already.

bivvy bag: a sleeping bag expressly designed for use in the open air.

JOGLE: acronym for ‘John o’Groats to Land’s End’. LEJOG is the opposite way round. 


What the blazes?

Trails used in hiking are often signposted with ‘blazes’ – a waymarking system that uses painted marks along the route.

Blaze was a term borrowed from the Vikings after they raided British shores. Their word was blesi, a white star on a horse’s forehead, and the English version of it became ‘blaze’, a light-coloured mark or spot.

The practice of making a white mark on a tree by stripping off a piece of bark to mark a path or boundary in a forest is very old. Records made by the first settlers in Massachusetts include the note that ‘the meetinge house shall be sett … by a small whit Oak, marked at the souwest side with two notches & a blaze’. These settlers would blaze roads through the woods, chipping the bark off the trees to indicate the path that would take the traveller to the other side. To blaze a trail was to be the first to take it, marking it out for others to follow.



FRUBES, SHUBIES AND HOTDOGGING 

SURFERS

When it comes to surfers, we like to take stereotyping to a whole new level. If asked, few of us would look beyond the ‘totally radical, duuude!’ or ‘most triumphant!’ of Bill and Ted. But while bodacious adjectives still rule on the beaches of Malibu and Hawaii, most surf geeks and freaks prefer a lexicon equal to the proper challenges of their sport, albeit with a good smattering of surfari humour thrown in. 

Still, English is not immune to the charms of surf-speak, which delights in terms for a good wave: one of the latest to slip into the mainstream is ‘sick’, now applied to anything ‘excellent’, while the recent explosion of so-called ‘brocabulary’ (bromance, brohemian, bro-hug etc.) has more than a tinge of dudeness about it too.

Terms of approval

Nothing is ever just ‘good’ in surfing terms: it all happens at the extremes of good and bad. A surfer is never simply excited; instead they will be freaking, amped, buzzing, stoked, psyched, or frothing. A dream of a wave, the be-all and end-all of the sport, will be gnarly (or nar), beast, choka, kick-ass, explosive, hideous, rad, sick, hectic, harsh, killer, cooking, smoking, going off, insane, and – of course – totally awesome.

Surfer types

These range from the beginner to the killer, with a few non-desirables in-between.

brah or dude: a fellow surfer.

barney: a complete beginner (also known as a kook).

gremmie/grommet/grom: a young and very inexperienced surfer.

frube: a surfer who doesn’t catch a wave for the whole time they are in the water.

paddle-puss: someone who stays in the whitewater close to the beach.

Hellman: an extreme surfer of the big waves.

shubie: someone who buys all the surf gear, including a board, but never actually goes in the water.

blow-in: a non-local who moves in on other surfers’ territory.

cluck: someone who is totally afraid of the waves.

hotdogger: a cool and expert surfer.

Melvin: a surfer whose shorts have ridden up the bottom very noticeably (the inspiration for the term has never been found).

waxhead: a real surfing enthusiast; a reference to the wax applied to surfboards to make the upper surface less slippery. 

And then there are those who in the surfer’s mind don’t belong anywhere near them:

goat-boater: a kayaker or wave-skier.

hodad: anyone who annoys board-riders while they surf, or who is a non-surfing beach bum.

booger: a bodyboarder.

seapig: a fat surfer.

eggbeater: a surfer who gets in the way when you’re trying to catch a wave. 

Aloha

Hawaii is the home of modern surfing, and the local dialect has provided some staples for surfers everywhere, from aloha (greetings) to maholo (thank you), and grinds (food) to da kine (the best wave). Above all, it donated the shaka: the classic surfer greeting sign, made with a closed fist and the thumb and little finger extended, and alternatively known as the hang loose, the perfect summary of the surfing philosophy.

The moves

When a surfer takes one from their quiver – their collection of boards – they may choose from a log (a longboard), a foamie (a foam board for beginners), or a selection of fins (singles, twinnies, thrusters, quads and bonzers, 1–5 fins respectively). Donning their wetty (wetsuit), grabbing their leggy (the leash or cord that attaches them to the board) and heading out for a morning surf (fondly known as the dawn patrol), they’ll hope to achieve at least some of the moves below. In the end, it’s all about ripping – surfing like a dream. It won’t however be about riding on top of the wave: a Hollywood misconception that started with early drawings of surfing dating as far back as 1769 and the voyages of Captain Cook. In the first European sighting of surfing, crew member Joseph Banks wrote of watching ‘10 or 12 Indians’ diving in and out of the breakers on ‘the stern of an old canoe … We stood admiring this very wonderfull scene for full half an hour, in which time no one of the actors atempted to come ashore but all seemd most highly entertaind with their strange diversion.’

drop in: to catch a wave and ride down the face of it.

hit the lip: to meet the top edge of a cresting wave as it’s coming down. You can also smash, crack and whack the same wave.

shoot the curl: to trim with the breaking part of a wave.

fade: to position yourself deeper into the barrel of a wave.

take the backdoor: to enter the barrel of a wave behind its peak.

visit the green room: to be inside the tube or barrel of a wave.

Hail Mary: a term borrowed from American football, meaning an extreme (or desperate) manoeuvre of any kind.

reo: re-entry into the water.

chaka-khan: ripping super-hard.

pig dog: riding with your back to the wave. 

hotdogging: making a radical turn on a wave; also known as carving and shredding.

hang ten: to ride a surfboard with all ten toes curled over the edge of the board. To hang eleven (if you’re a man) is to surf naked. 

stand Goofy: to stand with your right foot forward; apparently so called because of the way Disney’s Goofy stands in an early cartoon. Goofy-footers are actually the minority in surfing, even among left-handers. 

Going doughnuts

The total wipeout, the fall from the board, is when it all goes wrong. This may happen when a surfer is so noodled (arms so tired they’ve gone floppy) that they become any of the following: drilled, flogged, smashed, beaten, served, rag-dolled, smoked, nailed, axed, tweeked, harshed, gruelled, hammered or mullered.

Wipeouts (going doughnut or taking dirty lickings) take various forms. And while there is no equivalent to the French idiom for a wipeout, ‘prendre la gamelle’ (take the dog bowl), there is still colour aplenty.

take a railbang: to fall over and take the board between the legs.

go over the falls, or pearl: a wipeout when the nose of the surfboard buries itself in the wave. 

bog a rail: to catch the edge of the board and trip yourself up.

endo: to nosedive, so that the board is standing straight up, nose into the air.

take a binger: the result of being run over by a bodyboarder.

locked in: the result of a wave crashing and trapping the surfer inside.

stuff it: to stay in the wave until you get pounded.

tombstoning: when, after a bad wipeout, the top half of the board sticks out of the water.

Let me count the waves

Buzzy Trent, the pioneer of big wave surfing, famously said, ‘Waves are not measured in feet and inches, they are measured in increments of fear.’ Most of all, they have nicknames, ranging from flat, ankle busters, knee high, waist, head high, overhead, double overhead, big, huge, or massive to Code Red.

victory at sea: choppy and windblown. 

bone yard: the place where the waves break.

bluebird: a big wave breaking outside the normal breaking waves.

bomboras (bommies): big waves breaking further out.

corduroy: when a series of swells are stacking up as far as you can see.

party wave: one used by multiple surfers.

the soup: the white foam after the wave has broken. 

avalanche: any big breaking wave. 

pit: the trough of a very hollow wave, the closest to the lip that a surfer dares to go.

cruncher: a big hard wave that is almost impossible to ride.

shoredump: waves that are in shallow water, very close to the shore.

slab: a wave that breaks over a shallow slab of rock, giving the wave a thick, hollow form. Hard to surf, spectacular to watch.

BROTHERS-OF-THE-ANGLE

ANGLERS

Even the keenest angler would agree that the glamour of fishing is less immediate. Witness the solitary figures dotted along a soggy riverbank, silently staring at the water beneath a glowering sky with only a can of wriggling bait for company, and the inevitable question from the non-believer will be ‘Why?’ The angler’s explanation might include ‘It’s the hunter in me’, ‘It gets me out of mischief’, ‘I love the peace and quiet’, ‘It brings me closer to nature’, or ‘I used to come here with my Dad’. 

Far more unexpectedly, you might also hear ‘It’s the social side’. For, away from the silence of the river, the camaraderie within angling communities is tangible and noisy. Conversations between ‘brothers of the angle’, as Izaak Walton called them in his Compleat Angler, focus far less on the weight of their latest catch, and far more on poking and milk runs, stickworms and buzzbait: proof if you needed it of a widely shared community lexicon. Fishy jokes are always popular, the hoarier the better: ‘What swims in the sea, carries a machine gun, and makes you an offer you can’t refuse?’*

Within such gatherings, the one thing you won’t get is mixed company. It’s estimated that only five per cent of all recreational anglers are female, a statistic that’s unlikely to change at least within syndicates, said by some (i.e. those outside them) to operate like secret societies, in which new syndicate members are recruited with a hushed whisper and a celebratory shoulder clap over dinner.

Those wanting to avoid club or private waters tend to be left with the free ones, classed as ‘family-friendly’ and consequently overfished and underwhelming. And yet as any angler (with the notable exception of the trophy or big-game variety) will tell you, fishing is not just about the fish: it’s also about the journey. Sometimes that journey is a disappointing one: fishermen are so famous for their tall tales that ‘the one that got away’ has entered common usage. Anglers will always have their personal nemesis: mythical, huge and ever-elusive fish that lurk in the depths and taunt anyone who presumes to look for them. 

Piscators (the technical term) can choose to categorize themselves in various ways. At the most leisurely end of the spectrum are the pleasure anglers, those who take to the day-ticket waters with a thermos and a smile, and the occasional child or dog. These are the dilettantes of the river, who come and go as they please. That’s not to say they won’t bring their ‘stuff’: any angler worth his salt will carry to his beat or fishing spot a lot of gear, variously consisting of disgorgers, swivels, clips, rod rests, and landing nets, not to mention a sleeping bag and Styrofoam cup. If he’s heading for a longer session, the bivvy will come too: the small domed tent used for overnighting.

Playing for ‘proper’ stakes are the match anglers, competitors racing to catch their weight in fish and carry home the prize (plus said fish). Their ambition is matched only by the trophy angler, out to find a totem fish (think of weighing scales, and of glass cabinets housing huge bass or wall-hangers). Finally there is the ‘serious’ angler, a hardy out-in-all-weathers type who is always fully across new techniques, tackle and territories.

It’s all about that bait

There are dozens of types of fishing rods available to the angler, including feeders, wagglers and quivers. To go with them are a myriad of baits, jigs and lures (designed to look like a small fish and so attract the attention of a larger one). Most boast zappy names that seem to be variously inspired by dubious sports (rump the stump), children’s games (jig-and-frog, stickworm, rubby-dubby) or excellent daytime quiz shows (the Countdown lure). Baits themselves go by names such as the Flaming Booby, Millennium Bug, Aggravator, and Hairy Mary. Gozzers are the maggots bred at home, while anglers in Devon and Cornwall like to call the earthworm the angletwitch.

Fishy personalities 

fingerling: an immature fish (in terms of youth rather than behaviour).

fishproud: applied to an angler who is proud of the results of their fishing season.

hole-jumper: someone who knowingly fishes a productive location previously discovered by someone else; regarded as a low tactic in competitions.

yaffuller: an angler carrying an armful (yaffull) of fish. 

Reeling you in

do-nothing: a technique in which a plastic lure is cast out, often to the bottom of the river, and then reeled in at a steady pace when a fish bites.

broggle: to fish for eels by thrusting a sharp baited stick into the riverbed.

bulging: using a lure just below the surface so that it ‘bulges’ the water without breaking the surface.

bump the stump: a technique in which a lure is brought into contact with another object such as a log or rock, ricocheting off and so provoking a reaction strike from fish.

milk run: the strategy of running a few casts in one spot to tempt active fish, and then quickly moving on to the next.

ripping: a technique whereby the lure is rapidly pulled forward (‘ripped’) before being dropped again as a way of making lethargic fish react.

walking the dog: moving the lure in a zigzag pattern, in the way a dog might pull back and forth on its lead.


How to tickle a trout

There are two types of tickling: gargalesis, the heavy, laughter-inducing kind, and knismesis, the lighter, stroked-by-a-feather, itchy kind. If you ask a trout, there’s a third way: one that enduces a zen-like state of calm.

The art of trout-tickling is centuries old, mentioned as far back as in Twelfth Night: ‘for here comes the trout that must be caught with tickling’. This is the mystical act of stroking a trout’s underbelly until it enters a trance, whereupon it can be scooped up onto
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