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Praise for The Wheel is Spinning but the Hamster is Dead

‘Utter genius’

Marian Keyes

‘Expressions to describe Adam Sharp’s brilliant book:

8. The bee’s knees

7. The gnat’s spats

6. The ant’s pants

5. The dove’s gloves

4. The owl’s jowls

3. The gnu’s shoes

2. The llama’s pyjamas

1. The ptarmigan’s cardigan’

Brian Bilston

‘The perfect read for language lovers. Sharp’s hilarious lists reveal how much weird and wonderful strangeness can be found in the most familiar words and phrases’

Dr Jenni Nuttall, author of Mother Tongue

‘This joyful book proves that the love of words is universal and will itself prove to be universally loved’

Tony Walsh

‘Three hundred hairy bears! Sharp’s collection of international linguistic imagery is a glorious gallimaufry of human nature at its most inventive. I love it’

Jonathon Green, author of The Stories of Slang

‘This book is an inspiration, a meditation, a rabbit hole for those who love the quirky unpredictability of language. If you are in a creative slump or simply in need of something to raise a giggle – read this’

Carmen Marcus, author of How Saints Die

‘This book is both the bee’s knees and the cat’s pyjamas’

Mark Forsyth, author of The Etymologicon



THE WHEEL IS SPINNING BUT THE HAMSTER IS DEAD

A Journey Around the World in Idioms,
 Proverbs and General Nonsense

Adam Sharp
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For my grandad, William Adshead, the man who raised me, as well as his five children, and several of his younger siblings before that, by himself, mostly.

He was also the man I have to thank (or blame) for my love of terrible dad jokes. His favourite was that he always wanted a Rolls Royce, but as he couldn’t afford one he had to make do with his Rolls Canardly (so named because ‘it rolls down the hill, but canardly get back up again’).

I honestly thought there wasn’t a single one of those jokes I hadn’t heard before, but he came out with a new one (at least new to me), right at the end.

My grandad’s final weeks were tough to be honest, and he couldn’t go to the toilet by himself. So, in the days before he died, his daughter Christine, my auntie, ended up helping him go for a wee. It was an awkward situation all round really, and at this point he was barely coherent from dementia and brain damage from a fall. But as Christine was helping him aim and shoot, my grandad turned to her and said, ‘I bet you never knew five kids could come out of a willy that small.’

They weren’t quite his very final words, but they were certainly his most memorable. And he got his dream car in the end, as a Rolls Royce hearse took him to his final resting place (just a couple of plots over from his other daughter, Martine, my mum).



3. The list could surely go on, and there is nothing more wonderful than a list

~ umberto eco

2. Lists are a form of power

~ a.s. byatt

1. The need to compile lists is a personality disorder

~ jeremy hardy



Foreword

A foreword, written in list form, by Oscar-winning actor Denzel Washington …

10. Would’ve

9. Been

8. Great

7. But

6. Sadly

5. He

4. Never

3. Returned

2. My

1. Calls



International versions of ‘once upon a time’

6. When animals talked and people kept quiet (Catalan)

5. When snakes wore vests (Iberian Spanish)*

4. When tigers used to smoke pipes (Korean)

3. When camels were town criers and fleas were barbers (Turkish)

2. When potatoes were pale blue (Brusselian)

1. In the old times, when wishing still helped (German)

[image: image]



* Another Iberian Spanish one is cuando Franco era corneta, which means ‘when Franco played the bugle’ (a reference to his low rank in the Spanish army)

‘Let’s get this show on the road!’ from different languages*

5. Let’s pick up our hammers! (Bulgarian)

4. Let’s saddle the chickens! (German)

3. Let’s go, bedbugs, the bed’s on fire! (Finnish)†

2. On with the butter! (Icelandic)

1. Forward with the goat! (Dutch)‡



* A Lithuanian expression for telling someone to hurry up or you’ll leave without them is traukinys šikančių nelaukia, which means ‘the train won’t wait for those who are shitting’. A popular Estonian version is situ ruttu, karu tuleb: ‘shit faster, the bear is coming’

† Another Finnish option is let’s go, lehmät, sonnilla seisoo, which means ‘let’s go, cows, the bull’s got a boner!’

‡ Another Dutch option is gaan met die banaan, which means ‘go with that banana!’

Things that are illegal around the world

8. Skinny jeans (North Korea)

7. Time travel (China)

6. Selling second-hand underpants (Ghana)

5. Jogging (Burundi)

4. Urinating in a canal, unless you’re pregnant (the Netherlands)

3. Lip-syncing at concerts (Turkmenistan)

2. Making or sharing memes (Australia)

1. Mullets (Iran)

International euphemisms for being on your period

7. It’s strawberry week (German)

6. It’s lingonberry week (Swedish)

5. The English have landed (French)

4. The Russians have arrived (Greek)

3. Garibaldi is coming (Italian)*

2. The moon came (Indonesian)

1. There are communists in the funhouse (Danish)†



* This is an especially old phrase (my favourite kind) that refers to Garibaldi’s Redshirts

† If, while having the communists in the funhouse, you have sex (because you’re still hot to trot-sky), be careful not to leave marx on the sheets (or you’ll be russian to get some clean ones from the lenin cupboard)

How to say ‘I miss you’ around the world

5. You are missing from me (French)

4. I feel the lack of you (Estonian)

3. The thoughts of you come to me often (Hindi)

2. My heart has become tight for you (Farsi)

1. You coming home soon or what? (Mancunian)*



* I was born and raised in Manchester and whenever I was away travelling, or living in a different country, if I phoned home and heard those poetic words, ‘you coming home soon or what?’, I would know for certain that I was truly missed

‘A lazybones’ from different languages

8. Lazy sock (German)

7. Lazy worm (Finnish)

6. Snake king (Cantonese)

5. Director of Free Air (Lithuanian)

4. A day thief (Flemish)

3. A flaccid fish (Norwegian)

2. A nothingdoer (Hungarian)*

1. A sluggish banana (Danish)
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* There’s a Russian phrase for when you’re doing nothing, or procrastinating, that translates to ‘I’m kicking dicks’

A bonus list of Irish phrases about lazy people

5. They wouldn’t sleep in the same house as a shovel

4. She’s as idle as a piper’s little finger

3. He wouldn’t work with batteries in him

2. Work fascinates her – she could watch it for hours

1. He thinks manual labour is a Spanish musician

‘The Bogeyman’ around the world

8. The Seven O’Clock Man (Quebec)

7. The Evil Uncle (Luxembourg)

6. Papa Goblin (Belize)

5. The Mitten-Biter (France)

4. The Coconut (Cuba)

3. The Crocodile Woman (Brazil)

2. The Titties Phantom (Malaysia)

1. The Owl with a Copper Dick (Hungary)*



* Speaking of penis-themed fictional characters, there is an animated TV show in Denmark about a middle-aged man, John Dillermand (his surname translates to ‘Penis Man’), who has a very long penis that he can’t control. The show is aimed at four- to eight-year-olds

Words for a turtle in different languages

5. Schildpad (Dutch) = shield toad

4. Тасбақа (Kazakh) = rock frog

3. צָב (Hebrew) = covered lizard

2. Yöngösona (Hopi) = prickly pear craver

1. Chʼééh digháhii (Navajo) = in vain starts to go along slowly

Names of festive gift-bringers around the world*

7. Father Christmas (England)

6. Christmas Daddy (Ireland)

5. John Chimney (Wales)

4. Grandfather Frost (Russia)

3. The Christmas Lads (Iceland)

2. The Yule Goat (Finland)

1. The Pooping Christmas Log (Catalonia)†



* A bonus Santa Claus joke for you …

Why does Father Christmas not care about the NHS? He has private elf care

† One Catalan tradition is for children to hit the poop log with a stick so that it poops out their presents (usually nougats), often while singing this song (translated from Catalan):

Poop, log
Log of Christmas
Don’t poop herrings
Which are too salty
Poop nougats
Which are much better!

Poetic Catalan phrases

8. Shit oneself in the bank (epic fail)

7. Carry more shit than a bull (pretentious)

6. Go to the shit (go to hell)

5. Doubt shitter (a worrywart)

4. Older than the bent-over shitter (very old)

3. At full shit (very fast)

2. Carrying a shit like a piano (very drunk)

1. They’re like ass and shit (they’re inseparable)

My favourite words for a rumpus/kerfuffle in different languages

7. Hullabaloo (English)

6. Tumulto (Spanish)

5. Bulabog (Tagalog)

4. Brouhaha (French)

3. Dong-yo (Korean)

2. Rambazamba (German)

1. Isiphithiphithi (Zulu)

International proverbs featuring monkeys*

5. There is always a winner, even in a monkey’s beauty contest (Swahili)

4. If you pay peanuts, you get monkeys (English)

3. The monkey in his mother’s eye is a gazelle (Egyptian Arabic)

2. The higher a monkey climbs, the more he shows his behind (German)

1. Although the she-monkey may be dressed in silk, she remains a monkey (Spanish)
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* Not a proverb, but in 1980s Germany a popular word for something that was super-cool or very exciting was Affentittengeil, which means ‘ape tit horny’

The best ever metal band names from around the world

7. Aggressive Snail Attack (Croatia)

6. Teddy Bear Autopsy (Czech Republic)

5. We Butter the Bread with Butter (Germany)

4. Depressed Mode (Finland)

3. Lobster Apocalypse (US)*

2. Bathtub Shitter (Japan)

1. Destiny Potato (Serbia)



* Honourable mention to American death metal band Hatebeak, whose lead singer is a parrot (he’s all about the pecks & bugs & squawk & roll)

Unusual international insults

5. You are a potato with the face of a guinea pig (French)

4. Your brain is like two walnuts in a jute sack (Levantine Arabic)

3. You look like Mona Lisa after a spanking (Czech)*

2. Your gran masturbates standing up (German)

1. He looks like his mammy knitted him (Irish)



* This phrase describes someone who is poorly dressed or dishevelled. Another Czech phrase with the same meaning is vypadá jako stra ák do zelí, ‘you look like a scarecrow for putting in a cabbage field’. There’s a colloquial Polish phrase that means the opposite (someone who has overdressed) – odjebać się jak szczur na otwarcie kanału, ‘you look like a rat for

A bonus list of unusual international threats









How to say something is not to your taste around the world*













Titles of well-known films when released in different countries







A bonus list of names for the film Die Hard *†










Phrases about going slowly from around the world*
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Titles of well-known films when released in China*










Words for a scarecrow (and their meanings) from different languages*†










International sycophants







Names for TV shows in different countries






Idioms about being caught red-handed








Australian slang*

















‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree’ around the world
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Meanings of the word ‘turkey’ in different languages












Ways to say ‘this makes no sense’ in various languages*











‘You’re pulling my leg’ around the world
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Names for widely circulated myths









International euphemisms for going to the loo











Names for candy floss around the world







Titles of well-known novels in different countries










The meanings of the word for a walrus in different languages
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‘What’s that got to do with the price of fish?’ around the world












My favourite literal translations of all time








‘You made your bed, now lie in it’ around the world







‘A clusterfuck’ around the world













The meaning of the word for ‘pets’ in various languages*












What the seeker shouts at the start of hide-and-seek







Multicultural jokes*















Names for woodlice from around the world














A bonus list of more Norwegian troll words*









How to say ‘I smell a rat’ from different languages








Fun Danish phrases






Names for a typical ordinary man from around the world*












A bonus list of names for an unknown or unidentified man in different languages






‘Tom, Dick, and Harry’ in different languages








International ‘yo momma’ insults*












A bonus list of ‘yer da’ insults from Scotland







‘Sleeping like a baby’ from around the world*†












International idioms about being anxious







Words (and their root meanings) for a daisy*†‡











Savage curses from around the world







A bonus list of the most merciless of them all, the Slovene curses (not for the faint-hearted)




Countries and the number of tractors they have per 10,000 people
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Translations of European place names






Expressions about leaving things to fate











Titles given to the film Some Like It Hot in different countries








Phrases said to someone who has their zipper/fly open











International phrases for something that is excellent
















[image: image]

Names for a couch potato






Words for dragonflies in different languages











‘Lock the barn door after the horse has bolted’ from various languages






International phrases about cold weather*













Names for someone who is always going to parties*









International idioms for loving life*













A bonus list of ‘smiling from ear to ear’ from different languages











‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do’ around the world






Chinese nicknames for Western celebrities*










Misleadingly named things and where they’re actually from












Meanings of the word for a horse in Native American languages






International phrases for when someone is looking perplexed












Names for keyboard warriors and/or armchair critics














Thingamajigs in different languages











A bonus list of more thingamajigs in English






Names of Mr Men characters from around Europe*









Ways to express the idea that life is hard/unfair
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‘Jack of all trades’ from different languages









How to say ‘nobody asked you!’ around the world















Fun Venezuelan phrases












What Kermit (the frog) is called in different countries











Foods that got their names from places
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‘Like a fish out of water’ from different languages







Fun Romanian phrases
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‘In the middle of nowhere’ from different languages*
















Entries from the first Polish encyclopaedia*











‘I wasn’t born yesterday’ around the world









Names for ‘love handles’ from different languages




A bonus list of names for a tummy paunch*










International hangover expressions








Names for someone who has a sweet tooth






Why you shouldn’t say ‘my bosses have given me too much work to do’




Why you should instead use the Hungarian phrase ‘they chased me into the dick-forest with a wide-open mouth’







Daydreaming phrases from different languages*†
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The Navajo names for European countries






‘Be quiet’ phrases from different countries








Expressions about there being hope in every difficult situation









A bonus list of phrases about the transitory nature of all things
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Phrases warning against getting ahead of yourself






Miscellaneous international idioms











Expressions about being unattractive from around the world*













A bonus list of Australian phrases for an ugly person









Original meanings of the word for a butterfly in different languages








Biscuit-themed idioms from around the world






My favourite names for a bookworm (person who reads a lot)












Some (understandably) forgotten proverbs from around the world






A bonus list of old Russian proverbs






Phrases that can be directed at chatterboxes
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Sarcastic responses to something that is improbable from different languages*†











Pairings used to describe two things being completely different













International pig proverbs






Phrases about doing something pointless (or redundant, or unnecessary)














Words coined for the modern world*











Animals used as verbs from different languages
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A bonus list of animals used as verbs in Polish






How dads say ‘you’ve left the door open’ from around the world*†‡

















Phrases about getting annoyed with someone*†












International phrases for when someone leaves the lights on*










Expressions about lack of intelligence*














A bonus list of German phrases about stupidity*
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How to say you’re doing neither good nor bad*










Words for a mole (the animal) in various languages






‘Costs an arm and a leg’ from different languages
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A bonus list of ‘cheap as chips’









International drinking expressions







Euphemisms for dying from around the world*†














Old UK regional dialect











How to say ‘too many cooks spoil the broth’ around the world






The meaning of ‘roller coaster’ from different languages







International phrases for being fortunate*†













Expressions for something that happens rarely









Translations of the word for a wren








Meanings of the word for hospital from different languages






German slang for a wimp*











Names for a person whose feelings are easily hurt*















International expressions for being pregnant
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A bonus list of titles (in translation) of the film Knocked Up around the world






Words improved in translation from Vietnamese









‘The truth has been revealed’ from around the world*†










The root meanings of some English words









‘A leopard never changes its spots’ from different languages










The meanings of different types of animal poop in English*












Names for noughts and crosses (the game)







Some miscellaneous slang









Miscellaneous words improved in translation









A bonus list of animal words improved in translation










‘I messed up’ from different languages













Names for pedants in different countries*















‘It’s a piece of cake’ from different languages








Irish phrases about misers*










Words improved in translation from Icelandic









A bonus list of more reasons to love the Icelandic language




Meanings of the words for a hamster*












‘Give them an inch and they’ll take a mile’ from around the world
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International phrases to describe the boastful and conceited*†













Meanings of the words for a racoon*










How to say ‘zero fucks given’ from various languages



















A bonus list of more ways to say ‘I don’t give two hoots’ from Greek




‘Let me give you my opinion’ from various languages*












Meanings of the words for a hedgehog







How to say ‘you can’t polish a turd’ around the world









My favourite words in the English language to say aloud*














How to say ‘apropos of nothing’ around the world









International versions of ‘as poor as a church mouse’*†
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The names of Donald Duck’s nephews in different languages







A bonus list of the names for Scrooge McDuck in different languages









My favourite words to say aloud from around the world














Expressions used when bumping into someone in an unexpected place






My favourite German words to say aloud*

















‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained’ from different languages






International idioms about pears*†
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Animal-themed expressions from the US South*











Words improved in translation from Norwegian








International proverbs about the volatility of life







Phrases about strong winds












Expressions about an unspecified or long-ago time*
















OMGs from different languages
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A bonus list of German OMGs










Modern English phrases that need to get in the bin*†













A bonus list of better versions of the truly rubbish ‘it is what it is’*











International idioms about heavy rain











Words (and their meanings) for a porcupine









Phrases about something being nearby











Names for a naughty child (or scallywag) in different languages*










International responses to someone who always says ‘if’











Phrases about bosom buddies from different languages












A bonus list of phrases about two people who are very similar*









International expressions for something that happens quickly











Words improved in translation from Chinese*†
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‘Kill two birds with one stone’ from different languages







My favourite international blessings






‘I’m throwing in the towel’ from around the world
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Potential slogans for countries considering their own Brexit*

















Old phrases for sneaking out of a party without saying goodbye*










‘See you later, alligator’ equivalents in different languages*†
















A bonus list of French rhymey byes about public transport




Fuck offs from around the world











Endings from different languages
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