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  About the Book


  A fascinating tour of five hundred years of the criminal underworld, explored through the medium of its own private language The language of crime has a long and venerable history – in fact, the first dictionary of words specifically used by criminals, Hye-Way to the Spittel House, dates from as early as 1531. Jonathon Green is our national expert on slang, and in Crooked Talk he looks at five hundred years of crooks and conmen, from the hedge-creepers and counterfeit cranks of the sixteenth century to the blaggers and burners of the twenty-first. Not to mention a substantial detour behind bars into the world of prisons, and, of course, the swag, the hideouts, the getaway vehicles and allied ‘tools of the trade’ – not forgetting the cops, peelers, fly cops and all other varieties of the boys in blue.


  Arranged thematically, the book shows where particular words came from, how they have evolved and why they mean what they do. If you have ever wondered when the police were first referred to as pigs (the eighteenth century), why prison guards became known as redraws (‘warder’ backwards), or what precisely the subtle art of dipology involves (pickpocketing), then this book has all the answers.


  About the Author


  Jonathon Green is a writer and broadcaster and the nation’s expert on slang. His Dictionary of Slang first appeared in 1998 to huge critical acclaim, and Green’s Dictionary of Slang, his definitive three-volume work, was published in autumn 2010. He has written widely on slang and dictionary-making, notably Slang Down the Ages and Chasing the Sun, a history of lexicography. He has also chronicled the world of the 1960s in two oral histories: Days in the Life and All Dressed Up. He lives in London and Paris.
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  INTRODUCTION


  Slang is half a millennium old at least. It has been collected for that long. But it has, at least as recorded, one origin: in the beginning was crime. Or more properly cant, the jargon, the ‘occupational’ slang of the wandering beggars of 16th-century England. It was this jargon which even gave its name to the beggarly brotherhood: ‘the canting crew’. Whether, as sometimes suggested, there really was a hardcore Elizabethan underworld, with hierarchies of villain and a secretive, task-specific vocabulary, remains a subject of debate. But the words were collected and they remain, however tiny a role they play today, at the very heart of generations of slang dictionaries.


  And criminal language has remained. It has changed of course; the upright man or the dimber-damber of the 16th century have long gone, but the top face and the don dada of the 21st fulfil the same roles as the bosses of their world. No-one would recognise Mort Wapapace today, but the flatbacker, one of her successors in the oldest profession, is simply her modern incarnation.


  The essence of all forms of slang is secrecy, the deliberate masking of what one does by the terms in which one discusses it. Alongside such vital tools as wheels and shooters it is a commodity in which criminals have always invested heavily. It has evolved – one has to keep at least one step ahead of the authorities – but the world it represents – violence, theft, prisons, trials, informers, policemen or prostitution – remains constant. Some words are surprisingly long-lived: pig for policeman dates to the 18th century, cop to the 19th. And as new areas of crime have appeared, for instance drug dealing, which simply did not exist prior to the early 20th century (since recreational drugs were still legal before the First World War), so has slang embraced them with speed and fluency. In a rough count of slang terms in my own database (some 110,000 in all), the label ‘drugs’ has been affixed to 4,000 of them. And ‘crime’, in one shape or form, to around 5,000 more. Prison alone racks up a respectable 1,800.


  Today, of course, the vocabulary of crime is much more accessible. Like the rest of slang, it is subject to far wider forms of representation than were its earlier uses. That said, the very secrecy of criminal language has always given it an allure. It is not only the modern tabloid press who like to showcase their knowledge thereof. And a spicing of criminal terms will always give added flavour to a book, a play or to a movie or TV script. The playwright Thomas Dekker knew that in 1600, the sporting journalist Pierce Egan two centuries on, and so, too, do many novelists and script-writers today.


  Like the poor, the criminal are always with us, and so is their language. It is perhaps, at least from the lexicographical point of view, the one undeniable upside of what they do. At a risk of dismaying the authorities, let’s keep it coming.


  Chapter 1


  SWINDLERS, CONMEN AND FRAUDS


  The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.


  Ecclesiastes, I:9


  IN THE BEGINNING: 16TH-CENTURY SWINDLES


  In 1591 the playwright Robert Greene, whose own raffish life ensured that the information he collected was far from merely theoretical, published A Notable Discovery of Coosnage, one of a number of what were known as coney-catching pamphlets, a coney being in standard English a rabbit and in cant the gullible target of any of a large variety of swindles, frauds and confidence tricks. Greene set out the primary occupations of late 16th-century criminals thus:


  High-law robbing by the highway side; Sacking-law lechery; Cheating law play at false dice; Crossbiting law cozenage by whores; Cony-catching law cozenage by cards; Versing law cozenage by false gold; Barnard’s law a drunken cozenage by cards.


  We can disregard the first three: high law can be found at The Highwayman (in VIOLENT CRIME), while sacking law and cheating law simply pertain to prostitution and gambling. Let us consider the remainder, the founding fathers, as it were, of every con trick and rip-off that has followed.


  The word crossbite, in existence until the 19th century, is based on standard English’s cross, i.e. double-cross (thus the 19th-century crossman, a swindler), and bite, to take advantage of or to deceive. The essence of the trick, indeed the underlying psychology that lies behind every form of confidence game, is the idea of ‘the biter bit’, i.e. the ensnaring of a gullible victim who thinks that there is nothing untoward going on or indeed very often who thinks that he is getting something for nothing. Of course, the victim of the crossbiting law (in cant law denotes some form of criminal speciality, a precursor of the similarly defined game; in this case, the ancestor of the modern Murphy game) had no illusions that payment would be required: he was, after all, hiring a prostitute, but he would not have expected the ‘extras’ that would be demanded. The basic trick was simple: the customer and prostitute retire to a bedroom, they commence activities, the door bursts open and there is the crossbiter, posing as a ‘brother’ or ‘husband’, and the threats and demands follow (see Criminal Practices in Brothels). Crossbiting could also refer to cheating by cards or dice (especially when the victim is a cheat himself), while crossbite could mean both an act of trickery and a cheat or swindler (as could the crossbiting cully).


  In a similar way, coney-catching, present until the 19th century, could also work as a generic, and even the coney-catching law appears to be no more than subjecting a victim to any successful confidence trick. Greene’s first pamphlet was called simply The Art of Conny-Catching (1591) and a year later, posing shamelessly as ‘Cuthbert Conycatcher’ and savaging ‘this R.G.’ for giving away trade secrets, he offered The Defence of Conny-Catching. As noted, a coney (cony or conny) was a rabbit in standard English, and various animals, birds and fish have been found to mean ‘sucker’. Aside from the unfortunate coney himself, the participants were the setter (from the species of hunting dog, who ‘sets up’ game), the verser (from standard English verse, to pour out the voice, i.e. his deceiving patter; he would often claim to be a friend of one of the sucker’s friends) and the barnacle who plays the ‘helpful passer-by’, keen to help the victim ensnare himself even further (the term is based on the 14th-century standard word barnacle, a type of pincer used to restrain recalcitrant horses, and the underlying image is of ‘clinging on’). The money gained was the purchase, although it cost the team nothing.


  
    

  


  Animals and Birds in Swindling


  There have been many avian fools, from the gull to the goose, in standard English. In the 16th to 18th centuries, a gull-groper swindled such a gull, based on either gull, a young, unfledged bird, or gull, to swallow, in this case a dubious story. Later on, in the 18th and 19th centuries, a goose shearer ‘sheared’ or plucked a foolish goose. The late 16th and early 17th centuries saw the bat-fowler (from standard English bat-fowl, to go fowling at night by dazzling the bird with a light then knocking it down – with a bat) indulge in bat-fowling. Shark was first recorded before 1600 to mean a conman and is still in use today, e.g. pool shark. From this era, the rook is another term for swindler that has survived. He took his name from the allegedly larcenous character of the bird; and lent it for use as a verb meaning to swindle as well. It is possible that the racecourse swindler the blackleg or blackshanks of the late 18th to early 20th centuries was a pun on cant’s rook, as this bird does have black legs. Alternate sources offer another pun, on the equally black-legged game-cock, or a nod to the black boots such swindlers wore. Blackleg, while used extensively in its day, did not survive the First World War other than, of course, in the context of strike-breaking.


  
    

  


  The versing law, based on substitution, played on the victim’s greed, showing him pieces of counterfeit gold and hinting at ways in which he might benefit his own pocket by procuring them. The verser, again, was the one who ‘told the tale’, while the cousin, the victim, plays both on country cousin (i.e. gullible) and standard English cozen, to cheat. The suffier (possibly from Netherlands High German suff, drink) posed as a drunk, gullible himself, who is put forward by the verser as someone the cousin can exploit. He is mistaken and goes home poorer; but perhaps wiser too.


  In barnard’s law we encounter our cast of verser and cousin once more, accompanied by the taker, who picks up the gullible victim, typically the usual country visitor, and the barnard (from standard English berner, one who waits with a relay of hounds to intercept a hunted animal), who plays a seemingly foolish drunk, against whom the verser sets the cousin’s greed. The scam works through the verser first tricking the cousin with marked cards, then ‘generously’ offering to teach him the trick, and then suggesting that he in turn trick the drunken barnard. Another loss for the naïve cousin, and if he gets suspicious then the rutter (probably from standard English router, a robber, a ruffian), who has been lounging by the tavern door, causes some form of disturbance while the rest of the team slip away.


  
    

  


  Abraham’s Shams


  In the late 19th century, abram or abraham work meant general trickery, while abram or abraham suit (from standard English suit, a petition) meant working as a writer of begging letters, the pursuit of many small-time confidence tricksters of the period. Since such figures invariably pleaded poverty, the use of abram or abraham can be linked back to the 17th-century cant abram, abram-man or abraham-man (a wandering beggar), and adopting tattered clothing and posing as a madman was an imposture known as shamming abram.


  
    

  


  The First Scam was a Sham


  Sham, now standard English, was cant for a specific trick or hoax from the late 17th century until it joined the mainstream in the 19th century. It was based on the standard words shame or shamed, and is explained by the lawyer and writer Roger North in Examen (1740): ‘The word Sham is true Cant of the Newmarket Breed. It is contracted of ashamed. The native Signification is a Town Lady of Diversion, in Country Maid’s Cloaths, who to make good her Disguise, pretends to be so sham’d! Thence it became proverbial, when a maimed Lover was laid up, or looked meager, to say he had met with a Sham’. The 18th-century villain could cut a sham or put someone upon the sham.


  THE SWINDLER AT WORK


  Swindlers in the 16th and 17th Centuries


  Robert Greene’s dramatis personae were not the only early conmen at large. The retriever played the same role as the verser above, actually engaging in the game of chance through which the victim was defrauded. With insouciant xenophobia Greek, which already meant both incomprehensible language and any dubious individual, could also mean a sharper or swindler. The victim was roundly mocked in some cant names for swindlers, such as fool-monger, one who ‘trades in’ the credulity of fools, fool-taker, a dice- or card-sharp and thus fool-taking, the swindling of fellow-gamblers, and fool trap, a term which in the 19th century was also used to mean the vagina or the high-class prostitute for whom it was her stock-in-trade. The word foy was an abbreviation of foist, a card-sharp or cheat, while shifter and the later (19th-century) shifting cove came from standard English shift, to employ underhand methods, and beyond that shift, an expedient, a means to an end. The shark-shift doubled up on the villainy, combining with the term shark for a conman. The fater lasted until the early 19th century and came from the French faiteur, a maker; he was placed in ‘the Second (old) Rank of the Canting Crew’ by the lexicographer known only as B.E. (Gent.[leman]) in his New Dictionary of the Canting Crew (c.1698); as well as a cheat or impostor he might be a fraudulent fortune-teller.


  
    

  


  Other Animal and Bird Suckers


  calf 16th century to present day


  calf-lolly 17th century


  codshead 16th to 19th centuries


  coney late 16th to 19th centuries


  gudgeon late 18th century


  jay 19th century to present day, America


  monkey 1920s, America


  pigeon 16th century to present day


  woodcock 16th to 18th centuries


  
    

  


  Swindlers in the 18th Century


  Bilk, at least as a verb, remains current, although it is now standard English. It comes from the jargon of cribbage, and is linked to the standard word balk, to hinder. At first, in the late 17th century, bilk was a name for the trick; a century later it became a term for the trickster himself and the bilker was one who habitually cheats, especially in refusing to pay a bill such as a cabman’s fare. The bilking house or bilking crib in early 20th-century America and Australia was a brothel where clients were robbed, while back in England, to bilk the schoolmaster was to gain knowledge without paying for it, i.e. the experience that supposedly comes with just living one’s life.


  The duffer is another survivor, but only in Australia’s cattle-duffer, a cattle-thief. He was first noted in England in 1747 as a salesman of smuggled goods. His ‘shop’ was most likely found in a yard near St Clement’s Church in the Strand and his stock was actually cheap, mass-produced items, sold at a substantial mark-up, and he exploited that common target, the provincial who was up in London. Bluffer too lives on as a consummate liar, but as a swindler in the late 18th century it was short-lived. Present from at least 1709 as a term for a swindler, operator remains among the survivors, although again with slightly different meanings – a ruthless manipulator and a major criminal. A crimp meant a swindler from the mid-18th century until well into the 20th century, but it was a more general extension of the late 17th century’s play crimp, to effect betting swindles on the turf. The origins for this are vague: the Oxford English Dictionary mentions an early, generally negative use ‘of doubtful meaning’; the crimps who pressed unwilling unfortunates into the Royal Navy came later.


  In 1785 Francis Grose defined a mace as ‘a rogue assuming the character of a gentleman, or opulent tradesman, who under that appearance defrauds workmen, by borrowing a watch, or other piece of goods till one [that] he bespeaks is done [i.e. swindled].’ Known equally as a mace-cove or macing cove, mace-gloak, macer or maceman, his gentlemanly pose and his plausible ‘line’ set him among crime’s elite groups. The word is rooted in the older early 18th-century phrase on the mace, living as a swindler, and later (in the 19th century) living on credit (though this perhaps was no more than a euphemism). Therefore, strike the mace meant to persuade a shopkeeper to sell one goods on credit, although one has no intention of ever making that credit good; it could also apply when the target was a friend. To mace was to swindle, thus to mace the rattler from the late 19th century into the 20th meant to travel by train without buying a ticket. Ultimately, the etymology for mace remains unproven, but there may be a link to the mid-18th-century mason, one who procures goods on credit with no intention of paying for them. Far more obvious was the contemporary and still-current sharp, a shortening of cant’s earlier sharper and based on the standard English verb sharp.


  Swindlers in the Victorian Era


  In the 19th century confidence trickery joined the party (at least linguistically as many tricks were the same swindles of old), and the modern cheating vocabulary, some of it effectively standard English today, began to expand.


  Fiddle, Diddle and Chisel


  Fiddle began as a standard term meaning to swindle; it was based on the implication that the fiddler, who in turn had begun life as no more than a ne’er-do-well in the 1770s and would not become a fully fledged conman for 80 years, could make people ‘dance to his tune’. Fiddle meant swindler or card-sharp, as well as the swindle itself, a sense that is still in use today. The fraudster was on/at the fiddle from the 1910s onwards, while fiddling has come to mean many things in the 20th century, including begging, cheating one’s expenses and, in the 1960s, working as a petty thief.


  The diddler (from a figurative use of standard English diddle, to jerk from side to side, to quiver) sounds like a fiddler, but its synonyms – Jeremy Diddler, Jerry My Diddler – betray its origins: the cheating ‘Jeremy Diddler’, a character in James Kenney’s farce Raising the Wind (1803). The word has lasted, nonetheless, as has diddle, which means both a swindle and (more commonly) to swindle. (To raise the wind was slang for obtaining a loan.)


  Chisel began life as a verb and while its roots remain obscure, its first appearance was in a Scottish lexicon of 1808, there spelt chizzel. The Oxford English Dictionary places it alongside the tool and thus implies some kinship based on ‘cutting away’. The chisel started life as the swindler in the mid-19th century and became the swindle itself from the 1930s onwards. Despite these British origins, chiseler for a swindler developed in America in the 1910s, although its usage spread abroad, while being on the chisel, meaning cheating, only featured in the United States in the 1950s. A swindler was also a chizzer or chiz in England in the mid-20th century, and the latter also worked as a verb and a noun, as most notably expressed by the peerless Nigel Molesworth in Geoffrey Willans’s Down with Skool!: ‘A chiz is a swiz or swindle as any fule kno’.’


  Gouge, Spiel, Bunco and Others


  The standard word gouger denotes one who gouges out another’s eye in a fight; to gouge, still standard English, is to cheat, and 19th-century American cant used gouge or gouge game for a swindle or confidence trick; the gouger is the swindler.


  Another term coined in the mid-19th century (originally in America) and still popular today is gyp (gip or jip). It was and remains quite consciously derogatory, since it comes from gypsy and, as such, is an ethnic slur. Its initial incarnation was as a thief, but the image of trickery ran parallel. As well as the conman it has also meant the con trick, and often describes someone who has reneged on their debts. The 20th century has seen a number of compounds: gyp joint, anywhere, especially a club or bar, where the unwary will be swindled; gyp artist, a swindler, and his female partner the gyp moll; gyp racket is the world of swindling, while get the gyp means to be swindled. The gypper or gipper was used in America from the 1920s onwards to mean a swindler.


  
    

  


  Playing Games


  It was invariably fixed, and there was never the slightest doubt as to the winner, nevertheless the most common term for confidence trickery was game. It was something that the swindler had to play, while the conman also played [the victim] for a sucker or dummy or some other form of dupe. The performance of a major con, which involved long preparation and an authentic (if elaborately faked) ‘backdrop’ was also known as a play. Particular games were devised, such as the drop game (see here).


  
    

  


  The term mag, referring to confidence trickery, was linked to slang’s mug, the mouth or face, and the mag referred to the verbal side of swindling. Thus to chuck a mag was to work as a confidence trickster, while to tip the mag meant to talk duplicitously and fool a gullible victim. The word also provided the occupation of being on the mag, and the verb mag, to cheat, especially through insincere talk.


  Based on the German spielen, to play, cant’s initial use of spiel meant to gamble in the mid-19th century. Thereafter spiel meant to talk, to patter and thence to shoot a line. The spieler, still in existence today, could mean a swindler, a fraud, a card-sharp or a crooked gambler, as well as the place where one went to play. Swindling was speelering or more commonly spieling, also used for gambling or card-sharping. Like a number of German/Yiddish words, e.g. shicker, drunk, it has been picked up in Australia, where one also finds the backslang eelerspee and its extension eeler-spieler in the 20th century.


  
    

  


  Backslang


  Backslang was a costermongers’ creation of the 1830s, and used widely in London markets. The vocabulary ran to around 130 terms. Although it could be adapted to any word, e.g. nammow, a woman, or esclop, a policeman, it was especially found for sums of money, e.g. yenep, a penny, flatch, a halfpenny and yennork, a crown (five shillings or 25 pence).


  
    

  


  If the spieler tends to stay to the east of the Atlantic, the world of bunco or bunko lives strictly to its west, from its late 19th-century origins to the present day. The term, based on Spanish banca, a card-game similar to monte, referred both to the swindler and the swindle, specifically a dishonest ‘game of chance’. It could also be used as a verb. In more general terms, it has expanded beyond crime in the 20th century to mean any form of deceit, flattery or empty nonsense. Among its compounds are bunco artist or bunko boy, a confidence trickster, and bunco game or bunk game, a generic for swindling and confidence trickery but also specifically a ‘fixed’ gambling game. The conman can also be a bunco man, banco man or bunk man.


  These terms have become common, but the crime journalist Herbert Asbury noted in The Gangs of Chicago (1940) that ‘the true bunko man specialised in playing banco, sometimes called bunko, which was an adaptation of the old English game of eight-dice cloth’, while the conman ran any old swindle. Members of the bunco squad or bunko people form a special police squad devoted to combating confidence tricksters, while the bunco steerer is that member of the gang whose task is to entrap or ‘steer’ the victim into the current.


  The Faker, Lumberer, File and Others


  On the whole the conman’s names are as random as the disguises he might choose to adopt. In the late 19th and 20th centuries, the faker and fakir were indeed far from ‘genuine’ but both were based on cant fake, to make, even if the second is surely underpinned by the counterfeit oriental gurus (standard English fakir, from Arabic faqīr, a ‘poor man’) who populated carnivals and medicine shows in the States.


  
    

  


  Lumber and Its Uses


  Outside the world of confidence trickery, but still within the criminal underworld, lumber had many uses. As a noun in the mid-18th century it could mean stolen goods or a place to store them, indeed anywhere frequented by villains in the late 18th to mid-19th centuries. In the 18th and mid-19th centuries, such a place was also known as a lumber house or lumber ken and its landlord was the lumber cove. In the 1930s to 1980s, however, a lumber gaff was the flat from which a prostitute worked.


  Other lumberers have included a prostitute or pimp who specialised in robbing her/his clients, and an Australian traffic cop in the 1960s.


  
    

  


  The lumberer began his career in the mid-19th century as a pawnbroker and graduated in the late 19th-century to a swindling tipster and thence to any form of swindler. The term was based on cant’s lumber, which meant to ‘chat up’ a stranger, especially with the intention of robbing them, in the mid-19th and 20th centuries. Lumber offered a number of underworld uses but all came from the 17th-century standard term Lombard, a bank, a money-changer’s or money-lender’s office, or a pawnshop (itself derived from the Lombards, or natives of Lombardy, who were celebrated medieval bankers).


  The file (also old file upon the town) was an experienced fraudster or confidence trickster in the early 19th century (for its etymology see Pickpockets). At the same time, the snide or snyde meant a generally fake or deceptive person, as well as a confidence trickster. It has been linked to two German words: aufschneiden, to boast, to brag, to show off, and schneide, to cut, e.g. counterfeit coins. The beat ‘beat’ the rules of society from the mid-19th century, as did the beater in the 1930s onwards as both a swindler and one who refuses to pay their debts, although the latter at least might have been linked to slang’s less positive deadbeat, another who reneges on their debts.


  Descendants of the taker from the 16th-century barnard’s law included the take-in from the late 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries, and the take-down from the late 19th century onwards (mainly in Australia). Both could mean the swindle and the swindler. Australia also saw lurkman from the mid-19th century onwards, meaning a general confidence trickster who pursued various lurks or crimes. Australia and the United States used the nipper (from nip, to steal) at the turn of the 19th/20th centuries.


  Modern Swindlers


  Perhaps the most substantial of the 20th century’s usages – which on the whole are again quite random – are cant’s variations on the standard word wide. It has been in figurative use since the 16th century, meaning going astray, deviating from the proper course (of life or of action) and as such an abbreviation of the standard phrase wide of the mark. By the mid-19th century wide had been recruited into slang to mean ‘sharp’ and immoral and the image was now less that of missing some moral mark but of being ‘wide-awake’ to life’s opportunities, legal or more likely otherwise. The synonymous wide-o or wide-oh appeared in the 1920s. Half-wide meant reasonably intelligent, aware of what goes on – and thus, in certain contexts, corruptible – from the 19th century onwards, while wideness from the late 19th century was a synonym for perspicacity or intelligence and later (2000s) for audacity. The ultimate example, however, is wide-boy, a coinage from the 1930s describing a type whose philosophy was summed up in the title of British novelist Robert Westerby’s Wide Boys Never Work (1937). His peers the wide man, wide chump and wide con were more short-lived, appearing first as a swindler and then briefly as a professional thief in the 1950s. To come wide meant to get the better of, to put someone wide was to inform, to ‘put in the picture’, and those who epitomised wideness in their cunning were as wide as … whatever was the best-known local thoroughfare, e.g. Regent Street or Broadway.


  Another conman celebrated in a book title is the grifter, any variety of non-violent criminal living primarily on his or her wits in America in the 1910s to the present. The book in question is Jim Thompson’s The Grifters (1963). Grift, any crime that depends not upon violence or coercion but on ‘lightness of touch and quickness of wit’ (David Maurer, The Big Con, 1940), is a variation of graft, which in standard English means hard work but in slang refers to corruption, especially in the context of a politician or policeman. The grafter is another a swindler, often working within a fair, carnival or mock-auction, and he first appeared in the late 19th century. Scam appeared in the 1940s, from the standard word scheme, and is one of those slang words that are so much in use nowadays that they have become colloquial at the very least, if not completely standard English. Its derivatives for a swindler, however, remain slang: scamster, scam artist and scamhead.


  A number of 20th-century terms are based quite simply on the image of ‘who does whom’. Thus in America there was the cleaner in the 1920s, from clean out, to render impoverished, and the clipper in the 1940s–1960s, from clip, to steal; while in Britain in the 1930s was the reamer, from standard’s ream, to stretch, to tear in pieces, and the swizzler, still in use today and from standard English swindle. The power of a good ‘line’ is evoked in the salesman (from America in the 1920s), the soft song man (America and South Africa in the 1920s–1960s) and the slick (1940s to the present day in Britain), from the standard word slick, smooth, plausible, glib. Shuckman featured in the 1960s, and it derived from standard English shuck, a husk, and thus, figuratively, nonsense. Its most common derivatives are primarily American: put the shuck on has meant to trick or to fool verbally from the 1970s onwards, while drop shuck meant to take advantage of a victim or fool in the 1940s. Perhaps the best-known use is the mostly black-American phrase shuck and jive (elided as shive), meaning to act deceptively, to confuse.


  
    

  


  Regional Variety: the World of Australian Swindlers


  Australian swindlers


  carl rosa 1960s to present (rhyming slang for a poser, thus a fraudster; ultimately from the popular Carl Rosa Operatic Society, founded in London in 1875)


  rorter/wroughter 1920s to present (either from the Yiddish rorität, anything, or from rhyming slang rorty = naughty)


  sooner 1930s (someone who would ‘sooner [i.e. “soon as”] do one thing as another’, in this case work honestly)


  strong man 1930s to present (someone who ‘pushes through’ or ‘breaks down’ one’s resistance)


  Australian swindles


  lash 1920s to present (originally meant violence)


  ready/ready-up 1900s to present (also as a verb, all based on the idea of readying or preparing the victim)


  roughie 1930s to present (usually in the phrase put a roughie over, from rough deal or rough luck)


  twine 1960s (from the verb twine, to pass counterfeit coins)


  Australian verbs meaning to swindle


  balance 1910s–50s


  on the never late 19th century (working a con trick in which the victim will ‘never’ get his money)


  pull someone’s leg 1920s (a more villainous use of the usual meaning, to tease)


  slip up late 19th century to 1900s


  touch late 19th century (often as touch for, elsewhere found in the context of a loan)


  
    

  


  SPECIALISTS AND THEIR CONS


  Confidence tricksters often opted for a single speciality: the idea presumably being that practice made perfect.


  Gold, Silver and Hard Cash


  The Trimmer


  In the late 16th and 17th centuries, the trimmer worked a substitution scam, whereby relatively worthless silver, known as white wool (white being a cant generic for silver, while red was used for gold), was substituted in place of proffered gold. The gold pieces used to entrap the victim were known as Jason’s fleece, playing on the Greek myth in which Jason stole the Golden Fleece and on the standard verb fleece, to strip someone of their money or possessions.


  The Gold Brick Game


  The 19th century saw the gold brick game, and thus the verb gold-brick, to swindle (and slang’s goldbrick, an idler). It was originated in 1880 by Reed C. Waddell (c.1860–95), a high-stakes gambler whose funds were running low. A Waddell ‘gold brick’, the first one of which he sold for $4,000, was in fact a triple-gold-plated lump of lead, with ‘official’ markings chiselled into its surface and a small chunk of real gold embedded in it – which could be removed and taken to an assayer’s office if the victim required reassurance. Waddell never sold a brick for less than $3,500 and made an estimated quarter of a million dollars from the scam in five years.


  Hard Cash


  The lob, buzzer and burner all pursued hard cash. In the 18th century, the lob referenced the standard term lob, a country bumpkin: the conman posed as such and used his apparent stupidity to fool shopkeepers by asking for change for a high-value coin and then switching coins to make a profit. In the 19th century, the buzzer used sleight of hand and some hidden wax to fool a shopkeeper into parting with a gold sovereign. The American burner had a less than subtle technique: a story was told – sometimes no more complex than asking for some change for a banknote – that resulted in the production of the victim’s wallet; the burner then snatched it and ran off.


  Paper Money


  It may or may not be a testimony to the increased literacy of the 19th century that confidence tricks involving writing were on the increase. A certain amount of patter might be involved, but the basis of cheque fraud, the manipulation of bank accounts and various other paper-based schemes required, if nothing else, the ability to sign one’s name. (For specific terms for counterfeit money and forgery rackets, see Forgery and Counterfeiting)


  Passing Paper


  Paper has meant any form of money order, IOU, promissory note or financial document other than actual cash since the 1770s and money itself, usually notes, from a decade later. It was first used to mean specifically counterfeit notes in mid-19th century London, and America’s 20th-century paper pusher passed them. Most terms are found in the 20th century, including bad paper, bad dough or hot paper for any form of fraudulent document, counterfeit money or similar written or printed frauds. In America, to hang paper is to pass bad cheques, money orders or fake notes, and gives the paper hanger or paper layer, one who habitually passes over such imposters. However, Edwin Sutherland claims in The Professional Thief (1937) that these were terms used only by amateurs, never by professional thieves. Either way they, and the synonymous verbs lay paper, sling paper, pass paper and burn paper, remain popular, as does paper-hanging, passing bad cheques. Other American 20th-century uses of this form of paper include bouncing paper, bad cheques (playing on the mainstream slang bounce a cheque), and orphan paper, counterfeit money. To be bad-papered means to get an IOU that will not be paid by the debtor.


  From Cheques to Credit Cards


  The first use of the term kite, taken from the toy and ultimately from the bird, is in the phrase to fly a kite or fly the kite, which from 1805 meant to obtain credit against bills, whether or not the ‘paper’ is valid or fraudulent and whether or not an account exists in the banks on which the drawing is made. Kite meant a promissory note and slightly later a cheque, while as to pass a bad cheque it is recorded from c.1840. The image in all uses is ‘something that flies away’. The activity was kite-flying, the fraudster a kite-flyer. The 20th-century uses tend to focus on cheques, whether forged, stolen or unbacked and otherwise known as dodgy kites. The fraudulent cheque specialist was the kiter, kite-man or kite-merchant (1920s to present) and when such ‘merchants’ combined into a gang in the 1930s and 1940s they became a kite-mob, descending on a variety of banks and brandishing newly stolen cheque-books. Kite-fishing in the early 20th century was stealing mail containing bank cheques from homes and offices.


  The bad cheque, fraudulent monetary draft or counterfeit banknote was not invariably a kite; by 1890 it was a stumer, a word that while rejoicing in a variety of spellings (from shtoomer to stewmer) has no hard-and-fast origin. It may come from Yiddish shtoom, silent (about the cheque’s invalidity), or the northeast dialect stumor, a ‘difficult person to handle’. In America, more recent terms have been the stiff in the 1950s, ultimately from slang stiff, a corpse, thus the cheque is ‘dead’; the map in the 1920s to 1960s; and the Jew cheque, from the 1980s onwards, which – in unremitting anti-Semitic stereotyping – refers to any form of cheque that is obtained through fraud, e.g. on Social Security.


  Also in America, a note shaver was a promoter of bogus financial companies, while a note layer was a short-change swindler in the 1940s (the laying down and picking up of notes was designed to confuse the shopkeeper). In the 16th and 17th centuries a specific scam was ferreting, a trick that involved the offering of spurious credit and the subsequent profitable dunning of the victim who has taken it. It comes from slang’s ferret, a tradesman who entices the young and naïve to spend money on credit, then promptly duns them for his bill. Bringing it right up to date, the 21st-century cracker also uses credit to his advantage: his speciality is employing fake or stolen credit cards for bogus online purchases, while to work on the plastic (current from the 1970s) is to use stolen credit cards for a variety of frauds and swindles.


  Counterfeit Notes


  In the 19th century the boodler appeared in Australia and America, specialising in passing counterfeit notes; the name comes from boodle, which first meant a crowd of people, similar to caboodle, and went on to mean counterfeit money and thereafter money that has been acquired illegally or through corruption. Its source is either the Dutch boedel, household effects, and thus one’s personal estate, or Scots bodle, a small coin worth two Scottish pence – originally worth one-sixth of an English one and as such deemed worthless. To this day, a boodle also refers to a wad of money used in an elaborate confidence trick: packaged like a bundle of bank-wrapped notes, it actually comprised a large note on top and bottom, and $1 bills in the middle. Many similar concoctions existed (see box), often replacing the lump of low-denomination bills with counterfeit bills or even paper.


  
    

  


  Fake American Bankrolls


  boodle


  California bankroll


  Chicago bankroll


  Kansas City roll


  Michigan


  Michigan bankroll


  Michigan roll


  Minnesota bankroll


  Missouri bankroll


  mitch


  Texas roll


  
    

  


  Counterfeit money also lay at the base of the American green goods game (or racket, swindle, business), common in the late 19th to mid-20th centuries, in which the goods were green dollar bills, albeit fake ones. The con epitomised the utility of playing on human greed: the sucker would be convinced (and rarely needed much convincing) that it was possible to buy ‘real’ money, vastly below par, which had allegedly been printed off a plate stolen from the government mint. At the peak of the scam the country was overrun with flyers offering the chance to make such purchases and the suckers queued up to cash in. They might be shown some actual greenbacks by an itinerant green goods man but at the crucial moment these were substituted for fakes; alternatively they simply sent in their payment, and received duds in return. And who would report their own highly illicit attempt to buy counterfeit dollars?


  A similar sleight of hand was involved in the wipe, recorded in America in the first half of the 20th century. It was based on persuading the victim that money, which is first secreted in a handkerchief (known as a wipe), can by some ‘magic’ be raised to higher denomination. (Similar swindles in 1940s America include the ducats, which used marked cards (ducats); and the rocks, using fake diamonds.)


  Dropping Things


  Of the longest-lived con trick was that which in the mid-19th century was generalised as the drop game. Schele de Vere set it out in Americanisms (1872): ‘A man walking before [the victim, usually an out-of-towner in the big city], pretends to find a well-filled pocket-book, and either offers it to him, minus a certain sum for immediate need, for advertising, with the expectation of a liberal reward, or, with more cynicism, downright suggests a division of spoils. In either case his greed is justly punished by finding himself the owner of a roll of counterfeit bills, and out of pocket for the sum of good money.’ It was just the latest version of an old trick, the earliest examples of which were known as gold-dropping in the 17th century, as performed by the gold-dropper, money-dropper or simply the dropper. He would drop something supposedly valuable in the path of a potential victim, who is either lured into a game of supposed chance, where the victim is introduced to some of the sharper’s friends, who propose a game of cards or dice, or alternatively persuaded to buy the ‘valuable’, with the conman claiming that although they should, by rights, share the profits, he will sell his share and let the victim have the whole benefit. A later development in the late 18th and 19th centuries was known as ring dropping, which used counterfeit ‘gold’ rings; the conman was the ring-dropper or ring faller. The technique is still widely used.


  In the late 18th to 19th centuries, fawney (fawny or forney) meant a ring (from the Irish fáin(n)e, a ring), and the fawney-rig (also fawney-drop, fawney-dropping or fawney-rigging) was just another name for ring-dropping. The trick was practised by the fawney-dropper and was also known as fawney-bouncing (from slang’s bounce, to lie), in which variation the justification for the sale is a supposed wager, which the seller can win only by selling the ring to the victim. To flash a fawney was to wear a counterfeit ring and to go upon the fawney was to perform any form of fraud involving bogus jewellery. In America, into the 20th century, the fawney-man dispensed with the ‘tale’ and simply sold bogus jewellery, often from a fawney-shop, where fake or cheap jewellery was sold. With all that in mind, slang lexicographer Eric Partridge suggested, and the Oxford English Dictionary seems to agree, that the word phoney, hitherto etymologically debatable, was a direct descendant of fawney.


  Perhaps the most bizarre version of the old faithful was glim-dropping – from glim, an eye – popular in the 1940s and 1950s in America. The trickster allegedly drops an artificial eye in a shop. He offers a reward if it is found. The merchant cannot do so, but a second conman arrives, and ‘fortuitously’ finds the missing peeper. He then says he will claim the reward, at which point the merchant, loath to miss a chance of cashing in, buys it from him so he can claim the reward himself. There is no reward.


  Selling Things


  The jack in the box was a confidence trickster doubling as a street pedlar in the late 17th and early 18th centuries, the trick figuratively ‘popping up’ from his box of goods just like the toy. Posing as an ‘honest’ pedlar also underpins the mush-faker and the spunk-faker. The mush-faker (or mush-fakir, mush-rigger, mushroom-faker and mush toper feeker) of the 19th and early 20th centuries advertised himself as a mender or seller of umbrellas, from slang’s mush, an umbrella (based on its ‘mushroom’ shape), plus either: fake, to make (ultimately from Latin facio); rig, to fool; or Romany tober, the road. The respectable job was a cover for more fraudulent pursuits. In America in the 1940s, the mush was itself a form of con game, as played at a baseball park and presumably only working on a rainy day. In it, the trickster poses as a bookmaker, takes bets then raises an umbrella and vanishes as fast as possible among all the other raised umbrellas. America’s 19th-century spunk-faker supposedly sold matches (spunks) but, once more, an outwardly respectable if impoverished profession was likely to be hiding less reputable, and usually fraudulent, pursuits.


  In the UK, in the mid-19th century to the present day, the knocker game, otherwise known as working on the knocker or on the knock, involved touring houses, ostensibly to buy or sell goods, but specifically to trick or bully people into selling heirlooms, antiques and the like for minimal prices. Such operators would also peddle knocker gear, low-value goods that are used as a pretext for gaining an introduction to a householder, who will then be defrauded.


  The mock auction, whereby the naïve are geed up by implausibly generous ‘free gifts’ and then encouraged to put up disproportionate amounts of money for virtually worthless goods, is to be seen in many modern marketplaces. Such auctions were held in the 19th century by the touzery or towzery gang, possibly rooted in standard English touse, to pull about or abuse. In America the scam was known as Peter Funkism, and Peter Funk (or Peter Funker) was defined by the lexicographer Schele de Vere in his Americanisms (1872) as ‘the person who aids in getting up so-called mock auctions, sales held for the sole benefit of inexperienced countrymen, at which more or less worthless articles, imitation jewelry, watches of gilt copper and the like, are offered; where unwary purchasers are forced to take a large quantity while they only bid for a very small portion.’ Peter Funk did not of course exist, his was simply a generic German/Dutch proper name and as such seen as implying greater trustworthiness than those of the more recent immigrants such as the Jews, Italians and middle-European Bohunks.


  Spinning a Yarn


  To gag was slang for talk and the gagger told convincing ‘sob-stories’, or even posed as a deaf-mute, in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Gagging involved persuading a stranger that one was an old, if forgotten friend – and asking for a loan. A low gagger told fraudulent tales of supposed suffering at sea, typically at the hands of the pirates of the Barbary Coast. Such techniques were hardly new: among the 16th century’s mendicant villains were a number of supposed sufferers. These included the dommerar, who feigned dumbness, claiming to have been a victim of the un-Christian Turk who, on capturing him during a sea voyage, had torn out his tongue for denying Mohammed. The counterfeit crank, who faked sickness, especially epilepsy, was backed up by convincingly horrific sores and wounds that had been created by the application of various herbs. His 19th-century descendant was the scaldrum dodge, deliberately burning the body with a mixture of acids and gunpowder in order to simulate scars and wounds intended to soften hearts.


  
    

  


  Swindles, Tricks and Fraud: a Selection


  Archbishop Laud 1950s–60s (= fraud; based on William Laud (1573–1645), Archbishop of Canterbury. However, the term only appears in Robin Cook’s The Crust on its Uppers (1962) and may be a nonce-use, i.e. a one-off use)


  bunk 1900s (a fraudulent scheme, derived from original use for nonsense)


  canoevre early 19th century (perhaps linked to standard English manoeuvre)


  cobweb rig late 18th to early 19th centuries (a particularly well-wrought and complex scam)


  fetch mid-16th to early 19th centuries (from standard English fetching or conjuring up a tale)


  f.p. 20th century to present (stands for false pretences, thus fraud)


  lark rig late 18th century (presumably performed in the guise of a ‘bit of a lark’, i.e. horseplay)


  old moody 1930s to present (also moody meaning illegal or illicit; rhyming slang based on Moody and Sankey = hankypanky, or trickery; ultimately from Dwight Lyman Moody (1837–99) and Ivo David Sankey (1840–1908), a pair of American evangelists)


  plant late 18th century to present (wherein the villain plants false information)


  the queer mid-18th to mid-19th centuries (a noun use from cant’s all-purpose negative adjective)


  rip-off 1970s to present (much beloved of the hippies and now at least colloquial if not standard)


  
    

  


  The 17th century’s feager or feaker of loges, literally a ‘maker of words’ (from slang’s fake, to make or do, plus Greek logos, a word), was a beggar who backed up his fraudulent tales with purpose-written fake documents. The dudder or dudsman of the 18th and early 19th centuries was another criminal beggar, often dressed in the typically nautical duds, i.e. clothes, who wandered the country selling goods that they claimed fraudulently had been smuggled.


  Anything for a few pence: the nuxyelper of the mid-19th century faked a fit in order to gain money from bystanders; the word combined the medical Latin nux vomica, the vomit-inducing fruit from which strychnine is produced, and standard English’s yelp. The queer plunger of the late 18th and early 19th centuries threw himself into a river and was promptly ‘rescued’ by a gang of associates; they would then pursue the authorities, claiming a reward for their ‘act of kindness’. Appearing from the 1900s onwards, the flopper pretended to have slipped on a shop floor or been knocked down by a slow-moving automobile; they then claimed damages, usually offering to take a quick cash payment rather than go to an insurance company; thus the flop game or flop racket meant performing such frauds. In America it also meant a beggar who pretends to be crippled, from the 1910s onwards. In the late 18th to early 19th centuries, the carrier-pigeon focused his fraudulent intentions on lottery office-keepers, while the mosker targeted pawnbrokers in the late 19th to mid-20th centuries. Mosker comes from moskeneer, to pawn, based on Hebrew mashkon, a pledge, whence mishken, to pawn.


  Long Cons


  To wire had meant to swindle from about 1850, but in the late 19th and first half of the 20th centuries the swindle known as the wire and the operations of America’s wire-tapper epitomised the type of confidence trick known as the big store, described by the American expert in criminal vocabulary David Maurer in 1940 as:


  an establishment against which big-con men play their victims. For the wire and the pay-off [both based on horse race betting], it is set up like a poolroom which takes race bets. For the rag [based on share dealing], it is set up to resemble a broker’s office. Stores are set up with a careful attention to detail which makes them seem bona fide. After each play, the store is taken down and all equipment stored away.


  Such a long con can take months of planning and engages a number of people in its working. For example, in the wire the swindler convinces a victim that he can intercept the wire that brings racecourse results to betting shops and by briefly postponing the passing on of the information on a race can make it possible to lay down sure-fire bets – since one actually knows the result – and thus cheat the bookmakers. As illustrated in the movie The Sting (1973) – which took Maurer’s book The Big Con as its guide – this entails the creation of an authentic backdrop (known as the frame; to ‘build the set’ was to frame the gaff), the employment of a cast of extras, some faked-up technological wizardry and anything else necessary to convince the sucker that the establishment is a genuine one.


  
    

  


  The Sting


  In the 20th century and beyond, a sting is any form of robbery, but particularly a complex fraud planned well in advance. It was based on the verb sting which meant to cheat from the early 19th century. To put the sting on appeared in America in the 1940s and is still in use, meaning to cheat, to swindle, to defraud. Briefly in the early 20th century in America, the stingaree was a swindle based on short-changing a cashier. The term also gives the punning 20th-century American phrase put the bee/B on, to swindle, to hoax, to victimise; the bee has a ‘sting’, although ‘b’ is also the initial letter of bite, which has meant to cheat or deceive since the 1580s.


  
    

  


  Bookmakers and Lawyers


  The world of bookmaking created its own subset of terms. Honest or not, the profession traditionally lacks the best of images, and the word shicer (also shiser, shyser etc.) had also meant a prostitute, a criminal, an idler and a defaulter on debts before it came to mean a dishonest bookie in the early 20th century. Its origins are most likely an extended use of the German Scheisse, shit, but as the overlap of spellings suggest it may also come from slang’s shyster (also shice, shise or shuyster), a dishonest lawyer. This too has been linked to German, in this case Scheisser, shitter, although less distasteful (but perhaps less pertinent) is an alternative: the Dutch scheidsman or schiedsreichter, an arbitrator. Whatever the origin, both bookies and lawyers lack respect. As the New York Herald explained on 6 August 1874 the city’s courts:


  are steadily haunted by a host of vultures, who are known as ‘shysters’ but who profess to be called lawyers. With a few honorable exceptions these men are entirely without education or decency, and many of them cannot tell a volume of Parker’s Criminal Law from a Greek Testament.


  It was one of these whose name suggests yet another alternative etymology: one Scheuster (pronounced ‘shyster’), whose courtroom antics so infuriated Justice Osborne of the city’s Essex Market Court that he began talking of ‘scheuster’ practices.


  THE ACT OF SWINDLING


  Swindling has been so widespread that it has spawned a rich vocabulary of words that ultimately simply mean ‘to swindle’. What follows are the key words, some of which have gone through subtle shifts of meaning over time.


  16th- and 17th-century Swindling Words


  Cog, among the most widely used of 16th-century terms for deception, is frustrating. At least as regards etymology: the Oxford English Dictionary makes no comment as to its origin, does not label it as slang or even colloquial but admits to it being a ‘ruffian’s term’. As such, and in its uses, many of which exist until the 19th century, it must have been cant. It began as a term for cheating at dice, meaning to use any form of illicit sleight of hand, specifically to make a surreptitious change of a crooked dice for a legitimate one (or vice versa) during a game. Further senses followed as the 16th century proceeded: to palm off fraudulently, to put out or distribute falsely; to deceive or to cheat out of; thus one might cog a dinner, to cheat someone out of a dinner and thence in the 17th century onwards, to cheat at cards, or in any other manner. A final 17th- and 18th-century sense was to flatter, to wheedle and to wheedle someone out of (something). In all senses, the parallel noun implying the act was cogging. A cog-foist was a cheat and to cog forth was to control the fall of dice by sleight of hand.


  To nick also began in the world of gambling in the mid-16th century, meaning to win at dice or cards, usually by cheating; by the late 17th century it had gained the sense of swindling. Its origins were in Romany and were underpinned by the standard verb nick, to catch, to seize, to take advantage of an opportunity; itself a figurative use of standard nick, to mark, i.e. for oneself. Prig (perhaps linked figuratively to standard English prick, to skewer) initially meant to steal, evolving into a synonym for confidence trickery in the mid-18th century. Skelder, a distorted pronunciation of the Dutch skellum, a rogue or a pestilence, meant, in the late 16th and 17th centuries, to work as a professional beggar, especially when posing as a wounded or discharged soldier, and concurrently and into the 18th century, to swindle or defraud; thus skeldering, begging or swindling.


  From the 17th century onwards, sell, usually fairly ‘honest’ in its meaning, became, when used with a person as its object, to deceive or swindle someone, especially to take someone in by promoting something, e.g. a company or a coal-mine. In the 19th to early 20th centuries, sell could also be a noun meaning a trick or deception, or a swindler.


  
    

  


  Words for Swindling: a Selection


  the C/cee 20th century, America (stands for confidence trickery)


  humbugging mid-18th century to present (a specific use of the standard English term)


  padding late 17th century (perhaps from standard English pad, to stuff (with nonsense), or from cant pad, the road and thus the conversation that accompanies walking alongside the sucker)


  rinky dink/rinky-do 20th century to present, America (usually as give someone the rinky dink)


  sharping or the sharping lay late 17th to early 20th centuries (based on the duplicitous slang sharp or sharper)


  shaving 17th to 19th centuries (from the earlier slang verb shave, to defraud or rob)


  
    

  


  The 18th Century


  Do, a word that slang has adopted for various forms of sex and violence, has also meant to swindle since the mid-18th century, often in the form done, cheated. That period offered little new vocabulary but it gave extra spins to another couple of words, more usually found in alternative contexts. To queer, more usually found meaning to spoil or put out of order, and occasionally to ridicule, was now added to the swindling lexis as a verb; just as to play the queer meant to hoodwink. The word slang, while old as a form of language, had not been recorded to mean this until 1756 (in William Toldervy’s History of the Two Orphans: ‘Thomas Throw had been upon the town, knew the slang well’). However, it appears in the 1740s as both a noun meaning nonsense and a verb meaning to cheat, to swindle or to defraud; thus slanging, cheating or swindling, and the phrase there’s slanging dues concerned, i.e. one has been cheated. The first such example was set down in the records of the Ordinary [i.e. Chaplain] of Newgate’s regular Account of the Malefactors executed at Tyburn for the ‘hanging day’ of 18 March 1741: ‘The next exploit Jenny went upon was, Slanging the Gentry Mort rumly with a sham Kinchin (that is, Cutting well the Woman big with Child).’ Cutting here does not mean a deadly assault – it was only her purse that suffered. ‘Jenny’ was Jenny Diver (real name Mary Young) and one of contemporary London’s most notorious pickpockets. She was turned off on Tyburn’s gallows in 1641 alongside sixteen men and three other women.


  The 19th Century


  To ramp in standard English means to act in a threatening manner; in cant its initial use in the early 19th century was to rob with violence, and one could thus be done for a ramp, convicted of a violent crime. The sense of swindling grew in parallel and lasted throughout that century. At the same time, a ramper meant both a prisoner who initiates a new convict by robbing them of their possessions and also a racehorse swindler. The idea of physical violence underpins a number of 19th- and 20th-century terms for swindling, including, in late 19th-century Australia, to lam or lamb, which was linked to Old Norse lemja, to lame, i.e. as a result of a beating, and still means to beat up although the sense of swindling has gone. The late 19th century’s stiffen became stiff in the 20th century and both are still present today, with stiffed meaning swindled and stiffing robbery.


  In America, to honeyfugle (honeyfogle or honeyfuggle) was common in the 19th century, meaning to swindle. The word comes from the dialect connyfogle, to entice by flattery, to hoodwink, or gallyfuggle, to deceive or trick. A similar American term, hornswoggle, began in criminal mouths during the same period but has since entered the mainstream and is still around today. The quasi-onomatopoeic flim-flam or flim, with its sense of speedy dexterity, again from the late 19th century onwards, meant both to practise a short-change swindle and thence to perpetrate any con trick; while to dinker may have been linked to standard English dicker, to bargain. To hype or hipe, from the 1910s onwards, means both to swindle and to operate a short-change racket, known as the hype (from standard English hyperbole). The simplest of all, bereft of both ‘man’ and ‘trick’, is confidence used as a verb meaning to defraud or swindle in the late 19th to mid-20th centuries.


  Less obvious is Australia’s late 19th- and early 20th-century term on the billiard slum, and thus give it on the billiard slum and go on the billiard slum, to defraud. The image is of the game billiards, i.e. of a ball bouncing at various angles. The confidence trickster is similarly ‘bent’ or deliberately confusing the sucker by offering anything but a ‘straight line’. Like rig or racket, slum is a catch-all term for criminal pursuit, usually modified by a descriptive noun. Sport, of a sort, is seen in the mid-19th- to early 20th-century give someone a chalk, from the chalking of points on a board, and in deal off/from the bottom of the deck/pack, originally coined in the late 19th century and still in use today, which echoes a classic method of cheating in cards. Cards are also behind America’s term euchre, to swindle, seen in the mid-19th century to the present day, and based on the once-popular card game, although there may be a punning link to the tricks one must take.


  The Modern Era


  In the 20th century, terms and swindles abound. American terms include hit on, also borrowing from a less larcenous slang term for to approach sexually; to toss (someone) around was unequivocal and also meant to deceive or generally mistreat. To ream or rim are both based on standard English ream, to stretch, to tear in pieces. Slang’s sexual use of ream, to penetrate anally, came slightly later but may be an extra ingredient of the swindling one. The idea of ‘fucking someone over’ or just ‘fucking’ them gives another American term, yentz, which meant to have sexual intercourse as well as to swindle or to make someone the victim of any form of deception; such trickery is yentzing. It comes from Yiddish yenzter, synonymous with fucker but ultimately from the contrived euphemism yents, translated as ‘that’ or ‘the other’. Yiddish also produced an English term, gazump (also gazoomph or gezumph), which meant to swindle in the first half of the 20th century; thus gazumper, a swindler, most probably based on Yiddish gezumph, to cheat or to overcharge. The term is now probably best-known in the context of greedy price-hiking within the British housing market (which has also provided the antonym gazunder).


  
    

  


  To Swindle: a Selection


  daisy beat 1950s to present (rhyming slang = cheat)


  flap a jay late 19th century to present (to trick a gullible person)


  flimp 1910s–50s (from the western Flemish flimpe, to hit in the face)


  granny mid-19th century (the idea of deception comes from the wolf’s disguise in the story of ‘Little Red Riding Hood’)


  green late 19th century (to render someone gullible, based on the standard English green, naïve)


  have someone in 1940s to present (the swindling version of the older and more mainstream have someone on, to tease)


  lace 1970s, America (from standard English lace, to set upon with a whip)


  skin or skin out (of) mid-19th century to present


  skin the lamb mid–late 19th century (also played on standard English fleece and meant to swindle or blackmail)


  snip 18th and 20th centuries (based on a figurative snip of the scissors that cuts away one’s money)


  stun mid-19th century (usually in the phrase to stun out of, to defraud)


  w 1910s (abbreviation of welch, meaning to renege on a deal or debt)


  
    

  


  THE VICTIM


  ‘It’s a good flat that’s never down,’ said the 18th century’s conmen, a maxim that ‘translated’ as ‘only the most naïve of dupes won’t eventually realise what’s going on’ (using the slang down, meaning aware). The maxim reminded the swindlers to keep on their toes. Stealing from music, flat was the antonym of sharp, the swindler, and was the most common term for the sucker or victim for over a century. Appearing in the mid-18th century, it succeeded the various specific terms listed by Robert Greene in 1591 in his A Notable Discovery of Coosnage, including cony, conny and coney, as well as the 17th-century bub, an abbreviation of bubble that meant both the dupe, who was bubbleable, and the scheme in which he was ensnared, which was as insubstantial and ephemeral as the standard English bubble in question. (Its best-known use was in the South Sea Bubble, the ultimately disastrous rush of inflated stock dealing of 1720.)


  Flat initially represented the peasant whose rustic simplicity rendered him automatically gullible (in time the term also defined a prostitute’s customer). By the 19th century, it was a term in prolific use. The prime flat was the ultimate example of the type, one who really might never be down. The conman was a flat-catcher and his trade was flat-catching. To strike a flat meant to encounter a gullible victim, and to brush up a flat to flatter them into believing one’s schemes.


  Flat lasted throughout the 19th century, but the term of choice since the 1900s has been live one, as in the New York journalist Helen Green’s Actors’ Boarding House (1905): ‘He was lining up a live one for the good old wiretapping game.’ And among the longest-lived is mark, which has been in use since the mid-18th century; its source is standard English mark, to note down, i.e. as a possible victim.


  Luring a Victim


  Entrapment


  ‘First catch your cony’, to paraphrase the old recipe, and the swindler’s first task is to identify the rabbit, or indeed pigeon, woodcock or similar (see here) that he intends to dupe. This was known in the late 17th to mid-19th centuries, without the least attempt at euphemism, as hunting or squirrel hunting. And to facilitate the hunt a variety of lime-twigs or snares (from standard English lime-twig, a twig smeared with birdlime for catching birds) might be placed in his way in the 16th and 17th centuries. Things might be pushed along if one dropped a cog, that is, gained oneself an introduction to the target by dropping a coin where they might see it, then picking it up and starting a conversation. The rosary man in the 1940s played much the same game, ensnaring the victim by the fortuitous ‘dropping’ of a wallet. There is no obvious link to the standard English rosary beads, used by the Catholic faithful to help remember a specific set of prayers, other than as a play on the standard verb tell one’s beads (to say one’s prayers) and ‘telling’ the victim a story. In America, to assess the potential gullibility of a possible victim was to qualify them in the 1970s, while, in the 1940s, to place them in the position for the trick to be carried out was to ride them in. Once trapped, the victim is considered to be right (1980s to the present) and can be introduced to the main player, the inside man (known from the 1930s in America), who will take the lead role in tricking the victim.


  The agent of such entrapment has gone by several names. In the late 18th and 19th centuries he was a picker-up, from the mid-19th century he has been an outside man or outsider in Britain, while in America a steerer (a term that has also been used for anyone, e.g. a cab driver, hotel doorman etc., who points someone towards the variety of self-indulgence they seek, e.g. sex, drugs, gambling) or a roper or roper-in, with its image of cowboys lassooing errant cattle. However, note American philologist Maximilian Schele de Vere in Americanisms (1872): ‘Rope in, in the sense of gathering in, enlisting, is a bold metaphor derived from the common practice of gathering the cut hay of a meadow by means of a long rope, drawn by a horse.’ The shill, who is found in a number of criminal endeavours, arrives once the trick is in motion; he plays an enthusiastic ‘member of the public’ urging the sucker to ever-greater financial commitment.


  Smooth Pitches


  The persuader’s basic armoury consists of smooth words. From the 1930s, the swindler’s specific line of persuasion might be termed a pitch, or in America a scolding, or a razz or razzoo, which comes from slang’s raspberry (from rhyming slang: raspberry tart = fart) and more commonly suggests the derogatory ‘Bronx cheer’. The late 19th century to the present day sees spiel for this persuasive patter and thus spiel in, to attract with patter, as well as spiel, to shoot a line, and spieling, persuasive talk. Mid-19th-century synonyms are the kid and the patter, which offer the image of a cheapjack extolling his wares or a conjurer using language to divert the audience’s attention while his hands perform the tricks. Perhaps the most common term is the 20th century’s tale, any form of words designed to ensnare the listener for commercial purposes. (As the tale in the 1940s, it was a specific con where someone is persuaded to pay the conman, posing as a bookmaker, for a lost bet that he did not ask to be made.) A tale-pitcher or tale-teller is a trickster who tells or pitches the tale. One could also pitch the cuffer from standard English’s cuffer, a yarn or story; itself from cuff, to discuss, to tell a story.


  Other Means of Persuasion


  When words are insufficient the victim can be shown some form of reassuring ‘proof’ such as America’s 1930s coinage scenery, which can mean both an impressive ‘board of directors’ or a pile of fake dividend cheques. One could even toss around some cash, some coarse ones or coarse notes, which were large-denomination dollar bills in 1930s and 1940s
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