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About the Book

Has your doctor ever prescribed you some bug-juice? Or sent you to the rheumaholiday department?

Have you ever read an article full of anecdata or reviewphemisms?

Do you think you work in an adhocracy, for a seagull manager?

Every workplace has its own words and phrases, from the Smurf juice used to clean plane toilets to the Peckham Rolexes worn by criminals on release from prison. For Terms of Employment, Charlie Croker has patrolled hospital corridors, hung out by office water-coolers and lingered in shops to listen in on the conversations that only take place at work, gathering together the jargon we all use, often without thinking.

Whether you’re a white wig (new barrister), a heatseeker (ambitious employee) or an entreprenerd (geeky IT pioneer), Terms of Employment is an invaluable – amd entertaining – guide to the world of work and its lingo.


About the Author

Charlie Croker is an author and journalist. His previous books include The Little Book of Beckham, A Game of Three Halves, Lost in Translation and 8 out of 10 Brits. He has written for The Times, the Independent on Sunday and the Spectator, among others.
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Introduction

Does your job involve you spinning someone’s drum? Or hosing a Doris? Or possibly swinging for the fences? If so you’re a policeman (‘spinning a drum’ meaning searching a property), or a photographer (to ‘hose a Doris’ is to take multiple shots of a female celebrity) or a share trader (when you ‘swing for the fences’ you attempt a hugely ambitious trade, the analogy being taken from baseball). Every trade and profession has its own slang, the terms and lingo that only those involved in it will understand. Peeping behind the linguistic curtains to examine that slang is a fascinating endeavour. Not only does it reveal truths about the people engaged in various lines of work, it also teaches us a lot about our use of language itself.

Ego-pricing, if you’re an estate agent, refers to a client’s insistence on an unrealistically high valuation for their property. Sky hooks are mythical devices referred to by architects: a bad building, they say, will need them to stand up. Plumbers, meanwhile, have their rabbit ears (pipe-cutters), and bricklayers their herringbones (diagonal patterns in their bricks). However you earn your living, it seems, there’s a private language used only by you and your colleagues. Sometimes this will be a witty piece of shorthand for something the outside world already knows about. Faking worthless furniture to make it look antique, for instance, is known to those in the business as the carcass trade. Sometimes, however, the slang is for something that the rest of us had no idea about in the first place. Auctioneers, for example, will sometimes take a bid off the wall – pretend to have seen an entirely fictitious bidder purely to drive up the price.

Some words can mean different things to different trades. American vaudeville performers understood a fish to be a bad act. Professional gamblers, on the other hand, use the term for the loser at a table. The implication in both cases is similar – a bad act stinks like a fish, while the gambler’s poor luck might rub off as easily as a fishy smell. For criminals, on the other hand, there’s an entirely different connotation: a fish is a first-time prisoner (as in ‘out of water’). And if you’re a roadie, feeding the fish means throwing used plectrums to the crowd at the end of a gig. A Fishhead, in contrast, is a member of the Navy.

At least it is if you’re a member of the Army, who invented the derogatory term for their seafaring colleagues.

Indeed making yourself feel superior to others in your own line of work is a crucial function of workplace slang. Gardening firms who pride themselves on doing a thorough (if expensive) job refer to less scrupulous firms by the term hoe, mow, blow and go. More often, however, the aim is to put distance between you and those outside your trade. ‘Backslang’, started by nineteenth-century retailers and now most commonly associated with butchers, is a classic example of this. One South London butcher, seeing an unwelcome customer approaching, would say to his colleague ‘tuck the dillo woc a tib of dillo woc’ — ‘cut the old cow a bit of old cow’.

Occasionally the meaning is hidden for kinder reasons: some doctors write DIFFC on a patient’s notes to conceal their certainty that there’s nothing actually wrong with them, and that they just ‘Dropped In For a Friendly Chat’.

Looking at how slang has changed over time is an intriguing way of seeing how the world of work itself has changed. Eighteenth-century criminals talked of the morning sneak, a way of burgling a house by creeping in while the domestic servant was cleaning the front doorstep. Hard to achieve that now – but other lingo has come along to take its place. Unscrupulous share traders can commit the crime of painting the tape – buying quantities of a stock with collaborators so that other investors see the movement on the electronic ticker tape and buy into it, thereby inflating its price.

Much of the time, of course, slang is there simply for the sake of simplicity, so members of the profession can avoid repeating the same cumbersome wording over and over again. Software engineers, for instance, would find it tedious to constantly refer to ‘a sacrificial file, employed purely to observe the behaviour of a computer virus, a task it completes by carrying a sample of that virus, isolated to enable it to be monitored’. Instead they refer to a goat file. Terms can also be coined to show black humour, thereby allowing an outlet for cynicism about your job that might otherwise prove corrosive. Middle managers, for instance, are sometimes referred to by colleagues on other levels of the management tree as the blobocracy. Airline staff refer to passengers as SLF (Self-Loading Freight).

Whatever the reason for the workplace wordplay, every job has its own special lingo. So let’s open the factory doors, peer over the office partitions and sneak around the shopfloors with our ears open and our pens at the ready. It’s time to learn some terms of employment …
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TRANSPORT
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THE SIMPLE TASK of getting you from A to B – or selling you a vehicle that will accomplish the same feat – has given rise to more slang than you could shake a satnav at. London cabbies talk about going over the hump (driving to the City via Angel rather than High Holborn), American truck drivers refer to themselves as tanker yankers, while airline staff call the emergency oxygen masks the rubber jungle. Work in any of these transport fields and you’ll be finding your way around the language …

London cabbies

They can take you from the Gasworks (the Houses of Parliament) to the Pancake (St Pancras Station), or from the Dead Zoo (the Natural History Museum) to the Uproar (the Royal Opera House). Other locations include:

American Workhouse – the Park Lane Hotel (popular with Americans)

Aztec Temple – the imposing MI6 HQ at Vauxhall

The Bone – Marylebone Station

The Gas Chamber – Euston Station taxi rank (it’s underground, and also known as The Pit)

The Kremlin – cab shelter by Albert Bridge

The Dirty Dozen – twelve roads through Soho that get you from Regent Street to Charing Cross Road without having to go along busy Oxford Street

Fagin’s Kitchen – the Stock Exchange (also known as the Den of Thieves)

Hole In The Wall – Wilton Road entrance to Victoria Station

Honeypot – the West End
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Kangaroo Valley – Earls Court (traditionally popular with Australians)

The Loo – Waterloo Station

Magic Roundabout – Shepherd’s Bush Green

Magic Circle – Piccadilly Circus and surrounding area

McLiver – Liverpool Street taxi rank (by McDonald’s)

Padders – Paddington Station

PG Tips – Palace Gardens Terrace
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The Pipe – The Blackwall Tunnel

The Resistance – Harley Street, because doctors opposed the formation of the NHS. (Also known as Pill Island)

Royal Lobster – Kings Cross Station (i.e. ‘King Crustacean’)

The Saveloy – the Savoy

The Tripe Shop – Broadcasting House

The Wedding Cake – The Queen Victoria Memorial outside Buckingham Palace, which has remained white since it was built in 1911
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The capital’s cabbies don’t restrict their slang to place names. They start their careers as butterboys (a new cabbie – you are ‘but a boy’), get their first sherbert (‘sherbert dab’ – taxi cab), and pray it won’t be kipper season (any time of year when business is a bit slack, from when cabbies could only afford to eat kippers instead of steak). They may have to endure a binder (a very long wait at a rank, also known as roasting), and pray for a flyer (a lucrative fare to one of the airports). A warning – they’re not happy if you legal them (pay the exact fare without adding a tip).
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blue trees – policemen hiding while checking for speeding drivers (the speed gun they use being known as a hairdryer – or the officer himself as a Kojak with a Kodak)

bottle – £2 (i.e. ‘bottle of glue’)

broom – refuse an unwanted job, which cabbies technically aren’t allowed to do (also known as brushing)

butterfly – a cabbie who only works in the summer

canaries – Yellow
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