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Introduction


“Cool expressions change with each generation, dog, dig?”


—The spider to the dog (Gordo, by
Gustavo Arriola, Sunday, April 9, 1967)


In choosing to accept the mission of exploring the slang of 20th- and 21st-century American youth, I knew from the start of certain obstacles that I would encounter.


For one, as the jive-talking spider with a goatee and beret in Gordo recognized quite well, slang changes quickly. While not all slang is ephemeral, most is; likewise, youth itself is fleeting and transitory. Combine the passing nature of youth and the passing nature of slang and the result is a quickly passing youth slang. Connie Eble, Professor of English at the University of North Carolina and one of today’s leading field workers and analysts of college slang, finds that most of the terms that she has gathered over the last 23 years were collected only once; between 1972 and 1987, for example, she found a retention rate of less than 10%. Simply put, this means that at any given moment, many slang words in circulation will be quickly forgotten, which in turn means that any collection of youth slang is bound to include words which may not seem authentic. So it is with this collection, as I have taken a generally inclusive approach and left the task of sifting and sorting to each reader.


Second, slang is primarily a spoken language, not a written one, yet most of what endures is written, not spoken. This makes a full and accurate analysis particularly difficult. Some of those who have recorded the slang of the young in the 20th century certainly did a better job than others, but even the best work has its limits. To compensate for this fact, I relied as much as possible on the lyrics of songs, comic strips and comic books, magazines, tapes of radio shows, and to a lesser degree, the language used in television shows and movies. Even so, I have never entertained the thought that a truly comprehensive record of a century of youth slang is possible.


Third, I knew that there were certain difficulties inherent in defining “youth.” Within the young population one finds substantial differences in language usage based on a number of demographic factors. In general, though, I have addressed the slang of middle-class American youth, whatever their race or address or gender. Slang acquisition seems to begin when children approach adolescence. There are exceptions of course, both on an individual basis (children with older siblings are likely to acquire slang earlier than those without older siblings) and on a group basis (children in a subculture where slang is more the norm than standard English will acquire slang earlier than those who take their slang cues from outside their own subculture).


Within the context of a broad definition of youth, I was ever aware of the pioneering role of younger youth in shaping slang. In the October 1964 issue of American Speech, Henry Kratz wrote in “What is College Slang?” as follows:


As a matter of fact, it is the members of the younger set, the group in junior and senior high school, who are probably most directly responsible for the spread of slang. They are much more susceptible to the world of television comedians and commercials, to comic strips and disc jockeys, and are much more receptive to the tasteless and synthetic ephemera which these media do so much to promote.


In a similar vein, in 1966 the Toronto Star rushed to the defense of teenyboppers, arguing that they were the true trend-setters because they were “The only people brave enough to try outrageous new fads” (Toronto Star, October 30, 1966). In the end, my definition of “youth” was somewhat amorphous, ranging from early adolescence to mid-20s.


A fourth question which I faced before beginning my work was what to do with the slang of college students. I quickly decided to exclude the purely collegiate slang—the technical vocabulary of academic life, the names students give their courses, the technical terms pertaining to the curriculum, the grading system, dormitory living, buildings, parts of the campus, fraternities and sororities, and college-specific social affairs. My two reasons for deciding to exclude this kind of slang were simple: a comprehensive examination of college slang is a project in and of itself, and too many of the slang words and expressions used on college campuses are more in the nature of a specialized vocabulary, admittedly highly informal, than true slang. The decade which posed the greatest problem in this regard was the 1930s; it is impossible to deny the collegiate nature of much of youth slang of the pre-Swing 1930s, yet I still chose to avoid the strictly college language.


Fifth, I knew coming into this project that etymology is a major obstacle in the study of slang, and I assumed that it would be an even greater obstacle with youth slang because of its intrinsically transient nature. Linguists speak of lexical polygenesis and multiple etymologies; one need look no further than the discussion of “hip” and “hep” in Chapter Four to see the chaos that results from any serious attempt to pin down the etymology of slang. Not to put too fine a point on it, most slang words and expressions are simply etymological mysteries.


The last barrier that I anticipated was the organization of the material. I ultimately decided, with the exception of the rap idiom of the hip-hop culture, to proceed decade-by-decade, an artificial template if ever there was one. Language did not suddenly change between December 31, 1939, and January 1, 1940, and by approaching this subject by decades I do not suggest that it did. Cultural shifts, including slang, are measured more by generations than by years or decades, and generations are difficult, if not impossible, to measure. At times generational change can be seen in just a few years, while at other times it seems that a decade might pass without a generational shift. All in all, decades seemed like safe measuring posts for the century; fully cognizant of their shortcomings, I use them.




The Slang


Enough with the obstacles—what of the slang?


As I worked my way through the century, I came to several broad conclusions about youth slang from that of the Flapper to that of the Rapper. First, one cannot help but be struck by the powerful influence of African-American vernacular on the slang of all 20th-century American youth. Jazz musicians of the 1930s and rappers of the 1980s and 1990s defined the popular youth slang of the late 1930s, the 1940s, the counterculture 1950s, the 1960s, and the 1990s. There were other influences, to be sure, on the slang of America’s young, but none as powerful as that of the streets of Harlem and Chicago.


As a second observation, it is my distinct belief that the young do not use slang to conceal the meaning of their speech from their parents and other authority figures. This theory has its advocates, most notably Robert Chapman, author of the New Dictionary of American Slang, whose standing in the world of slang is beyond question. Chapman believes that slang has “the function of defending the infant ego against constant assault and dismissal by the looming adults” and that it is constantly changed “in order to stay incomprehensible to The Other.” Still, I believe otherwise. My sense is that most young people do not even use slang in front of adults. If slang is not used in front of adults, it cannot be said that it is used to cloak the meaning of what is said.


Instead, the primary purposes of youth slang, it seems to me, are threefold. First, slang serves to change the level of conversation towards the informal. Slang serves the important function of identifying other young people as members of a group; because you use certain words or expressions, I know that we are from the same tribe and that I can speak freely and informally with you. Second, slang establishes station. Aside from the high percentage of slang that is devoted to dividing the world into the accepted and the social outcast, slang also functions to imply the speaker’s status. Slang for youth provides automatic linguistic responses to handle awkward social situations with peers. Beginning (hello) and ending (good-bye) conversations smoothly is a learned social skill, and the risk of embarrassing oneself and losing face is great. Youth slang confronts this problem by providing established, almost liturgical greetings and farewells. The third function of youth slang is to satisfy youth’s drive for defying authority. Satiric, vulgar, witty, and skeptical, youth slang is often quite oppositional and marks a resistance to established authority.


My next observation on the slang of 20th-century American youth is that there is very little that is new. Certain words are cyclical; groovy, mellow, and solid all come to mind as examples of words that were popular with the youth of the 1940s, fell into disfavor in the 1950s, and then reemerged with a vengeance in the 1960s. Similarly, fly enjoyed some popularity in the 1940s but then went into hiding until it burst on the rap scene in the late 1980s. Sweet was widely used in the 1930s, lay low for several decades, and then became the single most frequently encountered word in Connie Eble’s 23 years of slang-tracking at the University of North Carolina between 1972 and 1995. Tasty was a popular slang superlative of the 1920s, and it emerged again in the 1970s and 1980s.


How does this happen? How is it that groovy was so thoroughly forgotten as a big word of the 1940s and sounded so new when it leapt into the spotlight in 1965 or so?


Robert Chapman believes that there is no single cause for the reincarnation of slang “It’s what the shrinks call ‘overdetermined,’ which is another way of saying we don’t know.”


Other words, such as dope, drag, freak, rap, or trip assumed different meanings in different decades, linguistic chameleons if you will. Of course, there is the incomparably adaptable hip, which has survived in one form or another (hip, hep, hipster, hepster, hep-cat, hippy, hippie, and hip-hop) for the entire century.


Many slang words used by youth today are just not as new as they seem. The following list of very modern-sounding words, given with their decade of origin, demonstrates just how old some of what we think new is: anxious (1940s), brutal (1940s), cap (1940s), cherry (1950s), chill (1960s), clue (1950s), copacetic (1920s), dirt (1930s), drag (1950s), fade (1930s), flash (1960s), fly (1940s), frantic (1940s), frosted (1950s), hang (1950s), homey (1940s), hot (late 19th century), icy (1940s), jell (1930s), kill (1950s), killer (late 19th century), marble palace (1930s), nail (late 19th century), nerd (1950s), not! (1930s), no way (1970s), potent (1940s), rag (late 19th century), righteous (1940s), rink rat (1940s), scrub (late 19th century), slam (late 19th century), smooth (1920s), suck (1930s), sweet (1930s), tasty (1920s), turkey (1940s), and unreal (1920s).


The same can be said about other decades. In the 1950s, for example, nifty and swell were seen as new adjectives of approval, yet they first became popular in the 1920s. Similarly, many words which we think of as quintessential creatures of the 1960s were coined much earlier—groovy (1940s), head for a drug user (1950s), hung-up as inhibited (1940s), mellow (1930s and 1940s), nowhere meaning out of touch with things (1950s), out of sight (late 19th century), solid (1940s), trip for a drug experience (1950s), truckin’ (1940s), and turn on meaning to use drugs (1950s).


In the same vein, looking at the language of the teenage girl of the 1940s with her intensifying too perfectly or too positively, her melodramatic use of drear, grim, loathsome, and stark, it is impossible not to hear the voice of the 1980s Valley Girl. Definitely stark, actually! It’s all too desperate!


Lastly, even within a decade words can hold different meanings. If one takes the 1960s, there is a striking difference in meanings ascribed to different words by the mainstream youth culture on the one hand and the hippie counterculture on the other.




blow your mind 
Mainstream: To love a record, thing, or person 
Hippie: To be confronted with a strange mental experience


bogart 
Mainstream: To injure or hurt 
Hippie: To hog a marijuana cigarette


digger 
Mainstream: The leader 
Hippie: A commune in San Francisco


happening 
Mainstream: A good party 
Hippie: An intentionally spontaneous gathering, usually involving drugs


strung out 
Mainstream: Disturbed, worried 
Hippie: Addicted to a drug


taste 
Mainstream: A sample 
Hippie: A sample of drugs being purchased


turn on 
Mainstream: To arouse someone’s interest in something 
Hippie: To use drugs


uptight 
Mainstream: Very good 
Hippie: Inhibited





Most of what follows should be fairly self-explanatory; however, a few features of this book call for a little explanation. Words set in small capitals (SMALL CAPITALS) are cross-references and refer the reader to an entry in the main A-Z sequence of entries within that chapter. All footnotes for a chapter appear at the end of that chapter. Also at the end of each chapter is a list of the principal references relied on in the writing of that chapter. Reference sources that are referred to and were relied on for chapters throughout the book are listed in the Bibliography that appears at the back of the book.


Enough ruminations from this middle-age white guy, though. Bring on the kids! Bring on the words! Are you ready for this yon teens—yon hipsters, yon flipsters, yon finger-popping daddies, all you uptown downtown all around town showcasing groovers? Pick up on this riff you sharp cats and kitties. Heed these syllables you ditty boppers. Drape yourself in shape ’cause here’s a hot flash of ecstatic static, a king-size dose of spectacular vernacular and extraordinary vocabulary, some real gone jive guaranteed to sharpen your game! Let me lay this on you! Let these words wake you! I mean it and how— Boot it, shoot it, hang with this slang and reep these righteous words. Don’t vegetate, percolate! Here it be!!!!! Let it roll, let it all roll!!!!












Chapter 1
 Before the Flapper


“23 Skidoo!”


To be sure, young people in the United States did not suddenly start using slang with the advent of the Jazz Age in about 1920. Slang has long been an integral component of American English, and the young have never distinguished themselves by confining their speech to standard English.


A viable slang idiom, though, is dependent upon a viable subculture, for the creation of slang is by its very nature a social and group process. Further, the transmission of slang among a group depends on either the mobility of the group (as is the case with the slang of workers or criminals) or the existence of means of mass communication, such as comic strips in newspapers, phonograph records, radio, movies, or television.


Before World War I, a viable youth subculture did not exist anywhere other than on the campuses of colleges and possibly within pockets of youthful vagrants, criminals, and workers. There was little mobility among the young (or in the nation for that matter), and the various forms of mass communication which would make the national spread of slang possible did not begin to emerge until the 1920s.


It is thus no surprise that before World War I the specialized study of the slang idiom of the young was limited to the study of the slang of college students. College slang was then (and to some degree is now) the product of institutional, not generational forces. Each college or university was a closed social system which developed its own traditions, customs, and language. While some words were nearly universal (such as pony for a literal translation of a work in a foreign language), many were institutional-specific. Most of the vocabulary dealt with academic or institutional subjects such as campus landmarks, intracollege rivalries, academic subjects, and one’s level of performance in studies. The big subjects treated by 20th-century youth slang (greetings and farewells, status, intoxication, and sex) were all but ignored by pre-1920 slang.




College Slang in the 1850s


Probably the earliest treatment of the language used by young people in the United States was A Collection of College Words and Customs by John Bartlett (Cambridge: John Bartlett, 1851).1 Bartlett addressed English and American institutions, and overall he paid as much attention to customs as to language. Much of the language that Bartlett recorded was jargon, while much of the actual slang dealt with college-specific subjects and situations. For example, there was a diverse slang idiom to describe a student’s performance on recitations, ranging from the poor recitation (barney, bull, lump, smash, ticker) to the good (rowl or shine), showy (squirt), or perfect (curl or sail).


Some of the slang not pertaining specifically to college life as reported by Bartlett follows:


B


blood Excellent
bos Desserts
buck Excellent
bull To discuss at length


C


coax To curry favor through flattery
collar To appropriate
cork An utter failure or stopper
Cuz John A privy


D


dead Unprepared, unable
decent Tolerable
devil To idle
dig To study hard
diked out Dressed up stylishly. What a difference a century would make with this one!


F


fag To labor to the point of weariness. And this one!
fat Containing money (said of a letter). Heads up rappers, here comes a word!
ferg To regain one’s poise
fish To ingratiate oneself and curry favor through flattery
flummux A failure
fork on To appropriate to oneself


G


gas To deceive or cheat
gonus A dimwit
gorm To eat voraciously
gum A deception


H


hard up The object of a joke
hunch A tip or implication


L


lem A privy
long ear A sober and religious person


M


minor A privy


N


number ten A privy
nuts Despicable, foolish


R


ragtail An annoying person
ray An insight or clue, as in “He doesn’t have a ray.”


S


seed A youth
seedy Rowdy
short ear A rowdy person
skin To plagiarize
skunk To fail to pay a debt
smouge To procure without permission
spoony Silly, absurd, often used to describe someone who is drunk
squirty Gaudy


T


temple A privy
tight Pleasantly intoxicated
tight fit A good joke


W


wire A trick







College Slang Circa 1900


At the turn of the century, the American Dialect Society performed a comprehensive examination of the language used by college students throughout the United States. The two seminal articles were “College Words and Phrases” by Eugene H. Babbit, Dialect Notes, Volume II, Part I (1900) and “College Slang Words and Phrases,” Dialect Notes, Volume IV, Part III (1915). From these two articles and several other sources, including Lyman Bagg’s Four Years at Yale (New Haven, 1871), Student Life at Harvard (Boston, 1876), and “Student Slang” by Willard C. Gore in Contributions to Rhetorical Theory, edited by F. N. Scott (1895), one may cull a glimpse at the nonacademic and noninstitutional slang used by American college students at the turn of the century.


As would be the case in the 1930s, there were a startling number of words for toilet, including bank, can, crystal, domus, Egypt, honey house, Jake (a toilet for men), Joe, marble palace, mine, old soldiers’ home, Ruth (a toilet for women), shot tower, temple, and X.


Precursors to cool as slang voicings of approval included hot, peachy, and smooth; with hot and smooth you have two major-league words of the century with essentially the meaning of “cool.” A representative sampling of the slang from these several sources other than the academic- and institution-oriented follows:


A


aped Drunk


B


babe A pretty girl
baby Anything nice
ball of fire An energetic and brilliant person
ball up To confuse or become confused
beef To make an error
belly wash Any soft drink
bird A girl
bitch The queen in a deck of cards
blob A mistake
blub To complain of
bone A dollar
bones Dice
break off To disparage.
bug A dimwit
bull To make a mistake
bull-dog The king in a deck of cards
bullet The ace in a deck of cards bum 1. A splurge; 2. To beg


C


case A dollar
chill, to have something down To have complete mastery over something
chimney Someone who smokes a lot
chump A fool
cinch Advantage
clinker A biscuit
cold Plain, certain
cooler Sharp, witty. Could this be the precursor of cool?
crust Aggressiveness
cush Money


D


darb Something that is very attractive
dead 1. Perfect; 2. Very
devil A good companion
dog To dress with elaborate care
doggy Dressy. A big rap word in years to come. dough Money
drag in To arrive
drink Any large body of water. An interesting early example of a word that would later be borrowed from Harlem jive in the 1930s and then resurface in the language of the Beats in the late 1950s.
drool Nonsense


F


fairy A pretty girl. Within 30 years, the meaning would be transformed into a reference to an effeminate male. fertilizer Nonsense
fiend One who excels at anything
fish-scale A nickel
flivver A deception
fluke An utter failure
foxy Well-dressed
freak Someone who is exceptionally proficient in a given area
frog To cheat or deceive
fruity Easy
fumigate To smoke


G


goo Anything liquid or sticky
gravy The best


H


hell-sticks matches
horse Corned beef


I


invisible blue The police
irrigate To drink to excess


J


jitney A nickel
josh A joke
junk A small celebration with a spread of food


K


kill To do very well
killer One who does things easily


L


lunch Something that is easy


N


nail To master something completely. A term with considerable currency even in the 1990s.
niggle To hurry


O


oodles A lot of


P


pape A playing card
plunk A dollar
porky Very bad
prime Complete and total
pumpkin One’s girlfriend


Q


quickstep Diarrhea


R


rag To tease or disparage. Again, a very modern word even over the decades. roachy Of poor quality
roast Severe criticism
root A cigarette
rot Money


S


scag The butt of a cigarette
scrub A second-rate person
scruf To disparage
shark One who excels at something
skate To drink to the point of intoxication
skin To hurry
slam Disparaging remarks
sore Vexed
spon Money
spread A banquet
stew Anything easy
stiff Intoxicated
stove A pipe for smoking
suds Money
swipe To steal


T


tacky Shoddy
ten-paper Toilet paper
tin Money
toy A comical fellow


W


waddy Unattractive and unappealing
wop A boor


Y


yap The mouth







Word History: 23 Skidoo!


Although the phrase 23 Skidoo! (sometimes spelled 23 Skiddoo!) is now generally associated with the Roaring Twenties, it had in fact lost its popularity by the mid 1910s. During its heyday between 1900 and 1910, 23 Skidoo! was an expression to behold. Wentworth and Flexner credit it as having been “perhaps the first truly national fad expression and one of the most popular fad expressions to appear in the United States.”


As has been the case with any number of slang words and expressions that have followed, the great beauty of 23 Skidoo! was its versatility. It could be and was used to mean almost anything, ranging from enthusiastic approval to dismissive rejection.


As also is the case with many slang words and expressions, there are competing etymological theories. In A Dictionary of Catch Phrases (New York: Stein and Day, 1977), slang lexicographer Eric Partridge advanced four different theories: (1) Frank Parker Stockbridge’s theory that the expression was launched as a catch phrase line from The Only Way, a dramatization of Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities in 1899, in which Sydney Carton’s standing as the 23rd victim of the guillotine was announced by a character proclaiming “23,” to which skidoo was added for effect in the retelling; (2) in the first few years of the century, memorabilia sold at vacation resorts and fairs were emblazoned with either 23 or Skidoo, and the two soon met; (3) Tom Lewis originated the fad word 23 in Little Johnny Jones in 1904, and Skidoo was tacked on later; and (4) 23 was possibly derived from a telegraphic shorthand code, not unlike trucker CB code, meaning “Away with you!”


A fifth theory is that the expression was coined by Thomas Aloysius Dorgan (“TAD”), a cartoonist and sportswriter who had an undeniably large role in the coining and spreading of slang. Although the expression was attributed to Dorgan (the simple 23 did appear in a comic published on February 16, 1902), it never appeared in his work.


* * *












Chapter 2
The 1920s: The Flapper


“Get Hot!”


A vivid image of the Flapper is firmly fixed in our collective cultural memory—the shocking and wild, bootleg-gin-drinking, cigarette-in-holder-smoking, necking and swearing, Charleston-dancing jazz baby; the short-haired or bobbed-haired young girl with a defiantly boyish figure, a fringed skirt, and stockings rolled and bunched below the knee as brazen witness to the fact that—gasp—she wore no corset. Her spunk, zest, and daringly outspoken free spirit reach out over the decades, leaving her raccoon-coated male counterpart in the shadows.


The Flapper was an equal and opposite reaction to the austerity and sacrifices forced upon America by World War I. The 1920s brought peace, economic prosperity, and a split-personality culture at odds with itself—at once Calvinist and hedonist, tradition-bound yet trend-crazy.


She first came into being as an Ivy League student type but was soon imitated by other students and then by young secretaries, office workers, and high school girls. This was, Stuart Berg Flexner wrote, “the first young generation to take itself seriously as a separate, distinct group—and the first to be analyzed, egged on, and exploited by the books, movies, newspapers, and magazines of its own day.”


Girls throughout the country were drawn to the image of the Flapper. Rival organizations of Flappers—the National Flapper Flock and the Royal Order of the Flapper—sprang up, sponsoring fashion shows, picnics, and Flapper frolics.


By the early 1920s, the Flapper was drawing serious attention from the mainstream press. In an article headlined “Flapping Not Repented Of,” the New York Times on July 16, 1922 reported that Flappers “came upon us and surrounded us all about.” The Times described the Flapper as “shameless, selfish and honest,” and as one who “takes a man’s point of view as her mother never could.” The Flapper’s willingness to compete with men on their own terms was more than just a little shocking: “She’ll don knickers and go skiing with you; or, if it happens to be Summer time, swimming; she’ll dive as well as you, perhaps better. … ”


It should come as no surprise that she was not without her critics. H. L. Mencken, for one, dismissed the Flapper as “a young and somewhat foolish girl, full of wild surmises and inclined to revolt against the precepts and admonitions of her elders.”


The Flapper’s end came towards the end of the decade, despite the bold if reckless prophesy by The Flapper magazine in 1922 that “The Flapper Movement is not a craze, but something that will stay.” On July 28, 1929, the New York Times recounted the end of the Jazz Age and pointed to current fashion trends in Paris as “the death sentence of the Flapper.” Not without glee the Times writer heralded the coming of the Siren and passing of the Flapper: “Voices falter in their stridencies and reach for lower notes. Girls from the hinterlands clutch at brief skirts in a sudden agony of doubt as to the chic of bumpy knees. … ”


In 1922, the New York Times had guessed that the Flapper would be judged compassionately: “Watch her five years from now and then be thankful that she will be the mother of the next generation, with the hypocrisy, fluff and other ‘hookum’ worn entirely off.” When it described the death sentence of the Flapper in 1929, the Times lauded with some apparent irony the accomplishments of the Flapper, who had “established the feminine right to equal representation in such hitherto masculine fields of endeavor as smoking and drinking, swearing, petting and disturbing the community peace.”




Language of the Flapper


The 1920s was a decade that was extraordinarily prolific for the American language. New inventions and new ways of social behavior demanded new words. New words and expressions leapt into existence and were popularized in short order. The Flapper magazine predicted without hesitation that “many of the phrases now employed by members of this order [the Flapper movement] will eventually find a way into common usage and be accepted as good English just like many American slang words.”


The Flapper movement was the first youth movement to generate its own slang dictionaries; as has been the case with many youth slang dictionaries since then, they were small, self-referencing efforts. One was published in The Flapper magazine with the explanation that “Stories in this magazine are made more clear to the uninitiated through means of a Flapper dictionary.” The second was printed as a small booklet, with the sobriquet of “THE FLAPPER—When she speaks: know what she means.” Arriving later on the scene was the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, which on March 8, 1927, bellowed in a headline: “Flapper Filology—The New Language.”


In 1934, Maurice Weseen in the Dictionary of American Slang recorded “flapperese” as meaning “the slangy language of modern youth.” While one may suspect that the term “flapperese” enjoyed very little popular application, there is no doubt that the Flapper used a language of her own. Interestingly, little of the slang that she spoke is spoken today, either as slang or as standard colloquial English. Copacetic denoting excellence survives; bozo and ducky have not completely vanished; mad money is still fairly frequently used, and unreal is alive and well in essentially the same sense used by the Flapper. One surprise survivor is lounge lizard, which seems to show up in nearly every decade of the century but which clearly meant a ladies’ man in the 1920s, as witnessed by its use by F. Scott Fitzgerald in This Side of Paradise (1920). If one accepts the narrating voice crafted by Anita Loos in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes as an accurate depiction of Flapper-inspired speech, the Flapper often began a sentence with “I mean,” pausing to make her point; this has a very modern sound. Her distrust of anyone over 30, as evidenced by Father Time and Rock of Ages is more than vaguely evocative of the “Don’t trust anyone over thirty” motto of the late 1960s.


Aside from these few expressions, her language seems to have faded with the years. In retrospect, it was not a particularly smart slang, and much has the sound of having been self-consciously modern, cunning, and forced. To call someone who never pays (coughs up) his share a Smith Brother (a cultural allusion to Smith Brothers cough drops) is cute, but perhaps too cute. The seemingly endless string of cat’s pajamas and bee’s knees is an example of the simple and artificial nature of much of the Flapper’s slang, a criticism which applies with some regularity to the slang of the young.


The Flapper’s slang was not without its bright moments, though. The use of dincher to mean a half-smoked cigarette has a certain cool ring to it even now and whatever the etymology of the word. To refer to a particularly tough or hard-boiled character as eight minutes or even ten minutes was undeniably witty. High hatty as meaning haughty is catchy, and the shout of Get Hot! to the Flapper tearing up the dance floor with the Charleston sounds as vibrant today as it did in 1923. As was the case with the slangy spelling of phat in the 1990s, the Flapper experimented with spelling at times: Rhatz! for “rats!” and ’stoo bad for “that’s too bad,” a spirited expression in its own right.







A Flapper Word List


A


ab-so-lute-ly Yes
absent treatment Dancing with a timid


dance partner
air-tight Very attractive (see TIGHT)


airedale An unattractive man
alarm clock A chaperone
alibi Flowers or a box of candy
all wet Wrong
And how! I strongly agree with you!
ankle To walk
ankle excursion A walk, especially a


walk home
apple sauce Flattery. One of the many slang words coined, or at least with first recorded use, by T.A. Dorgan (TAD) in his comic strip. This first appeared in a TAD strip in 1919.
armchair A love nest


B


baby grand Heavyweight
bally nipper A tomboy
baloney Nonsense
Banana oil! I doubt that!
Bank’s closed. I will engage in no kissing or petting.
barneymugging Courtship or petting
bean picker A person who patches up problems (picks up spilled beans)
bell bottom A sailor
bell polisher A young man who lingers in a dormitory or apartment vestibule late at night
bent hairpin Elderly maid
berries 1. Great; 2. Money
big cheese An important person
big timer A charming and romantic man
billboard A flashy man or woman
bimbo A great person
bird A man who is a high flyer
blaah No good
blooey The condition when one has gone to pieces
blouse To leave
blow 1. A wild party; 2. To leave
blue serge A sweetheart
blushing violet A publicity hound
boob tickler A girl who entertains her father’s out-of-town customers
bookkeeping The act of making a date
booklegger A dealer in suppressed novels
brillo Someone who lives fast and spends money freely
bunk Nonsense
bust A prize fighter
Butt me. Please give me a cigarette.
button shining Close dancing


C


cake basket A limousine
canceled stamp A shy girl at a dance or party




The Flapper Intoxicated


Bar none, no adjective has commanded more slang synonyms over the ages than “intoxicated.” Despite the 18th Amendment and its novel approach of augmenting the Constitution to limit, not protect, a right, the consumption of alcohol to the point of inebriation as a quest of the young was alive and well in the 1920s.


To the Flapper, alcohol was giggle water or hooch, a consciously slangy word (derived from the name of an Alaskan Indian tribe, the Hoochinoo, involved in the production and transportation of bootleg liquor) that was not confined in usage to the Flapper; to lap was to drink, most often at a gin mill (speakeasy). To be half-cut or soaked with a bar rag was to be pleasantly tipsy, while Flapper slang to describe the state of full-blown alcohol intoxication included barreled, bolognied, canned, crocked, fried, jammed, jiggered, juiced, oiled, ossified, out like a light, pie-eyed, piffled, plastered, polluted, potted, shellacked, shot, splifficated, stewed to the hat, and tanked. A Flapper who could hold her liquor was a non-skid; a hip hound was a serious drinker; a drunken GOOF was a flask, and an apple alley was a drunk sailor.





cash A kiss
Cash or check? Do I receive a kiss now or later?
cellar smeller A young man with a knack for showing up where liquor is being served
Charlie A man with a mustache
cheaters Eye glasses
Check. Kiss me later.
Check your hat. Call on me later.
cherry smashes Feeble kisses
chin music Gossip
ciggy A cigarette
clothesline Gossip
copacetic Excellent
corn shredder A man who is an awkward dancer.
corridor vamp Someone of either sex who ogles the opposite sex during school hours
cowpie A car
cowpie warmup A car ride
crape or crape hanger or crepe or crepe hanger A zealous reformer
crasher A person who attends a party without an invitation
cuddle cootie A young man who takes a girl for a ride
cuddler One who likes to pet
D


dapper A Flapper’s father
declaration of independence Divorce
dewdropper A young man who does not work and who sleeps all day
di mi Goodness
dimbox A taxi
dimbox jaunt A taxi ride
dincher A half-smoked cigarette
dipe ducat A subway token
ditzek Anything funny
dog jock A man who walks his wife’s dogs
dogs Feet
dolled up Dressed up
drag Influence


drag a sock To walk or dance
drop the pilot To divorce
drugstore cowboy A fashionably dressed idler who loiters in public places, trying to pick up girls. Another term coined by TAD.
ducky Very good
dud A studious boy or girl who does not socialize
dud up To dress up
dumkuff Nutty


E


earful Enough, too much
Edisoned Questioned
egg A big timer
egg harbor A free dance
eight minutes A tough (hard-boiled) guy
embalmer A bootlegger
eye opener Marriage


F


face stretcher An older unmarried woman trying to look young
false ribs A corset
Father Time Any man over 30
feathers Light conversation
feet A very clumsy dancer
fig-leaf A one-piece bathing suit
fire alarm A divorced woman
fire bell A married woman
fire extinguisher A chaperone
fish walk A Flapper who walks with the rhythm of a sea animal
flat shoe A fight between a Flapper and her GOOF
flat tire A boring pest
floater A person who makes trouble and then vanishes
floorflusher An insatiable dancer
flop A seat
flour lover A girl who uses too much face powder
fluky Odd
for a row of... Some distance, as in “I was knocked for a row of carrots.”
For crying out loud! I can’t believe that!
four flusher One who fails to keep a promise or pay a debt


G


gams Legs
gander To dress up
garable Plenty of talk
Get hot! Get hot! Encouragement shouted to a Flapper giving her all to the Charleston
gimlet A chronic bore
give the air To break a date
give the knee To dance cheek-to-cheek and toe-to-toe
glorious regalia The flamboyant and chic clothes of a Flapper
glue To take and keep
good mixer A person who fits in well
goof A boyfriend
goofy In love, attracted to
grab a flop To take a seat
greaseball A foreign CAKE-EATER (See box on page 17.)
green apples A homely woman
greenland A park
ground-gripper A sober-minded young person
grubber One who borrows cigarettes
grummy Depressed
grungy Envious
gussie A shy person


H


handcuff An engagement ring
hard-boiled Tough (See EIGHT-MINUTES and the even tougher TEN-MINUTES.)
heebie-jeebies Physical manifestations of anxiety
heeler An inferior dancer
hen coop A beauty parlor
high hatty Haughty, unapproachable
high cloud A big shot, tough guy
highjohn A boyfriend
hike A walk
hikers Knickerbockers
hokum Nonsense
holaholy A girl or boy who objects to necking
holy smokes A probation officer
hoof To walk
hoofer A chorus girl
hope chest A pack of cigarettes
hopper A dancer
horn in To get into a dance without an invitation
Hot dawg! How great!
hot foot A skilled dancer
Hot diggity dog! How great!
hotsy-totsy Pleasing
Houdini To arrive on time for a date


I


I should hope to kill you! I emphatically agree with what you said!




Currency


The Flapper had a rich vocabulary when it came to talking about the coin of the realm. To her, a boffo or brick was a dollar, prunes were pennies, and berries, chips, dough, green glorious, greens, jack, kale, mazuma, plunks, shekels, or sugar meant money. An anchor was a large bankroll; a rich man was a darb (or The Darbs) or a gold mine, and so a miner or gold-digger was a woman who pursued men for their money, and a forty-miner was a man prospecting for a rich wife. Hush money was a young Flapper’s allowance.


At the other end of the spectrum, a hardware merchant was a man who mixed keys with his change to give the impression of carrying a lot of coins, and a cheap-skate was called a false alarm, a gum-drop, a one-way kid, a pocket cleaner or
pocket twister, a slimp, a slumper, a strangler, a twister or a wallet-clutcher. If you had no money you were soaped, and probably a grubber (a person who borrowed cigarettes).


A finagler abruptly disappeared when the check arrived, while the finale hopper simply chose to arrive after things had been paid for; to step off a wharf was to order drinks without paying for them. Several words and expressions were used to describe someone who took his date to a free event and then walked her home to avoid the cost of carfare, including flat-wheeler, heel and toe, Johnny Walker, and park bench duster.





icy mitt Rejection
insured Engaged
It’s the bunk! I doubt that!


J


Jane A girl who meets her date on the stoop
jay-bird A man who takes risks
jumping tintypes Moving pictures


K


keen Attractive, appealing
killjoy Anyone who is too solemn
kippy Anything that’s nice
kneeduster A skirt


L


lalapazaza A good sport
lallygagger or lollygagger A young man who likes to pet
lamp post An ostentatious piece of jewelry
Lens Louise A person who monopolizes conversations
lip stick A cigarette


M


mad money Carfare home to be used by a Flapper if she has a fight with her date
manacle A wedding ring
mars A theater star
meal ticket A Flapper who invites a man to dinner when he calls
meringue Personality
mooch To leave
mop A handkerchief
mug A kiss
munitions Face powder
mushroom A parlor
mustard plaster An unwelcome boy who loiters around


N


necker A petter who puts her arms around a boy’s neck
Nerts! I am amazed!
nifty Good
noodle juice Tea
nosebaggery A restaurant
Not so good! I don’t approve!
nut cracker A nightstick


O


oatmeal mush The shallow talk of a CAKE-EATER (See box on page 17.)
obituary notice An eviction notice
Oh yeah! I doubt that!
oilburner A person who chews gum
oilcan An imposter
old fops People past middle age
Oliver Twist A good dancer
once in a dirty while From time to time
Ooo, you slaughter me! That’s funny!
orchid Anything expensive
ostrich A person who knows everything
out on parole Divorced
overdose of shellac Too much make-up
owl A person who stays out late


P


peppy Vigorous, energetic
petting pantry A movie theater
pill A teacher
pillow case A young man who is full of FEATHERS
pine feather period The period in a Flapper’s life when she blossoms out
pipe down To stop talking
playboy A boyfriend, usually older
pos-a-lute-ly Yes
pos-i-tive-ly Yes
pricker A gossip, slanderer
Priscilla A girl who prefers to stay home
Produce the cash Kiss me now
prune pit Anything that is old-fashioned
punch rustler One who spends most of the time at a party near the refreshment table
punch the bag To talk without saying anything of consequence
put next to To alert someone to something good


Q


quilt A drink that warms one up


R


razz To make fun of
real McCoy An authentic item
reel boy A man who likes movies
Rhatz! How disappointing!
Ritz Coinceited
ritzy burg Something that is not classy
Rock of Ages A woman over the age of 30
rughopper A young man who never dates
rug shaking Dancing the shimmy


S


seetie Anything a Flapper hates
sharpshooter A young man who spends a lot and dances well
show case A rich man’s wife with jewels
sip A female dancer
slapper A reformer, antagonist of the


Flapper
slat A boyfriend
sloppy A female dancer
slummer A woman who revels in studio parties
Smith Brother A young man who never pays (coughs up)
smoke-eater Someone who smokes cigarettes
smooth A young man who does not keep his word
smudger A person who likes to dance closely
snake charmer A woman involved in bootlegging
soft shoe To follow behind someone
spill To talk
spill an earful To talk too much
squirrel To hide
slander The victim of a female grifter
static Conversation that means nothing
step off a wharf To order drinks without paying for them
step out To rise from girlhood to


Flapperdom
step on it To make up after a quarrel or FLATSHOE
stilts Legs
’stoo bad An offer of sympathy to a person enjoying hard luck
storm and strife The girlfriend of a CAKE-EATER (See box below.) A rare example of American use of rhyming slang: “storm and strife” rhymes with “wife.”
streeted Thrown out of a party
strike breaker A young woman who goes out with her friend’s boyfriend while there is a lull in their relationship
struggle Modern dance
stuck on In love
stutter bus A truck
stutter tub A motor boat
sugar daddy Boyfriend, usually older
swan To glide gracefully
swanky Good
swell Good


T


take the air To leave or be asked to leave




The Male Companion


When it came to describing the Flapper’s male counterpart, no single term so well caught the public imagination nearly as well as “Flapper” did for the woman. Inasmuch as the 1920s youth scene was defined by the woman, it is hardly surprising that language followed reality. The dominant role played by the young woman of the 1920s is revealed by the definition-by-comparison of “flipperism” in The Flapper’s Dictionary as “the revolt of the modern young man to keep up with the flapper.” Good luck.


Social historians have seized upon sheik as the favored name of the young man in revolt in the 1920s, the young man who took his name and look from Rudolph Valentino’s 1921 movie. While “sheik” was certainly used at the time, it was not the most common term employed. That honor would probably have gone either to flipper (apparently simply coined from Flapper) or goof. Jazzbo, sharpshooter, slicker, and stroller were all used to describe a regular fellow, while a lounge lizard was an especially attractive ladies’ man.


The most lavish Flapper vocabulary was reserved, with some degree of disdain, for the cake-eater, a term whose first recorded use is attributed to Thomas Dorgan (TAD) in his comic strip of November 17, 1918, and described by The Flapper’s Dictionary as


… any guy who is addicted to noodle juice parties, one who nibbles at cakes at such parties. One who wears his mop up his sleeve, opposite to a he-man. A sissy.


Other words used to describe the same less-than-he-man included angel child, ballroom golfer, bun-duster, crumb-gobbler, crumb-snatcher, crumpetmuncher, Eskimo pie eater, grummy ostrich, parlor bolshevik, parlor hound, pastry snake, pastry vaulter, porcupine, puddle jumper, snake, sponge cake, and tea-crasher. Even more contempt was reserved for a wallie, a cake-eater with veneered hair.


A beasel hound, scandal walker, or subchaser was a cake-eater who attempted to pick up a Flapper, while a cuddle cootie was a young man who took his Flapper for a ride in a bus or car. A brooksy boy was a classily, if sometimes over-dressed, young man.


Last and least, a dud was a flipper who did not live up to his name.





tasty Good, appealing. Definitely a modern-sounding word suggestive of the surfer culture, tasty is found in “Collegiate,” a song written in 1925 by Moe Jaffe and Nat Bonx with the words “Hasty, hasty—we make life so tasty.”
ten cent box A taxi cab
ten minutes An exceptionally tough (hard-boiled) man
the nuts Anything good
tight Attractive
toddler The faster sister of a FINALE HOPPER (See box on page 14.)
toss and hike To reject one girl and pursue another
Trotzky An old woman with face hair. Another example of intentional misspelling.


U


umbrella A young man any girl can borrow for the evening
unreal Special
upchuck To vomit
upstage Snobbish
urban set A new gown


W


walk in A young man who attends a party without an invitation
water-proof A girl whose fine complexion requires no make-up
weasel A young man who steals a girl from her boyfriend
wet blanket Kill-joy
whangdoodle Jazz
whiskbroom A man with face hair
whoopee Raucous, affable fun
windsucker A braggart
wooden woman A girl who will not go out
Woof! Woof! An expression denoting ridicule
wrestle A type of shimmy dance
wrinkle A girl’s mother
wurp A killjoy


Z


Zowie! An interjection after a sudden bump in the road







Word History: “Any Animal’s Anything”


The expression cat’s pajamas was one of the many Flapper slang expressions to combine an animal with a part of anatomy (“pajamas” being the nonanatomical exception to prove the rule) to convey outright perfection. The two feline metaphors cat’s meow and cat’s pajamas, both of which survive to some degree today, although with a quaint feel to them, were two of the most popular slang expressions of the 1920s and were the genesis of the long lineage of animal expressions that the Flapper favored, all meaning “something great.”


As is the case with most slang words and expressions, a definite etymology is impossible, and varying accounts of the expressions’ origins exist.


In The Random House Historical Dictionary of American Slang, Jonathan Lighter traces cat’s meow to 1921 and cat’s pajamas to 1922. Conversely, Stuart Berg Flexner places cat’s pajamas as the original phrase upon which all future variants were built, noting that when the phrase was coined in around 1920 “pajamas were still somewhat shockingly new.”


Christine Ammer delves further back, writing in It’s Raining Cats and Dogs and Other Beastly Expressions that the expression cat’s meow “seems to have originated in American girls’ schools during the late 19th century and become very popular during the roaring twenties, when Clara Bow, the fabled ‘It girl,’ was widely regarded as ‘the cat’s meow.’ ”


Whatever the origin, the animal metaphor proved to be fast-mutating. The same enthusiastic praise garnered by cat’s pajamas was conjured by the combination of practically any animal and any part of its anatomy, real or imagined. Richmond P. Bond described the evolution of Flapper animal metaphors in American Speech, Vol. 2, No. 1 (October 1927):


“The cat’s meow” is used to express approval of or satisfactory ability on the part of the thing or person referred to. Substitute for “meow” “whiskers,” “eyebrow,” “ankle,” “tonsils,” “adenoids” or “galoshes,” “pajamas,” “cufflinks,” “roller skates,” and the result is the same. The ant and the gnat and the bee and the elephant are also called upon in such hours of need.


While more examples could surely be found, the following list demonstrates the breadth and width of the Flapper’s smart and slangy zoological meta-phors—the bee’s ankles, bee’s knees, bullfrog’s beard, canary’s tusks, cat’s canary, cat’s cuffs, cat’s eye, cat’s eyebrows, cat’s kimono, cat’s underwear, cat’s whiskers (the name of a song by Fred Tibbott and George Rex), clam’s garters, cuckoo’s chin, dog’s ankles, duck’s quack, eel’s hips, eel’s ankle, elephant’s adenoids, elephant’s arches, elephant’s instep, elephant’s hips, elephant’s wrist, frog’s ankles, frog’s eyebrows, gnat’s elbow, goat’s whiskers, grasshopper’s knees, hen’s eyebrows, kitten’s ankles, leopard’s stripes, monkey’s eyebrows, pig’s feet, pig’s wings, puppy’s tail, pussy cat’s whiskers, sardine’s whiskers, snake’s ears, snake’s hips, snugglepup’s bow-wow, tiger’s spots, and turtle’s neck. The basic expressions persist to some extent today, largely among advertisement and headline writers. When astronaut Peter Conrad described the flight of Gemini 5 to Life magazine (September 24, 1965), he said, “We had an orbit. It was the cat’s bandana.”


The Flapper’s animal references were not limited to these sometimes forced-sounding metaphors. A good elk was a kind and decent man, a horse prancer was an inept dancer, a lounge lizard a ladies’ man, a pastry snake or simply a snake was a CAKE-EATER (see box on page 17), a police dog was a Flapper’s finance, a snugglepup was a young man fond of petting, and a tabby cat was the person the Flapper hated the most.







Word History: Whence Flapper?


Lexicographers have advanced two general theories on the process by which the word “Flapper” came to signify, in the words of The Flapper’s Dictionary, the “ultra-modern, young girl, full of pep and life, beautiful (naturally or artificially), blasé, imitative, and intelligent to a degree who is about to bloom into the period of womanhood and believes that her sex has been and will continue to be, emancipated to a level higher than most mortals have been able to attain.”2




College Slang


The Flapper movement dominated the 1920s youth scene, but it was not the only show in town. College campuses generated their own slang, much of which was specific to a campus or the academic setting. Some of the college idiom, though, was general-purpose slang. It is not possible to say where Flapper slang stopped and college slang started, but the words that follow were found in college glossaries but not Flapper lists.


The young male student of the 1920s was very conscious of how he dressed, and he had a range of vernacular to describe it. If he was smooth, he was well dressed without qualification; the doggy student was well dressed, but in a self-conscious and conspicuous manner. A Joe Brooks was a perfect dresser; this expression and its cousin Joe Zilsch (John Doe student) evolved in the late 1920s and early 1930s into simply Joe (the average student). At the other end of things, if you were wet you were an odd dresser or you over-dressed, and most likely you were a braggart without any sense of humor, sophistication, or breeding.


When it came to matters of love and romance, one’s wife was his steady girlfriend. If he wanted to go to a drag (a dance; dragging meant taking a girl to a dance) and had no date, not to worry—take a blind date (a social partner whom one has not met). Combine the two and you could drag a blind—take a blind date to a dance. Necking replaced “petting” to mean kissing, while a party referred either to a girl who necked or necking itself. Still in the sin department, alcohol was known as mule.


Female college students had their own extensive body of slang, which was characterized by elaborate, largely clipped references to professors, courses, and buildings. Of a more general nature was baby as an adjective, denoting that that which was being described was of an introductory or novice level. Something that was very good was quite the berries, while something that was quite amusing was a hoot. A lot of something was oodles. To tub was to take a bath.


 


Written sources on which this section was based include “The University Tongue” by Altha Leah Bass, Harper’s Monthly, March 1922; “College Slang a Language All its Own” in The Literary Digest, March 14, 1925; “College Slang Words and Phrases From Bryn Mawr College” by Howard J. Savage in Dialect Notes, Volume V, pages 139–148; and “Collegians have Language All Their Own” in Word Study, December 1927.





The first school of thought tracks “Flapper” to the English dialect use of the term to mean a young bird of any kind only just able to fly, especially a young wild duck, a definition found in the English Dialect Dictionary dating to 1856 and traced by the Oxford English Dictionary to 1773. An anonymous reader wrote The Evening News of August 20, 1892, explaining the leap from duck to young girl:


Another correspondent points out that a “flapper” is a young wild duck which is unable to fly, hence a little duck of any description, human or otherwise. The answer seems at first sight frivolous enough, but it is probably the correct solution of this interesting problem all the same.


Stuart Berg Flexner agreed that the term’s linguistic ancestor was probably flapper in the duck sense, while Robert Chapman, writing in 1986, suggested a further logical link between the meanings—“perhaps from the idea of an unfledged bird flapping its wings as one did while dancing the Charleston.”


The second school traces flapper to the dialect word “flap,” which Wright defined as “a young, giddy girl.” The 18th and mid-19th century slang dictionaries do not treat “flapper” in this sense, although Farmer and Henley’s A Dictionary of Slang defines flapper as “a little girl” or “a very young prostitute.”


These dual meanings were noted again by J. Redding Ware in 1909 in Passing English of the Victorian Era, where he defined flapper as “a very immoral young girl in her early ‘teens.’ ” In The Long Trail: What the British Soldier Sang and Said in 1914–1918, John Brophy and Eric Partridge identified flapper as pre-World War I “middle class slang” for a teenage girl, “from the pigtail of braided hair she wore and sung about on occasion.” When he first published A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English in 1957, Eric Partridge retained the dual definitions of a young harlot or “any young girl with her hair not yet put up.”




Terms of Dis-Endearment


As Flappers shocked the nation, America was quietly transforming itself from a rural population to an urban one. The Flapper was ever-conscious of those with less sophistication in the ways of the world, and she had a diverse vocabulary to describe naive men from the country, or the sticks. The word hick had been around for centuries, but it gained tremendous ground in the 1920s. Other expressions and terms meaning the same included apple knocker, apple shaker, brush ape, brush hound, bush hound, hay shaker, otig or dumb-otig, and otis.


A dense or dull boy or man could be called a bozo (quite modern even now), gobby, or potato. His female counterpart was known as a bozark, dumbdora, meatball, mockadite, or tomato. Words of disparagement free of any gender association included kluck (someone who was dumb but happy), lob (a dimwit), low lid (an unsophisticate), and a slunge (a person of the lowest kind), a word that has a definite ring of the 1980s Valley Girl to it.





Flapper was thus established slang before the Flapper we know burst on the scene. Variations on flapper abounded even before the word was taken off the shelf in around 1920 and given new life, including flapperhood, flapperdom, flapperism, and flapperish. After the 1920s had passed, Maurice Weseen included several additional variants in his 1934 Dictionary of American Slang, including flapperese (the language of Flappers), flapperitis (the silliness of adolescence), flapperocracy (adolescent girls as a class), and flapperology (the attempt to understand the conduct of adolescent girls); one has to wonder if any of these words were actually used. One British adaptation that arose in 1928 after the grant of the franchise to women in the United Kingdom was flapper-vote.


In the 1920s, the Flapper also knew herself as a barlow, a beasel, a chicken, a flap, a harmonica, a hot mama, a jazz baby, a jolappy, a mama, or a whoopee mama. Special meanings were attached to beaut (a cute Flapper), biscuit (a pettable Flapper), bookie (a Flapper who was easy to date), gerry flapper (one who adored and imitated the American singer Geraldine Farrar), hooker (a Flapper who despised hard work), jeweler (a Flapper who collected fraternity pins), no-soap (a Flapper who refrained from petting parties), pocket twister (a Flapper with expensive tastes), polly (an effusive Flapper), Princess Mary (a Flapper who expected to marry soon), sheba (a sexy Flapper), twister (a Flapper taken to a dance by her GOOF), and weed (a risk-taking Flapper).


* * *
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Chapter 3
 The 1930s:The Joe and the Jerk


“They’re mugging light, they’re muggin’ heavy, they’re in the groove. They’re goin’ to town! They’re SWINGIN’!”


The early 1930s were chaotic years in the United States. The national banking system collapsed, industrial output was drastically depressed, unemployment mounted without respite, and hourly wages plunged for those who were lucky enough to be working. Hunger, homelessness, desperation and dejection were epidemic. One-third of the nation was, President Roosevelt said, “ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” Those who were not were ever conscious of the precipice over which they too could plummet.


Popular youth culture was in many ways undaunted by the nation’s troubles. The entertainment industry knew an opportunity when it saw one, and the 1930s were glory years for the escapes of radio, movies, and music, all of which held no small appeal for America’s young. Low-cost entertainment such as miniature golf, pinball, and jukeboxes swept the country, as did fads such as goldfish swallowing. As Grace Palladino observes in Teenagers: An American History, until the Great Depression most young Americans worked for a living and high school was the domain of the privileged few. The Depression forced young Americans out of the farm, factory, or the home into high school, and in the process of this shift they became for the first time a generational age-group, a separate teenage nation.


Popular youth culture of the early 1930s was defined as much by its revolt against the excesses of the Flapper era as it was by the exigencies of the Great Depression. Youth culture for a few years shied away from the subversive and daring ethic of the Flapper, with Joe College (according to Maurice Weseen “An imaginary typical college boy; a college student of the rah rah type”) and the soda fountain worker (the jerk) epitomizing the cheerful, optimistic, wise-cracking young. Especially in light of what hardships were to come, those who came of age in the early 1930s were a naive yet hopeful group, with a popular culture that reflected the small town, hometown, rural character of the country more than the urban values of Harlem and jive. While spurning the outlaw aspects of the Flapper years, popular youth culture of the early 1930s was nevertheless full of vitality, energy, and humor.




Youth Slang of the Early 1930s


Despite the basically conservative tilt of popular youth culture of the early 1930s, youth slang was remarkably clever and surprisingly modern. Many slang words and expressions which were popular in the early 1930s, before the infusion of jive later in the decade, either became fixtures of youth slang or after a dormant period emerged again towards the end of the century. Bug, cheesy, cramp your style, fade, flick, get around, hot, juicy, large, mean, scrub, slam, slick, smooth, spiffy, spread, suck, and sweet all sound quite contemporary.


While the influence of jive that began to creep into wider youth vernacular in the late 1930s cannot be underestimated, considerable credit must be given to the pre-jive, Joe and Jerk idiom of the early 1930s. It had a decidedly innocent verve and vigor to it despite the conservative forces shaping it.







And Then Came Swing


After a staid first half-decade, the youth culture of the 1930s exploded with swing, big-band jazz that featured improvised melodies and rhythms developed around a given, rehearsed melody. In 1932, Duke Ellington released “It Don’t Mean a Thing If It Ain’t Got That Swing” (music by Ellington, words by Irving Mills); it was a catchy song but a few years ahead of its time. In 1935 swing took off for real with the hit song “Music Goes Round and Around” (a title with an uncanny resemblance to “The Rock Around the Clock” of rock and roll fame) which was worked out by Edward Farley and Michael Riley (words by Red Hodgson) at the Onyx Club on 52nd Street in New York. It was the biggest popular hit since “Yes We Have No Bananas” in the early 1920s. Peter Tamony recalled that “It spun interminably; it was seldom off the air. It fit the mood of the people at the time.”


As America began slowly to pull out of the Depression, swing took off with a passion and ferocity not dissimilar to the Flapper frenzy of the early 1920s. In 1938 and 1939 the jitterbug craze swept the nation, leaving America’s teenagers in large part enthralled and defined by Swing, Jitterbug, and Jive, gathering in hometown or neighborhood soda fountains with jukeboxes blasting Benny Goodman and Artie Shaw, the boys in their loose pants and letter sweaters, the girls in loose skirts, both in saddle shoes, dancing up a storm and talking about the musicians and last Saturday night’s Your Hit Parade and wasn’t life good!







And with it, Jive


With swing, the jive of urban black America (primarily New York, Chicago, and New Orleans) crept into the idiom of America’s youth. The patois of jazz musicians had appeared in print and been used in the lyrics of popular recordings since the 1920s, but it did not begin to move out of the jazz world until the mid-1930s.


Most of the first wave of jive that stole out from the idiom of jazz into popular youth slang dealt with the music itself. Swing glossaries in Downbeat (“The Slanguage of Swing,” November 1935), The Delineator (“It’s Swing!” November 1936) and the Baltimore Evening Sun (“Swing Slang and the Argot of the Cats,” December 19, 1938) were focused almost exclusively on music-specific jive vocabulary—“The cats are licking their chops, they’re friskin’ their whiskers, they’re getting off!!!! They’re mugging light, they’re muggin’ heavy, they’re in the groove. They’re goin’ to town! They’re SWINGIN’!” In the early years, Walter Winchell stood out in his reporting of “Harlem Slanguage,” bringing words other than musician-specific into the light in early 1935.


In 1938, Cab Calloway issued the first of his celebrated little masterpieces of jive lexicography, the Cat-Alogue (later the Hepster’s Dictionary: Language of Jive), which he would revise on a semiregular basis until 1944. By the end of the decade, jive was on its way to defining the slang of American youth. In July 1941, the Pictorial Review reported that “The esoteric terms that were once intelligible only to musicians have become common colloquialisms, bandied about by swing aficionados from coast to coast.” Jive reached its apex in the 1940s, but was revived by the hipsters of the 1950s, adjusted by the hippies of the 1960s, and revisited by the rappers of the 1980s. Jive, the lingua franca of the streets, is covered fully in Chapter Four.







A Joe’s Word List


A


Abyssinia I’ll be seeing you
aces up Excellent
all shot Tired, exhausted
all to the mustard Excellent
all wet No good
Ask me another! I don’t know!
Awgwan! I don’t believe you. “Oh, go on!”


B


ball of fire A bright and dynamic person
barge around To walk slowly
Be good! Good-bye
biff A failure
Big It An self-centered and conceited person
bird A noise made with the lips to indicate dissatisfaction with something. An earlier, kinder, and gentler version of the bird as the profane middle finger. Why a bird? 
boil To walk quickly, to hurry
bong To catch on to a joke slowly
booshwash Empty talk
bounce To flatter
brodie A mistake. Steve Brodie claimed to have jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge on July 23, 1886, but having no witnesses, he was widely suspected of having faked the feat. Thomas Dorgan (TAD) first used the expression “do a brodie” on February 8, 1909, to mean “to leap.” By the 1920’s “brodie” had come to mean a failure or a mistake. 
bug Something that is hard to understand


C


cake To eat
Can the twit! Stop that idle talking!
cats, the Too bad, as “That’s the cats”
Chase yourself Go away and stop bothering me!
check or checker A dollar
Check! All right!
cheek it To bluff
cheesy Bad, repugnant
cheese it To leave
cinch A pushover
coffin nail A cigarette
cords Corduroy trousers
crack wise To make sarcastic remarks
cramp one’s style To interfere with what one is doing
Crap! I’m disgusted!
cush money


D


desert horse A Camel cigarette
dic A dictionary
dilly Foolish
dindy Dandy
dingy Silly
dirt Gossip
dog it To avoid work
doll up To dress up
dope 1. Coca Cola; 2. Flavoring put on ice cream
drag Influence
drift To leave
ducky Good looking
Durham Nonsense. The association with Durham was undoubtedly Bull.


E


eagers, the Anxious desire, as “He has the eagers to meet her.”
egg A crude person


F


fade To leave
Fan my brow! What a surprise! How exciting!
feed A meal




Child Tramps


As the Great Depression (the big trouble in the idiom of the child tramp) ravaged America, the ranks of hobos on the bum were swelled by thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of homeless boys and girls. In their day-to-day conversations, they spoke a slang, separated by lifetimes from the carefree slang of middle-class youth.


Their main care and anxiety was traveling, usually riding freight trains (on the rods), if lucky inside a box car (riding under cover). The alternative to riding on a freight train was legging (walking). At the end of a day, a child tramp looked for a
jungle (hobo camp); if very unfortunate, the child would bunk on his ears (sleep on the ground or floor without blankets). The police (bulls) were a major impediment to travel for child tramps.


To survive, a child tramp had to work, beg or resort to charity. There were not many jobs for homeless children, perhaps pearl diving (washing dishes), working on the street (soliciting for sex) or pulling a job (stealing). Begging involved either picking a stand (fixed spot with plenty of passing foot traffic) and panhandling there or carrying the banner (going door to door), battering privates (knocking on the doors of private homes) and tooling ringers (ringing doorbells); no matter where, mush talk (persuasiveness) was used to get the public to shell out (give money). If all else failed, one could go to Sally’s (the Salvation Army), listen to the Christers and accept the Lord for a meal consisting of days old (stale baked goods), mulligan (a stew) or swill (food fed to hobos and hogs), and misery (bitter coffee).


Fights, quarrels, and sex—too often related—were also frequent subjects of child tramp conversation. Young boy tramps (lambs) had to be on the lookout for wolves or fruiters who would lure or force them into that sin. If a boy got involved with a grill (girl), he had to be careful or he would get burned (contact venereal disease).


 


The primary source for this sad little look at the slang of child tramps is Boy and Girl Tramps of America by Thomas Minehan (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1934).


Idling


Slang of the young often reserves a special place in its heart for doing nothing, for idling. In the early 1930s, one finds the decidedly modern jell or the less modern jelly as a synonym for relax, with the disclaimer by American Speech that it was “distinctively a University of Missouri Expression.” Other candidates included bean, cake, do the drag, horse around, louse around, mess around, phutz around, and sluff.





flea A pest
floss To flirt
fog-bound Inattentive
frog To cheat
frog-skin A dollar
full guy A liberal spender


G


gasper A cigarette
get around To be popular. Thirty years later, the Beach Boys released a hit single, “I Get Around,” using the expression in this sense. ginned up Dressed up
girk To cheat
give the high sign To wave and attract someone’s attention
good egg A popular person
Good Joe An amiable person
good onion A popular person
goof or goofer A foolish person. To the Flapper, a goof was a boyfriend. By the 1930s, the word had reassumed its earlier meaning.
Got one? Gimme one! Kiss me!
goup A stupid person
grounder A cigarette butt picked up off the ground


H


half pint A trifling person
hash To gossip
heat To criticize
Here I is! Hello!
hit a flick To go to a movie




A Ford by Any Other Name


The automobile, still something of a luxury in the 1920s, became an integral part of the life of American youth in the 1930s. The Ford symbolized the automobile, and the slang idiom of the young provided a wide variety of terms for the humble Ford, including a-merry-can, baby Lincoln, bone crusher, bouncing Betty, crate, Detroit disaster, flivver, Henry’s rattle, Henry’s go-cart, jitney, junk, leaping Lena, leaping Lizzie, Lincoln light four, Michigan mistake, puddle jumper, Rolls rough, Spirit of Detroit, tin can, Tin Lizzie, and tintype.


The Female


Youth slang of the 1920s was female-dominated, while the tone of slang of the 1930s reverted to the male. Within the body of slang was a wide assortment of words for girls, including a baby, bag (unattractive), beetle, belle, bim or bimbo, blimp (loose), breigh, broad, buff, butter and egg fly (popular), buttermilk (unattractive), calico, canary, choice bit of calico (attractive), clinging vine (delicate), crock (unattractive), dame, darb (popular; slightly altered from its “attractive” meaning in the 1920s), doll, extra (a girl whom nobody wants to date), fem, filly, flame, flirt, frail, fuss (frequent companion), guinea, hairpin, heiferette (young), honey, hot mama (attractive), hot sketch, hotsy-totsy, keen number (attractive), lemonette (unpopular), lolleos (popular), Minnie, muddy plow (unattractive), muff, peach (attractive), petting skirt, piece (loose), piece of calico, pig, pot, powder puff (frivolous), queen (attractive), rib, S.Y.T. (Sweet Young Thing, beating Michael Jackson’s P.Y.T.—Pretty Young Thing—to the punch by more than 50 years), sack (unattractive), sardine, sex-job (loose), sheba, skirt, smelt, snappy piece of work, squab, squaw, stuff, sweet mama (attractive), sweet patootie (attractive), tot, or wren.





honey, a A person or thing that is pleasing or attractive
honey cooler A kiss
honk To cheat
hoot Something that’s funny
hops Information
horsefeathers Nonsense
hose To flatter
hot stuff The latest news or trend
H’roo Hello
hump A cigarette
Hurro Hello


I


I mean and how! This is so very true!
in the bushes Despondent
In your hat! I don’t believe that!
invisible blue A policeman
itty Sexually appealing. A probable allusion to the It Girl, Clara Bow, the famous sex symbol of the 1920s.


J


jack money
jack up To tutor
Joe A term of address
joed Tired
juicy Enjoyable


K


kippy neat


L


lacing A thrashing
lalapaloosa Anything out of the ordinary
large Active and exciting
Lift it! Move over!
lugg A bulky young man
lulu Something that is very good
lung To argue




Marbles—Lost and Otherwise


With some exceptions, the acquisition of slang seems to begin as children approach adolescence. One notable exception is the slang and slang jargon of marble-playing, a great Depression-era pastime for children. Games of marbles were played for centuries before the 1930s and are still played today, but the game’s zenith was in the 1930s.


The equipment used in marbles was simplicity personified, marbles used for shooting (aggies, alleys, bowlers, moonies, pimps, shooters, or taws) and marbles used as targets (baits, commies as in “common,” not “communist,” crockies, dibs, ducks, hoodles, immies, kimmies, mibs, or stickies).


Technique was also described in slangy schoolboy terms. Knuckling down or knucks was to rest one’s knuckles on the ground while shooting, bowling was rolling as opposed to shooting, dive bombing was shooting from your knee, histing was raising a hand from the ground while shooting, lofting was shooting in an arcing trajectory, and fudging was cheating. Hitting two or more of an opponent’s marbles out of the ring was dubs, while a snooger was a close miss. To clean the ring was the marbles version of running the table in pool—to hit all of an opponent’s marbles out of the ring.
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