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Editor's note to Volume 6 : SHELTA - the secret language 
Part D 

Tnis volume forms part of a resource collection cm the Irish Travelling People. 
Tne collection and its accompanying teadll.ng kit of photographs, slides and 
tape are held in the library of the University of Ulster at Jordanst0'.1n. In 
addition to the 12 volumes listed belC>W there are two supplementary collections, 

.the first containing three reports/surveys by the West .Midlands Education 
Authority and, the second containing some recent annual reports of co=cils and 
committees for Travelling People in Ireland. 
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VOLUME 
VOLUME 
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VOLUME 
VOLU!£ 
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VOLUl-IB 
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VOLUJ.lE 
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11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

. . 
: 

: 

Early History (Parts A~c) 
The Republic of Ireland 1951-81 (Parts A- H) 

Northern Ireland (Parts A-DJ 
: Britain 
: The United States of America 
: Shel ta, the secret language (Parts A-D) • • 
: Folktales and Folk Music 
: 
. . 
. 
• . . 
. . 
. . 
: 

Education (Parts A- K) 
Gypsy Site Provision in England and Wales (Part.S A....:J) 

Table of Contents and Bibliography 
Health and Welfare (Parts A-B) 
Annual Reports (Parts A-C) 
Republic of Ireland 1982-85 (Parts A-B) 
Gypsies and Other Nomadic Groups 
Miscellaneous (Parts A-

Due to the amount of material some volumes have had to be bound in separate 
sections, eg Volume 6, Part A and Volume 6, Part B. Many of the volw:es 
contain material which has been specially written for the collection. ?he 
page numbers in each volU!De are prefixed by the volume nu:nber, hence 5.16 
refers to volume 5 page 16 and 12A4 to volume 12 section A page 4. The 
supplement page numbers are prefixed by the letter 'S' fellowed by the 
page number. Any other page number present willrelate to the original 
book or journal from which the material has been reproduced. Where the 
material consists of an extract or extracts this fact is indicated in the 
table of contents, eg Maher, Sean (197~) The Road to God Knows Where 
(extracts ppl46-9). Where all or part of an article appeared directly 
relevant to more than one area of the collection it has been included in 
each of the volumes concerned. 

Part D of Volume 6 contains sixteen items arranged in alphabetical order 
by author. Included are several of the most recent writings on the subject . 

In compiling this and other volumes in the collection thanks are due to 
many people, to the staff at the University Library, to Margaret Trew for 
typing and to Carol Blair for checking the page numbering. 

University of Ulster 

December 1987 
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• The following extracts are taken from 

• 

a) "A Linguistic Description of the Speech of Urban 

Travelling Children" by Alice Binchy, unpublished 

B.A. dissertation. N.I.H.E. Dublin, September, 1983. 

b) "Shelta : An Historical and Contemporary Analysis" 

[ by Alice Binchy, unpublished M.A. thesis. N.I.H.E. 

Dublin , June, 1985. 
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APPENDIX I 

TRANSCRIPTS RELATING TO CANT 

The following is a transcript of those parts of the Exchange 

House tapes which concern cant. 

Tape 1. (25-1-1983) 

Intvr.: Did you ever hear about a language that travellers 

G. • • 

have, a secret language? Do you know any words? 

Could you say some of them? 

The two of us will say them. 

G. & M.: A lackeen, a lackeen is a woman. 

M. : A feen is a man. 

(T., interrupting: Stall, gi'us a bit o' the inoch.) 

M. : A beor, oh I said a beor, didn't I? 

Intvr.: No you didn't say beor. 

M. . 
• A beor is a woman, isn't it? 

Intvr.: Another word for a woman? 

M. 

T. 

M. 

.. 

• • 

• . 

• • 

• Yes, and a gallye is a child. 

Ballye m'anoshin, don't crush(?) the feen. 

He said that time, he said gallyoon that means ... 

what's it mean? Child? 

. .. ----Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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Intrv.: Does it mean child? 

T. : Nn •• 

Intrv.: What's it mean? 

T. • • Stop, he says - what'd you say, T--? 

T. • • 'f you think I'm goin' to keep putting into that 

chat •. 

(Girls laugh, nervously.) 

T. : Oh, I speak too fast, I know better than that .. 

Intvr. : It doesn't matter if you speak fast - do you know a lot 

of the language? 

T. • • Ave. 

M. . 
• A gruppa is a shop. 

Intvr. : What's money? 

G. & M. : What's money? Grade. 

T. : Who buoaed, who took my tin of chat? or durra? 

M. : Larry took it. 

Intvr.: Any other words? 
• 

T. : Bua us, bug us a bit of the durra. 

M. : Durra's bread, and weed is tea. 

Intvr.: And cvhat'::; bug? 

--

• 

83 

M . : Bug on, (sest?) bug on means co~e on. 

Intvr.: Where do you learn the language? Do you talk to 

other peep.le, and they (kind of) tell you words? 

. 
T. : We're reared up in it. 

M. : Yeah. 

Intvr.: And your parents, and everyone you know, would speak it? 

M. : !-1m. like all travellers would, yeah. 

Intvr.: Do they speak it all the time? 

M. : No . 

Intvr. : 

M. . 
• 

Intvr. : 

M. . . 

Only when they're with other people, is it? 

No, we just talk ordinary, like, but we know if they 

say anything in their language we knows what they're 

saying. 

But if you don't want them to know what you'r saying, 

you speak like that? 

M.~, the travellers will know what we're saying. 

(These questions were badly framed: the They's were confusing, 

but M. shows she k~ew who was intended each time.) 

Intvr.: There must be more words, are there words for 

everything? 

T. : Hm? Aye, there is, but .... 

. -Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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Cullions is spuds. 

T. : I'm gonna currib the shade if he ever bugs round 

• 
my deelya. 

Intvr.: (Admiring noises) 

(All laugh. ) 

Intvr.: Could you say that again? 

M. : He said he's going to currib the shade if he bugs 

around him ... 

Intvr.: What does that mean? 

'T' - . : That rr.eans, I'm gonna currib the shade if he ever 

Intvr.: 

T. • • 

Intvr. : 

crisses round my deel, over beegin the poke anoshin. 

(Hore ad.miring noises) Say something else. 

Say something else? There's somebody at the rattler 

anoshin, go and (fud?) the fine. 

What does that mean? 

All together: Somebody, there's somebody at the door, go and 

tell the man. 

• 

Intvr.: Say some more. 

T. • • I'm not even 'posed to be in this kena anoshin. 

(All laugh) 

G. : Said he's not 'posed to be in .. 

T. : No, I'm barred. 

.. ,,..~ .. 

• 

• 
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Tape 2. (25-1-1983) 

M. : Steamer is a fag. 

G. • • 

• 

She said to me, make game(?) for a staymer. 

M. : That means I axed her for a fag. 

(Mt. comes in. After talking to the others for a few moments, 

she realises the tape recorder (on the table in front of her) is 

recording and says ''Oh, I'm corribed, that isn't on? go 'way" 

but she is laughing as she says it.) 

Tape 3. (2-2-1983) 

(When the secret language is mentioned P. says "hally gilly 

gooly gallya" which is interesting compared to Harper's 

experience.) 

P. • • 

Intvr.: 

P. • • 

Intvr.: 

P. • • 

Stall anoshin, bug on cush on .... that means, stall 

anosha, stop, cush on anosha means bug on, walk on, 

go on. 

So, bug on, that means go on? 

Go on, and misley on, that means go on as well. 

What's that? Mis ... ? 

Misley on ... that means go on and cush on, that means 

go on: stall anosha, that means stop; don't buo on; 

don't run on. 

..~ .,.... ___ _ 

\ 
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Intvr.: Are there words for most things, I mean, is there a 

word for table? 

• 
P. : Table? Tell you a word for tea, weed, cup of weed, 

and qullies, gullies is shoes, and eh, cullions, 

spuds, (last oost?). 

(Everyone laughs) 

Intvr.: 

P. . . 

What's that? 

Old garnrny legs. 

Intvr.: What's a dog? 

?., and others: Comra. 

Intvr.: What's a horse? 

P. : A h o rse? a chattel, a chattel, some of the people call 

a horse ....... . 

Intvr.: And what's a .... steamer? So if you said, could you 

say, bug me a steamer? 

P. : Bua 's a steamer. Bug us a steamer off t'ye. I had 

to bug it off t'ye. 

• 

Tape 4. (9-2-1983) 

Intvr.: Do you know any words of the secret language? 

M. : The gammon. 

- .~ _ . __,.. .. - .... .... - -. J. ~ ..._ .. . - .... _ _,. _ _ ---- _,.,._,.,_ .;.. ... .._._.._. ----~ ... ...... 
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Mn. : Oh, did she tell you all o' that? 

Intvr.: 

Mn • • • 

She told me some of it 

What'd she tell you? 

(M. laughs) 

•••• 

Intvr. : Just words for ••• give me a cigarette, things like 

Mn. • • 

Intvr.: 

that. 

Cigarette's not the gammon. 

No, I know, but, bug us a steamer .. 

Mn. : Steamer. Slag. (He pronounces it as if was an Irish 

word) 

Intv r.: And any other words? 

Mn. • • Roweltye. 

Intvr.: What's that? 

Mn. : Milk. 

Mn. • • Gi'us a sup o' weed. 

Intvr.: Tea? 

Mn. • • 

Intvr. : 

Mn. • • 

Mm, that's.right. 

And comra, is it, is a dog? 

Right, and braw, lackeen, a woman. 

Intvr.: That's a man? 

Feen. 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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Sub la 

Intvr.: Haven't heard that one. 

Mn. • • That's a young fellow. 
• 

Intvr.: And what's a child? 

Mn. • • 

Intvr.: Where does this language come from? 

Mn. • . 

Intvr.: 

Mn. . 
• 

Ah, miss, you're askin' me? 

Well, where did you learn it? 

Ah, I learned it off my father. 

Intvr.: Well, where do you think it comes from? 

Mn. • . I just think it comes from the breed . 

M. (laughing sardonically): S'right, the bad breed. 

Intvr.: Did you ever hear of Shelta? 

Mn. . . Shelta? Yeah ... 

Intvr.: Is that another name for the language? 

Mn. : That's another name .• 

Intvr.: 

M. • • 

• 

Would you ever talk it all the time? 

What's Shelta? 

Intvr.: It's another word for gammon. 

• 

[ 

[ 
I . 

[ 

J 
[ 

[ 

[ 

[ 

l~ 

Mn . 

M. 

Mn. 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• 
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You're stayin' up agin the wall, where no wind can 

get at you ... 

Oh, shelter. 

• 

Do we use the language all the time? We do not, 

only half use it. Well, when we're talking to a 

grade-ogue (he says it as if it's an Irish word) or 

anything. ( l .aughs) • 

Intvr.: To a what? 

Mn. • • A grade-ogue, a guard, we .use it sometimes. 

Intvr.: Why, so they won't know? 

Mn. • • Oh, they won't know what we're talking about. Ive 

pass out words to one 'other, d'you know that? We 

talk to one another, like, and the guard wouldn't 

understand. 

Intvr.: But if you were just talking to other travellers, 

Mn. • . 

you wouldn't use it? 

No, they knows it theirselves 

now and get a cup of tea .. 

• 

• •• Well, I'll get up 

-- ~ - -· - • 

I 
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CHAPTER VI 

SHELTA TODAY 

Travellers have existed as an autonomous • +-co mm .in~ -Y for 

centuries. They have been seen by the settled corrm1.inity as 

united only by the bond of common occupation, whereas ir; 

fact they have been held together by their outcast 
S +-at c ~c:: ._ ...i ..... , 

[ 
their traditionally nomadic way of life, and their endoga~.·. 

' 

But while these are contributing factors to the sens-: of 

[ 
community among Travellers, 

rr1err:ber ship the . 
sine qua non for 

of that community is kno~ledse cf Sh::lta. Tnis h" c '· _._. 

[ apparently been ,., . 
en'-AJr1ng bond over the an Ce -+-Url"'-"' J!L - --1 - ...... ~ c. •• -

even today, when the average ur.::ian Traveller may have c. 

vocabulary of less than a hundred ~ords, Shelta is still 

[ 
regarded as the mark of the real Traveller. 

[ Shel ta is learned in i;ifancy one might a • • +-J 01 n~ say as 

l~ 
first language. How travelling children learn to keep 

separate their two vocabularies, which share the same 

syntactic structure, would make an interesting study, and 

" would appear to be relevant to research on bilingualism. 

[ • 

Some Travellers today suggest that while "Shelta • . 
l. s the 

language of the real Traveller, Cant was and is an inferior 

variety spoken by people on the fringes of Traveller life, 

150 
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who did not really belong. If this were true, it would 

mean that the rr.ajority of Travellers today are "hangers-on", • -111"'111• 

and the descender.ts of hangers-on, common 
. 

since the most 
• 

name for the language today in Ireland is Cant. 
not It . 

lS 

clear whether cant in the Travellers' sense has had any 
bearing on the secondary or dictionary meaning - whether ln 

fact instead cf there havi:-ig been two separate +.- • +.- • en1....1 Lles, 

what we are talking about ls the same entity at different 

stages cf development. 

[ 
It is clear from evidence presented . 

ln earlier chapters that 

[ Shelta was at some stage a lanouace. - - How Shelta vocabulary 
tc b.: 

q:..iestion Ei1glish, lS to [ a we mJ.st 

attempt to resolve, however tentatively. 

George and Sharon Gmelch, writing about the emergence of 

Travellers as an ethnic group, described how, 
at some 

uncertain stage ln the past, Travellers gradually 
differentiated themselves from the settled population. 

Perhaps the evidence they presented should be looked at in a 

slightly different light. 
Supposing that Travellers, as J 

seems quite likely from what we have seen ln earlier 

chapters, have always considered themselves as separate from 
• 

the settled population, could it t b · 
no e said that the 

changes that led the Gmelches to describe them as "gradually 

differentiating themselves", were ln fact changes in the 

perception of Travellers by settled people? 
On this 

151 

• 

· Travellers up to the time of their s'..lpposec hypothesis, 

were tr'..lly a secret peop.L.e, separation or differentiation 

speaking truly a· secret language, looking like Irish people 

from the outside but have a secret "nationality" o: their 

own, and having more ln co::runon 

· •h -t-' e" Wl..... S-:::: ._,;. ...... 

with "' . noma ..... 1c groups 

pecple. It co·..:ld be throJghout the world than 

argued that it was the change . " of perception o~ Travellers by 

settled people that created the need for a protective 

language; Shel ta lex is was used for this, an Enolish -in 

syntactic structure. Travellers claim that the advantage of 

that 
. . oets1aers as a is disguise code Shel ta/Gammon/Cant 

not realise it is beinq used a=a1ns-: 

is an ad'\ran~ao'3 in . . " l ":Se-'-.._. "'"'e"":.,...~ -.J o• ,.. _._I structure 

d · merely changed its setting. rather than ying, The history 

of Cant in England in the Middle Ages, as, Cit is ar:;ued) a 

reduced form of Shelta used for subterfuge, could be said to 

l'tself in Ireland. Some traces of the real have repeated -

language remain, however, in its usage ln domestic and 

non-confrontational settings, and f • that the mark :en the ac_ 

· hi' s knowledge of Shelta./Ga:nn1on/ of a real Traveller remains 

Cant. 

Shelta Today 

We must now exam1 ne the changes that have taken place in 

t d · d by MacAlister; Shelta since it was last s u ie , _ 

the present vocabulary tells about the Travellers' 

152 
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system; at Travellers' attitudes to their language; and at 

the prospect of its survival. 

• 

Most of the Trave lers interviewed had a basic Shelta 

vocab~lary of between one and two hundred words. There are 

undoubt.edly people with vastly richer stores of words, and 

there are pecple who would , or.. .... y know a handful of words. 

The vocabulary present below includes the words in CC'mmonest 

Since Shelta is an ur.written language, use. 
one would 

expect there to be a fair amount of variation in versions 

cf the same word, but even allowing for the passage cf time, 

mere variation was found than -;..·c.s expected. Fer exa:nole, • 

c!"!irps ar:d chirics were beth given for the wora Mac.l>.lister 

gives as t'ux "clothes''; Mac.1\lister 's m1rsun "shawl" is 

given as both meersoon and meersoom; MacAlister'a kun'el 

"potato" is invariably cullion; MacAlister's tirpog "a rag• 

has become trapog; talop "belly" has become tralop; l'esk 
•(to) tell" has become leisp; nefeis "shame" was i:-i 

MacAlister's time interchangeabale with nefin: this 
. 
is now 

invariable neshif; kuldurm "asleep" has become cudlum: 

this may be the res;.ilt of interference from English. One 

Traveller explained this word: "If you have a child and 

you' re trying to get hi\!! to sleep, you cuddle' um. " One 

wonders whether these transpositions may not be the result 

of the continuing Shelta process, at work on itself. 

Merril McLane, writing about the survival of a Calo lexicon 

153 

-
z, Ji s ti ::czsQZ4uza SallfG?llt'i ?'*# ·>it'. >•!1141* 1 ; ........ ,. -

.. 

[ ] 

( 

[ 

' 

' 

• 

f S 'sh Gypsi·es desrrioes among a group o pani , - - the extension of 

the meanings of established words: while usually this is 

for the purpose of enlarging the vocabulary, it f..:nctions 

differently ·in Calo: "it 
. 
is a orocess, perhaps pecul:ar to 

dying languages, in which the mea:1ing of existing Calo ite::-s 

are extended to replace ones that have been lost, rather 

than representing new items er ccr:cepts" (1977:306). 

type of change is where the original meaning is retained by 

is extended to include one or rr.ora meanings for words whic!". 

have been lost. This process can also be seen in Shelta: 

ma 1.ya "hand" > arm, w~ist; it has also been extended 

figuratively - malyad, "arrested"; cora "fcot 11 > le;; . ' re1:; 

"straw, grass" > hair; pi ''rnou:. :-, '1 > f a.:::~e. 

"an eye" was extended to mean a watch; this lea to the 

eclipse of the Shelta word turc "time" because of the 

similarity of the wor s e1g someone , _ d G · the turc beca.me Geig 

someone the 1 urc. Something of the same process can be 

. 
seen in as the words glodax and ladu, aiven by Macl>.lister -
meaning "dirt, dirty" and "earth, soil", respectively. The 

two words seem 

lagadi "dirty". 

to have been compressed in the modern word 

One may query interference from the Romani 

mochadi "dirty, impure". 

• 

While in Calo meanings are extended to compensate for a 

dwindling ex icon, · l · and i· n Romani· words are "incoined" or 

compounded, in 

the lexicon. 

in Shelta there are two ways of filling gaps 

One is the use of generic terms like inoch, 

154 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



• 

as verb or noun. Sentences like inoch ;.ised _
1
.:h can be 

•· 
inochs, which could mean Hide stones, or Peel the 

. ..,,,~atoes, depending on the context underline the present-
' . 
• ime orientation of most Shelta corrcrunication: gesture and . . 
ftroximity are necessary supple~ents. 
' 

7~e other way of filling gaps "-!1 the lexicon is the 

:raditional Shelta process of Even quite young 

children are aware, perhaps even subconsciously, of how this 

is done: when asked a Shelta/Ca:it word they do not know, 

they will m:ike one uo grc.pp:e, for apple was 

a child iw·r10 could r.o:. r eri-e. :r.Oer the \.-1or C. 

- -·~, ~ -..... ,...,_ (Irish ul + pre:ix gr- ) 

that the construction 
. 
lS ident1ca.:., except t f~o.t a;-.i E:-l:;~isf1 

rather than an Irish word is used in this case.) Other 

examples are groilet for toilet, slag for cigarette, (from 

fag + prefix sl-l, gredog for guard. This last seemed to be 

a very ad hoc invention, based either on some modification 

of "guard" or on a reworking of the Shelta shade or sedog . 

One older Traveller, when asked if he had ever heard this 

term (gredogl said he had no~, but pointed cut the 

similarity between the ne\oi' word and the Shelta for goat, 

this explanation, which seems an unlikely one, grebhog: 
• 

would make the new word analogous to the word pig for police 

in some circles. If Travellers still recognize a Shelta 

word as such, after modifications such as the above , and 

the, perhaps unconscious, transpositions mentioned earlier , 
• 
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the implications are interesting for the classi:!:'ication of 

the language; this is an area which would pro:!:'it from 

further investigation. 
• 

Anthony Cash (1977:178) himself of Traveller descent, has 

pointed out the range of the vocabulary of Shel ta in itself 

indicates the inadequacy of the "sec:ret code" d e. c i· - ; .. i· or: --- ,~ ........... . .;_ .. 
-

He quoted some Shelta/Ga~~on words which he considered could 

only belong to intimar.e familial contexts. The vocabi:lary 

gathered for this s~udy has 31 words under the heading Food 

and Drink; 24 under the Family and Other Persons; 22 ur.der 

Parts of the Body; 14 in Household Ite~s; 12 under Birds 

and Animals; 8 u:-ider Clothing; 8 under Trade and Work 

Items; 7 Money; and 7 u:-ider The Camp. 

police are well represented, with four or five alternative 

titles, and there are words for stealing, police station and 

prison, these are far outweighed by words which belong to 

the most un-confrontational of contexts. MacLane points 

out that Calo retains words for moral concepts like good, 

truth, lying and shame. While words for truth and lying 

were still extant when MacA.lister 's words were collected, 

they are no more; but Shelta retains two words for good, one 

in the everyday sense, the other in the sense of holy or \ 

• 

venerated. The word for shame is retained in Shelta, and 
• 

is very widely known. Calo has 18 words for family members, 

including two words 
. . 

virgin: has no word for for Shel ta 

virgin, or bride, and only 11 for family members, and these 
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• 

not all widely known. But Shel -:a has two words for 

promiscuous women: the difference was explained by 

Traveller: "Ripiuc is a prostitute; minteil is a whore - one 
• 

who does it for ·nothing". That SheJ.ta should no1-.· have no 

words for aunt, uncle, bro~her, siste::, cousin, or daughter 

(significantly, t!"Je word for sen is widely known) is 

Qiff ic:.:::. to und.:rstand in the of the jmportance to 

T::aveller life of the extended fa:r.ily, but the fact tha -: 

Shelta, unlike Romani, does not see~ to have any ritualistic 

function at weddings, wakes and S'..JCh 
. occasions, may be at 

least a partial explanation. 

S~elta Vocabularv and Sentences 

Presented below are a vocabulary a~d sentences collected 

from the five ms.in informants. The criteria fo:: inclusion 

have already been mentioned in the Introduction, where the 

difficulties of orthography have also been discus sed. 

agetchil = afraid 

aid = butter 

alamach = milk; gami alamach = buttermilk 

anosha now, at once, there, belonging to there 

aswurt - up, above 

beor - woman 

beeg steal 
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binni little, small, . fine - nice, 

blainog COW 

bleater sheep 
• 

braven - oats, corn 

buffer - settled person 

bug = (to) get, give, buy, take 

buggle, bugail(?J = ~to) take, give -
burry, buri = good, great, fine 

Cam = son 

caideog = s t one, rock 

c ena, c1 nne = h o use ; gritch ce na - t ~ s;:~al; 

chat = (any)thing 

chelp = cook 

chelpin = boiling 

cheri = fire 

cherpins = fingers 

chimis = sticks, trees 

chirks, chirps = clothes, bedclothes 

claithean = a hedge 

cob = cabbage 

coinne, conye = ex.crement 

coireog = privates 

comra dog 

coras feet 

carries = shoes 
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corrib = kill, fight, hit 

craidi - (to) stay, lodgins; craidi-in waiting 

cri = rise, get up · 

cripeach = cat, rabbit 

crolus, crolusc =hunger, hungry 

croudeog = hen 

crush = (t.o) go, in an emergency sense 

cudlu:n - sleep t 
c:.i1nne - priest 

cullions = potatoes t 
curry = horse 

deis = (exclaffiation> l o ok ou~, loo~ a~ t ~ :s 

dil (also yil, jeell my, your, his / her, their, 

me, you, him/ her, them 

dolirni = night 1 
dreeper = bottle 

d:.ira = bread it 
) 
• 

elim - bu.tter 

it 
fe = meat 

feen - man 

fecir, ficir - (this word is given as "a sweep" by 

MacAlister: this definition caused great 

i t~ 
~ I 

l It ~ ., . ' ' . i 
f: 
' 
I, I 

' • • 
' 

amusement. The real, or present meaning was 

difficult to determine exactly, but it has to 

• !: • • 
! 

~ 

J j: • j ·I • I 
l 
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ao with sexu·al int.erco.:rse). 

gallye = a child 

garni =bad, evil~ wicked 

ga p = kiss 

gat, gater =alcoholic drink porter; ga~ cena 

gatch = pc_ r; gatch cena = poorhoJse 

oat h = young -
ga t her < - father 

Galyune - (excla ~at.ion) God, Lord 

geig = ask, beg; geiger = beggar 

ge stiman = magistrate 

g l adar - to cheat 

a l azer - wind ow 

glimmer = fire 

gl e och = man; gleoch sudil n ~'em-­ge . .... J.. l .c. 1.. 

gleochin = looking 

glocots = police, guards 

glori = listen 

glorog - ear 

gop (long o) - cold 

go pa (long o) - pocket 

grade, goreid - money 

gradar (long a) - solder 

gredog (long el - guard, policeman 

grag, greig =a street or town 

. grainne = a ring 
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grainneog = a hedgehog (Irish) 

grani = to know, understand 

grascrir. = cursing 

gre = tea 

grebhog = goat 

gredan -

. F. 
gr1~1r. - coat 

gris~e - s:ra-:..~ 

grishul = beard 

• 

gritch = sick; gritch cer.a 

grocKins = s~~ckings 

arod= = co-<,, ,J ..... - ....... _ 

g ro~--- ..JC- -

gruper (tol work 

grucra, grooje = sugar 

gruir.neog = window 

gru la - app::.e 

gr.lp;;. a shop 

(to) close, shut 

hospital 

small pot, cup, porringer 

gulimas, gullies =shoes, boots 

guth = wire 

• 

inoch - Canylthing; generic term used as a verb and noun 

jigger - a door 
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jumnick Sunday 

kimmis (see chimisl sticks 
• 

klisp = to break 

kradi (see craidi l - stop, stay 

krishk = old 

labi, lobby= hide 

ladu = earth, dirt 

lagun = bucket, can or pot 

lagadi dirty 

laicin - girl 

laig = (tol lose 

lampa = a bag 

lampeid - a blanket 

laprog a duck 

lascan - salt 

lascun herring; lascan lascun salty herring 

laspurt = bastard 

lasun gathera, nadherum - grandfather/mother 

ledi cena = chapel 

ledog = a lady 

leisc, leisp (tol tell I 

li = bed 
• 

liba = blooc 

lirki = mad, angry 

loba = word 

162 

:. t'.Aii' r• 'ifJ• i'"J..""*<'4.'f.!:SWIA••aq: ; a a (.,.. .•.«MS u ?*AJl . a.,;a : ASCII 2 + • .P•ttax :a t :a Q!Lt : z 42 accs:iw 
Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



• 

lobar = to fight 

lore = car, two-wheeled wagon 

losped (long al = married 
• 

lub = a hole 

luban <long al - tent 

lubar = to hit someone 

lubin (long i) =loaf (cf bread) 

lugi-in, lungi-in = crying 

lu-og =meal (wheat, oats etc. l 

lure eve· 
• I a watch; the time 

lurp flour 

lush - ..; ... ;nk· - C1 ....,,.._ .._ · I porter 

lush - to eat, or drink 

lushed, lushy = drunk 

malyas hands; malyad taken by the police 

maisin basin 

ma loch nose 

marach - donkey 

medrin carrying; beer medrin - a pregnant woman 

mealtog = shirt 

meirigin = box, budget, gladar box 

mersurn, miarsuin = shaw~ 

mideog = a shilling; 

midil = devil 

five mideogs - five pence; 

mile = a bit, a bite 

minceir =Traveller; minceir's thari - Shelta/Gamrnon/Cant 
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minic, munic = name 

minteil = whore 

miscon - breast 
• 

mishur - dresser 

misli - go, walk; misli-in going 

molly camping place, carr.p 

mons = a fool 

muggle apple 

munkera = the country 
. . muni, muine holy, good; muniness - heaven 

. muog = pig 

ITtUSco; - sp~on 

m'..lskers, mus cos . . 
- p01-1Ce 

nadeis = place, camp 

nadherum =mother; lasu~ nadherum = grandmother 

neaca = a can, e.g. for milking cows 

~ . 
ne~eis, neshif 

nides = people; 

shame, embarrassment; 

nide go burry = fairies 

ni'deis =don't, it's not, no 

nioc - (to) steal; niocin = stealing 

aneshif as harr.ed 

niuc - head; penny: niuc of cob = haad of cabbage 

niucle = candle 
• . niup = urine 

nobra = turf; nobra's thari - Bog-Latin 

nomera a room 

nuggle - gun 
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nump, niump - a pound 

olimi, dolimi - r.ightr darkness 

paveys = Travellers 

pek = food 

pi = mcuth, face 

pincin = louse, flea, vermin 

plank = (to) hide 

raci< = comb 

ragli = garde::; m'..lgg le rag li 

raglum, riglum = iron, hammer 

rattler = a train 

reib = hay, hair, grass 

ribeal a bottle 

riblin - sheet 

rille, rillich = mad 

ripiuc = prostitute 

rispa = trousers 

rispin = "piece" 

rispun - prison 

rodus - door 

rog = a four-wheeled wagon 

roglin = laughing 

rouiltye = milk 
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sale - take, arrest 
• 

saka~ : .n 

sarc field 

sarrag, sharrock = (police) barracks 

scai, scuth =water 

scaihop = whiskey 

scop (to) open 

scir - C? J holy; beor sc1r = a nun 

scibilin, scibol = barn 

scimeis = drunk 

scurrier = w'.ieel 

searg = red 

seders - matches 

sedogs guards 

sh"des - guards 

sham = man 

shilc = (to) sell 

s1ucan bacon 

siudin a cake of bread 

sluinne = a gla ~ s 

skafer- = silver 
I 

• 

skiv = fish 

sooner a dog 

spunch - tobacco 

sraca = a cake of bread 
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sread = a spade 

sreata = gate 

srideal = bottle 
• 

srinte = a pint 

srocter = a doctor 

stain - tin 

sta:l - stop, do _, I~ .. ~ 

staimeirs = papers, s~mrnonses 

steamer(s) =a pipe, cigarettes 

strumble = straw 

strurr.na = piper 

s:.ibla, sublich = a bo·•, r·oung felloK 

SUD.l = look, look - ~ . 0. c.. , su::i-iri = l ~o··' n ....... !\ ...... a 

tal gata - ten 

ta lose • - aay 

thari - (to) talk 

tobar - road 

tom= big, fine 

tori = to follow, to come back 

tosarun - half-crown 

tospin, tosped = dyi:ig, dead 

tral = tongue; cuinne's tr al Latin 
• 

trollop - belly, stomach 

trapogs - rags 

trip = a sup 

tugs, teachs = clothes 
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tur backside 

washbol = soap 
• 

weed tea 

whid talk; stall your whiddin - stop talkin~ 

Shel ta/Ga:'."_-non ICa:it: 

your um milk 

Sentences and Phrases in Shelta 

Tne sublich 's out a:iosha .._.._,,, b·"'' 1 S O'.._ l.-~l...... .....1 --

Stall ancsha = stay there 

Galyu:ie, beor anosha, we'll be sa~c-eo· - Goa· t:he ""-an' - - , . ""~"' . s 

there, we'll be arrested! 

The gleoch anosha = the man belonging to there 

Burra subla that'll bug a mile of fe = good boy that'll get 

a bit o:' meat 

Bug us a steamer = give me a cigarette 

I bugged them inochs = I bought those things 

The beor never racked her head today = The wo~an never 

combed her hair today 

Cri and misli = get up and go 
• 

The gleochs are corribin in the greig = the men are fighting 

in the town 

The gallyes are corribin around the gleoch's cinne = the 

children are messing around the man's house 
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. 
It's a corribin day = it's very cold 

Corrib the gruinneog = break the window 

Tospin with the crolus - dying with the hunger 
• 

Su!'li all the cripachs in the sarc = look at all the rabbits 

in the field 

Geig the chelped cullions = ask for cooked potatoes 

Go over to the cuinne and bug a few r.1u~ps = go over to the 

priest and get a few pounds 

The beor bet the galye and she's a co:nra - the woman beat 

' the child and she's a dog (bitch?) 

Crush up anosha and bug a few chimmis = run up and get a few 

sticks 

Crush and labeis = go and hide 

The gallye's hersel:!: the Ch'l""'s •• J.. u after 

dirtying herself 

Kraidi in a nadeis = stay in a camp 

Deis, the feen is gleochin at you = Aw, the man's looking at 

you 

Deis the innick = look at the thing 

Ee leisped my dil - he told me 

Suni her dil = look at her 

Will you have a look at her dil 

Leave my dil alone = don't be bothering me 

Bake the dura = bake the bread 

Fe chelped - cooked meat 

Tom goreid = gold, a lot of money 
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Misli to the cena and geig •the beer anosha for a ir.ilc of 

grisce for a li = go to the housP a-:-·d as:.. th - . ~ . e wor..an for a 

• bit of straw for a bed 

Grutchi the .. ,..ba~-
~- ~-

sreata, the corries are l!'isli-in onto the 

close the gate, the horses are going onto the road 

He hasr:'t a gulil!',a on his foot - h 0 has'n.. h h. - - . - ~ a s. oe en ,.is 

foot 

Geig gulimas at the cina = ask for shoes at the house 

G~~i beor = "a woman that won't give you nothing" 

Geig the gleoch for a gath = ask the ~an for a drink 

He won't let in the . ' rr;1nce1rs to the gru?pa = he 

' .. ~ 1 n. ... v 

Galyune sik sudil = Good God 

shop 

The gleoch is inochin cullions = the rr~n is digging potatoes 

Get the cripach to corrib the inochs in the cena = get the 

cat to kill the ' ' mice in the house 

Galyune may inoch you = may God bless you 

The midil may inoch you = the devil may take you 

Gami gleoch up anosha, gonna corrib us= there's a bad man 

up there, he'll g~t us 

The gallye got corribed = the child got punished, beaten 

The laicin's buggin us a cup of weed= the girl's getting us 

a cup of tea 

Se lunars in the rispun - six months in prison 

The lagadi basin is for washing yourself = the •dirty• basin 

is for washing yourself 

The cherps are all lagadi - the clothes are all dirty 
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A la:npa for the cullions = a bag for the potatoes 

He'll leisp them 10hen he goes back he got no tea he'll 

tell them when he goes back he got no tea 
• 

Don't leisp her dfl = don't tell he= 

You tospin laspurt = you dirty bastard 

Get~ing losped = getting married 

A losped gleoch =a married_ man 

The beor :s ... crus .. 1n lirki = the worr.an 's in a te:npe::: (lit. 

"going r.=d • J 

'T'h,, Fe- n5 1° S - ._ .. t:: •• lushin their weed - the men are d:::inking their 

1....,...:'l,1pr"I = L,,; __ "'-·• 

apple 

Misli down to the nomera and glori is the gallye lungi-in = 

go down to the room and listen (to see) is the child crying 

Geig someone the l urc = ask someone the time 

That's a midil of a laicin = that's a bold girl 

Th~ midil may sale you = the devil may take you 

That the midil may corrib you = that the devil may kill you 

Geig a mealtog at the cinne = ask for a shirt at the hcuse 

A mile o' dura = a bit of bread 

He'll thari about us when he misli-is - he'll talk about us 

• when he goes home 

That binni gal lye there' 11 be fluent in minceir 's thari by 

the time she's three= that little child there'll be fluent 

in Cant by the time she's three 

Geig them their minic - ask them their name 

- ____ ,.. ___ ---- .. --
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Galyune sik sudil, I'm aneshif, I'm all lagadi and the nides 

are suni-in at me - God Almight.y, I 'm ' 4 emoarrasse~, I'm all 

dirty and the people are looking at me 
• 

A gam1 n1uc =·a dirty head 

The laicin wants to make n1up the gi!'.l war!ts' to 

relie·.re herself 

" th 1 er is su~i-in = don't take Do:i';: sale the nobra wi;en . e g eo .. 

the turf when the man is looking 

Don't pek fornint the woman d:,)0 1 t. eat . in front 

Look at the pi of the beer = "that.'s an ugly mouth" 

Plank the innochs =hid the stones (in this easel 

Geig a rispa - ask for a pair of trousers 

Rille gleoch - mad man 

Rille beor = mad woman 

Crushin rillic = going mad 

of the 

wo:nan 

• h the sedogs are coming = take Sale in the gallye o t e roaa, 

in the child off the road, the police are coming 

You're going to be salc-ed to the sharrock = you're going to 

be taken to the barracks 

The sca1 is chelped = the water is boiled 

Geig a srideal = ask for a bottle 

He's shilc-ed the lore and he's the gallye gone to the grupa 

=he's sold the car and sent the child to the shop 

suni the glochots with the staimeirs in their malyas = look 

at the police with the summonses 

The talosc is misli-in = the day is going 
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The beo:: b.igged us a few tugs the woman gave u " a few 

clothes 

Make weed for the subla = make tea for the boy 

S'-all you:: whiddiri = stop talking Shelta/ Gammon / Cant 

the b.inni croudeogs in the chimis = look at the birC. .. 

in the tree oo 

K2ep aown yo.ir chirps near the nides = keep down y ou clothes 

nea:: the people = be modest 

Conclusion 

Today is spo . .cer. mainly (tho'"1gh not ex C 1 l "1 c. : ... ::::. l \ } \ 
..... -- J.. v ._ .... .J. ' in 

s:~uations of confrontation of danger. The social 

situation of Travellers obviously has a great deal to de 

with its s..1rvival . . as McLane points out, the fact that 

Calo-speaking Gypsies are moving out of the exclusively 

Gypsy modes of employment into the open market has hastened 

the decline of their language (1977:317). Social 

improvements for Travellers, no less than for Gypsies, can 

be a threat to the survival of the distinctive features of 

their way of life. There is a real prospect of Shelta being 

left behind, as a reminder of the bad old days. 

situation of the In could well develop summary, . 
in either 

two ways: 
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Ci) Under the pressure of prejudice aaainst them froc the -
settled community, Travellers will accept housing and 

settlement, and try to "pass" into settled society. I-: is 

clear that 

policy. 

they will be facilitated i!"l this by Gcve::r,;:-ent 

In this event, they may jettison a!"ly aspect of 

their lifestyle which might brand as 

Shelta will be abandoned. 

(ii ) Travellers will accept the irL;:irove:r:ents in condi::icr:s 

which are offered to them, but under their own ter~s. Th -~ 
' '1 -

. · 11 t h . ; f ~ ·nc" can l.' •re in gr~:l~s is, they w1 accep ous1n9, -- ~ · -;; ' - . · ·J ,,., 

defined by their 

to school, but 

family structure. T , .:r • ''l~r-­!1e __ cn1.!. ..... -::: .i 

with the awareness that ::hey ha v e a C-~::~re 

;.;!lie~ lS that of the major i i::i,·. 

no longer mean living on the side of t'."!e roao in sq'.lalid 

conditions but instead, having certain r"Jles about 

cleanliness, living . 
in extended families and knowing and 

speaking Shel ta. In this event, the language will survive, 

as an alternative way of speakin9 which is app:-o,?riate to 

certain situations. These situations ~ill be different to 

the present ones: the need for a secret code for use among 

hostile strangers may im1nis , ~ . d · · · h an" i' t i· s poss1' ble that 

Shel ta may develop along the lines cf Anglo-Roma!"li, use:l in 

intimate family contexts as well as on ceremonial and other 

culturally-significant occasions . 

There is some evidence that the second prediction will come 
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true. Respect for the language appears to be growing. 
Although their vocabulary and knowledge of Sh l e ta may b"' 
limited, a::.l Travellers regard fluency in the language as 
the rr.aric 0.:: a ·real Traveller, and fluent 

higher statJs and respect - sometimes 

speakers enjoy 

because, by the nature 
of things, they tend to be older peoole but even among 

pe::;p:;.e, tnose who take a special interest . 
in the 

language are regarded with special favour. There is 
tendency for Travellers 

I as they mature and produce children 
of their own, to become more firmly rooted . 

in the social 
syste:r., an:l more interested i · n passing on S'."lelta to their 

M;,...,· ..... ..:::ti·-s • • • ...... ..... J.. Misli, t:ie 'T..-~~·e , , ----­
"'" ..L ..... .... .J. .J.. '=" L. ::::: Movemc,,-....... l.. 

uo Travellers alone J a:re tt2!<in::-- significa~t 
progress in the promotion of pride in the1· r o"·n 

" culture and 
""ay of life. At the same time, th ey are trying to e:icouraao 

~ -
an aware:iess among young people of the value and uniqueness 

It is too early to specualte with confidence 
of Shel ta. 

on the suc::ess cf t}.,ese ff ., e orts, but the indications are 
good. Ooviously, respect for and pride . 

in Shel ta is 
inconsistent. with its definition as a secret code for the 
conduc,.. of a t · · l - n isocia business: 

efforts will have to be 

made to fix Shelta firmly in the centre of h t. e Traveller 
world, to move it frotn the - troubled border line between 
Travellers and settled people t 

o the mainstream of Traveller 
life. 

. 
v, 
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METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS IN RESEARCHING A SECRET LANGUAGE: 

SHELTA SPEAKERS IN DUBLIN AND OXFORD 

Shelta, or Gainmon or Cant, is the traditional secret 

language of Irish Travelling people, or tinkers. It is of 

uncertain age: some commentators have put its origin as 

early as the 11th Century; the consensus of opinion is that 

it is at least 400 years old. In its simplest form it 

consists of Irish or English words disguised in fairly 

consistent ways, such as reversing, prefixing, suffixing or 

metathesis. While there is some debate about whether it 

ever had a syntactic structure of its own which has been 

lost, today it is used in a predominantly English structure, 

similar to the usage of modern Anglo-Romani. 

Shelta and Irish Travellers in general have attracted very 

little scholarly interest. There was some correspondence 

on Shelta in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society in the 

years immediately following its discovery in 1876, but it 

was not until 1890, when John Sampson of the University of 

Liverpool began collecting material for a book on the 

subject, that it came to be treated seriously. This book 

was sadly never wrftten, but Sampson's material was used by 

MacAlister as the basis for the Secret Languages of Ireland, 

published in 1937. MacAlister did no primary research 

himself - his book represents a compilation of vocabularies 

collected by others in Scotland, England, the U.S.A. and 
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Ireland - the latter being a series of articles on Shelta by 

Padraig MacGreine published in the Journal of the Irish 

Folklore Commission. ·since MacGreine, there has been 

virtually no primary research on Shelta in Ireland. Apart 

froin articles by Ian Hancock and Jared Harper there have 

been only passing references to Shelta in academic journals, 

generally in the context of its relationship to 

Anglo-Romani. 

Shelta speech is typically very fast and quite indistinct, a 

fact which contributes to its secrecy, since not only the 

information to be conveyed has to be kept secret, but the 

very existence of a secret language. Most Travellers 

describe the use of English structure as a marked advantage 

of Shelta, since the English base lulls any suspicions that 

the listener may have that a secret language is being used 

against him. Hancock Cl986l, writing about Travellers' 

language use in general, has observed that in situations 

where information needs to be passed on cryptically, only 

the key words will be changed to minimise likelihood of 

detection. With Irish Travellers, this strategy has proved 

so successful that the settled community are largely unaware 

that the language exists. They attribute their inability 

to understand Travellers' speech to the "thickness" of their 

accent. 

Travellers are extremely nervous about their language 
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falling into the wrong hands. Very often one is told that 

certain words can no longer be used, for example "shade" for 
. 

a policeman in Dublin, or "feen" for a man in Oxford, 

because Travellers believe that they are known to the 

settled community. There is also the ever-present fear 

that the police themselves have an unhealthy interest in the 

language. When the Travellers' Movement CMinceirs Mislil 

set up their own newspaper in Dublin in 1983, the first 

edition carried a warning about a particular policeman who 

was said to be learning Cant with a view to teaching it to 

his colleagues. 

I have been researching the subject of Shelta at 

postgraduate level for 2t years now, most of that time in 

Dublin, and in the past few months in Oxford. Much of the 

work up to now has been documentary, investigating as far as 

possible the history of Shelta. This has led me to the 

preliminary stages of a theory of the influence on English 

Cant of Shelta, but my main interest is in Shelta today, and 

my present research aims to determine exactly how it 

functions in the modern Travelling community, who speaks it, 

when, and why, how it is transmitted from generation to 

generation, and how it will fare under the pressure of 

increasing literacy among Travellers. My initial contacts 

with Irish Travellers in Oxford have shown a startling 

similarity between the linguistic conditions there and in 

Dublin, but this will need more investigation, and deeper 

• 
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study of the comparative social situations will obviously be 

necessary, to enable me to set Shelta usage properly in 

context. • 

Shelta is most commonly used by Travellers in situations 

of conflict with settled people. The problems of a settled 

person trying to research Shelta, therefore, are -initially 

daunting. Most researchers in sociolinguistic topics would 

aspire to obtaining a sample of fairly natural speech. 

With Shelta, this would present insuperable problems. 

Shelta is spoken among Travellers held in police stations, 

for instance, but it would clearly be unethical to try to 

observe them, either covertly or overtly, there. 

The effects of the observer's paradox are multiplied in the 

case of Shelta, because one is not just an ordinary 

observer, but in fact a target object of the secret 

language. One must therefore depend, to a greater extent 

than one would wish, on honest and informed subjects, who 

can describe the situation from the inside. This means, of 

course, that one is getting an edited and interpreted 

version, but it seems to me that best results are obtained 

when the Travellers themselves have ultimate control over 

how material they consider sensitive is presented to the 

world. 

one cannot specify a priori the ideal people one wants to 
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interview - perhaps representing a good regional mix, with 

proportionate urban/rural representation, and a range of age 

groups. This is because access can be difficult, and the 

very mention of the word Shelta (or Gammon or Cant) can 

raise hackles. For example, in the very early stages of my 

research, I approached a Traveller woman I knew very well. 

She seemed an ideal subject. She was talkative, 

intelligent and very willing to reminisce about life on the 

road forty years ago, when she was a child. But a · 

seemingly casual enquiry as to whether she knew any Cant 

brought a vehement denial that it existed at all, followed 

by half a dozen reasons why she would not know it if it 

did. After this incident, the woman did not reappear for 

several months; and when she did, the relationship was 

strained, and any attempts on my part to get her talking Con 

any subject) were treated with reserve, as if an ulterior 

motive were suspected. This woman clearly knew Cant, but 

could see no benefits to herself or Travellers in general in 

disclosing it to outsiders. 

Knowledge of the language, then, while obviously essential, 

is not as important a qualifying feature as a favourable 

disposition towards the research. So one is not choosing 

from the entire pool of Travellers in the country, but from 

the much smaller pool of people who are willing to talk 

about the language. The self-selected group I got most of 

my information in Dublin from were relatively politicised 
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people who could see the benefits to their community of 

academic interest in it. One has to begin with people 
• 

have positive open attitudes to settled people, while not 

compromising their Travellers' identity. A major 

disadvantage of using such informants is the fact that they 

straddle the border between Travellers and settled people. 

This means that their habits may not be as traditional as 

those of less accessible people. But they are generally 

willing to act as the first link in a network, bringing one · 

deeper into the community. Being vouched for by Travellers 

obviously means more than being introduced by a social 

worker, or teacher or priest. 

Having gained access to Traveller informants, the problem 1s 

how to make them comfortable about disclosing information 

they have always regarded as secret. Even the Travellers I 

have mentioned, who can move easily across the border with 

settled society, who can see the social and political 

benefits of their culture being documented, are uneasy when 

it actually comes to the point of what they say being 

written down. I found that treating Shelta as part of the 

overall pattern of Traveller culture was by far the best 
• 

approach. This involved allowing the Travellers to set the 

agenda for all interviews. 

Allowing the Travellers to direct the conversation meant 

that each person could get on record his or her feelings 

of Shelta in Travellers' lives: apart from 

usage functions as a identification device, 

to place an individual Traveller on the social hierarchy, 

and indeed to distinguish the real Travellers. I found 

very early 1n my research that when I concentrated on the 

secrecy aspect of Shelta, I got very poor responses - not 

surprisingly, Travellers are reluctant to divulge words of 

their language when the orientation of the investigator 

towards the secrecy function creates the fear that 

information will be used against them. A.nether problem 

with this approach was, of course, that I was controlling 

the agenda too much, which emphasised the fact that I 

belonged to the very group that the language defends against 

- I might as well have worn a police uniform. 

Direct questioning, as Lesley Milroy and others have pointed 

out, is generally unproductive as an interviewing technique. 

Milroy has the "clear impression that direct questioning as 

a means of seeking information is less acceptable in Irish 

urban communities than in English ones, and less acceptable 

still in Irish rural communities" (1985 : 61). With 

Travellers, these difficulties are compounded by the 

exaggerated social distance between themselves and the 

sedentary Irish population. When I made it clear that the 

interviewee's brief was merely to talk about Traveller life, 

and I refrained from asking questions, I found that people 

talked quite freely about their secret language. This 
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type of research is very time-consuming. It can involve 
Unfeeling though it seems to say so, one will get more 

sitting in a trailer for an afternoon and only getting 15 information if one does not react to even traumatic 

minutes of usable tape or sometimes little or nothing. It • 

experiences in people's lives. On a human level one 

is a particular ty~e of participant observation: one does should: this is the balance between personal and 

not just blend into the wallpaper, but becomes part of the professional attitudes. On the other hand, if someone 

life of the place. It is totally unlike ordinary visiting, picks up a child, for instance, Travellers would take it 

where the visitor is the centre of attention for -a time at very badly indeed if anyone present did not say, A fine 

least: th8 researcher has to manipulate a very delicate child, God bless him. This has to be done, although there 

balance between personal contact and professional might seem to be no professional reason to do so. 

neutrality. Her role is both interviewer and would-be 

friend, and good judgment is necessary to know when which One must constantly keep in mind that the rules for visiting 

rol2 is appropriate. It is worth stating that while it 

might seem that developing a personal relationship with an [ 
I 

among Traveller families are quite different from those 

among settled people. Arrivals and departures appear 
I 

informant would be useful, it is not as simple as that. unmarked by the sometimes rather stilted rituals affecting 

Most people speak more freely to those who do not seem to settled people. The researcher can watch Travellers who 

have a special interest in the information that they are [ drop in to each others' homes, and take her cue from them. 

. . rece1v1ng. A neighbour might come in and sit down for a few minutes, 

and leave without saying anything beyond hello and goodbye, 

The use of silence is very important. If one allows the and sometimes not even those. They just participate in the 

seconds to tick by at the end of an utterance, while in life of the place for a few minutes. This is a good role 

normal conversation this would be bad manners, in this model, but not very easy for a settled person to play. 

situation it allows the informant to elaborate. In fact, 
• 

if the informant does not realise that this game is not Because of the way Shelta is used (that is, as 'foreign' 

played by normal rules, he may feel he has to elaborate. words in an English syntactical structure) such research as 

has been done has been largely lexical. In my research I 

One must control one's natural sympathy if someone points 
have followed this pattern to some extent, in one-to-one 

out a feature of Traveller life that may be unfair. 
interviews. I have used a mixture of elicitation by word 

9 
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list, non-directed memory, and finally prompting for words 

in various categories, Food, Clothing, etc. The 

interviewer has the Traveller at a disadvantage in a way, in 

that the secret language is not so very secret after all: 

it has been documented, and the researcher has had access to 

these sources. One has primarily to avoid exploiting this 

advantage, as one could quite easily do by concentrating on 

the protective aspects of the language, which would leave 

the Traveller feeling stripped of his cover, and forevermore 

suspicious and resentful of researchers. Treating the 

language as just another aspect of Traveller culture seems 

to ease tensions in this area. 

One should not, however, flatter oneself in any way that one 

is getting a complete picture of Traveller life, including 

language. At one point in this research a neighbour 

dropped in on a recording sesssion. He listened for a few 

minutes and then asked the informant whether he was "telling 

everything", to which the informant replied, No, we have to 

keep something for our own culture. This interchange was 

done so quickly and quietly that it was only noticed when 

the tape was played back. 

• 

As a result of this research, I formed the ooinion that use • 

of Shelta develops in two stages: young children acquire 

Shelta for protective purposes at the same time and in the 

same way as they do English; and it is only as Travellers 

[ 

[ 

• 

get older and more integrated into their community that the 

language expands into other contexts. Usually young 

children and teen·agers knew words for money, police, shop, 

steal, beg, tun, and stop; they were less likely to know 

words like fire, sticks, flour, bacon, etc. They were 

interviewed in group sessions, which were useful in breaking 

down inhibitions. In fact, the fewer words people had, and 

the more reluctant they were to disclose them, the more 

successful group sessions were. The cumulative eff~ct of 

other people gave courage to shout out words that 

participants were not sure of, and the presence of others 

who did not appear to feel that secrecy was a problem helped 

remove inhibitions on this score. Group sessions had a 

very game-like quality, which was in marked contrast to the 

one-to-one sessions. Another contrast was with regard to 

intersexual problems. In one-to-one sessions, if I read to 

a male informant from a list any word pertaining to sex, 

there was an inunediate point-blank denial that such a word 

existed. In a group session, on the other hand, I was able 

to capitalise on the bravado and giddiness of young men 

together. Some of them asked if I knew the meanings of 

certain common English obscenities: I countered by saying 

I was sure there were Shelta equivalents. They agreed 

there were, but were still slightly embarrassed about giving 

them. They finally agreed when I suggested that they give 

the Shelta words without English equivalents. These words 

were then validated from the lists; those that did not 
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appear were filed for future reference. 

• 
These experiences give practical support to Labov's 

observation that the "natural interaction of peers can 

overshadow the effects of observation and help us approach 

the goal of capturing the vernacular of everyday life in 

which the mi~imum amount of attention is paid to speech 

.... " 11972 : 256). Labov points out that, since the 

vernacular belongs to a group rather than an individual, 

selecting a group means that usage of the vernacular is 

monitored, and the combination of several speakers may help 

make explicit knowledge of the structure of the vernacular 

which an individual could not: usage will be corrected in 

group interviews. This point has particular relevance for 

Shelta speakers, since their explicit knowledge of the 

structure of Shelta is to some extent occluded by the 

extraordinary emotional value it has as oart of their • 

lives. 

One of the problems in researching the language is that 

there is considerable uncertainty among Travellers regarding 

the boundaries of Shelta. Since social context plays so 

• 
vital a role in Shelta it is scarcely surprising that this 

uncertainty should arise. Hancock 11986) records that: 

"It is not uncommon for someone to discover only later 

that a [Traveller) he has been using is not part of 
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standard English. One seven-year-old girl recently 

translated chore the wongur as chore the money, not 

realising tnat chore 'steal', was also Romnis .... " . 

I have noted a similar phenomenon, though in the other 

direction. A small girl when asked the Cant word for 

money, offered "few pence". 

A recurring problem with unwritten languages is the fact • 

that speakers have a strong, if inarticulate, aversion to 

their language being written down. The fear among 

Travellers of their language being taken away from them and 

put in books is very real. It seems to go deeper than the 

simple fear that settled people will be able to understand 

their cryptic utterances, but even this natural fear is very 

hard to overcome. Perhaps it is a function of Travellers' 

illiteracy, but it was impossible to make them understand 

that there are some books (academic books, for instance) 

which hardly anybody, in terms of the population as a whole, 

ever reads. They understood the danger of the language 

dying out, but resisted the idea of books having a function 

in its preservation, even when reminded that future 

generations of Travellers will most probably be literate . 

It would be wrong to characterise their fear of the printed 

word as wholly superstitious; one has to admire their 

prescience, because of course documenting their culture will 

change it. It may mean for instance that the documented 
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facts will become the standard of behaviour, and that 

instead of being in its natural state of flux the idea of 

Traveller culture will become static, and therefore in 

danger of death. 
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Travellers' Cant, Shelta, Mumpers' Talk and Minklers' 
Thari 

David Birch 

Some rime ago I goc into conversation wich my brocher-in-law whose family (wich 
che excepcion of his parencs who serried in a house early in cheir married life) are 
English Gipsies (Travellers). They move becween a small number of permanenc 
caravan sires sec up by local councils, rescricting cheir cravelling co che major fairs 
and race meecings in England. Occasionally chey move farther afield for summer 
seasonal work, bur for che mosc part chey remain in Norch Nouinghamshire, 
Derbyshire and more rarely South Yorkshire. Apart from che fascinacion with 
which I listened to tales of travelling life, I was particularly interested in his telling of 
travellers' cant, which, he cold me, was used whenever travellers were trading 
amongst themselves in the presence of"gorgers" (people who live in houses), or 
trading with gorgers themselves. The aim is simple, of course: to confuse the 
uninitiaced listener, and co couch cheir trading and culture in a secret code. There is 
nothing new about this; it has happened and will continue co happen in most groups 
within sociecy. The degree to which it happens with English (and ocher) Gipsies is 
what makes it interesting, as compared, say, co the more limited use ofback-slang in 
the butcher trade(Upcon: 1974) and the argot of the market trader (O'Shaughnessy: 
1975), and, of course, it is certainly not restricted co English. In an 1894 article in 
The Indian Antiquary Pandit SM Natesa Sastri deals at some length with traders' 
slang in Southern India, in particular the Tamil traders in Tanjore, Trichinopoly, 
i\fadura and Tinnevelly. He opens his article with: 

"The traders in Southern India as everywhere, have a cuscom ofcalking, 
when they meet cogether, in a peculiar language, which has a 
conventional meaning among themselves, with the object of keeping 
chance listeners ignorant of their transactions and tricks." 

(Sastri: 1894, 49) 

In an even earlier arcicle in the 1856 Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Captain 
Newbold talking about the Gipsies of Egypt says: 

"In their ordinary intercourse with the villagers, however, they employ 
the vulgar Arabic, both in conversation and in their accounts. Their 
own is used, and cane words employed, for purposes of conceal men!." 

(Newbold: 1856, 291) 

Such comments, Arabic aside, could be as easily made about many of the traders at, 
say, the most recent Appleby Fair, for the secrecy of cant is as true coday as it was a 
hundred or more years ago. And indeed long before. For cant, of any description, is a 
specialised vocabulary and there is little movement between it and everyday 
language. Professor Blake in his recent book Non-Standard Language in English 
J,11erature, talking of fashionable language in relation to the writings of P G 
Wodehouse has this to say· 
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"Thieves' cane is a specialised language and nor many elemencs from ic 
encer che everyday language. Jc differs from che kind oflanguage spoken 
by Bertie Wooscer, because char fashionable language is imicaced by 
some and has a much grearer currency. People wane co underscand ic, 
and more of chem are likely co have come across ic chrough cheir own 
educacion. Thieves' cane remains a kind of secrec language and ics 
usefulness in liceracure is cherefore very limiced." 

(Blake: 1981, 180) 

This secrecy of course makes life difficult for the researcher, because the 
effectiveness of the cane is that ics use is limiced to a select few people. Users are not 
going to reveal it coo easily. Sascri faced the same problem in the 1890s as 
O'Shaughnessy did in the 1970s. He says: 

"With great difficulty I have been able to gather two groups of such 
conventions, to which I now give publicity in che hope that readers of 
this Journal will produce more. Bue, at the SJ'me rime, I must inform 
them that it is no easy thing to arrive at the true signification ofsecrec 
crade symbols and words, for once the desire of the enquirer to pry into 
their meaning becomes clear co a trader friend, that friend becomes 
cunning and suspicious, and then rarely, if ever, gives the true meaning. 
It is only by constantly comparing information from different sources 
that one can hope co meet with success." 

(Sastri: 1894,49) 

O'Shaughnessy says much the same thing when he remarks that ",\\arket traders 
are not usually ready to divulge cheir language co oucsiders, for obvious reasons." 
(O'Shaughnessy: 1975, 24). Cant, chen, of any description is never going to be easy 
to collect, and so it is with che spiric of recording what you can while you can thac I 
offer a collection of word lists of differenc types of cane in this article. Thar such a 
colleccion is a pot-pourri of informacion gachered from old sources and naive 
informancs will nor, I hope, decract from ics usefulness. Indeed, such a list of words 
may be a valuable reference in such controversies as che use of chieves' cant by 
Shakespeare. Some scholars (Blake:1981, 82) maintain char chough Shakespeare 
undoubtedly knew some thieves' cane he did not use it in his plays. Others 
(i\!usgrove: 1981) not only maintain char he knew cant bur chat he used ic in 
intricace and complex ways undetected by many if not all editors so far. I do nor for 
the moment expecc these lists to resolve such problems, but they should go some 
way cowards helping the work of both folklinguists and literary scholars. 

Pandit Sastri records a story about the cant used by the Tamil craders which is well 
worth repeating as a piece of cant-related folklore. By repeating it here I hope it will 
underscore the idea of the eflectiveness of keeping cant terms secret. 

"The trading world of South India has a number of amusing stories of 
the successful working of their convencions and of the great use they 
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have been to them. Here is one, which a trader related to me at 
Conjeeveram. 

Ten traders had gone to the town of Arcot from Con1eeveram to sell 
their goods, and were returning home with their purses ti.ill. In those 
Jays the path lay through a jungle for a certain part of the wav, and, 
while thev were passing through this, they were surprised unawares bv 
three daring rutlians armed with scythes, while the poor traders had not 
e\·en a stick between them. For trading and manliness, in the opinion of 
many Hindus, do not go hand in hand, and a trader must always submit 
to physical force without attempting to resist. True to this theory, our 
ten friends, as soon as they saw the three thieves, shuddered at their 
weapons, and, on the first demand, laid their all on the ground. 

Had the thieves quietly retired to the woods with the money, this story 
would have ended here, and there would have been no occasion for the 
trading world to boast of the usefulness of their conventions. But, unfor­
tunately for the thieves. the matter did not end there, for the ruffians 
were elated at their easy conquest. They had always met wirh some 
show of resistance in their other adventures; but in this case rhev had 
only to order, and.to their surprise, found thar the traders impiicitly 
obeyed. So rhey collected the purses together, and, sining opposite their 
trophy, asked our trader-friends to srand in a row. Their good dresses 
were the thieves' next demand. These, too, were given wirhour any 
objection, excepting a small bit of cloth for each to cover his nakedness; 
and this was only kept with the due permission of the rutlians, willingly 
granted, for they contempruously piried these poor specimens of the 
human race with no resistance in them. The ten traders now stood as 
suppliant beggars, ready to run away as soon as leave might be given. 
But no leave was given, as the thieves had comfortably taken their seats 
near the booty and the good clothes, and wanted to have a little more 
fun. 

Said the chief of the three: "Do you fools know how to dance?" 

"Yes, your honour," was the reply; for a denial of any kind, the traders 
thought, would only bring down the scythes on their necks. 

"Then let us witness your dance before you go away. Give us all a 
dance," was the order. 

The traders had to obey. One among them was very intelligent, and 
thought within himself that, as the thieves had won everything without 
trouble, they would entertain no suspicion of any tricks being played at 
them. So he commenced a trick, which, if the other traders helped, 
would work successfully. If not welcome to them, he could easily give it 
up without any harm to himself or to the others; for none but his own 
party would understand what he was driving at. Now there must always 
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It is not without significance that I cite an article in The Indian Antiquary of1894, for 
there were many amateur (and professional) philologists of the nineteenth century 
who were interested not only in cant but in Gipsy languages proper. English and 
American scholars were busy looking for the origins of the Gipsy languages they 
were collecting in England and America, and they were looking, for the most pan, to 
the languages of India. Many of their articles on English Gipsy languages and 
varieties therefore appear in Orientalist journals, and though it is unlikely that I will 
run into an English Gipsy on the streets of Singapore, I can have easy access to out­
of-the-way journals, and they are, without a doubt, a veritable goldmine of 
information on English folklinguistics and folklore. In an article in the April 1887 
issue of the Indian Nous and Querie~ for example, the editor gives notice of the 
researches of an American scholar, CG Leland, on his work with a Celtic variety of 
an English Gipsy language which he calls She/ta. The note cites Leland as saying: 

"I doubt if ever I took a walk in London, especially in the slums, without 
meeting men and women who spoke of 'Shelta'; and I know at this 
instant of two - I really cannot say promising - little boys who sell 
groundsel at the Marlborough Road Station who chatter in it fluently." 

(I.N Q.: 1887, 132) 

"Shelta", according to Leland is " ... a very singular Celtic language which is 
peculiar to tinkers, but which is extensively understood and spoken by most of the 
confirmed tramps and vagabonds. It is not mentioned in the Slang Dictionary; the 
English Dialect Society has ignored it; and thus far I believe that I am the only man 
who has collected or published a word or a vocabulary ofit." (I.NQ.: 1887, 132). 
Leland gave some of his findings in a paper delivered to the Oriental Congress at 
Vienna, developed, according to a Mr H T Crofton in the May 1887 issue of the 
Indian Notes and Quen'es (Crofton: 1887), from Macmillan's Magazine (to which I 
have not had access), and in his book Gypsies (TrObner: 1882) which the School of 
Oriental and African Srudies supplied co me in photocopy, from which the following 
extract is taken: 

"One summer day, in the year 1876, I was returning from a long walk in 
the beautiful country which lies around Bath, when, on the road near 
the town, I met with a man who had evidently grown up from childhood 
into middle age as a beggar and a tramp. I have learned by long 
experience that there is not a so-called 'traveler' of England or of the 
world, be he beggar, tinker, gypsy or hawker, from whom something 
cannot be learned, if one only knows how to use the test-glasses and 
proper reagents. Most inquirers are chiefly interested in the morals- or 
immorals - of these nomads. My own researches as regards them are 
chiefly philological. Therefore, after T had invested twopence in his 
prospective beer, I addressed him in Romany. Of course he knew a little 
of it; was there ever an old 'traveler' who did not?. 

"Butwearcgivin' Romanesupveryfast, - allof11s1s," he remarked. "It 
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be a song before a dance, or rather dancing must be accompanied by a 
song; and so he sang a song to introduce the dance, which was clothed in 
the language of the traders' convention by way ofhint to his companions 
as to how they were to act. 

The song was 
Namanum pu!i per 

• 
Talanum uru per 
Savana ta\anai 
Tiruvana ca.tan sutta 

' ' 'Savana tiilan midi . 
Ta cai tom tadingana.1 

' 
Which may be freely translated thus: 

We are pulz x, 
They are u·ru x, 
If on a iii x, 
Tiru x sits down, 
Sa x remains. 
Ta tai tom tadzngana. 

' 
The hint contained in this song was that they (the traders) were pulz 
(ten) in number, that the robbers were only tzru (three), that if on each 
one (iii) robber three (11ru) traders fell, one (iii) of the traders still 
remained to tie the hands and legs of the surprised robbers. The thieves, 
secure in their imagined success, thought that the song was merely 
meant for keeping time to the dance, and suspected no trick. The whole 
body of traders, however, caught the hint, and separated themselves 
into groups of three, leaving the business of tying the thieves' hands and 
legs to the starter of the song. When the thieves were all eyes and ears for 
the dance, and when til tai cfJm was at last significantly pronounced, the 
traders fell upon the robbers. There was a very severe struggle, no 
doubt, but three to one is no proportion at all in a free fight without 
weapons, and the thieves had already laid theirs aside in their elation, 
and so in the end the traders managed to tie them up, and render them 
helpless. Then, taking possession of their money and other valuables, 
the ten traders safely returned to Conjeeveram. 

What is it that saved them in this delicate position? Traders' convention, 
is the only answer of the trading world.". 

(Sastri: 1894, 51-2) 

The point here is that the traders' cant is based on a code whereby all the words they 
use to represent figures in fact relate to flowers and fruit, so that a conversation (or 
song) using these words would sound quite innocent to an uninitiated listener. It 
would be very interesting to know if similar stories exist in English folklore. 
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is a gettin' to be too blown. Everybody knows some Romanes now. But 
there is a jib that ain't blown," he remarked reflectively."Back slang 
an' cantin' an' rhymin' is grown vulgar, and Italian always was the 
lowest of the lot; thieves kennzck is genteel alongside of organ-grinder's 
lingo, you know. Do you know anythin' of Italian, sir?" 

"I can rakker it pretty flick" (talk it tolerably), was my reply. 

"Well I should never a penned (thought) sitch a swell gent as you had 
been down so low in the slums. Now Romanes is genteel. I heard there's 
actilly a book about Romanes to learn it out of. But as for this other jib, 
its wery hard to talk. It is most all Old Irish, and they calls it Shelter." 

This was all I could learn at that time ... " 
(Leland: 1882, 354-5) 

Leland then goes on to say how he and a friend were in Aberystwith a year or so later 
and they came across a "most miserable figure crouching' in a hollow like a little 
cave" hiding from the rock blasting that was taking place. They got into 
conversation with him: 

"Our new acquaintance was ragged and disreputable. Yet he held in his 
hand a shilling copy of Helen's Babze~ in which were pressed some fern 
leaves. 

"What do you do for a living?" I asked. 

"She/kin gallopas just now," he replied. 

"And what is that?" 

"Selling ferns. Don't you understand? That's what we call it in Mznklers 
Thari. That's tinkers' language. I thought as you knew Romanes you 
might understand it. The right name for it is Shelter or She/ta." 

Out came our note-books and pencils.So this was the Shelter of which I 
had heard. He was promptly asked to explain what sort of a language it 
was. 

"Well, gentlemen, you must know that I have no great gift for languages. 
I never could learn even French properly. I can conjugate the verbetre, -
that is all. I'm an ignorant follow, and very low. I've been kicked out of 
the lowest slums in \X'hitechapel because I was too much ofa blackguard 
for 'em. But I know rhyming slang. Do you know Lord John Russell?" 

"Well, I know a little of rhymtng, but not that." 

"Why, it rhymes to bustle." 

I see. Bustle is to pick pockets." 

"Yes, or anything like it, such as ringing the changes." 

Here the professor (l.rlanJ'1 companion) was 'in his plate'. lie knows 

.. 

• 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



IS"-
\j 
G' 

t"' 

• 

.,--.. 

'J 
{;' 

;,N 

perfectly how to ring the changes. It is affected by going into a shop, 
asking for change for a sovereign, purchasing some trifling article, then, 
by ostensibly changing your mind as to having the change, so bewilder 
the shopman as to cheat him out often shillings. It is easily done by one 
who understands it. The prolessor docs not practice this art for the lucre 
of gain, but he understands it in detail.And of this he gave such proofS to 
the tramp tha.t the latter was astonished. 

"A tinker would like to have a wife who knows as much of that as you 
do," he remarked. "No woman is fit to be a tinker's wifo who can't make 
ten shillings a day by glanthenn Gla11then11 or g/ad'henn is the correct 
word in Shelter for ringing the changes. As for the language, I believe it's 
mostly Gaelic, but it's mixed up with Romanes and canting or thieves' 
lang. Once it was the common language of all the old tinkers. But oflate 
years the old tinkers' families are mostly broken up, and the language is 
perishing." 

(Leland: 1882, 356-7) 

Leland then gives a word-list of Shel ta obtained from this man, tells of his travels 
back to America and then gives another list ofShelta collected from a tinker he came 
across in Philadelphia. These lists are given at the end of this article. They should be 
used. of course, with all the due caution required of glossaries obtained from naive 
informants, and, who knows, the enthusiasms of a Victorian philologist. 

The She/ta about which Leland enthuses is according to Crofton (Crofton: 1887, 
l.'.ll) known to some of the Gipsies of his acquaintance (HT Crofton co-authored 
with BC Smart The Dialect of the English Gipsies (Asher and Co. 1875) and reviewed 
by GA Grierson as "Gipsies in England and India", The Indian A11t1quaT}\ January 
1887, 35-41), as Afumpers' talk; "mumper" being cant for tramp. This is confirmed 
by a J\!r T W Norwood who gives a short word list of" tv!umpers' talk" in the J\!ay 
1887 issue of the lndia11)'/otes and Queries (Norwood: 1887). He also suggests that it 
may be the same as The Germania. This is not likely as J C Hotten in A Dictionary of 
Afodern Slang, Ca11t and Vulgar Words (18(,0) as cited by Upton: 1974,31, says: "The 
brigands and more romantic rascals of Spain term their private tongue Gemtama or 
Robber's Language," but it may be worth investigating further. What I think is 
quite clear though is that there are a number of different varieties of cant which are 
probably associated with the different groups of Gipsies. Given that my brother-in­
law insisted that English Gipsies were known as travellers: Irish Gipsies known as 
tinkers (or their descendants: witness the tinker villages around Middlesbrough) and 
foreign Gipsies known as Romanie~ and that any of these groups would become very 
upset at being called by the name of another, it would seem that travellers' cant 
(used by the English Gipsy) should be seen as distinct from both Shelta (Irish 
Gipsy) and Romany (foreign Gipsy), though of course when we see the glossary at 
the end of this paper, there is obviously a lot of interplay between all three. 

A considerable amount of material was, of course, gathered in the sixteenth and 
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norms of society, morally or politically. Though of course socially (at macro or 
micro level) it is. The secret code depends for its effectiveness upon the presence of 
an uninitiated audience; that audience may well have the same moral and political 
views however. The important point is that an anti-language does not require the 
presence of the audience at all. For the most part then, the words in the following 
lists belong to a Gipsy register and are used with an English grammatical framework, 
though, as can be seen from the final list, certain non-English inflectional and 
derivational morphemes recur. 

Travellers' Cant 

The following terms were given to me by Ernest Warren, market traderofMansfield, 
North Nottinghamshire. The spellings are his own: 

ak1 returned 
bar-ndge one pound sterling 
btor woman 
bcry big 
budaka shop 
cadey hat 
cale1ng visiting 
chavee child 
cl11v knife 
choby shop 
chocktrs shoes 
ccoe'e that 
conng fighting 
cosh stick 
curry horse 
cushty..munyer good/nice 
did< look/ see 
dtvi-radgtd mentally insane 
dordy an expression of exclamation 
dragmush doctor 
drum road 
dulttnng fortune telling 
faltt obtain 
Jams hands 
/a:r.am hair 
ftnc1n1 selling 
flymm 6ve pounds sterling 
1alloway wa horse 
gammy not good 
gaTJ town 
,,11 go 
gtrtth money 
glimmer light 
1or11n houte dwellen 
i'Y horse 
half a bull rwo shillings and sixpence 

,. 

16 

hawking selling 
he agent idiot 
jacks water cans 
;ogt shilling 
;ucka/ dog 
kaningra hare 
ktn house 
k1c1 cheque 
/acktn girl 
Jelled arrested 
luvver money 
mandys mine 
man11ng talking 
mangJng shan swearing 
mass meat 
m1ngra-muskr1r policeman 
missly go 
moort kill 
'1Wrl·rawnty lady 
mullerd/mullenng died/dying 
mush-ryt gentleman 
nash·fakt go 
net ;ace char·t·ing don't talk 
nolty deaf 
parney water 
petnts-plorts feet 
petvtr drink 
pooey-bar two pounds sterling 
puktr talking 
puv field 
puv1nrras potatoes 
rauttt night 
Romany foreign Gipsy 
scold tea 
scran food 
shtrdicA policeman 
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seventeenth centuries (Robert Greene, The Art ofConny-Cauhing; Thomas Dekker, 
The Bellman of London, English Villainies, The Gull's Hombook; Thomas Harman, A 
Caveat or Warning for Common Cunitors; Thomas Shadwell, The Squire of Alsatia); 
dictionaries were put together in the late seventeenth and eighteenth (A New 
O.ctzonary of the Terms Ancient and Modem of the Canting Crew and A New Canting 
Dicczonary) and, of course, considerable work was done in the nineteenth century 0 
C Hotten, A Drcuonary of Modem Slang, Cant and Vulgar Words; BC Smart and H C 
Crofton, The Dialect of the English Gipsres; David Macritchie,Accounts of the Gipsies of 
/11dia, and George Borrow, Romano Lavo-Lil: Word Book of the Romany, or English· 
Gypsy Language), but the status of cant and Gipsy languages is still not settled in the 
twentieth century. I do not settle it here, but would suggest that any discussion of it 
should make an initial distinction between a type of cant which is a non-standard 
variety ofa language (realised as a regrster mainly by relexicalisation) and a type of 
cant which is an an11-/anguage. It has long been recognised that complex societies 
contain sub-groups and that such groups invariably evolve or create a kind of 
language which serves to reinforce their identity and to exclude others. (Kress and 
Hodge: 1979, 70). Such groups can exist in opposition to societies (ami-socre11es) and 
the language they evolve to protect their identity and to exclude others has been 
called by MAK Halliday anu-language. He defines an anti-language as" ... a mode 
of resistance which may take the form either of passive symbiosis or of active 
hostility and even destruction" (Halliday: 1976, 15). This makes clear, I think, that 
there is quite a considerable difference - linguistically, politically and socially, 
between a secret vocabulary in a non-standard variety of a language, and in the 
development of a sub-culture language whose secrecy and deception is anarchical in 
nature. Both may be linguistic variants of a parent language, but the sociolinguistic 
status is quite different. Blake makes this point (though not with this in mind) when 
he says: 

"When it occurs cant is particularly associated with thieving ... thieves' 
cant can't help to suggest a separate culture which is in direct opposition 
to the standard morals of the average citizen. It was also needed for 
safety, and so its use is often that of the code, to keep outsiders in 
ignorance.'' 

(Blake: 1981, 18) 

Professor Blake is, of course, talking of the use of a particular variety of cant in 
literature, which does not, by any stretch of the imagination, represent the actual 
status of cant down the ages, though for their part, many folklinguists and literary 
scholars act as if it does. The legacy of sixteenth and seventeenth century literary 
ideas about cant is still with us very firmly today, and notions of "rogues and 
vagabonds" still accompany discussion of cant (literary or otherwise). The sub­
culture which cant represents, represents a threat to "normal" society. A code to 
keep outsiders in ignorance ofa certain culture, ofa set of trading transactions, is 
not necessarily an anti-language. The cant of the English Gipsy or Irish Tinker is, 
like the back-slang of the Birmingham butcher, or the argot of a Lincolnshire 
market trader, not necessarily representative of an opposing movement to the 
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sherry go 
shushy/shushes rabbit/rabbits 
sloppy tea 
sobtya boy 
rprat sixpence 
sygh sixpence 
thrummer three pounds sterling 
Tinker Irish Gipsy 
trashed fright 
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Traveller English Gipsy 
tugs clothes 
tuve/y smoke 
vard1 caravan 
woodras bed 
wyn penny 
yagg1ng looking 
yocks eyes 
yog fire 
yogger gun 

Shelta, Mumpers' Talk or Minklers' Thari 

The following list is compiled from the following nineteenth century sources: Leland 
(1882); Crofton (1887) and Norwood (1887). I have alphabetised their original lists 
and indicate against each entry which source it comes from. Leland obtained his 
collection from two informants, one an Englishman near Bath (La) and the other an 
Irish Gipsy in Philadelphia (Lb). Crofi:on says only that a Gipsy supplied him with 
his list, saying nothing about the Gipsy, but adding that it was collected in June 1879, 
I indicate it by (C). Norwood (N) says nothing of his informant, but does say that he 
collected them when learning Romany in the 1850s . 

a1dh butter (Lb) 
amoch thing (Lb) 
analken to wash (Lb) 
analt to sweep (Lb) 
'attam church (N) 
'accam-day Sunday (N) 
bar pound (N) 
beor married woman (C) 
bewr woman (La) 
bmny small (Lb) 
bmny wobli boy (Lb) 
b1ye1 to steal (La) 
b1_vegl11n stealing (La) 
bi:veg th'een1k to steal the thing (La) 
blacky a tin vessel (N) 
bladhunk prison (Lb) 
bla"hy coal (N) 
blyhunka horse (Lb) 
beg to get (Lb) 
bcgh to get (Lb) 
bonar good (C) 
bco//bul a crown (N) 
lwrers gimlets (La) 
boshtardy a pregnant woman (N) 
brol{les breeches (C) 
bug talk (La) 
bu/la a letter (Lb) 
rab cabbage (l.b) 
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cambra dog (Lb) 
carob to cut (Lb) 
chaldrrxk knife (Lb) 
chamhom a crown (La) 
chtmhom a crown (La) 
cherpin a book (Lb) 
ch1mmel a stick (Lb) 
chtmmes wood/stick (Lb) 
ch1v knife (La) 
chwrh1n to hear (Lb) 
dishpen to break by letting fall (l.b) 
disp to fall/let fall (Lb) 
crab-1hells shoes (N) 
crack a stick (La) 
cnmum sheep (Lb) 
crowder string {Lb) 
cun,,e/s potatoes (Lb) 

• Jarnoch to lose (Lb) 
d'•m bread (Lb) 
dmgk falur a bell hanger( I.a\ 

d'""'".V cat (La) 
Ju,,,11ck/du"nJ1 cow (C) 
Ju""o"a"s potatoes (La) 
dun'nux cow (N) 
duJTa/deJTa bread (La) 

dvultarljukas Gorgio. gentile- one nor ofrhc class 
(Lb) 
tltr>11wch milk (Lb) 
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faillll fr.YI me1 t (Lb) 
/aJI< to play (N) 

/all•••• Wa•••o to play the fiddle (N) 
/io•r/ five pounds sterling (N) 
/oily people l N) 
foro• fair \N) 
,.,,., man \ C) 

""'" ram ( N) 
gn'11J1ttr a magis1ra1e or 1usnce (N) 
glttUtnftan (glttur) magmraie (La) 
glror put (Lb) 
glr'ratlrCllgrara ha1 (Lb) 
gral yellow/red (Lb) 
g/addlrtr nng rhe changes (cheal in change) (La) 
g/anrltmn (glad'lrtnn) money (swindling) (La) 
g/oeh master/policeman (C) 
g/orhoelr car (Lb) 
gorlrtd to leave/lay down (Lb) 
l{O<>-of>t, guop cold (Lb) 
goppa furnacc/smuh (Lb) 
gorlrtadigodlrtd money (Lb) 
gorlrnd money (Lb) 
go1hl1n1gtxh'th/1n child (La) 
gotltmtatpatma policeman (Lb) 
gothnvgachlrn child (Lb) 
goi•eli cow ( C) 
graft work ( N) 
grargh hair (Lb) 
grarn_vag window (Lb) 
grann1tn \\·ith child tLb) 
grannt.s know (Lb) 
grannum barn (N) 
granvu nail (Lb) 
grascot ""'aistcoat (Lb) 
gras horse ( N) 
grawdtr soldier (Lb) 
gn/fin/gruffin coat (Lb) 
gntch" dinner (Lb) 
gruppa supper (Lb) 
gulltmnoelrs shoes (Lb) 

• 

gushuk a vessel of any kind (Lb) 
gutlr/gur black (Lb) 
gyamr bad (Lb) 
ha.1ch to remain (N) 
hatclu koot.sch1 stop a lirtlc longer (N) 
htanng car (C) 
ha"' clock (N) 
humb!.-bump hayrick (N) 
rslok1mmult drunk (Lb) 

Jiii" door (N) 
pl/ shut (N) 

' 
suna1n to sec (Lb) 
taloslr weather (Lb) 
14nyo.I halfi>cnny (Lb) 

"'"Y'" rope (Lb) 

r , . ) , _ _ _, 

taslu slungomat to read [he ncwspa~r (Lb) 
,,Jhi/rhtdr coal/fuel (Lb) 
tt1/ hat (N) 
um heaung iron (Lb) 
""Yl"m coal/fuel (La) (Lb) 
than talk (La) (Lb) 
theddy fire (Lb) 
rh-mddu1k door (Lb) 
tham violently (Lb) 
1homyok magistracc (Lb) 
llnglers onions (C) 
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i1lt •Ir• i'll" shut the door (N) 
!"'""'"cranks (a tool) (La) 
kaintikyni cars (Lb) 
kaldtlrog hen (Lb) 
kal/ar a shilling (N) 
.lrplrv/ horse ( N) 
ltess1g mare (N) 

khadv"fl• stones (Lb) 
klror pincers (l.b) 

krrna house (Lb) 
krn house l C) 
k1tsh1,ntr ulehouse (N) 
k/apper turnpike/gate (C) (N) 
kou1es lumips (C) 
kor'hth box (Lb) 
kom leet(Lb) 
krad'hvr slow (Lb) 
kradvrn 10 stop/Slay/sit/lodge/rcmam (Lb) 
krees a saddle (N) 
krep<Jeh cat (Lb) 
krokrr doctor ( N) 
kuller a shilling ( N) 
kurrb yrr pu punch your head/face (La) 
kum1 a quart (N) 
kucar/kutttr a pound (N) 
lackan g11I (C) 
lugprat fish (N) 
/aprogh goose/duck/bird (Lb) 
larkrn girl (La) 
la1hool nice (Lb) 
le1cltten girl (L.b) 
/orch a two wheeled vehicle (Lb) 
loshun SWCCl (Lb) 
/ubran//uber to hit (Lb) 
lurk eye (Lb) 
luclrrum's gochl1n son of a harlol (La) 
lvchvtn people (Lb) 
lyesken chcrp1 telling fortunes (Lb) 
l'yog/1 to lose (Lb) 
made/ tail (Lb) 
mah• sheep (C) 
'na1lyas arms (Lb) 
'nazlJ•en LO feel 
'nal-d1vvus Christmas (N) 
manging talking (C) ; 
'natcht1cove cat (N) 
,nasheen cat (Lb) 

'nax spirits (La) 
medr/re/ black (Lb) 
1neilar an ass (N) 
melthog inner shirt (Lb) 

r-1 
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UJmgarherd big money (i.e. gold) (Lb) 
wmnumpa banknote (Lb) 
tompart a person (N) 
to my-dtal to me (Lb) 
torog cramp (C) 
tre-moon chrec months: a 'drag' (Lb) 
tre-nyock threepence (La) 
tnporaun1tf a pot of beer (La) 
troopen breeches (N) 
veil town/village (N) 
vonger money (N) 
wed} silver (N) 
yack watch (La) 
yewr clock (N) 
ymk fish (Lb) 

ri 
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Leland (1882) also records the following; he says nothing of where they came from: 

lra1nlheen one 
do two 
tn three 
ch'a1r/k'lra1r four 
a>od five 
shtlslray six 
schaachtlschaclr' seven 
ochl eight 
aym/na1 nine 
dy'atld1al/da1 cen 
Junn1adh eleven 
do yed'h twelve 
mn yedlr thucecn 

k'ha1r yedh fourteen 
Ull 'th ches1n ogomsa that belongs to me 
grann1s w my deal ic belongs co me 
d1och man krady 1n 1n this nadas I am staying here 
tash emzleslr he is staying here 
bogh1n che brass cooking the food 
my deal 1s ,n1s/1n I am going 
the n1dias of the k1ena, don't granny wlrat we're a 
thary1n che people of the house don't know what 

we're saying 
zhal bhoghd out yer ma1lya you let chat fall from 
your hand 

Crofton (1887) includes the following interesting note on Shelta numerals: 

"The formation of'Shelta' by the application of'back-slang' to Erse is 
cu nous: 

do, odd two (Erse do) 
na~ ayen nine (Erse, naoz) 
dai ten (Erse, deach) 
hrnmadh eleven (Erse, aon-deng) 

This raises a suspicion that the well-known slang adjective rum is 'back­
slang' for mor great. 'Shelta' also comprises 'rhyming slang' or 'head 
slang'. 

grascot waistcoat 
grawder soldier 
grupper supper" (Crofton: 1887, 151) 
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mtnoch nose (Lb) 
mcrrik nose(?) (Lb) 
mrdgrc a shilling (La) 
mm/i/mu/i to go (Lb) 
m1u/1 quick (Lb) 
m1sla1n raining (Lb) 
mu/r coming/to come/to send (Lb) 
,n1sl1 da1nach to wr1re a letter (l~b) 
1n1sl1 to my bewr write co my woman (Lb) 
muh II thom hit ii hard (Lb) 
,n1ll-togs shirt (N) 
1nrthanl/m1chn1 policeman (La) 
mo/son an ass (N) 
monkery country (La) 
u1orgentlmoinn1 good (Lb) 
morgtnnr yook good man (Lb) 
mor'ghtn rabbit (N) 
morr daughter (N) 
mumper cramp (N) 
munches tobacco (Lb) 
muogh pig (Lb) 
muslr faker umbrella mender (La) 
mushgraw policeman (La) 
muslrro policeman (N) 
nt 1uh stand back/look at (C) 
ned a1ktn lodging (La) 
need1·m1zzler tramp (La) 
ntthra• bed (C) 
nglou nail (Lb) 
nu,npa sovereign/pound (Lb) 
nyoek head (La) (Lb) 
nyack penny (La) (Lb) 
nyo(d}ghu pound (La) 
odd two (La) 
ogltJ eyes (La) 
okonnth priest (Lb) 
olivers scockings (N) 
oura town (Lb) 
panr water (La) 
f>te face (La) 
pl1mmer stone (N) 
pokkonus magistrate/justice (N) 
pep/an broth ( N) 
prad horse (N) 
prat stop/stay/lodge (La) 
raun1el/runniel beer (La) 
rawg wagon (Lb) 
reader a writ (La) 
reesbin prison (La) 
respes trousers (Lb) 

ii ri Ii 

A Gipsy-En glish Index 
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rtspun to steal (Lb) 
nation iron (Lb) 
ro1lan a four wheeled vehicle (Lb) 
roosln buker (Lb) 
rom-karn gentleman's house (N) 
rum-krn cow gentleman (fine house man) (Lb) 

rumo1 egg (Lb) 
,.,;,y sixpence (La) 
sa1nv'sonn1 see (La) 
JGikantoeh co taste (Lb) 
salt arrested/taken (Lb) 
schu/tl finnr/ five pound note (N) 
sen/scree co write (La) 
1ha1dyog policeman (Lb) 
sharag kiss (C) 
shtlkrn ga/lopa1 selling fems (La) 
shtlr"/1htlra Tinkers' slang (La) 
1h/1'ma smoking/pipe (Lb) 
shooch water/blood/liquid (Lb) 
1hum to own (Lb) 
1hu1hn rabbit (N) 
skawftr/Jkawp<r silver (Lb) 
sko1clr/1k01 button (Lb) 
1ko1chtn rain (Lb) 
1korhapa whisky (Lb) 
1k1pl)I basket (N) 
skolaia to write (Lb) 
1kola1yam1 a good scholar (Lb) 
1/ang to put or stay in a field (C) 
1/um good (C) 
slum che goryer 'best' or cheat the fellow (C) 
1mugglt anvil (Lb) 
snips scissors (Lb) 
wbli sir (C) 
wbyt '(Lb) 
1oobli!JOObn brother, man, friend (La) (Lb) (C) 
JOOptn watch (N) 
spenton cream (N) 
spreddum butter (N) 
Jtall go, travel (La) 
scamp.drawers stocking (Lb) 
u1ff a warrant (La) 
szigger gate (N) 
JLra1hmed a year (Lb) 
Jtrawn tin (Lb) 
Jlarda1 hat (Lb) 
strepuch a harlot (La) 
strepuch /usk a son of a harlot (La) 
stretcher a year (N) 
Jtynnon rat (Lb) 

11 

The following list is extracted from Mrs Grierson," An English Gipsy Index," The 
Indian Antiquary Qanuary 1886 to February 1887), 14-19, 49-57, 84-116, 113-147, 
178-180, 236-239, 277-8, 310-11, 340-342, (1887) 32-35, 69-73. 

Mrs Grierson uses the following source books to compile her very extensive glossary: 

Romano Lav<>- Li/: Word Book of the Romany, or English-Gypsy Language, by 
George Borrow, London: John Murray, 1874. 

Etudes sur /es Tchinghianes ou Bohemiens de /'Empire Ottoman, par Alexandre 
G Paspati, D. M., Constantinople: Imprimerie Antoine Koromela,1870. 

Ueber die Mundarten und die Wanderungen der Zigeuner Europa'~ Theil V 
Marchen und Lieder der Zigeuner der Bukowina. Zweiter Theil. Glossar, 
van Dr Franz Miklosich. Theile VII, VIII. Vergleichung der Zigeuner­
mundan Wien, in Commission bei Karl Gerald's sohn, 1875. 

I have extracted the English Gipsy words from her index. Readers interested in 
French, German, Spanish and Asiatic Gipsy words which number in the hundreds in 
the complete index should see the original. I reproduce below an alphabetised version 
(the original alphabetised the English words) and also a "half-Gipsy, half-English 
rhyme" originally used by Grierson to show the close links with the Indian dialect 
Bhoj'puri. I omit the Bhoj'puri. 

"The Rye he mores adrey the wesh 
The kaun-engro and chiricle 
You sovs with lrste 'drey the wesh 
And rigs for leste the gono. 
Oprey the rukh adrey the wesh 
Are chiricle and chiricli 
Tuley the rukh adrey the wesh 
Are pireno and pireni" ( 15-16) 

This translates as: 

"The squire hunts within the wood 
The hare and the bird 
You sleep with him within the wood 
And carries for him the sack. 
Above the tree within the wood 
Are male bird and female bird 
Below the tree within the wood 
Are lover and lady-love" 

I will leave it to the reader to decide whether that is original or whether it is a 
demonstration of a Victorian philologist's play with a strange vocabulary. 
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...,- abroad/ou11ide 
oJny into 
"'4<1p ashamed 
alty down 
CP111G11df to me 
""""" to come/to bring 
a.dro in 
...,an.. compulsory labour 

""'"' before 
•P<IJGw//o I believe 
apopli again 
aprt up 
ara•ya lady 
artapin forgiveness/pardon 
anava/anawllava to forgive 
""' also/likewise 
a.sarlaJ not at alVin no manner 
..,,;, possible 
atchava oprt to keep up 
cura1sA afraid 
al' come! 
/Jal halt 
b..Unxu bacon 
b<llomrmgro hairy man 
baitgo left/sinister 
b<lrib<lvb<lu 1 pound sterling 
b<lrtsi<ty story 
bOrlt brcas t 
bas-mgro shepherd 
bashadi fiddle 
b.ua bee 
bawllaw comrade 
baul snail 
b<l•lo pig 
baulit mas pork 
batlana broken winded 
bawl air 
btano born 
!Nbi aunt 
"-"g-bmgT<1 devil 
bmgako-can hell 
bmgnkM potan sulphur 
btnttrtskot1btngla/banglo devilish 
~·tngro sailor 
b.ro ship 
b.ro rul.h most 
burn convict ship 
bmh year 
btti little 
btknrna'Ca to sell 
bikhn1pm sale 

r-"'. 
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Jashano wanp.s:is fu.lse gold rings 
ferrtder better 
ftter better 
JiffU rwOh fig tree 
filis.en country seat 
fino a fine 
fordelava forgive 
fordUJJ forgiven 
faros a ciry 
fiayann fern 
gad shirt 
gareva to hide 
gavengro beadle/citizen/constable 
gerava to beware/take care 
gillie song 
giv-tntro farmer 
giv-tntro ker farmhouse 
giv-entr<>-Puv farm 
gono bag 
gorg10 gentile 
gorgu female gentile 
iran wuddur barn door 
rran wuddur ch1ncle barn door fowl 
grtJtur horse 
gry hone 
rry-chonn1 horse stealing 
~tngro horse dealer 
gry-naJh1ng horse-racing 
traJnallllllur mare 
irasn1 mare 
pommena thunder 
gruhbena thunder 
gwd/1 cry/shout 
gwd/1 nose 
gwdlo honey/sugar 
gwdlo-puhtn honeybee 
gum woman 
pno man 
l"f't111 cow 
twf1m1-hup1or cow pens 
habbm food 
hachau to bum/light a fire 
hanlo landlord 
hatchipm burning 
luJTH1 to cat 
Juj1a waste 

hnr• legs 
httaaaoa to plunder 
,,,.,, hole 
lcnu/uy full of holes 
lcin din 
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bikwny11 undone/alone 
binava to sell 
bislttm1 ague 
brtclratJa co send 
bltclrtdlb1tchtno sent 
blotn sister in adultery 
bob bean 
boUalo hungry 
boUargT<en shepherdess 
boU<rmgro shepherd 
boltkersrltot of or about a sheep 
bokhc fortune/luck 
bokra sheep 
boJtra·chonng sheep stealing 
bollava to baptise 
bcll1mtnrtsJt1Hnae1 after the manner ofa Chrisrian 
bol/i1/wed1vvus Chrisrmas 
bonntO hold' 
bor hedge 
bon big wi1h child 
borohtshnnnlugurro judge 
boro-gaTJ London 
bosh fiddle 
bothno cork 
boshomtngro fiddler 
boshca saddle 
bosno cock 
bostans bastard 
hm1alo rich 
budd1kur shop 
buddikur d1vv"s shopping day 
hug111slbt,gn1or bliscers 
bugo~s pimples 
bugnts smallpox 
buklta liver complaint 
hul posterior 
buna good 
hung!Rortr corks 
bungyortr corks 
huroder more 
hu.snt/busn1or prickle/prickles 
hure much 
hutu work 
butyava co work 
butying working 
cha/ lad 
cham leather 
charo dish 
charos heaven 
charp plate 
chavi girl/daughter 

I 
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hindity mescrt dirty fellow 
Jwjfeno liar 
JwkJwrninnush policeman 
Jwkltana a lie 
Jwklta'Oa to lie 
JwJua-mtngro liar 
hDktava to jump up 
hm penny 
horry pennies 
hufa cap 
hukn1 ringing the changes 
I it 
i she 
1nna in 
iouzia flower 
IS jf 
rv snow 
iv-enl" snowballs 
;alava to go 
;ava wife 
pb language 
jrbbm livelihood 
pbava to live 
pnava to know 
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;1nney-mtngro philosopher 
pnney-menireskey·rokrapenes sayings of the wise 
JOhrJ oats 
;oddakaye apron 
jangarava to awake 
;u louse 
1uckallJuggal dog 
)Ukkaele111 lwsh1 dogwood 
;uvalo lousy 
;uvwr lice 
]UV/i girl 
kael/kaes cheese 
kaen1na-fl1ptn plague 
ka1rava muio to comfort/cure 
ka1np1n labour 
kallllllaratchi magpie 
Oaioduml blackberry 
kam sun 
ltamava to desire 
Juimava/kamtllova to love 
ka:ma·mtscro lover 
kambon/kambn pregnant / 
ltanans/lana now 
kanwr pcase 
0ann1(s) hen(s) 
oapp1 boory 
kamn1 hawking 
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chavo child 
chaw grass 
chawho•tammgro grasahoppcr 
chtt none 
chmclt bird 
chc child 
cJrr no 
chck dir1/eanh 
ch1Mo diny 
clunava co cut 
chingava co fight 
ch1nga-guero fighter 
ch1nganptn war 
cJ11ngnn fighting 
cl11n1-mtngro axe 
clnnrpen cut 
ch1nltksltty tan birdcage/aviary 
chrvava to cast 
chofa petticoat 
chok shoe 
cJwllla coat 
cJwlwmmgro shoemaker 
chomany something 
cJwng/chongor knee/knees 
chor dudi mtngn thieves' lantern 
chort thief 
chortdo poor 
cJwveno poor 
chov1ness poverty 
chukka/ dog 
chukn1-wast whiphand 
chumava to kiss 
chumba hill/bank 
chun moon 
chungarava to spit 
chun knife 
chun-mengro cutler, knife-grinder 
churomengro swordsman/soldier 
chuu-pav1 cider 
dand tooth 
dandava to bite 
daya/d1eya mother/nurse 
deava to give 
delava to read 
deliengro a kicking horse 
desh ten 
desh ta dui twelve 
desh ta eft seventeen 
dtsh ta pansch fifteen 
<ksh ta stor fourteen 
t.ksh ta yecR eleven 
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kas hay 
luu-kairing hay-making 
kas-S11ggur haystack 
kauhes/kat.sau scissors 
kauenengro hare 
kaulo black 
kaulogutro negro 
kaulokon blackthorn 
kaufu mengro blacksmith 
kaulora!Ir gipsy blood 
kauN'.kan ear 
kaurava to filch 
kavakoiskoenoes in this manner 
kavo this 
kayes silk 
ke unto 
kerr house 
kt1r poggenng housebreaking 
ke1r-ragl1 housemaid 
kek no 
Jukkduv1 kettle 
kekkduv1skey sasler kettle iron 
ktkkeno none 
kekkeno mushes puv a common 
kekkomr no more 
kekkushti no use 
ken house 
Jun sun 
kenyor ears 
kerava to do 
kerey house/home 
kemmus deed 
kettany together 
k1chema ale-house 
k1ddava to pluck 
ktl butter 
k1/ava to play/dance 
lnlli,nengro player of an instrument/dancer 
k1nava alty to ransom 
k1nn1pen a purchase 
k1nn1pen d1vvus Saturday 
k1n10 tired 
k1sseh/kust purse 
kts1 how much? 
lastn-mtngro rider 
k1sturava to ride 
kl1sm key 
kium-hev keyhole 
kl1smengn lock 
olop gaie 
kooawr bones 
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dirk« eighteen 
dlwliW>t divine 
dilya mod1er/nunc 
di•- 10 look 
dilrlli"I ""1 window 
diUtpm image 
d1•1o 1heel/1hift/clo1h 
dinrultsi<at foolioh 
dinntltslwtnon like a fool 
dcn>Ulipmts follies 
din>Uio fool 
dlf!fOU mad 
divwu lur madhouse 
dJfJf)US day 
dt1JfJUSJ&ot daily 
dJ>n lace/thread 
,U,sch evil 
dJ>stJJ enough/plenry 
dou give! 
dowJny yonder 
duvodoyslll~s in that manner 
dovor 1hey/thosc 
drab (v) medicine/poison 
drab(v)-rngro apothecary/poison-monger 
drafJ{b)ava to poison 
drty in 
drom road 
drom-lunng highway robbery 
dude moon 
dude·har diamond 
dud1 star 
dui two 

du1 tas cup and saucer 
dukava to bewitch 
dukkoafJa to tell fortunes 
dukktnng/dwkkrptn forrune telling 
dum black 
dur for 
dur-dikk1-mtngn telescope 
duml berry 
dumlesk1e t"Jll gooseberry pudding 
dunya/duya sea 
dusca enough/plcnry 
duvtl god 
eange itch 
tbyok sea 
eft seven 
eskun10 pin 
ever-komi evermore 
fakava to pick pockets 
fashano false 

ri 

koko uncle 
kolwro alone 
komi more 
lwmarrus hall 
lu:mgi church 
kong/1 comb 
koppur blanket 
Jwrava to cry out/to riot 
koramengro rioter 
koraun1 crown 
korndo blind 
konng rioting 
konng Lil hawking licence 
koro pitcher 
koshtipen goodness 
krafnr button 
kra/n1·mengro buttonmaker 

• 
krailu king 
krapen affliction 
knkn1 week 
knor pismires 
krukty week 
kuem1 basket 
kullur shilling 
kurapen bcat1ng/fighcing 
kurava to fight 

"'""' neck 
kurlomengn pillow 
kuroboshno fighting cock 
kuromengro fighter/boxer 
kuttur piece 
la her 
lachava to find 
lak1 hers 
lang lame 
lav word 
lavengro linguist 
lav-chinganpen a dispute 
leava to take 
lelava kappi to make a profit 
knnor Spring 
ktirnor ale 
lw1nor Iller alehouse 
le1111Wf"-engn hop plant 

" it 
/1/ letter /book 
l1lla1 Summer 
lrnnow !Oken/apprehended 
/01/1 lilrthing 
wl/1plauhta ~d cloak 
wllo red/yellow 

I' 

-' 

• 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



cs-
(; 

CJ" 

~ 

• 

<;;;-

;:). 
("' 

--!I 

• 

Wilo-PNatcha red herring 
lull4>-bnlgrts red \lo'ilSICOiil 

lubb<npt• harlotry 
li.hbn:v harlot 
IM11dra 1-..ondon 
l•npt• robber."/bo.>ty 
fwt>t't> ffi(lllC'i' 

lMVVOmtngrokrr bank ( TTIOOC\'' 

luvw'"'ntrv 1noneychangcr 
ma not 
maas tlesh 
maaJ-tngro butcher 
1'Uli:ho t1sh 
maluno li~tning 
mall,..o fire 

""'" I 
mangat•a 10 beg 
manga-mtngro beggar 
mangtptn bce;g1ng 
mann.irley cake 
manush man 
macchmtskM iwtro t1shcrman 
ma1chko cat 
macro intox1catcd 
marrrpen. drunkenness 
mauo-mrngro drunkard 
mLa mile 
vuabar milcs1onc 
mLdmn bushel/measure 
mLn WC 

mtn neck 
mtnpangwhi ncckcloch 
mrnsalli table 
mtsl1pen livclihood/forrunc/luck 
,., I 
millzor miles 
m1ro mine 
mts.t~dusw very well 
moarava co gnnd 
mollauvts pewter 
morava to share 

""'""° killed 
moro our 
morro bread 
mon concubine 
mormus11 midwife 
moiluy spy 
mosko fly 
mu/ra box 
muktar chest 
mulengns grape 

• 
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rou11ou clean 
ruluskey kost branch 
rup/rupenot silver 
ruslo strong 
sap snake 
sapn1s soap 
sar as/how 
sarla evening 
sasire iron 
JaJlres nails 
sas.tremengro ironmonger 
sas nestsaulokolomus oath 
sau kin how much? 
5' IS 

shabava to cut away 
shauvava to get with child 
V.tllo rope 
sher-engn halter 
shero head 
sherengro headman 
sherraffo converted 
V.tSM/ilwclwi rabbit 
V.11ltro cold 
shill1ptt1 a cold 
sho six 
V.ok cabbage 
shuhley pattn1ts geese 
shunahen hearing 
shunava to hear 
n kovar a;aw so it is 
ng soon 
nkovar eternally 
nkkerava to show 
nmen we arc 
nmmtry pawn 
nmmtry-mengrts pawn-brokers 
nvava to sew 
nva mtngn needle 
nva-mengro tailor 
skam~n chair 
skamrrun-mengro chair maker 
Jkourd1lla platter 
skraunwr boots 
skunyes pins 
s/omava to follow 
mimt1n1 cream 
rprlwr skewers 
sp1nyor carrot• 
WJdJ hat 
.uanya stable 
_llardo imprisoned 
Slllnpm prison 

,,...-, 
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mutlft11muktar Collin 
mul/1110-ktr $Cpulchrc/cemetcrv 
mulltno htt grave 
mu/lo de:id man 
mullodustrrmu.tco cotiin 
mumli candle 
mumlrmtngro candlcst1ck/chandlcr 

musJupm lad 
mu1.lrro constable 
murra-mtnKn tea 
nalltprn sickness/liver complaint 
na/lo sick 
nan,l{rpt·n nakedness 
nango naked 
nashava to lose/hang/destroy 
na.sh1mtscro racer 
naJh1mescro-tan racecourse 
11ashko hun~ 
nast1s 1mposs1ble 
nav name 
nat'aJ thread 
nt no 
Mlavat'a to beat 
nt'VD new 
rwgo one's own 
1wk nose 
rwkk1pen snuff 
o he 
a the 
odor there 
oJevas stockings 
opral above 
opre above 
ora hour 
pa by 
padlo across 
pahamengro turnip 
paillos filberts 
pa/al behind/back again/after 
pall again/back 
pall brother 
poll of che bor hedgehog 
pandi-pen pinfold 
pandlo imprisoned 
pandlo·mengro tinker 
pandlo-mengn tollgate 
pan1-mengro sailor 
pansh fire 
panrw cloth 
panngushi handkerchief 
pappins ducks 
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strggur gate 
slJJr four 
.uunnyi deer 
subi-netdlesueti people 
maur-gtilit lullaby 
ta and 
ca/Jeno woollen 
tardava [O build 
tardra-mengre hop-pickers 
tas nest 
ta.s cup 
tasarla evening 
trusamengn frying pan 
ta1t1-pen heat 
talto hot 
tawnit-ytcks grandchildren 
tawno little 
u/ hold! 
tem councry 
umno dark 
tikno girlchild 
uppotty spiteful 
rohbar road 
rororo beggar 
tratshava to frighten 
tnngrosh shilling 

I 
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tnngurushengrt things costing a shilling 
truppwr stays (corset) 
trusno dry 
tud milk 
tudloguen milkmaid 
tugno mournful 
tuley below 
tuiiptn fat 
tuv tobacco 
vantshu nothing 
vangus finger 
vangustn ring 
var Oour 
vardo cart 
vassava bad 
vast hard 
vauros city 
wlltn bottle 
vennor bowels 
wafo another I 
wafo cem foreign land 
wafo umeskoe-mush foreigner 
wafodu bad 
wafoJu-tan bad place/hell 
wa/f<rd1vvw yesterday 
wardawa to guard 

,........, ..--. 
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porno white 
parrava to change 
pat half 
ptIJhtno halfi>enny 
patch shamtparakrowava to thank 
pa111n leaf 
pauh-tan orchard 
pauh1 pa14VI apple 
pauno flour 
pawdel over 
pawnungo watery 
ptava to drink 
pta-mengro drunkard 
ptdlotr OU[ 

ptk'd roas[ed 
ptltngro gry stone horse 
pen sister 
perava to fall 
pera't'a tufty to fall down 

f'<'do full 
peJava apopli to repay 
pttul horse shoe 
petulengro blacksnuth 
pras fun 
p1aptn health 
p11a-mengro drunkard 
p1kk1s breast 
prko shoulder 
p1re feet 
p1ren1 sweetheart 
p1rrv boiler 
puhtn flea 
pively-guene widow 
p1vely-gutro widower 
p1vtly-raun1e widow·lady 
p1zzams in debt 
p1zzammengro debtor 
piakta sheet 
plashta cloak 
plaslra-mengro pursuer 
plasirava to run 
pouado broken 
poggado bavol·engro broken-winded horse 
poggra-mengro mill 
poggrava to break 
pokiniskoe-ker Justice of the Peace's house 
pokn1es Justice of the Peace 
por feather 
pordo heavy 
por-engro pcnmaster 
por-tngn-pen penmanship 

,........, I I 

"""""" 
~ 

wardo cart 
ward<rmescro cartwright/coopcr 
waro nour 
war<rmtscro miller 
welling pali coming back 
wm winter 
wendror bowels/inside 
wemga chain 
wesh forest 
weshtngro woodsman 
weshtn-;uggal fox 
woddrns bed 
wongar coal 
wongar kamm1ng-mush miner 
wuddur door 
wuscava to cast 

References 

posuy-mt11f11 pitchfork 
posh half 
posh foal 
pov eanh 
pw·mtro potato 
porx1-tutro mole 
pra10 upper 
pucliava to ask 
puddava to blow 
pudt·mtnfl'I bellows 
puJ1t bridge 
puAkerava to answer 
pur belly 
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pureno old 
pur<rdad grandfather 
purrum leek 
pus straw 
pushtd buned 
puu1 pocket 
puin-lzl pocketbook 
puvvestt chun plough 
racluta goose 
raduluy nightly 
raf'lmas grandeur 
raia gentleman 
raA:ava to beware 
rakh girl 
roklo boy 
ran rod 
rarde night 
radiskey ka1r poggenng burglary 
rashengro clergyman 
rashr clergyman 
rash1eskey rokknng tan pulpit 
ratn1ken chrncle nightingale 
raai blood 
rawnte lady 
nua ducks 
nddo dressed 
ngava 1n yr to bear in mind 
nggurava to bear 
nnkmo handsome 
riv1ptt1 dress/frock 
rokrtt1-chincle parrot 
rokrenguero lawyer 
rokunyes breeches 
rom/rommado husband/married 
romani chi gipsy lass 
roman1 cha/ Romany man 
roman1 rye Romany gentleman 
rom1pen marriage 
rosJuo angry 

"-' 

wusto-mengro hurler/wrestler 
yag fire 
yagtngro fireman/ gamekeeper 
yag·vardo firccar 
yak eye 
yarb-tan garden 
yelt. one 
ytkoro only 
yekorus once 
yo he 
yor she 
yokk1 clever 
yoro egg 
z1mmen broth 
zum1 broth 
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David Clement 

The Secret Languages of the 
Scottish Travelling People 1 

• 

For more than a hundred years now scholars have been studying the 

language spoken by the Gypsies in Europe and the Middle East. This is 

now a thoroughly respectable branch of Inda-Iranian linguistics. The 

same progress has not been made with the languages of other nomadic 

peoples in Europe. Here again, lists were published last century of 

collections of words obtained from tinkers in Scotland
2 

and Ireland
3

, 

but interest seemed to decline when it was discovered that these secret 

languages were not in the proper sense languages at all. They appear to 
4 

have no phonology or grammar of their own, only a vocabulary of a few 

hundred words superimposed on Gaelic or English in such a way as to be 

incomprehensible to outsiders not privy to the secret. 

Although limited, the lexicon seems to be partly independent of the 

"host" languages - to the extent that certain words cannot be adequately 

translated into these languages. This paper is mainly concerned with the 

Lowland cant: the secret language of the travelling people of S and E 

Scotland. It presents some fascinating etymological problems, which may 

in turn throw some light on the origins of these people - these are by 

no means clear historically. 

1. Earlier versions of this paper were given in Jerusalem at the 
Thirteenth Annual Meeting of the Societas Linguistica Europaea in 1919, 

and in Glasgow at the International Conference of Minority Languages 
in 1980. 

2. These are collated and discussed by Russel (1914/15). 

3. Macalister (1937) collates and discusses the Irish material. Be~ng 
a scholar of Celtic, he was .able to dismiss the fanciful claims of the 
Victorian discoverers of Shelta (surprisingly supported by no less a 

I 

' 
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However, before passing to the main 

touch briefly on the H~ghland or Gaelic 

subject of the paper I wish to 
• 

ca~t, the secret language spoken 

by the travelling people in the Highlands and' Islands of Scotland. It is 

much harder to find good informants for this cant - they are geographic-

ally more remote and numerically much fewer. However, from what I have 

been able to collect so far, and from published lists I take it to be a 

form 
6 

of Shelta , one of the secret languages of Ireland. Shel ta is widely 

known in Ireland to this day, but embedded in English, as none of the 

Irish travellers seem to know Irish. In Scotland, as far as it is spoken 

at all, it is used in a Gaelic framework. The English-speaking travellers 

in the Highlands use only the Lowland cant with the smallest admixture of 

Gaelic and Shelta words, as we shall see. 

Of the several thousand families who travel the Lowlands and the 

Southern Highlands at least part of the year and acknowledge their con­

nections with the travellers, all seem to know at least some of the cant. 

Their speech is markedly different from the small number of Gypsy families 

who have come in from England in recent times. 

scholar than Kuna Meyer) concerning its antiquity. It does contain ele­
ments found in Old Irish, but then so do the modern Gaelic languages. 

4. The phono~ogy seems to be the same as that of the Scots dialects 
spoken by my informants. But since I was not sure that they all h d rh 
comma S t 1 ;· a - e ~ cos vowe system_ 1, e, I, a, u, o/ I have used square brackets 
rathe- than slants to indicate the pronunciation Similarl I h · d. t d 1 1 h . . . y' ave in-

i ca e vowe engt , which is morphologically determined in the central 
dialects, but is not at least in the speech of Dunc w·11 · . an i iamson, who 
was born in Mid-Argyll (SW Highlands). 

5. Carm~chael's list from Arran published by MacRitchie (1899-1901). 
It contains Lowland words as well, not surprising in view of th 1 _ 
t · · h · h f e oca ion in t e Fi rt o Clyde. The travellers in Arran t d h no Gaeli' c. -

1 
, 

1 
. . . . o ay ave 

Wi son s ist from Tiree is interesting. 

6. For a history and description of Shelta see 
grateful to Professor George Gmelch, now of the 
Albany, S.U.N.Y., who has been working with the 
up-to-date list of Shelta words in current use . 

• 

Macalister (1937). I am 
Dept. of Anthropology at 
Irish travellers, for an 
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. What ~s known of the history of the travelling people? From early 

times very little. The travellers themselves are rather vague about their 

• origins, except that they are not connec..ted with the Gypsies. The fair 
• hair and skin of many Scottish and Irish travellers bears this out, 

• 
though we shall see that the linguist~c evidence is contradictory, at 

least in part. There are fanciful stories about the MacPhees of Caithness 

(some of whom have mongoloid features) being descended from shipwrecked 

Japanese sailors. The stories of stranded Jacobite soldiers may have a 

germ of truth and it seems to be agreed by traveller and scholar alike 

that the Gaelic-speaking Stewarts and perhaps some other Highland tra­

vellers are the descendants of dispossessed clansman. There is evidence 

from Ireland, which I hope to develop in a future article on the origins 

of Shelta, that various classes of people, including scholars, took to 

the road in the wake of social upheavals which deprived them of their 

previous livelihood. 

There are mediaeval references to "tinkle rs", but these are house-

holders, and may have been tinsmiths by profession without being itiner­

ant. Within living memory many tradesmen (e.g. tailors) in the Highlands 

were itinerant, and it is quite likely that this situation prevailed 

over large parts of Scotland in the Middle Ages and perhaps even into 

the period of industrialisation, so that the presence of tinkers and 

such would not excite comment. 

The arrival of the first Gypsies in Scotland
7

, as in other parts of 

Europe, was spectacular. They were treated like royalty, which is what 

they represented themselves to be. Within a few years came the reaction, 

and laws were enacted against them of sufficient severity perhaps to 

encourage some to leave. But it seems likely that many followed the ex­

amples of the Douglases, Youngs and Blythes of Kirk Yetholm in the 

7. For a collection 
MacRi tchie ( 1894). 

• 

and discussion of these early encounters, see 

•. 
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Borders and espoused a settled life. The evidence that follows suggests 
• 

that a significant number j~ined the indigenous travelling peoples of 

Scotland at the fairs and on the roads, and became so completely assimil­

ated that neither the wellknown Gypsy names nor the classical "Indian" features 
• 

have survived. Why then the vocabulary? Firstly, new words and synonyms 

are always at a premium, as old words become "blown" - known to the 

"country hantle", the settled people: grdgie "man, especially a non­

traveller" is itself Romani in origin (< gaujo) and is now used in some 

Scots dialects; the existence of a large number of synonyms in the cant 

seems to have ensured its survival, together with the subtle semantic 

nuances so typical of the cant. The other factor seems to be continual 

reinforcement from the south. In southern Scotland there was contact 

with Gypsies south of the border, with the result that Romani words were 

transmitted. Although there are now Gypsies in Ireland the Shelta spoken 

there does not seem to contain many Romani words. 

My informa.~ts 8 used between 25\ and 35\ Romani in their vocabulary, 

if one excludes from this English and Scots words used in exactly the 

same way as the settled people. This proportion seems to be constant as 

additional words occur to the informants and were added to the list. 

These are not peripheral vocabulary items - they include: 

dik 
a'vri: 
a'ne: 
bare 
pane 
pi: v 
devas 
Jara 

'see' 
'away' 
'in' 
'good, 
'water:' 
'drink' 
I day I 

'egg' 

big, fine' 

Romani 

dik. 
avri 
adre 
bauro 
pani 

yoro 

8. I am grateful to the following for their patience in answering my 
questions and for opening up a new linguistic world to me (in alpha­
betical order): Lizzie Higgins, Belle Stewart, John Stewart, John 
Townsley, Betsy Whyte, Bryce Wyte, Duncan Williamson. 

l 
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dume 'back' 
v 
co:r 'steal' • 

• 
mule 'kill' • 

v •woman' manaJe • manusni 
gane 'hen' kanni 
v 
Jan 'know' 
ma') 'speak, say' mong 
gav 'town' gav 
beS 'wood' 
ha: 'eat' 
haban 'food' hoben 
mar 'hurt' mor 
v 
cure 'knife' 
grai 'horse' 
jag 'burn, coal' 
v 
cave 'boy' • cavo 
gure 'girl' gairo 
kare 'penis' 

The biggest single component consi· sts f s o cots words used in an un-

usual way and obsolete or dialect English words. By definition, Scots or 

standard English words used in the normal way do not constitute a part 

of the secret language. An example would be hant7-e, a Scots word which 

means "a handful" and hence "a ii· ttle, a f " f ad ew or r "a frog". 

A frequent use is the agentive suffix -er/ ler: winklers "eyes", 

tramplers "feet", dancers "stairs" and sooklers or papplers "breasts". 

In glirruner "fire" and jodder "a lump or mass" no synchronic analysis is 

possible. Brucklers "plates" (brittle?. ) d ha k an c c ers "face" may be long 

here. 

The suffix -ment occurs with a number of items: [stalamant] ("stopp­

ing-place, campsite", cf. [stal] "stop, stay" ) . With [darkmant] beside 

[ darke J "night"; but in [be:lamant] "(tent ) door", no l · · ana ysis is possib-

le, similarly [ futalmants J "tocls". 

A very large number of items end in unstressed [e]. This is the uni­

versal development of vowels in open syllable, except after [r], where 

we find [ jara] besides [bare J ( f th c _. e Romani material above). It does 

not seem , to have a diminutive function, whi. ch · is one of the meanings of 

the -ie suffix in Scots. In [ most cases the e] is not analysable as a 

- l 
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b · [d k J "n'ght" an~ "n [horne] "policeman" suffix at all. It may e in ar e • u • 

(cf. Scots homie "the Devil"), but in forms like [ g11fe J "pig" [ tobez J 
"police", L rufe ]/[ r11fe J "the Devil", l skalde] "lower-class town-dweller" 

[ J " " · from either sweet or sweeten. no analysis is possible. switne sugar . is 

[parez] "lice" may be from parasites. 

d [ fl t J for 11 fish" and some onomatopoeia may be behind the wor a aran 

of the animal words like l g/\fe] "pig" [ b11fart] and [ yafan J "dog"· Both 

[p!smolz] "ants" and [me:xam] "hare" seem to be known in English dialects, 

as is [ yEram] "milk". 

The vocabulary is eked out with adjectives such as shan (etymology 

obscure, unless from Irish sean "old") and been. Thus a shan mort is 

S ;,~ mann-1°n < s swearing and so on. Been kane is "church" a prosi tute, ·~· ,, - • 

been cowl is "husband" or anyone approved of, whereas been gadgie is a 

"gentleman" and been hantZe "the gentry". A shan gadgie on the other 

hand is someone who hangs around the camps with immoral intent. Been 

yer'rwn is the same as high colour i.e. "blood". Similarly kane is widely 

used in many compounds: [m.::>jx ken] is an asylum (cf. moich "mad") peevin 

kane is a pub (cf. [pi: v] "drink" supra ) . 

Rather surprisingly, we find some Latin elements: [ grE!U}l] "corn, 

gra.tn 11 , ( pE.rup J "bread" [ ke~ J "cheese" (from grCznum~ panem and caeswn 

respectively). In addition there are a few words of Romance origin: 

tes; "head'', ga.rrr.:ins 11 (women's) thighs", vi Le 11 town 11 
[ kamuS / k;-muS ] 

"shirt". 

Two very common words appear to be of German origin: [ m.::>rgan] "morn-

' • J "child" (from Kindchen). ing" and LklnJan 

The number of Gaelic words seems to be very small. I collected 

• J " (from Gaelic buidseach "magic"), [xre:x] (from creach), [buclax "charm 

[dllr] "pig", [k::inaxar] "rabbit" and [skri:v] (G. sgriobh or Scots screeve) 

[ J " r" seems to come from Gaelic salach "dirty", but ''write,,. salax swea 

may 

too 

ultimately come from a Romani word. Similarly [b1xt] "vagina" seems 

close to (Perthshire) Gaelic [phi:xt] "ibid." for coincidence, al-
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• 
though English (dialect) bight may have been a factor. 

Finally, can we detect some words of Shelta, either from the High­

land travellers or from Ireland, where many of the travellers have been? 

Although the regular word for ~cad is Zig (etymology obscure to me) Betsy 

Whyte uses the phrase on the tober "on the road, travelling"; tober is a 

good example of back-slang in Shelta, coming from Irish b6thar. My tran­

scription of moochie "rabbit" agrees exactly with Macalister' s [ mut' i J 
(Shelta, etymology obscure ) . Betsy Whyte gave minker beside mink for 

"traveller" (from tinker). ( scumar] "pipe" is apparently also Shel ta. 

It is possible that I have failed to recognise Shelta words in the lists 

obtained from my informants, but it seems clear that Shelta does not 

constitute a significant element in the Lowland cant. This is all the 

more surprising as almost all of my informants had Gaelic-speaking grand­

parents or at least great-grandparents. 

The conclusions that one can draw from our examination of the Low-

land cant are thus somewhat inconclusive, as far as casting light on the 

origins of the Scottish travellers is concerned. The strong Romani 

element in the basic vocabulary contradicts the appearance of the travel­

lers and their own feeling that they are Scottish and quite distinct from 

the Gypsies. The answer is probably that the numbers of Gypsies in Scot­

land were not great at any time, and that they were absorbed by the 

settled population and by a pre-existent body of indigenous Scottish 

travelling people, who nevertheless accepted and preserved the linguist­

ic infusion, even in the case of common words like [ mana]e] "woman" and 

L ga)e J "man". The older Gypsies in Scotland and England have Gypsy folk­

tales, whereas the travellers have Child Ballads and international tales, 

which they have or once had in common with the settled people. They are 

in many cases the last faithful bearers of this common tradition, but 

they have imposed none of their own cultural stamp on these, except per­

haps in · the choice of repertoire which survives. There are a few comic 

songs in cant, but it is not a significant element in the repertoire. The 

lack of Irish influence on.the language is surprising in view of contacts 

\ 
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• 
in recent times: evidently this was confined to"the Highland travellers. 

• 

Despite the possibility that the travellers represent a very ancient 

tradition of itinerant metal workers it was 'not possible to identify 

pre-Celtic elements in the cant, nor are there any obvious P-Celtic 

etymologies. However, a considerable number remain obscure. 

In conclusion, what is the prognos~s for these secret languages? 

The Highland cant seems not to be used any more, except by a few older 

individuals. The Lowland cant is known widely among the younger travel­

lers, but seems to be lost in succeeding generations when the families 

stop travelling around and take to living in houses.
9 

All of my inform­

ants are new in houses, though one was living in a tent when the study 

was begun. Modern inventions have destroyed many of the traditional 

trades. Cheap plastic obJects have replaced the metal cups and buckets 

the traveller tinsmiths made and repaired. Telephones and individual 

transport have un~ermined the travellers' role as a purveyer of news, 

which made the~ so welcome especially in remote rural districts. The 

hundreds of camping places have been replaced by a small number of large 

offic~al campsites. From the few others where they are tolerated they 

are liable to be moved on at the whim of the landowner, be he a private 

individal or a county council. The scale and scope of agricultural work 

has declined as many labouring jobs disappear. Only berry-picking and 

some work involving potatoes and turnios are still done manually by 

gangs of traveller families. Ironically, scrap metal collecting and 

social security money have put more cash in travellers' pockets than 

they ever had before, but at the expense of the mobility: both activities 

imply proximity to a fixed base, usually urban. lO With the demise of the 

9. The earlier pattern was to spend the winter in a house, while the 
children fulfilled the minimum number of days' attendance at school. 
In the early summer the family took to the road with a horse and cart 
and camped out. Eor a description of this way of"life between the wars, 

see Whyte' s autobiography I 19 79). 

• ~ --
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free travelling the social life has suffered. Portable televisions in 

caravans have begun to supplant the campfire singsongs and storytelling 

sessions. The richness of the narrative material being collected by . 
fieldworkers of tfie School of Scottish Studies shows that these tradi­

tional skills are not dead, but one wonders how much longer they will 

be maintained in the face of assimilatory pressures from modern society. 

When the travellers cease to be a distinct social group, one feels that 

their language will also disappear, leaving only vestiges in playground 

slang and in academic studies.such as this. 

JO. For a similar trend among Irish travellers, see Gmelch (1976) and 

Gmelch (1977). 
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Shelta and Polari 

IAN HANCQCK 

Introduction 

Both Shella and Polari may be treated together typologically, and to a very 
limited extent socially, but they have few shared vocabulary items, and their 
histories are very different. 

They are both widely spoken, in Britain and overseas; Shelta by as many as 
15,000 in England and Wales alone (Acton and Davies, 1979: 102); Bewley 
(1974: 16) puts the population in the Irish Republic at 'about 6,000'. Those 
who have a corpus of Polari words in their ordinary speech, and who are 
aware that their use constitutes a discrete linguistic register, probably amount 
to something more than that. 

Shella speakers form what has repeatedly been referred to in the literature 
as a 'caste' of people-today we'd more fashionably call them an ethnic group; 
whether this is justifiable or not, Shel ta at any rate has all the characteristics of 
an ethnic language which Polari, spoken by a variety of social and profes­
sional groups, does not. Even though each is essentially a collection of 
ingroup words used in the framework of English, Shel ta is perceived of by its 

• speakers as a distinct language; Polari is not. Many of the Polari items listed 
below have fallen out of use, to the extent that one hesitates to equate a 
knowledge of, say, twenty Polari words with a knowledge of Polari itself. 
Shella has status among nearly all groups of Travellers - Polari does not. 
Leland learnt this when he was first introduced to Shelta in 1876 by an 
itinerant whom he met in Somerset, who told him (Leland, 1882: 354-5) that 

Back slang an' canlin' and rhymin' is grown vulgar, and Italian always ll'GS the lowest 
of the lot; thieves' kennick is genteel alongside of organ-grinder's lingo, you know. 

In terms of their synchronic characteristics, both Shelta and Polari are 
vestigial languages; that is, they each give evidence of having once been 
'complete' linguistic entities. 

Shella 

Origins 
The name 'Shella' has become well-established for those who have studied 
it, but it does not seem now to be current amongst the speakers of the 
language, who use, however, a variety of other names such as 'Gammon', 
'Tarri', or simply 'The Cant' ( < Irish caint 'speech'). The name Shel ta was no 
doubt more current at an earlier time, since three different scholars recorded it 
at first hand during the same ten-year period. Leland (Barrere and Leland, 
1889: xviii) suggests an origin for 'Shelia' in the word Celtic, though this 

does not seem likely. 
There are, broadly speaking, two divisions within the language, probably 

best labelled the Gaelic and the English, i.e. spoken in Ireland (and Scotland), 
and in England (and Wales) respectively. The la11er variety contains con­
siderably fewer non-English words. Sampson (1891) remarked on these two 
kinds of Shelta nearly a century ago, and the situation still obtains - see 
Clement (1981: 18), who was unable to find Gaelic Shella in Ireland: 

Shella is widely known tn Ireland to this day, but embedded in English. as none of the 
Irish travellers seem to know Irish. In Scotland, as far as it is spoken at all, tt ts used ma 
Gaelic framework. 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



• 

• 

The process of lexical replacement - Fnglish for Shella is a contmumg one; . 
Harper and Hudson ( 1971: 82) noted an 80 per cent Joss of non-English items 
across an eighty-year period in American Travellers' Cant (originally Shel ta): 
such loss does not seem to be so drastic in Britain. There are other differences 
between Gaelic and English Shella too: the occurrence of non-English gram­
matical katures, the frequency of use of items from Angl9romani and from 
British Cant, and so on. However, all Shella dialects have a core vocabulary 
which they share, and which i1; demonstrahly of Irish derivation. Taken 
altogether, the supposedly Irish element in the language probably amounts to 
between 2,000 and 3,000 words, which are spoken in an almost entirely 
English grammatical mould. Like Clement, Maher (in L'Amie, forthcoming) 
notes that very few Shella speakers in Ireland can speak Irish. which may 
account for this. 

Shella first appeared in print over 170 years ago, in an article on Irish by 
l\lcElligott in which he referred to a 'Fenian' dialect of that language, Berla 
Feme, used by the old poets and which 'underwent some little alteration, 
whereby it is impossible even for natives to read' (McElligott, 1808: I 0), and to 

another dialect spoken in the county of Cork, and a little in Limerick, Clare and Kerry, 
called Berlagar na Seer or !\.1ason's Jargon. which seems to me to be a remnant of some 
of the languages or dialects above mentioned ... it will appearto be ancient and worth 
preserving. (Ibid.) 

He followed this with a list of words, some of which are found in modern 

Shella. In 1859 Edward Fitzgerald published a list of about 250 words and 
sentences in the same Berlagar na Ster, the secret language of stonemasons 
(1858-9: 384tf.). Berlagar na Srer is a professional jargon similar to Shella, 
though without the extensive lexical disguise (discussed below) and with 
greater grammatical retention from Irish. An American variety of this dialect 
has been discussed by Arnold ( 1898). Another word-list, supposedly collected 
in the 1850s, was that of Norwood, published in 1887. But the 'discovery' of 
Shella is usually credited to Charles Godfrey Leland, who first wrote about it 
in the New Quarter/)' m 1880, and who believed that he was 'the only man who 
has collected or published a word or a vocabulary of it' (Savage, I 895: 436). 
Because of Its obvious Celtic content, and because of the Irish connection of 
its speakers (Leland did not encounter the language in Ireland itself), and no 
doubt because of his penchant for the romantic, Leland believed, rather like 
l\tcElligott, that it was very old - a previously unknown Goidelic language, 
kept alive in secret by its speakers, who were themselves, he suggested, the 
descendants of a distinct prehistoric population of bronzeworkers. 

The debate surrounding the origins and affinities of Shel ta is an ongoing one 
(Harper, J 969, J 972, 1973; Hancock, I 974; Cash, 1977; Seaholm, 1977; Butler, 
1979), and useful bibliographies have been compiled for further research 
(Reinecke et al. 1975: 622 -3 I: Gmelch and Gmelch, 1977: I 59-69; L' Amie, 
forthcoming). John Sampson, who collected most of the available texts of 
Gaelic Shel ta during the late nineteenth century, was able to discern a number 
of phonological modifications of original Irish words, some of which he 
believed to predate I 000 AD. These modifications included, e.g. pronouncing 
the word backwards, adding extra prefixes or suffixes, and so on (see below). 

An early origm for Shel ta was also proposed by Kuno Meyer, who worked 
with the same informant that Sampson used, and who cited by way of support 
a number of rules for 'the manufacture of artificial language' ( 1909: 243) taken 
from a ninth-century Irish manuscript, some of which apply to Shelta. Meyer 
believed that Shella must have been created by scholars, possibly monks or 
poets, because the mechanisms for its crea.tion were too ingenious for illite_rate 
people to have devised. This pomt of view was mamtamed by M~cal~ster 
( 1937), whose study remains_ th_e most complete to date, despite Its subjectivity 
and a certain Jack of ltngu1sttc soph1st1cat1on. Seaholm (1977: 12) sees the 
origin and perpetuation of the language rooted in the asocietal status o_f its 
speakers, and pomts out that earlier scholars have. arnved at false conclusions 
because of their lack of familiarity with mmonty-group psychology. This 
lacuna has been filled in part by the more recent work of Acton and Davies 

(1979: 91-110). 
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The various studies by Harper on the English Shel ta-based Cant spoken in 
the southern United States reiterate that Leland, Sampson and Meyer were 
wrong in believing that Shelta descended from an ancient tongue, and m his 
M.A. thesis (1969) he gives convincing evidence for a much more recent 
origin which, in a later, unpublished paper he puts at c. 1700 AD ( 1973; 12). The 
hypothesis of an early origin, he said, has come ahout partly hecause of 
romanticism and partly from an incomplete understanding of the historical 
phonology of Irish. He also disagreed that it could not have been created by 
illiterates, arguing that 'the evidence points to the contrary' (Harper and 
Hudson, 1971; 82). On the other hand, Cash, himself of Traveller stock and a 
speaker of the language, DOES find it 'difficult to believe that an itinerant, 
fragmented people could have invented such a complex, in many ways sophis­
ticated, and internally-consistent, language' ( 1977; 180). He believes also that 
'there are far more Shel ta words than have ever been recorded' (Joe. cit.), and 
gives random examples of a numher of these not listed anywhere previously 
Thomas Acton, of the Thames Polytechnic School of Social Science, who has 
considerable acquaintance with Shelta, estimates that some speakers he has 
met have a working knowledge of over 2,000 Shella words, and says that new 
items are constantly being recorded from contemporary speakers (personal 
communication). 

Some observations worth considering about Shelta:s origins have been 
made more recently by Sinead Shuinear Butler (1979), who believes that 
Shelta in fact does have an ancient, even pre-Celtic, origin, overlain with 
'Oghamizations', i.e. intentionally crypticized, pre-Christian druidic Irish 
forms, at a very early date. She points out that too much has heen made of the 
techniques of word-disguise, that these techniques are not extensively applied, 
in terms of the whole available lexicon, and that over half of the, c. 900 items 
collected by Macalister (from other people's works) cannot be satisfactorily 
etymologized in terms of Irish or any other known language. She refers to, but 
does not pursue, Stokes's suggestion (I 872) that some of the cryptic vocabu­
lary in Irish, and hence in Irish secret languages, may be 9f Pictish origin. 

One must agree with Butler's scepticism regarding lexical sources; it may be 
that the very fact that the words are not all of Irish origin has caused such 
elaborate suggestions to be made to explain their forms. While some items are 
clearly relatable to specific Irish sources, many of them could equally well be 
derived from any language using the same techniques and a little inventive­
ness: thus gop 'kiss' ( < Irish prig with reversal) might also be explained hy 
taking the English word and applying initial voicing, medial vowel retraction 
and final desibilantization. With the exception of one or two of the processes 
listed by Macalister, such as reversal, the distrihution of these supposed 
modifications is quite random. 

Lexicon and phonological disguise, gra111111ar 

According to Macalister's analysis, the following occur in Shelta (examples 
include all of those which appear in the texts on pages 389 90). 

(i) Reversal: A \'~II 'nine' < naoi; g:>p 'kiss' < prig; ka111 'son' < mac: n:Jp 
'white' < ban: :>d 'two' < do; r:>g 'car' < carr 

(ii) Reversal with substitution: Greydi 'make, do' < deinim; nAp 'neck' < 
muineal; s:>lk 'take' < glac 

(iii) Reversal plus suffixation: Ni_l'<~)'es 'no, not' < ni ead; turpowg 'rag' < 
ceirt 

(iv) Prefixing plus suffixation: Ga:t~r 'father' < athair; graniy 'understand' 
< aithnim; s/1111·n 'Monday' < Luain 

(v) Substitution of prefix plus suffixation: Ta:dvira8 'strength' < laidir 
(vi) Loss of syllable plus substitution. Af Anik 'name' < ain111: sk:>p 'open' < 

oscailt 
(vii) De-nasalization: Bin 'good' < min; lab~rt 'exchange' < malairtaiglr 
(viii) De-aspiration ( = spirantization): Sk:>p 'open' < oscailt 
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In addition to these rhonological modifications, the language is further 
disguised hy the inclusion of archaisms (e.g. hin 'good' < min; karb 'grand­
mother' < frac); items from Romani (go.it;i 'enough· < dos ta; kani 'hen' 
< kaini) and English Cant e.g. cert 'thing', w:idhi 'duck' ( < cheat, waddler). 
English Cant has in turn acquired from Shel ta such items as monicker 'name' 
( < Shelta t11.\11ik < Irish ai11111) and gammy 'bad' ( < Shel ta gramya0 < Irish 
cam). 

l\letaphor is also apparent in gbx 'man', from Irish g/acaim 'hero, cham­
pion', and semantic shift: grami 'had' < Irish cam 'crooked, bent'; getu! 
'tremhle' < Irish scath, or eagla 'fear'; trihliv 'crowd' < Irish teaghlac/1 
'family'. The lexicon has been expanded by means of nominalizing enclitics 
(1a1fri 'strong' > 1adrira0 'strength'; grami 'bad' > gyamia0 'badness, evil'; 
11a11yi 'good' > m.\nya0 'goodness'), which are also employed for semantic 
extension (guk 'old man' > gukra 'old beggar'; yuk ·man' > yukra 'beggar'; 
glad;ir 'skin' > gladorir 'half-naked beggar', etc.). Incoined forms include 
kad_r:>g nap 'lime', lit. 'white stone', hyowr skeyv 'fishwife', lit. 'woman fish', 
"Y"k reg/om 'brass', lit. 'rogue iron', get,1• grims>r 'summer', lit. 'hot time', 
gu::ip grimsor 'wanter', lit. 'cold time', ii: ned1•(ls 'bed', lit. 'lie place', nedyas 

• 
gi::ir 'brothel', lit. 'place penis', k1111y" kyen" 'latrine' lit. 'shit house', Skai 
Gn1w1 'America', lit. 'water new', skai s11ra/ 'river' lit. 'water run(ning}', etc . 
Among calques on English are found skai'd 'be transported (to the American 
and Australian penal colonies)', lit. 'watered', g/mlor 'skin', both anatomical, 
and as a verb meaning 'to swindle', and lid s11·1vt, lit. 'drink up'. Further 
examples of some of the processes employed to enlarge the vocabulary in 
Shel ta are found in Hancock ( 1980: 63-88); similar techniques in a secret 
variety of American English (unrelated to Shella) are found in Adams (1971). 

Grammatically, Shelta structure is basically that of English, with certain 
characteristics reflecting Irish syntax, such as occasional post-nominal adjec­
tives. Sentence-final verbs are also characteristic of the language: 

(I) Have you the feen's dorah nyocked? 
'Did you take the man's bread?' 

This differs from the usual SYO order of English and the VSO order of Gaelic 
sentences. Articles are seldom used and there is often relativizer deletion: 

(::!) niydyos greydi gyamya0 mwiylso 
'people [who] do badness [to] me'. 

The locative/existential verb is steyi, which also means 'yes', but there is no 
copula: 

(3) Dwiylso munyi tarior 
'You [are] [a] good talker' 

All of these features alternate with constructions more closely approxi­
mating those of English, while some varieties, such as that mentioned by 
Clement ( 1981 ), are characterized hy greater influence from Gaelic. 

The nature of Shel ta may be seen from the following four passages, the first 
of which has· been analysed. This is the Lord's Prayer as collected by Sampson 
in the 1890s and reproduced by Macalister (1937: 139-40). It is the same as the 
'Gaelic Shelta' in the rest of his texts. The second is a song (Connors and 
Acton, 1974: 11- 12) which, lake the third and fourth examples (Moran, 
1980; Casey, 1980) is representative of contemporary 'Enghsh' Shelta. The 
first was recorded m Liverpool and is given both in Sampson's own orthog­
raphy, and in a phonemic approximation based on that ofMacalister. The last 
three were recorded in London. 

• 
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1. Miiilsha's gather, swiirth a munniath, munni-graiia-kradyi 
mwiyl5'l's ga:tor swMt o mAnyaO mAny1 gro > krady1 
I 's father above in goodness luck at standing 

dhiiilsha's munnik. Grabe gredhi'd shedh1 ladhu, as asw6rth 
diyJsJ's mAnik grJ he greydi'J Seydi Ja:du as OSWArt, 
you·s name love be make -ed upon earth as al)ove 

in munniath. Bug muilsha thalosk-minurth goshta dhurra. G[e]tul 
in mAnya6 bAg mwiylso tabsk minyArt gosto duwro gety>I 
in goodness give I/me day now enough bread forgiveness 

our shakii, araik miiilsha getyas nidyas gredh1 gam1ath miiilsha 
our sa:kuw oreyk mwiy!S> getyo, niydyos greydi gyamya0 mw1y1;, 
our sm same I forgive-s person-s do badness I me 

Nijesh solk mwi-il sttirth gam1ath, but bug miiilsha ach1m 
niydyes solk mwiy1l stArt gyamya0 hut bJg mwiy!So az1m 
not take I/me mto badness but take I •me out of 

gamiath. Dhi-il the sridug, thardyiirath, and miinniath gradhum a gradhum. 
gyamya0 diyil the sriydug ta:dyira0 a11d mAnya0 gradum o gradum. 
badness you the kingdom strength and goodness life and life. 

2. As I was a-krushing through the town 
one day, 
A bold young buffer hoy passed my way; 
I korbed him so hard, I broke his pi, 
And the next thing I knew, the shades 
had took me. 
Sing toorali-toorali-oorali-ay, 
Sing toorali-toorali-oorali-ay. 
I korbed him that hard 
I broke his pi, 
And the next thing I knew, 
The shades had bogged me. 
Now I sit in the sherrig 
By night and by day, 
Eating mouldy potatoes 
And rotten old feah. 
Now all you bold Travellers 
Take warning here too, 
Don't you get to korbing 
Or the shades'll take you; 
Whoa for that! 

3. Sooblik inorsha in a shop, lakeen 
wids 'galyune, the feen's gloaking'. 
Lakeen and sooblik mistle out the 
door. The shopkeeper calls the 
shades. The shades mistle up the 
mauli. The byuer wids 'galyune, 
hide the gohorrah'. The feens 
mistle up to the shades. 'We 
think you have a little boy here 
stole some sweets from the shop'. 
A feen wids 'I'm very sorry, I 
won't let my gohorrah do it again'. 
The shades mistle away.' 

4. The byuer inorsha is mistling 
to the market. She mistles down 
to the stall with the crorts. 
She bogs a crort for the lakeen. 
The lakeen runs. The byuer on 
the stall gloaks her boggmg the 
crort. She says 'Hey, you come 
back!' The byuer hides herself 
in a garden. The byuer on the 
stall comes gloaking around. She 
couldn't find her. The traveller 
byuer mistles off home. 

'going' 

•non-Traveller' 
'hit'· 'head' • 
'police' 

'htt' 

'head' 

'police'; 'taken' 
'jail' 

'meat' 

'fighting' 
'police' 

A boy is here in a shop. The girl 
says 'hey pal, the man's looking'. 
The girl and the boy go out the 
door. The shopkeeper calls the 
police. The shades come up the 
street. The woman says 'hey pal, 
hide the child'. The men 
go up to the police. 'We 
think you have a little boy here 
who stole some sweets from the shop' 
The man says 'I'm very sorry, I 
won't let my child do it again'. 
The policemen go away. 

The woman here is going 
to the market. She goes down 
to the stall with the coats. 
She takes a coat for the girl. 
The girl runs. The woman on 
the stall sees her takmg the 
coat. She says 'hey, you come 
back!' The woman hides herself 
in a garden. The woman on the 
stall comes looking around. She 
couldn't find her. The traveller 
woman goes olf home. 
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Polari 

Unlike Shella, Polari was probably not consciously created, but is either the 
result of gradual language loss or decay, or else of large-scale interference 
from another language upon an already existing English cant. It survives only 
as a lexicon of between 80 an~ 100 words, and it is extremely unlikely that any 
single speaker today is familiar with them all. Some Polari items have become 
current outside of the register: ponce, scarper, manker, carser, chan•er, etc.; 
the name of the register, also spelt Parliaree, Palarie, etc., is probably derived 
from Italian par/are 'to speak·. 

Today, words which may have an origin in Polari turn up in the language of 
the theatre, the circus, in show business and in tbe speech of certain male 
homosexual communities, especially those with connections with show busi­
ness and with life at sea. Its sources are unclear; it is certainly lexically 
Romance-based, in particular Italian, and this - together with its nautical 
connection - suggests an origin in the Lingua Franca, a fact to which 
Partridge has already alluded ( 1948: 122). tvlodern Polari is more likely, 
however, to be of composite origin, having elements from the Lingua Franca, 
Italian, and Cant - ·cant' here referring to the speech of road people, 
criminals, etc., generally, rather than to Shella, which is also known as the 
Cant. The former. according to Wilde ( 1889: 306), originated in the eleventh 
century: 

At the time or the Conquest, under Norman oppression. many or the Saxons became 
outlaws and thieves. The language of these vagabonds was the language of the 
conquered, because they knew no other speech, and generation after generation simply 
continued this. with little or no change ... this is English Cant. 

Lingua Franca 

Until the turn of the twentieth century Lingua Franca was spoken in the 
major ports along the Mediterranean coast. Its origins are usually thought to 
date from the time of the Crusades (Hadel, 1969; Coates, (971; Collier, 1977) 
although this has been disputed by Whinnom (1977), who points out that no 
concrete evidence exists for this supposition. Another hypothesis links Lingua 
Franca with the 'Commercial Latin' of the previous millennium (Hancock, 
1977). Whatever its origins, existing texts show that it was typologically a 
pidgin, being native to nobody, having a very much reduced structure, and 
with a lexicon which was primarily Italian and southern Romance, indicated 
by such forms as lingo, sabir, but which differed from place to place reflecting 
the languages of its surroundings. 

Its main structural characteristics included invariable nominal and verbal 
forms, though morphological interference from the various native languages 
of its speakers was consistently apparent, with e.g. plurals and tenses marked 
by enclitics. Only one bound morpheme really became stabilized in the 
language, which served to show past tense. All grammatical relationships 
were otherwise indicated syntactically, with free morphemes. Plurality and 
gender were not regularly shown, and possession was expressed by following 
the noun with di plus the appropriate invariable nominal: 

mi sabir ·1 know' 
ti star 
elu avir 

'you are' 
'(s)he has' 

butia di mi 
kadera di ti 
lingo di elu 

'my bottle(s)' 
'your chair(s)' 
'his/her language(s)' 

As in a number of other Romance-related pidgins and creoles (e.g. 
Papiameniu, Papia Krislang, etc.), the object noun phrases of transitive verbs 
were marked with a particle, which in Lingua Franca was per: 

(4) Ti mirar per mucera di Eduardo 
'You're looking at Edward's wife' 

(5) Voi amar per noi 
'You (pl.) love us' 
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The unmarked verb has no tense reference, this being assumed from !he 
context. Where it was necessary to specify tense or aspecl, intention ('fulure') 
came to be indicated by placing bizonyo before the subject, though there is no 
record. of this construction before the nineteenth century: 

(6) Bizonyo ti lavorar kon mi 
'You will work with me' 

(7) Bizonyq ii mucacu jokar aki 
'The boy(s) will play here' 

Past action was indicated by suffixing -to to the verb minus its final -r, and 
recently completed action by insertingja between these: 

ti mirato 
ti ja mirato 
elu volito 
elu ja volito 

"you saw' 
'you've already seen' 
'(s)he wanted' 
'(s)he has already wanted' 

A great deal has been wtitten about the Lingua Franca, which is the earliest 
recorded European pidgin known to us, and which (it has been suggested) 
served as the model for subsequent European-lexicon creoles now spoken 
throughout the world by millions of people, including many of the inhabitants 
of Britain of West Indian origin. Such a connection is, however, a tenuous one 
at best. It was certainly known to sailors from many European nations 
including England, on the Mediterranean run, and references to it have 
occurred from time to time in western literature since the late Middle Ages. 
Moliere has a Lingua Franca-speaking Turk in his Bourgeois Ge11tilhomme, 
and Cervantes before him refers to it in Do11 Quixote as the language spoken 
'between slaves and Moors all over Barbary, and even in Constantinople ... 
neither Moorish nor Castilian, nor the tongue of any other country, but a 
mixture of every language, in which we can all understand each other'. No 
indication was given at that early date of a specific Italian component in 
Lingua Franca. 

Coelho (1880: 187) has already suggested that sailors returning to England 

from the sea may well have interspersed their talk with nauticisms and Lingua 
Franca words and expressions not only unconsciously, but also as a means of 
creating what Halliday has call~d an ·anti-language', a means of keeping 
oneself and one's community insulated from the establishment and the law. 
However, since Polari survives today as a lexicon specifically associated with 
theatrical, circus and homosexual environments, we are still obliged to ex­
plain how these different social contexts are related. 

If a thread can be said to connect them, it is probably a nautical one. Sailors 
home from the sea, unused to a static means oflivelibood, were drawn to the 
Road for a living, joining troupes of players, sideshows and hiring-fairs 
(Ribton-Turner, 1887: passim; Salgado, 1977: 138). Perhaps the circus tradi­
tion of tattooing originated with these same sailors. Sometimes they became 
travelling peddlers and merchants; in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen­
turies, when Polari seems to have developed in England, this kind of transient 
population was very common, having its origins in the Middle Ages (see 
chapter 23). Mayhew, writing in 1851, was certainly wrong when he said that 
Italianisms had been introduced 'but lately' into showmen's cant; possible 
examples of these turn up in earlier decades: bever, hene, fake, commission, 
lingo, gad-so, gamhs, etc., for example, are listed in Grose (1785). Although 
Leland was unaware of Polari as such, he did acknowledge an Italian element 
in English slang, putting the introduction of Italian words into the language in 
the sixteenth century (Barrere and Leland, 1889: xix): 

During the reign of Queen Elizabeth many Italian words found their way not only into 
English literature but also into slang, and additions have occasionally been made sinc'C 
then from the same source. 
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like Hotten, Baumann, in his book on British slang and cant ( 1887: cviii) 
believed that lingua Franca and Italian items in English came into the 
language via separate origins. 

There are no texts in Polari, and it does not now seem to be spoken in 
connected sequences. -Hotten gave as an example scar per with the fl·ele of the 
donna ofrhe cassey ('run off with the landlady's daughter'), but this may well 
have been contrived by himself. Today, constructions of this length would be 
quite unusual, though a similar passage is given by way of illustration, below · 
also a non-spontaneous sample. In any case, the function of Polari is not to 
provide a completely separate lexical system from English, but rather a pool 
of'secret' words sufficient to make cryptic any utterance that needs to be kept 
from outsiders. It also serves as a factor of social cohesion for those who use it. 
like Shelta - though unlike its ancestor, Lingua Franca - Polari functions to 
erect barriers between people, rather than to break them down. 

Polari is a lexicon. \\'hile Shelta exhibits some grammatical and syntactic 
features of its own (discussed above), there is nothing un-English about the 
structure of Polari, although like Shelta it continues to generate new words 
from original combinations of its existing morpheme stock: e.g. ogle-riahs 
'eyelashes', lit. ·eye hairs', and omie-pol/one 'gay person', lit. 'man woman'. 

The following samples of Polari include (text 2) a short text taken from 
Burton ( 1979), and (text 3) a list of lexical items recognized as Polari collected 
from all available sources, both printed (listed in the bibliography) and al 
first-hand. No attempt has been made lo indicate the different social or 
professional areas for which each item has been recorded, and only those of 
Romance origin, or possible Romance origin, are listed. They appear in a 
broad phonemic representation based upon my own hearing of the items in 
speech and my own reading of the written form assumed from English spelling 
conventions. The suggested etymologies are tentative at best. 

The first sample is the Lord's Prayer in Lingua Franca (cf. the same text in 
Shella, Romani and Angloromani, above): 

I. Padrt di noi. kt star in syelo, noi volir ki nomi 
Father of us, Y>ho be in heaven, v..·e v.:ant that name 

di l1 star salull Noi volir ki ii paisi di ti star 
of You be saluted. We want that the land of You be 

kon noi, i ki ti lasar ki tuto ii populo fazer volo 
with us, and that You let that all the people do wishes 

di ti na tera, syemi syemi ki nel syelo. Dar noi 
of You in earth, same way that n-the heaven. Give us 

sempri pani di noi di kada jorno, i skuzar per noi 
always bread of us of every day, and excuse us 

11 kulpa di noi, syemi syem1 k1 noi skuzar kwesto populo 
the sins of us, same way that we excuse DEM people 

ki fazer kulpa a noi. Non lasar noi tenir katibo 
that do sins to us. NEG let us have bad 

pensyeri, ma tradir per noi di malu, perke ti tenir 
thoughts, but lead us from bad, because You have' 

sempri ii paisi e ii fortsa e ii gloria. Amen. 
always the land and the strength and the glory. Amen. 

2. As feely homies, when we launched 
ourselves on the gay scene, Polan 
was all the rage. We would zhoosh 
our riahs, powder our eeks, climb 
into our bona new drag, don our 
batts and troll off to some bona 
bijou bar. In the bar, we could 
stand around polarying with our 
sisters, varda the bona cartes on 
the butch homie ajax who, if we 
ftuttered our ogle riahs, might 
just troll over to offer a light. 

young men 

fix 
hair; faces 
nice, clothes 
shoes; wander; nice 
small 
chatting 
gay acquaintances; look at; nice; genitals 
·male'; man; nearby 
eyelashes 
wander 
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3. rekwo'(aqua, acqua) n. 'water'. It acqua, LF akwa 'water'. 
resprow (aspro, aspra) n. 'male prostitute'. LF aspro ·money' 
bret (bat) n. 'shoe'; v. 'shuffle or dance on stage'. See next item. 
bretriy (battery) v. 'knock' or 'strike'. It battere 'beat, strike'. 
bretriy ko:ziy (battery carsey) v. 'knock at a door'. 
bo:kiy (barkey) n. 'a sailor'. It barca 'boat'. 
bi:viy/ biviy (bevvy, bivvy) n. ·a drink'; v. 'to drink'. It bev- 'to drink' 
bi:viy owmiy (bevvy omee) n. 'a drunkard'. 
bodeygo (bodega) n. 'shop'. Spanish bodega. It botteca 'shop' 
bogrejo (bagadga, bagaga) n. 'penis'. lt bagaggio 'baggage'. 
bimbow (bimbo) n. 'a dupe, a sucker'. ft bimbo 'kid, infant, child' 
binkow (binco) n. 'a kerosine Hare'. It bianco 'white'. 
biyn (bene, ben) adj. 'good'. ft bene ·well'. 
biyno (benar) adj. 'better'. 
b6wno/b6wnow (bona, bo110) adj. 'good'. It. buono; LF bonu. 
b6wn• nowciy (boner nochy) 'good night'. 
byrenok/byown (beyonek, beone, beyong) n. 'shilling'. ft bianco 'white'. 
co:p;:> (charper) v. 'seek'. It cercare 'seek'. 
C6.:parin ko:ziy (charperi11g carseJ1) n. 'police station'. 
co:porin owmiy/so:po (charpering omee; sharper) 'policeman'. Cf. preceding items 

and English 'sharp'. 
co:vo/i:j:vo (charver, chauver) v. 'have sexual intercourse'. Cf. Spanish cha\'O 'girl', 

chabaca11a(/a 'a very vulgar expression'. 
C6.:varin d:ina (charveri11g do11na} n. ·whore'. 
Cinka/ Cikw;::i (cl1inker, chikn·,1) number ·five' . It cinqi1e 'five'. 
dreC./di:jo (dacha, deger) number 'ten'. It dieci 'ten'. 
dawriy (dowry) adj. 'a lot of' e.g. a dowry of acqua. It dare 'give'. 
diyn• (deaner) n. 'shilling'. See next item. 
dinoliy/dinoley (di11arly, dinar/ii, di11aly) n. 'money'. Spanish dinero 'money' 
doliy/dol (dolly, doll) n. ·smart and attractive young woman'. It Joice. 
don• (dona, donna, doner) n. 'lady, landlady'. It donna ·woman'. 
duwi (dooe, duey) number 'two' e.g. duey saulty '2d' [two old pence]. It due 'two'. See 

s6lto, below. 
freb/frebl (fab,fabel) adj. 'marvellous'. Spanishfabu/oso, Englishfab11/011s. 
freC. (fatcha) n. 'face' e.g. fake thefatcha 'shave or apply make-up'. ftfaccia. 
feyk (fake) v. 'make, do'. ftfaccio 'I make'. 
fi:ykmont (fakemelll) n. 'thing, doing, action'. See preceding item +English-men/. 
fErikoduwzo (ferricadooza,ferricadouzer) n. 'a knock-down blow'. Itfenre. 
fiyliy/ fiylyo (fee/e,feelier,feelia) n. 'child'. Itfiglie 'children'. 
fiyliy6wmiy (filiome) n. 'youth legally underaged'. ft preceding item + owmir. 
flawriy (flowery) n. 'lodgings, accommodation: house entertainment'. 
f6wgol ([ogle) n. 'handkerchief'. ftfoglia 'leaf': 'handkerchief' (slang). 
grem (gam) n. 'leg'. LF gamba 'leg'. 
jent (gent) n. 'money'. It argento 'silver'. 
jog• (jogar,jogger) v. 'play, sing, entertain'. It giocare 'play'. 
jogorin-owmi (joggering omee) n. 'entertainer'. See preceding item 
juwzay (Jew's eye) n. 'anything of value'. It. 
kremp (camp) v., adj. 'be excessive or showy', 'affect mannerisms of the opposite sex'. 
kretivo/k;i:tivo (catever, kerterver) adj. 'bad'. It catti1•0 'bad'. 
ko:nis (carnish) n. 'meat, food'. ft carne 'meat'. 
ko:nis-ken (carnish ken) n. 'eating house'. See preceding item + ken 'house'. 
ka:tsow (cartzo) n. 'penis'. It caz:o 'thrust'. 
ka:ziy/ka:zo (carsey, karz_t', carser) n. 'house', 'lavatory', 'brothel'. It casa 'house'. 
kamiS;)/kamiSan/miS (ca111isa, co111issio11. 11zis/1) n. 'shirt'. It can11sa 'shirt'. 
kopi:lo (kapella) n. 'hat, cap'. ft cape/la. 
k;iptlow (kapello) n. 'cloak'. It cape/lo. 
ka:tiva-ko:tsow (kerterver cart:o) n. ·venereal disease'. lt. see k~eti\';J, k<etSO\\' 
kwatriyn/ kw:'.>:t;Jrin (q11arteree11) n. ·a farthing'. It tfUtlttr111t>. 
kw5:ta (quater, quarter) number ·four'. It q11attro 'four'. 
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l<i:liy1layl (la/lie, ll'iel I\ 'leg' 
lttiy (/ellv) n. 'bed', It lt·11e. 
ltllyz (/<'lril's) n. 'lodgings, accommodation' See preceding item. 
lirygow (/i11gol n. 'language', esp. 'foreign language'. 
bry-dtJJ (1011g dl'dga) numbe• 'eleven' It undiet. 
mrenjtiriy• m.\njoliy, nonyony/nomyony/]oriy (manjarie etc.) n., v. 'eat', 'food'. 
m:i:nk1y (manky) adj. 'bad, poor, tasteless'. It mancare 'lack, want for'. 
m~ez;,riyn (1n,1:(1r111t•) n. 'n1ezzanine, platform belO\\ stage'. It ,,1e::a11i110. 

mtJzo1m:edzo (mad:t'r, med:l'r) n., adj., 'half' It. ml'::o•'half'. 
mtdzo-koruwn m<i:d-z.Okoru\\n (mwl:er caroon) n. '2 '6d' [two shillings and six-

pence]. It nrt•::o ftJro11c1. 

mrdzJz, mtedzJz. mf:iJz (n1e(/:ers, 111eaJ1Jres) n. 'money'. See preceding item. 
m.\k (mr,l'k) n 'stage make-up' It ''''1ccl1it1 ·stain': English n111ck. 
m.\ltiy (mu/tr) n., adj. 'many, a lot' IL mo/to. 
ni:nt1y ·n;.entJ (11,1111_1', n11111ee) ·no, nothing, not, don't'. It niente. 

n1ks (rri.l') ·no, not, don't'. German 11it-l1ts. 

niks-m.rnJoliy (tit\ 11111ngarlt-t') ·nothing to eat', 'no food'. 
nowciy (nod1r) n. 'night'. ll 1zollt', Spanish noche, LF nore. 
n.:ibo (nvbber) number 'nine' It 110\'e 
6wgollilwg;>I (oglt', oogle) n. ·eye'. It occhio ·eye', English og)e. 
61,\:miy (0111ee. 0111_r) n. 'n1an', 'landlord'. Creole 0111i, Portugt1ese J10111e111, It 1101110. 

6wm1y-pol6wniy (omee-pa/one.1•) n. 'male homosexual'. See 6wmiy, pal6wn. 
~lo (olla) number 'eight' It ol/ll ·eight'. 
p.i:n;)m (pt11111a1n, pa1111111n) n. "bread'. It pa11e, Latin pa11en1. 

p6:ka (parka) v. 'pay'. It part ire ·pay out'. 
palony (polari, parlaree, par/arr, palarit', par(1·aree, panar/1') \'. 'speak'; n. 'speech', 

'language'. It par/art' ·w speak'. 
polo:vo (palai·a) n. 'talk, argument'; v. 'to argue, discuss'. 
polo\\ n · -iy ( polune, palune. pa/om·.1'. po/lone) n. 'girl, young woman'. It po/lone 

·chick'{°) 
p6wgiy (pogr, pogt')') n., adj. ·small, a little'. It poco 'little'. 
p6wgiy-akwo (pogey acq11a) ·a hnle water'. 
pont:p:mts (pont, ponce) n. 'a pimp'. Cf. Fr pont 'prostitute' and English punk. 
p:intiy (ponte) n. 'pound sterling'. It po11do 'weight' (calque). 
puwna (poo11a) n. 'pound sterling'. See preceding item. 
pAnk (punk) n. ·male homosexual'. Spanish punto, puto 'male prostitute'. See also 

pool, above. 
raya 1ri:ya (raih, riah) n. 'hair'. Spanish rm·a 'parting in the hair'. Also possibly 

English backslang. 

s<i:v1y (savvy) v. 'know, understand'. LF sahir, 'know', 'understand'. 
sey (sa, sa1·) number 'six'. It sei. 
sey-duwiy (say dooe) number 'eight'. 
sey-6wmy (sa.v oney) number 'seven'. 
sey-trey (sa.1• tray) number 'nine'. 
stt;, (setter) number ·seven'. It sette •seven'. 
sko:poisk6:piy/sko:paliy (scarper, scarpy, scapali) v. 'flee'. It scappare. 
skriyv (screeve) v. 'write', n. ·written material'. It scrivere 'write'. 
s:iltals:iltiy (salter, saltee, salty, .raulty) n. 'one penny'. It. so/di. 
s.\pala (suppe/ar) n. 'hat', It suppdle11i/e 'household goods, fittings'. 
stril (strill) n. 'musical intrument'. It strillare 'cry out, shriek'. 
towbar-owmiy (toher omt't') n. 'landlord'. 
t:J5arilwnr t:Jsoruwn (tosheroon, t11sheroon, t11.ueroo11) n. '2/6d' [two shillings and 

sixpence]. 
trey (tray) n. 'three' It tre; tra.1· saultee '3d' [three old pence]. 
ilwna (una) number 'one'. 
vrejarty (vaggerie) V. ·go, leave, travel', ft viaggiare. 
vo:da;v6:diy (vardo, vardl') n. 'a look'; v. 'see'. Venetian vardia ·a look'. 
v6wCiy (voche) n. 'voice'. It vol'e. 
w.'ilap (wallop) v. 'dance on stage'. It gallopare. 
w61apo (walloper) n. 'a dancer' See precedmg item. 
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THE CRYPTOLECTAL SPEECH OF 
THE AMERICAN ROADS: 

TRAVELER CANT AND AMERICAN 
ANGLOROMA~I 

IAN HANCOCK 

The University of Texas at Austzn 

T HERE EXIST A NUMBER OF "languages of the roads," which have re­
ceived passing mention in the literature over the years, but which 

until comparatively recently have not been the subject of scientific inves­
tigation. All of the documentation of these originates from, and de­
scribes, the situation in the British Isles; hardly acknowledged at all is the 
fact that these modes of speech also exist in anglophone territories over­
seas, such as Australia and New Zealand, The Republic of So!Jth Africa. 
and in Canada and the United States. Examined here is the origin and 
interrelationships of these "languages," and their current sociolinguistic 
scatus and use in the United States. 

There are probably between 50,000 and 100.000 people in this coun­
try who refer to themselves as "Travelers," and who speak among them­
selves codes belonging to the type of language dealt with here. Thev 
consist of a number of distinct groups. the principal three being the Irish 
Travelers, the Scottish Travelers, and the Romanichals. It is to these 
three only that I am restricting my discussion. Typologicalh a number of 
other in-group registers in North America might be included here. such 
as that used by carnival employees (Elves 1977), confidence men 
(l'v!aurer 1974) or itinerants (Flynt 1900), but these are purely sociallv 
defined populations, whose linguistic behavior is only superficially like 
that of the Travelers, although they frequently are all classified together 
in media reporting. The term Traveler does not now mean. necessarih. 
that someone so identified is constantly on the road: many Travelers li'e 
in sedentary homes and have done so for many years. There are long­
established, settled Traveler communities in a number of states: one 
such, near Augusta, Georgia, is described in Harper ( 1977). Still o~her 
families may live in motorized trailers, some of them ven elaborately 
appointed, and follow established routes in various areas of the countrv. 
undertaking such occupations as selling oilcloth or linoleum. painting 
roofs and barns, and so on. 

All three of the principal groups of Travelers must be regarded as 
ethnic, not social, populations, on the basis of origins, patterns of de-
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upon these poor Irish (transportersr (quoted in :Vf;innix-1983, 148). Fur­
ther details of transportation are found in Beier ( 1985). 

~tanv Irish came 10 the United Scates following the po1a10 famine in 
the 1840s; this period of their historv is dealt with in Sowell ( 198 l, l 7-
42). According 10 :-.:iles (1980, 21-22) 

The immigration of Scots came generallv later than that of the Irish. The bulk 
of the former were prisoners of war shipped over during the (Scotush) Civil War, 
but conditions in Scotland accounted for later transportations .... Between 1678 
and 1685, more than 800 Scots were again sentenced to transportation; the Jac­
obite Risings of 1715 and I i45 later furnished a number of Scots prisoners who 
too were shipped. 

These shipments were to the \Vest Indies, in particular Barbados, and 
to Virginia, though many of these individuals came into Carolina via 
Barbados as well. Some Travelers were transported simply for being 
Travelers, and their numbers may have been augmented by non-Trav­
eler 1ransportees who joined chem; only a tiny fraction of those trans­
ported 10 the American colonies would have been Travelers before 
transportation; ii is not easy 10 identify such people from names in the 
shipping lists. 

The migration of Travelers into the United States has by no means 
stopped, and the distinctions among the different groups are many and 
complex. The earlier stock of Irish Travelers, known as Sawries, is in two 
separate groups centered in the Southeast and the South Midlands re-

. spectivelv, and both are different from a third group, consisting of the 
more recently arrived Irish Travelers. or "Greenhorns," who live prin­
cipally in the :-.:onh. There is linle socializing among the three. The Scot­
tish Travelers in Britain include Romanichal and non-Romanichal 
groups. although in chis country that distinnion doesn't seem 10 be 
maintained as sharply as in Canada, according t<? information provided 
by Lee ( 1969, 94) in his survey of different Gypsy groups in North 
America. It is generally accepted, however, 1ha1 there has been a certain 
amount o,f intermarriage over the years, and that more or less Romani 
blood is represented in the histories of some Irish and Scouish Traveler 
families, and vice versa. 

This earlier contact is evident in the dialects. Thus for Scouish Cant in 
Britain, Clement ( 1981, 20) found between twenty-five and thirty-five 
percent Romani-derived lexicon, and almost the same proportion is evi­
dent in chis country. The ·phonology, however, differs in' some respects 
from that of Angloromani, and there are items of Romani origin in 
Scoto-Romani. as Russell (1915) has called it, which have not been re­
corded in English Angloromani at all, suggesting a different earlier his-
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1ory for 1he Sco11ish Romani population. Irish Cant also contains a fair 
amount of Angloromani adoptions, and American Angloromani in turn 
contains some Cant words-dancers 'stairs', for example. It is evident, 
however, that chis dialect mixing is far less common in North America 
than ii is in the British Isles, and ii is also the case 1ha1 although speakers 
of each may use words from the ocher two dialects, they are usually quite 
well aware that they are doing so. An Irish Traveler will readily tell you 
1ha1 although he may use the word kushti 'nice', ii is Romani and not 
Cant. 

AGE AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE DIALECTS. The arrival of speakers of 
inflected Romani in Britain, and hence their initial contact with English, 
probably cook place in the late l 400s. The first reference IO it was by 
Borde in 1547, and a few years later, in 1566, Harman referred 10 the 
Gypsies' use of "peddlars French or canting," which, he said, had become 
established some time during the previous thirty years. All the samples 
we have of chis are in fact Cant and not any kind of Romani, and one 
possibility is chat an earlier English Cant provided the model for all of 
the dialects being discussed here. We find in that dialect, for example, 
the use of nominal phrases functioning pronominally as early as 
Copeland (1535): his watch 'him', my watch 'I', and others such as his nabs, 
his nibs. The lauer has survived into modern English, along with a few 
other Cant words like booze, queer, rum, cheat, and gear. In Irish Can! the 
same construction is found: my jeel for 'I', your jeel for 'you' and so on; 
Shelta has also created two pronouns on the same pattern: mwzlsha 'I' 
and dwilsha 'you', from mo 'my' and do 'thy' plus dyil (which has no tracea­
ble source in Gaelic but which seems to mean something like 'self') plus 
sha, which is the Gaelic -sa, an emphatic particle following the noun pos­
sessed (cf. the Gaelic mo mhac-sa 'my son' [Dillon 1961, 49]). In Gaelic, 
/tin means 'self', and forms such as se /tin 'him-self', or more accurately 
'he self', ca'n occur as a nonreflexive pronoun, as in Hiberno-English 
'himself did it', or 'will you give this to himself'. A parallel with the black 
English (and U.S. slang) use of ass ('arse' in British English) might t<:nta­
tively be drawn: 'I fired his ass'; 'your ass is in trouble'. In the Igbo 
language, spoken in eastern Nigeria, ike-m 'my ass', ike-gz 'your ass', and 
so on, are common in colloquial speech for 'myself', 'yourself' (etc.). 
Scottish Cant jeer, incidentally, means 'backside', also qne of the in­
terpretations of the English Cant jerry (cf. jerry can). Jeer and 1eel are pho­
nologically very similar. This nominal construction used pronominally 
does ·not occur in Angloromani, although Scottish Cant has my noggins, 
your noggins, etc., the word Noggins or Nawkins in fact being one of the 
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centuries of Gypsy slavery in southern Europe. and who as a result have 
lost the language. does soCialize with the Romanichab.-and cases of inter­
marriage between members of the two groups are not unusual. Acquisi­
tion of the dialect of the Rornanichals is also found among the Boyash, 
some of whom have even adopted Roman1chal surnames. Romanichals 
and the Bovash are often confused bv the \'lax Rom. who mav refer to . . 
both as &yash 1ndiscnm1nately; the Vlax. on the other hand. are called 
Raglieads or Turks by the Romanichals. and &nrna1ees by the Bovash. 

The populating of :\orth America. wrth the huge diversity of ethnic . 
and national groups who have come there to live, has caused Travelers 
to become lost in the crowd. Americans tend to be verv color conscious. , 

and it is hard for them to think of minority groups except in terms of 
race and complexion. :'.!ore than once it's been said that the Gypsies' 
plight might receive more svmpathetic attention if they had green skin. 

Americans have also been fed a verv imaginative diet of romantic non­
sense about Gvpsies. and most would not be able to recognize a genuine 
G\pS\ if they saw one. As long ago as 1865, Simson commented upon 
the "very erroneous" popular perception of the Gypsy (8). and his re­
marks, b} and large. still hold true today. The word Gypsy itself is often 
used as though it described a kind of behavior; Irish and Scottish T rav­
elers are referred to as C_vpszes in the press not because of what they 
actuall}' are, but because of how the) are percei,·ed to behave; and yet 

It cannm be emphasized too srronglv rhat rhe [Irish] Travelers in no wav consid­
er themsel\·es to be G\.'psies. l'\e\...-spaper reports that refer to the Travelers as 
Gvpsies are highlv resenred. In facr. such repons have had a definire negarive 
effect \\'ith regard to the Travelers· openness \\ith outsiders desiring to '"rite 
abour rhem . "to call us Gvpsies is to misrepresenr us." [Harper. 1977. 38-39] 

:'.!embers of a troupe of non-G,·psy actors who arrived in San Francis­
co in the summer of 1985 in horse-drawn cans were called "Gypsies" in 
the local press (Rowlands 1985). although G'ypsies don't travel in horse­
drawn cans in this country, and less than two percent do in Britain. It is 
(he strength of this stereotvpe which protects the real population, and 
with so many non-Traveler Amencans on the roads and in the KOA 
Camps in their \\'innebagos, it is easy to understand why Travelers re­
main invisible to the r'est of the population. Too, Travelers will seldom 
reveal their identity in their contacts with the non-Traveler population. 

This invisibility h'!-5 also brought about a certain relaxation of attitudes 
towards protecting the community. In Britain, the situation is sharply 
distinct: Travelers. whether Romani or not, are a persecuted minority 
which must travel from government reservation to government reserva­
tion and who will be fined or jailed if they stop anywhere in between. In 
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May, 1985 in Yorkshire, one municipal council sought a court injunction 
to make it illegal for Travelers to trespass within city limits-a move 
which the press called "a policy of apartheid." Such anti-Traveler legisla­
tion exists also in the United States, but it is not often enforced . \Vhen it 
is, it is usually against the more recently arrived, more identifiable Conti­
nental Gypsies. Harper ( 1977, 64) writes of the profound effects one 
such law had on traditional means of livelihood for the Travelers; passed 
in the State of Georgia, it read in part: 

Upon each company of rraveling horse-rraders. or rraveling Gypsies. engaged 
in trading or selling merchandise or livestock of any kind, <>r cla1rvovant, or 
persons engaged in fonune-telling, phrenology. or palmistrv. 5250 [is] t~ be col­
lected ... [from those who] live in tenrs or travel in covered wagons and auto­
mobiles. and \vho mav be a resident of some countr\.' or 'vho reside , .. ,ithout the 
Srare. and who are 'commonly called traveling horse rraders and Gvpsies. 
[Georgia Acts and Resolulw11s, 1927, Pan I, Title II , §56, p. 73] 1 

Something should be said about the secrecy of these dialects and the 
ethics involved in discussing them in print. Most of their speakers have a' 
very protective attitude about revealing details of their speech to out­
siders or about admitting that such dialects even exist. Obviously, if the 
dialects were to becon1e too well known, their whole function ~s cryp­
tolectal registers would be invalidated. Almost all of the examples given 
here are already somewhere in print, and therefore alreadv available to 
anyone interested enough to look for them. It should be added, however, 
that speakers are still quite easily able to disguise the content of their 
speech even in the presence of outsiders who have learned more or less 
of their dialects from printed sources. An increasing number of works 
on Travelers is being written by Travelers themselves, and this is as it 
should be. The British and Foreign Bible Society has published a 
number of scriptures in some of these dialects , and at least one publish­
ing house has produced several collections of materials, including word­
lists and transcribed oral literature. Various scholarly treatments of the 
status and form of these dialects exist, and on the sociological back­
ground of their speakers. A number of these have been included in the 
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The following extracts are reproduced from Encyclopaedia of Ire:and 

(ed) Victor Meally , published Alan Figgis , Dublin 1968 , pp . 115-117. 

IRISH SCRIPTS 

OGHAM : Even the earliest Irish sen pt, Ogharn, which 
is a t least as early as the fifth century A.n., implies famili­
ari ty with the La tin alphabet. Ogham uses twenty letters, 
each formed of a group of strokes on either side of the 
angle of a stone, or crossing it. 1\1.ost Ogha 1n stones were 
discovered in sou thwest Ireland. Ogham is suitable only 
fo r sho r t inscriptio11s. 

IRISH AND 
ITS VARIETIES 
ThL· (:r·lt1c IJ11guagcs \\.'Crt.: G.i1~li:h. which J1cd out dt the 
bf'g1i1r1i11g c1t tf1c Cl1r1'it1an erJ.; Go11lel1c, frc)1n \.\-hicl1 are 

dc~cc11(lt.·:l Ir! ~!1, Sco~tl'\h (_ ;acl1c d 11J f\.1an:-; , a:1d Rri I.inn ic , 
ti-0111 \\"l11c!1 arc dcs.:l·111..!c~ \Vclsh, Cor111' .. h and Urcton. 
(:ori~:sh bCCJ.!!lL' C>:'"111Ct Ill tJ1c C1gJ1tL:L'~th CcntUf)', 

f\.1.111.:-: ~11r\•1ved 111t() r!1c first h.Ji! t)ftht: prL'scnt ccntur)·. 
It i~ 11c>t pl1ss1blc tu \J.;,· \\'ht·:1 c:l'.lt!l-"I1t:.1king: people 

fir~r can!c t<1 Ircla11d, bltt 1t \\"J.!111rolJJ!1l;·sc;11c t!:11e dur111g 
the fi rst 1;1illcn1un1 s.c. 

Tl1c: ol~-lc~c fo r 111 of tht' la11guJg<.: of \\ hich rl·cord" 
sttr\•i"·e is ()/J Iris.It, and belongs to tl1c pcr1c1J A.IJ. (,r~·1 t<J 

. .\ .fJ. 91)(_\. Tl1c a11c1c11t fr1~h at fir\t haci a fc,r111 <>f \ .. ·r1r11~g 
knu\\'n J\ ().~h,1111 (o;;cc \t1p ra) "''t11cf1. \\·i11lr l1J'>c<l or1 the 
1.atin ali1liJbct, C<Jrl'lt\tcd of "tr1ikco;; cur 1r1 src>r1c or 1n 
\\'()f)ci. "fht Lat1r1 lcttcro;; c.:1111t..· f(> Ircl.111d v.:1ri1 ( 'l1rPit?J111t)·. 

111 tht: ti!"th ccnrtlr)'· and Jt1J.rt frcJ111 <J.r::l1un:, tl1c ].anµuagc 
ha'.) \1cc11 ,,·r1ttt..·11 111 S(J111c for111 <>f the'c lt:tt•:r~ e\·cr o;;111cc 

l )J(i. lr1 ... i1, J'i ftlUllti Ill \\ "fltf.l'Jl refllfli'>. \\',))a ht)ll1.()­

gc11L'llll'i 'f.l.r1J..trJ l:-1:1~tt.Jf!;l'. \\·r1rtC"t1 hy a \il1J!I lc.:.ir11l·{i 

•• :L1.:;\_ [t l!l .1:1 t·•:rrc:11cl;· ti1tii ... ·1Jl1 la11gt1agc. l"·1icc1all\ 111 1r ... 

111 orpl1ology (accidence} 1 and is 11ot therefore i11tcll?g1l1lc 
co re,dcrs of /\;\odcrn Irish. A kno" kdse of l\1odcrn 
l r isl1 is, of cour ... c, a help in acquiring rhe older language, 
J.r1d indeed 111.in)' '''ords, which hJ\"C chJ11gft-l ne1tl1cr 
spcllir1g 11()f 1111·:111111µ, Jrc rcJdily r~: ... ·l)~n1zJl~ll' rt' a.11 Ir1~!1 
!)rr..:akcr. e.g. }1/1 (c(1\\ ). c111111ll (l11ll"\i.,.''· fcirr (111Jrc:), _/11_lr 
(hl.!a<l (Jf l1a1r) . . ~f1l11 (k11cc), trt1tli (!)h.1pc), /i,1/l (111t.:111bcr,1. 

i>/Jrh (ilo·.vcr). 111,111h (go<'J), 1nor (bis'· 
!)Uflllg thl.' r•t.·r•<ld (. t~(){_I-(. 12{)!1. tilt' ()Jd Jr1-.J1 '\-.tClll 

b r t1ke down J11,i '' J". rl'~1l1Lcd b\· d Jc,., rit:t<I fL)r;11 elf 
!.1nguJ.ge. k11t1\\·11 Jo;; .\/,,/,/le [r:;/i Thi.., '' J'> J ti111t.· {lf 
rap1li \.ha11gc Liur111~ \\'l·1ici1 t11c lai1~11.1t!t.: 't.:c111t.·~i Cll ild\'t.' 
110 l1tcra r \' \tJ11ll.1rJ Ar tlic c11d 111 rl11\ ~1t.·r111J. Ei11r/)' 

.\f;.J,ir,1: (o.r (:f,1 ,,,,1r1 /ri~ii. d 11c,..,· l1tcr.\r) f,1r111, .1ppt..·.1r\. 

Tl11~ 11t.:'"' \t,1111i.1rii !1tcrJr)' for111 '' .1, 1...l1lt1\·a.tcj 111 tilt.' 
13.1rd1l· Sch<'•l!, fr•)ll~ Jhl>U[ 12f)(1 to 1(1.ii) Tl1l''il' JJ.1rtl1c 
<)c..l1<llll\ ..::JT1H.: t11 .111 c111i ,..,·1tl1 rlic (11\IJI,,l' tit" the ~llti lr1,l1 
r1r(ll'l' 1r1 till' _..,.1,-;1t~·c11lh (l"lltllf\ . .1111..l \\'lt!1 tllt.'lll. till' 

kn11\\"il'Jt!l' 1.f :!it• ( :J.1\\IL.ll \:i 11gtl.l<.!C . . . 

i,\)\\0 

SCOTTISH GAELIC A!\:D !>1 A:\"X. It is w ·ll 
knc,,,·11 chat Irish was 1ntrod.1let.i ro Scotland b) ;he 
Dal R12da from North-Eastern lrellnd. \\ho mvoc.d 
Scotland tov;ards the t.:!1d <>f rhc t-1ft~ cc11rur)· ~c:tlcd 

tl•t.·rc. a.nd grJdually sprt.·ad tht.·tr pt.""V>t.'r arid !Jn~:. _g·· 
o\·cr rl1e cou11try. It ts not k110-.\.·t1 ,,·hc11 [rish ~!'<'a;..,t:r':' ~-1r5.t 
,ca!ed m the Isle of /VlJn. L' p to the tenth century till· 
!J nguJge ofl robnd, ScoclJnc! Jnd the Isle of .\1an was ch,· 
sJ111e- Cor11111on Gaelic. Fror11 th:it dJtC' ''T', Scott:c.h anJ 
~ ... 1Jr1.x (Eastern Gaelic) begJn ro d1\·t·rgc !-r1..1111 lr!~i: 

\ \l'..' es tern Gaelic). In the cour~c of ti r11c St\.1~r1sh :-i.r.d ;\ 1.1.!1 x 
rf1l'111~t.·}i.-e) de\·eloped 1r1Liepe1~1..i~11ti\ t.l!. L'-t.:h Olhr..:r, .,,·1th 
r!1c rt~ult th.lt by· the t111~l' Fi1<..h0r l 1 h1ll,t·~ tra;1s!Jtt.·:: rile 

IJ110k 0fC0111n1or1Pr~)·er1n ~<:1''· ~1.111x h1:.! lx-. . .-,., ·;t·: 

!)t.'~'o.r.itc lAngu~ge. Ph1ll1r' dc·.-1~l'd .. (pt.·ll1t~!! ft.lr \t.1:_x 

\\.l11l.!1 1s roL1glII\· b.1\1..·J ,,11 till' <.(lU11<l-)y,tc111 ot E11t:l:\h, 
attli ,,·l1.1ch, 111 ~p1tc of tt~ t.·lt111 '111css at1d 111dJcquJc:·. h;i;-. 
l1ccn used C\'t.'r \111cc. 

The hter;iry lJ11guJ~c ofSc.,tland •nd lrcb11d remamed 
tl1c ~a111c dt>\vn t11 tl11.· brt..·.1k111g up <>f tl1c il.1rd1c Scl1clol!I 
ir1 tl1c sc\·c11tl·cnrl1 cc11tury, hlir the: ~pokc11 la11~uJge had 
b<.~c11 di\·crgi11g f(>r ... 0111c cc1itur1cs bt.·ftlrc cl1.1t dJtt.:. 
Scotti".fl (;.1l'lic llt)\\' 1l1tft·r~ grl'atly frt>ttl lr1,h, t11 \Clu11<l­
S)·~re111 arid ~rJ11111t:lr. Alth(lt1 •!1 botl1 l.111~u.1gl'' 11.1\·c ~ 
J;:i rgl' \'c1c.1 l111l.1ry 111 C(.1Jil t11c 111. l(>Jn\\·c 1rJ' fr t >111 (>Id N (Jf\<.' 

J11cf 1r1..)111 E11gJi..,J1, '"·l11Lh :1rc: 11ut k.110'' 11 111 Ir1o;;h, occ.:ur 
i11 Scr1tr1o;;J1 (~.1cl1c, Jilli lt.':lr.\\'Ord~ tTc1111 Frt..·11rl1 Jr1ti 
E11glisl!. \\·t11c h .1rc u11k11ll\\·n 1n Sc(ltt1,f1 (;J.l'i1c . occttr 111 

Insh. As well " such d1rfrrc11ccs, Old lnsh words hHc 
sur\·i,·t.:d 111 011c l.i11gl1J_\.!C ,,·h1ch h.1\·e hct.·n lost 111 the 
otl1cr. 011 the otht·r hJ.nt.i, so111c of the diJlt.·c ro;; of Scott1'.ih 
Gaelic arc quite clo't.' tr• ~f..'rtt1crn Irish Ji.J.lt.·ct~. and the 
dialect sp,•kcn m Rathlin Island could be descnhed " , 
1111xrurt: t>f lr1~h JnJ \(cltt1~h G.1c:-lic. 
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:>tODER:--0 Dlr\Ll.CT~. Ir th,· ,-,1rly 11."·' _of the 
L1n~:u~t~'- :._1~1\·t 11 1 t·11t .i' t'il . r'll t11 l~t' i1111·'''L'nth ,·t·11tt1r\·. 

Jlt ht>t.1g.h \•Jr~ ... · \\ fllt . .' r, .11..i"' "'Jt\.·t..I t ! ;l' , .... \ \ ' Ji ,~f ( ~IJ, · !l :11 

1~1,h. 'the ~p1.,· ... ·tl1 t•t t.-: .. } t.'( ~· 11..' \\ ~ ,.,-'-. rt ... ·i, .1,·..:cr•tl'li 
.JS ; l1c..:r.ir;· tl)t'•l:i...111 ll\· tf11,. t11· L, J,1f ... ;.) ,i1.1l1.:1. t) ltJ,I 
developed, and. <tnce [n;:h1h hld renetrated tn between 
lnsh-1peaking ar<JS, t!-.e>e d1Jlects were growing 111 

d1ver11ty No one d1akct preser\'ed the whole of the ln,h 
bni,:uJge The denier t1 thJt dtd survive often dnfrred 
fron1 or1c area tC' J11oth1:r 

\\"hen 'the )pc:1:ch of rl1t• pci.1plt'' ca111e to be \vr1rrc11, 
f1..· 1turir-, ,,·)11ch \\'t'fl' cu11~1Jl·rt·d too l<.lcal, or ''hi ch 
'i.L"t·:111..~d t~'u fJr 1c11J()\':..'t..i frc)111 rl1c: trattirior1J.l gra111111.1r, 
\\ i:rl· -I\ ,l1 .... f •. _. .... i, ,111,t \\ h.1t \\"J( 1111Jfl." lr11portJr1t, the ~pcll1:1~ 
"'t (~l.l'l'l'JI lr1 ... t: ,, .. 1, 1li' tlie ,,.h<Jlt.· f:11thfL1ll\· adl1cred tu 

lite I~' .11g spc.~cc..h h.1l1 llt·\·elt)pL·d 1n n1an~· dtrl'Ctt•>!:" 

s111ce ~11,~ "r·ell111s: h 1 .... i bl·•·11 l1rst l"'tJblishrd 111 thc I3JrJ11 
Sth•· ol., For c:-:J111rlt.·, 1:~ cl'rtJ111 pt1sirio11'> the fr1c::i.t1,·c 
Ct)tl\OtiJt~t' Jl1. ~I·, r11}l, '11t hJJ r.~·, .. ..'ltll' sil~·11t. and rrt·­
lt·tlir1~ si1ort •;o\\ cl-. t: 1J citl~cr l'~'L'n lcr1gtht:ned " : 

d1phr~ >r1~1zc~i. J1. t lrll111~ tll thl' d1Jlect. t.".g. lr.;./·!1.i' 
(l1llOk >I.' J11r L l' r, ,1.fh111.;1/> .! Iii.Id, ai111.)J; ri_-.:h111 > 

• • rJlll , 1 · 'I 

Tl1:: -.rrc.·,., dl lt·1·~ \\'...;' trJ~i1tlllJ~ .• 11,· t)tl the tirst S\ l\Jl·!c 
1· lr1 ... 11. Jill! it ,r;!: i,, f 1r ~lit: 111J_;l1r1ty llf s11111ill ,,·ur .... -t ... 
Tl11~ arcc11t 1' .1 ~tr11:1~ till(', ,,·h1rh Ill r111all)' redll(L·s J!l 
\}1urt u1-:,trt:\'"L·~~ \"l1\\"l')\ tll J llL'lltrJJ \.O\\·c], e.g. Ci1J •.!!!> 
J.: •J'·'l 11 1 .. ·c:ra111 c.1t·:g' 'r1.._•, llf \\'t1rtis 1r1 Mu11'\tCr tl1J!c~ ''· 
tilt' ac .. c.:1.t \•;J, ... ;11itt·,{ tt> tl1c ~cct>11Li or third s1·llable. a11t! 
tl1c ,-o,,·t·I of :!1t: tir .. t ,,·lJJblc ,,·a~ reduced co a ncurr.1i 
\

0 l)\\.·cl or elided, e.g. j(111IJt1 (hL·rr111g)>.'i.~.1'da:n; l1uc,1.-J1 
(lamc)>bJ'kax; comi11 (>1ckle)>kra ·11; ;J/Jd1 (dirty)> 
ila.x. 

On the other hand, these same CJtcgorics dC\-dopcd 
1n another v.·ay in Ulster dialects. where tl1c scC<.l11d 
s~·ll;iblc \\.·as sl1ortcncd, or if before -cl1, v.·as rctai11ed as a 
clc;ir vov.·cl. Thtis jC11d.:111> 's,f!ada11; /Jacacl1> 'li.1/.:a_.._., 1n 
Clster, hn·c the same clear vowel in both >yll.ibks. Jn 
( .. 01111aC'l1r, the dcvclop111cnr \\'JS d1tTcrt.•11t agJi11, e.g. 
· ·.cJdJ.11, 'hdJ.:,,x. 

t-..1odcr11 Ir1~h rese111blcs other \\.·cstcr11 Euroi1ca11 
l>ngu.1gcs, such as Engl"h and French. with regard to the 
dc.:,·cloprncnt of the 11ou11 declcnsio11s, in so far as it has a 
co11sidcrabl}' rt:dt1ccd nun1ber of cast' ii1Rcctio11s, co111-
pared to the older language. A spcnal form for the 
accusative: has been lost, and in most di.ilects a special forn1 
for the dJti•.-e and dual. This results in n1any nouns· no\\' 
h.i\·ing 011ly t\VO for111s, one singular a11d 011e plural. e.g. 
/lie (roet). pl.Ji Ii, which former! y h>d five diifcrent forms. 

Another modem de\·clop111ent is the rendcnC)' to 
combine plural endings, with rl1e co11..;,equl'nt devt."lop­
n ent and spreading of new long plurals. >uch a< -acl1a(f), 
-J1:11o(f), -iocl1a(f), -io11nJ(f), -(t)rach,1(f), etc. Certain 
of th<Se endings arc found in all dialects, but not always 
111 the san1e words. Othc.:ts are peculiar co 011e dialect, for 
c->:amplc -asta, -aistl (e.g. laetliujta, i1raisti in Munster); 
-1UchJi (e.g. cle1t1Uchai. bonnUch11l in Connacht); or 
-11!ea.-ha (e.g. ccatha1deachJ in Ubter). 

Although the word-store of "'Y d1Jkc1 ha> not yet 
heen fulh- recorded, It can be ,.,d thJt there cx1>t> a large 
H_,c2bul•~Y which is common to altd1>lc.:t;_ On the other 
hand, there He mJny words which arc now confined to a 
... !1..:Jc dialect, and ma11y ochers \vho~e n1can1ng 'V<1r1es 
fro;n 011c- dialect to a11oth1.:r Tl11s di\.·ergc11ce arises 
niJmiv from the fact that the d1il:m11hmg lnsh-srcakmg 
ucas h•ve been separated fro111 each othn by Enghsh­
<pcakmg .aeas, with the result that only• portion of the 
CtlillIJ'lOO ~·ord-storc nov.: !urvi'.'CS, J11d that tl1at which 
JtlC'> ~urvi\.·e 1s not the sa111c ii1 •n~· two arl'as. D:ffcrcnccs 
"'cur in many of the cvcryd•v words and phrases, for 
. l• 'How arc you?' ts t)rJ1t11r1l)' Cl1t1as tJr1i? 1n Lxan1r ..... . .~ . ..... . 
;\\unstcr, Ctn cl1aoi bl!fuil 1ur m Connaught, and Co1dc 
,, 1.Jr .itd 1U? in Ulscer. 
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LANGUAGE: 

507. Panjab-Kat or Kath in place-na1nes 
is (?) Kafir.-Is not the word kat or /11ith known 
in the Panjab as the equivalent of kafir; and is 
it not occasionally prefixed to names of ancient 
sLtes ?-J\f_ R.H.: E11qlnud. 

[I h:ive never met \Vith this prefix. Pos:;;ibl)- it is :l mist.:i.ke 
for ko! .:i. fort, ,,·hich in the Per:;;i.:i.n construction is pre!i:\ed to 
t~c n.:i.n1e, \vhile in the vern:i.cul.:i.r constructiCin it is .:i.ffixed. 
Thus Kot-1.\:J.ngra, Kot·l.\:::imili.:i.. Frequently \)oth forn1s are 
fr,und, a!: Kai :\lith:i.n-:\Iith:lnkot. There:lre sc,·e:-:i.l ol<l Iiin<lU 
forts, or even n.:i.tur:i.l hill:;; re;;en1blin~ forts in:i.ppe:i.r:i.nce, kno...,·n 
by lhe name of K,;;ir A;,t_-~[. L. D]. 

508. Deccan - Sarpan - Old man - "Old 
stick"-A derivation.-An old man in the 
Iieccan is called "sarpat<" or firewood. Perhaps 
this idea originated the saying of calling a man 
an "old stick," though the English have lost the 
allusion to the pyre.-Ghaiu: Khaudtsh. 

509. India-Gipsy tongue-Shel ta. -The 
following extract from l\ilr. C. G. Leland's paper 
on ''The Original Gipsies and tl1eir Language," 
read at the Oriental Congress at Vienna, is spe­
cially interesting \vitl1 reference to I\1r. Grierson's 
rece11t researches into the language of the Gipsies · 
and its connection with those of modern India. 

"Three or four years agp there was probably 
not an educated man in all Great Britain who 
was aware of the existence in that country of the 
very singular Celtic language kno\vn as ' Shelta,' 
which is peculiar to tinkers, but which is exten­
sively understood and spoken by most of the con· 
firmed tramps and vagabonds. It is not mention· 
ed in the Slang Dictionary ; the English Dialect 
Society has ignored it; and thus far I believe 
that I am the only man who has collected or pub· 
lished a word or a vocabulary of it. I doubt if I 
ever took a walk in London, especially in the 
slt1ms, \vithout meeting men and \vomen who 
spoke ' Shel ta'; and I know at this instant of two 
-I really cannot say promising-little boys who 
sell groundsel at the l\1arlborough Road Station 
who chatter in it fluently, 
- " As ' Shelta' is somewhat mixed with Gipsy, 
and as the two languages are often spoken by the 
same persons, especially the half-blood Romanis, 
I will here give a brief account of my discovery 
of it. Once at Bath, England, I' met a tramp 
who told me that Romani was being supplanted 
by a kind of language like Old Irish, which was 

·difficult to learn. A year after, in company with 
Professor Palmer, I met with another vagabond 
who told us that the language was called ' Shelta.' 
He knew about a hundred words of it, which we 
wrote off at his dictation. This vagabond was a 
well-educated man. Two years after, in America-, 
I found an Irish half-blood gipsy tinker who 
spoke 'Shelta' quite perfectly, and also Ins~, 
Gaelic and \Velsh. He was absolutely certa10 

rr1at · ;:,11elta,' \vi11le it \•,-as pure Ct.t.c, \\·as q.:tte 
separate from the other tongues Its pronu .. c1a· 
tion is strongly Gaelic; its words -are, ho\\·ever, 
aenerallv unlike it, thou 0...,.l1 it has rvots in cc: m-o • 
man. M;• informant, \\•ho very much enlarg~d 
my vocabulary, himself pointed out differences 
between the terms in ' Shelta' and Old Irish. 1 

According to his account, the tinkers had from 
very ancient times al\•:a)'S been a clost::ly a!?ied 
clan, intermarrying and spe.::iking tl1:s pecu?.ar 
Ianat1aue. "Tlieir unit)· began to break up' about 
the 

0 
t1;;e the railroads came in.' Since then 

' Shelta' has declined. There are very few now 
Jiving who can speak it perfectly. 

11 It has been very ingeniously suggested that 
as the tinkers of Great Britain may be the 
descendants of the old bronze-workers, so their 
tonoue may have come do\vn to us fron1 preh1s­
tori~ tin1es. Disco\•eries have sho,vn that the 
earlj· bronze.smiths \\"ere nomadic, that they· \T.'ent 
about frc)m village to village, n1alcinQ" and sell•ng 
11e\v objects and bu)·ing UJ> old and broken v;are 
to n1elt and re-n1ould. Tl1e bronze-\\'Orker's craft 
was closely connected with that of the jeweller 
in n1ost cases both were exercised b)· the same 
person. His wares \\'ere immensel)· valuable in 1 
those days, out of all proportion to tl;e present 
worth of such objects. Therefore, the bronze· 
smiths must have tra,·elled in large bar.ds fer 
mutual protection. N otl11ng is more likely than 
tl1at they formed, in time, a ~com?1u:iit~· 'vi th dr,s­
tinct la,vs and language. r\or ts 1t 1n1probab1e 
that this was transmitted to the tinkers. It takes 
a long time for men to forn1 ~ di_stincr class v.·i~h 
a separate tongue. The Celtic tmkers of England 
are unanimous in claiming for tl1eir class or clan 
a very great antiquitj-. ~O\\" \\·hen \\-e find in tl1e 
same countrv t\\'O nomaa1c classes of mer.., pur· 
suina the sai'.ne calling of '"·orking in metal, thou&h 
sepa~ated b)' a long. historical i11terregnum, \Ve 
mav rationally surmise that they had a ccmmon 
ori;in and a common language. 

0 

" I have introduced these observations of 
• Shelia· in the hope that they will induce sorn~ 1 

sound Celtic scholar to take up the subject and 
investigate it thoroughly. ll!any curious di.sco­
veries await the man who ,..-tll do this. Tnere 
are still Ji;·ina in Scotland many old families of 
1 Tinklers,' a~ the)' are called, \Vl10 retain n1any 
traditions of their ancestors. If these were tho· 
roughly· examined much rnigi1t be learned." 

[This subject ,.,.·ill be referred to ag:Un later on.-ED.]. 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



[ 

[ 

[ 

[ 

[ 

] 

J 

I -~ ,_ J,VDlrLV NOTES & QUERIES. 

It is to be hoped tbat :'vir. Leland and others 
may be induced to contribute further words, as 
no sound judgment can be formed as to the ex. 
tent or antiquity of this dialect unless more ma­
terials are rendered available for its study.-
H. T. C1ofton, i11 the Academy. 1 

568. India-Shelta-Gipsy Language.-See 
Vul. IV, note 509. I know nothing of :VIr. Leland's 
list, but I am glad to supplement :Vfr. H. T. Crof­
ton's with some examples that occurred to me in 
learning Romauy more than thirty years ago. 

!.-PERSONS. 

G~s'ti11zer } 
P 'kk a magistrate or justice. o onus 
Toui'-p::t, a person. 
Kr6ker, a doctor. 
Nliimper, a tramp. 
Mztskro, a policeman. 
Mort, a daughter. 
F 6ky, people. 
B6slitdrdy 1 a pregnant woman. 

II.-A>iDIALS. 

Kepliyl 1 
Prdd a horse. 

Grds 
Ktssig, a mare. 
jl.J eilor } 
M .1 an ass. 

0 SOfJ 

lvlor'ghm } bb't 
SI .. h . a ra 1 • 

l1'5 ti 

JW ritclitic6ve, a cat. 
Ltigprat, a fish. 
Du1i'nz1x, a CO\V. 

UL- i\1oNEY. 

Bar } 
Kutar a pound. 
Kztttdr 
Fi'11nif, a five-pound note. 
Sch1ifd F11111if, a bad ditto. 
K1iller l l .11 . 
Ktilo1 Ca s 11 ing. 

Boal, Bul, a crown. 
Vo1iger, money. 
~Vedj, silver. 

IV.-CLOTHJo<G & Ft:Ro<!TCRE. 

Krees, a saddle. 
Blacky, a tin vessel. 

Hy orer} a clock. 
eu1r 

Sl1ipsy, a basket. 
K"rru, a quart. 
SJope1i, a \.Vatcl1. 
Blutchy, coal. 
C rab-slulls, shoes. 
Slamp·dr«W'1S } stockinas 
Olivers 0 

Troopers, breeches. 
Mi/I.togs, shirt. 
Tei/ } h 
Star'dy at. 

• 

Ti11glers, onions 
Spreddum, butter. 
sp~11to1t, cream. 
Poplars } b tl 
S

. , ro 1. 
lJll illy 

V.-Fo•,o. 

VI.-Pr.ACES & THI'<GS. 

Ro11i-kai11, a gentieman's l1uuse. 
Vttl, tow1t or v1lla~e. 
Kitslziuzer, an ale-11.ouse. 
'Attam, a church. 
Gra111zuni, a barn. 
F6ros, a fair. 
H1t111ble-h1en1p, a hayrick. 
Pli11z11ier, a sto11e. 
jigger, a door. 
Sti••er } 

. Kl;pper a gate. 
Gatter, rain. 
G1aft, work. 

'At:a11i-day, Su11da :·. 
Jl.f,il-dii";;us, Cl1r:stmas. 
Stretclier, a year. 

VIIl.-OTnER \VoRos. 

Jilt, to shut. 
Ex.- 11 Jilt the jigger·· (sl1ut the door). 

Hatcli, to remain. 
Ex.-" Hatchi kootshi'' (stop a little longer). 

Fake, to play. 
Ex-" Fake the boshamingy" (play the 

fiddle). 
I oiler these as samples of this :-.rumpers' or 

Tramps' talk, which I think 11r. Borrcw some­
where called 11 The Ger1nania. '' The word 
"Shel ta" I never he:i.rd.-T. fV .• Vonvood: in :he 
Academy. 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



[ 

[ 

I 

'] 

J 
J 
J 
J 

J 

A Glossary of Market-traders' Argot 
words obtained from Grace Lilian Ashton of Boston, Lincolnshire 

Patrick O'Shaughneaay 

The following words, none of them Standard English (or where the form is, the usage is 
hardly so), were gathered from the speech of Mrs Grace Lilian Ashton (1899-1975) of 
Boston, Lincolnshire, during her widowhood, the last four years of her life. 

Mrs Ashton, nee Wilson, was .. born in Grimsby and moved to Boston when still a child. In 
1921 she married Charles Ashton, a Boston market-trader, and with him ''stood the markets'' 
in Boston, Fakenham, King's Lynn, Lincoln, Sleaford and, less regularly, St Neots, Spalding 
and Spilsby for nearly fifty years, selling linoleum, carpets and sweets. During World War 
Two, when these items were in short supply, they sold kitchenware as well. In later years 
they dealt exclusively in carpets. 

Some of the words here were obtained in the first instance from younger members of the 
Ashton family (Mrs Ashton was the compiler's mother-in-law), but the validity of such words 
was in every case confirmed by Grace Lilian. 

Mrs Ashton's vocabularly included a small number of words belonging more properly to 
Lincolnshire dialect. These have been omitted from the present list; common slang likewise. 

The words given here are in use, for the most part, wherever market-stalls or fairgrounds 
are to be found in England, for market-traders and fairfolk travel far and wide, but it is not 
pretended that the list represents the entire argot. Market-traders are not usually ready to 
divulge their language to outsiders, for obvious reasons. 

Many of Mrs Ashton's words will be found in E Partridge's Dictionary of Slang and 
Unconventional English. but not always with the same connotations. Some of her words 
are in common use outside the market fraternity, but market people will invariably clrum 
that they had them first. This claim is demonstrably true in the case of the word "gazump ", 
which suddenly became popular quite recently when house prices rocketed. A few words 
have crept into local usage in the Boston area (the same thing has happened, no doubt, in 
and around other market towns): "divvy" (daft) is an example. 

The compiler leaves the etymology of these words to the more learned, though in some 
cases it seems self-evident. The spellings adopted are, it is hoped, such as make pronunciation 
plain without recourse to phonetics. 

B -·-
bat, n. price 
belker, v.i. cry, weep noisily 
bellows, n. pl. ''Give him the bellows" = "Get rid of him'' 
bevvy, n. beer 
bevvyken, n. beerhouse 
bevvy-merchant, n. one who drinks heavily 
bible-thumper, n. one who imposes upon the kind-hearted by hawking from door to door 

what purports to be his dead mother's bible - such is his pretended 
extremity. He relies upon the generosity of his dupes to return the book 
to him immediately after purchase. 

blinks, n. pl. spectacles 
blink-fencer, n. seller of spectacles 
bluer, n. spendthrift, one who "blues'' his money 
bogy, n. difficult customer; government official: tax-man 
brick, v.t. defraud. ''He was bricking me, so 1 gave him the bellows'' 
bricker, n. defrauder 
briskets, n. pl. breasts, bosom 
bunce, n. profit 

c 
cadey, n. hat; headgear 
carzy - see karzy 
charlie, n. hump (spinal deformity) 
charver- see Romany-charver 
chat, n. thing, object 
chavvy, n. child 
chinger, v.i., v.t. grumble. complain; deter (a potential customer) 
chingerer, n. grumbler: one who deters potential customers 
chockers, n. pl. feet 
chore, v.t., v.i. steal, thieve 
clatter, v.t., v.i. smack. hit. ··1 clattered him". ''Clatter on to the chaVV)•''. 
clatters, n. pl. smacking. "Give the chavvy his clatters". 
clobber, n. pl. clothes 
clod, n. penny 
coey,n. thing, object 
conk, conkie, nn. nose 
coshes, n. pl. punishment 
crack, v.t. say. ''Crack nix''. 
crocus, n. quack-doctor 
crowie, n. old woman 
cushty, adj. good; of good quality; enioyable 

• 
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D 
daffies. n. pl alcoholic liquor 
danl·ers. n pl. suirs 
d:a.shes, n. pL smacking ... Give the cha\'\'}' his dashes" 
date, n. but toe ks 
deaner. n. shilling 
dell ton to1. '"t. chastlSe. "Dell on to him". 
dick. n. lock. ••take a dick at the monn1sher·s briskets". 
dick, v.1 look. •·01ck at ttiit' gorgt.>r's conkie". 
dipper, n. pickpocket 
divvy, adj. daft 
dorrick. v.t .• v.1. tell fortunes 
dorrtcker, n. fortune--teller 
drag. n. street. ''In the main drag". 
drop~~-. n. gratu1t~·· bribe 
dugg1es. n. pl. breasts, bosom 

E 
ear\\·ig, \'.1. eavesdrop 
ear¥.01gger. n. eavesdropper _ ,, 
essence, n. ext-essive profit·rnart;in . "Put the essence on"= ''Charge excessive prices 

F 
fake, v.t. take (a gratuity or a bribe). "Fake the dropsy and crack nix". 
flash, v.t. show. ''The monnisher's flashing her strides". 
flatty, n. person who is not a market-trader 
rum, n. five-pound note 
forggy, n. dimwit 
forggy, adj. dimwitted 
funk, v.i. smell, stink. "He funks''. "The ken did funk". 
funky, adj. smelly, stinking. "Nanty! Here comes Funky \Villie". 
Funky-Willie, n. smelly man, stinkard. "Nanty! Here comes the Funky-Willie". 
G 
gaff, n. market; fair 
gammy, adj. of poor quality; lame. Gammy gear: inferior goods. ''Gammy on his chockers''. 
ghUm.p. n. practice of overcharging; swindle. ''They've got the gazump on''. 
gizU.mp, v.t. charge (somebody) an excessive price; swindle. ''You've been gazumped". 
gazum.per, n. one who charges excessive prices; swindler 
gear, n. goods: belongings, clothes 
gee, n. The big gee: high praise; flattery; "red-carpet" treatment. "I gave him the big gee''. 
gen (with hard g), v.i. snap, bicker, ~'Genning and snarling at one another''. 
gilly (with bard g), n. man 
ginuner (with hard g), n. gossiping woman 
glimmer, n. eye 
gorger, n. man 
gonnalised, adj. stupid 
graft, n. work 
graft, v.i. work 
grafter, n. worker; trader. ''Market-grafter". 
granny, n. pretext, "blind'', ''front". 
grasshopper, n. customer who inspects one line of goods after another without buying anything. 
grubber, n. workhouse 

J 
jawl, v.i. decamp 
jeer, n. buttocks 
jiggers, n. pl. stairs 
joag, n. shilling 
jole, v.t. hit, strike 
joskin, n. country lad, yokel 
juck, juckle, nn. dog. Often used disparagingly of a man - "the old juck''. 
Juck's Lips, Juckle's Lips, quarrelsome or disaireeable man, "Snarlygob" 
K 
karzy, n. lavatory, w.c. 
ken. n. house 
kinger (with hard g), n. a good customer, especially at the end of an otherwise bad day 
L 
Jagger, n. lavatory, w.c. 
lakes, adj. stupid 
Jell, v.t. prosecute, summons. ''They lelled him" 
loaver, n. money 
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M 
mace, v.t. owe (money to). ''He maces me a flim". 
mannigant, n. conceited person 
meg, meggie, n. ha'penny 
messer, n. one who puts the stallholder to a great deal of trouble without buying anything 
milly, n. shirt 
mimmies, n. pl. alcoholic liquor 
rningra, n. policeman. ''Nanty! The mingra's screwing you''. 
mockers, n. pl. curse; bad luck. ''He put the mockers on me". 
moey. n. face, countenance 
monnicker, n. name (of person) 
monnisher, n. woman 
mart, n. woman 
mullier, n. murderer 
mully, v.t. murder 
mung, v.t. ask. ''Mung the messer to scarper''. 
mush (to rhyme with push), n. man; mouth 
muskra, n. policeman 

N 
nanniking, pres. part. fooling; larking about. ''Nanniking off''= "Showing off". 
nanty, injunction. say nothing; keep it quiet; stop it; beware. 
nark, n. awkward customer; one with no intention of buying 
nark it, injunction: say nothing; keep it quiet; stop it; beware 
nark on, put the. discourage; put a stop to. ''That put the nark on his gazump". 
needle, n. awkward customer; one with no intention of buying 
nicker, n. pound note 
nix, n. notl1ing 
Noah's Ark, n. one who accompanies a customer but deters him or her from buying 
nolified, noly (to rhyme with holy), adjs. simple-minded 
noly, n. simpleton 
nurry, n. head 

0 
ockier, n. liar 
ocky, n. lie, untruth 
ogg, n. shilling 

p 
pagger, v.t. break, smash, wreck. ''That's paggered it''. 
parney, n. water; rain; urine; urination. "I'm going for a parney". 
parney1 v.i. rain; urinate 
peever, n. public house 
pester, v.t., v.i. pay 
peter, v.i. weep 
pitch, v.t., v.i. sell by mock-auction 
pla Y.1., n. boot; shoe 
poke-bouncer, n. one who, by sleight of hand, appears to put money or valuables into a 

paper bag, which he then twists and offers for sale 
pony, n. trash 
pony, adj. trashy 
poppy, n. money 

Q 
quaver, v.i. dither. ''The crowie was quavering about''. 

R 
rabbit, v.i. talk (too much). "She goes rabbiting on". 
radgepot, n. idiot 
radgy, adj. idiotic (of a person) 
ready-ied, past part. made ready; bribed. ''The place was ready-ied for us''. 

"He's got to be ready-ied". 
riddle, v.t., v.i. steal (from) by pocketing the takings, or part of them. 

"He was riddling the till". 
riddler, n. one who pockets the takings, or part of them; dishonest assistant 
ringerbarry, n. customer who brings goods back for exchange or refund 
rock, v.t., v.i. understand 
rocker, v.t., v.i. speak. "Do you rocker Romany?'' 
Romany·charver, n. gipsy stallholder 
rook, v.i. grumble, complain 
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s 
scarper, v.i. go awa}'· Often in the imperative 
scran, n. food 
scran. v.i. eat 
SCl'tt\'e, n. motor-car 
screw. v.t. look at. ''Screw the monnisher's cadey''. 
shack, n. tramp, vagrant 
shice. n. nothing. ''He did it for sh ice,'' i.e. without charge 
Shice ~1cGregor. personification of slack trade. ''Shice ?i.fcGregor's about today". 
shuffler, tramp, va!(lant 
skimmished, adj. drunk. intoxicated 
skimmiiher, n. one who drinks heavily 
sky, n. pocket 
slag - see slinks 
slat. n. crown (five shillings). Half a slat: half-crown 

.Wnks and slags, nn.pl. loafers and layabouts 
smother. n. good stuff~ material of qualit;•; coat; overcoat 
snuff-bottle, n. anything shockmg. mortifying or destroying, e.g. a tax-demand. 

One takes an animal to the vet for a sniff of the snuff-bottle, i.e. to be 
destroyed. "That put the snuff-bottle on him/it"= "That put an end to 
him/it". Cp. "to snuff it". 

spraner, n. sixpence -- ... 
steever, n. shilling 
stewmer. n. difficult customerj naughty child 
strides. n. pl. knickers, drawers; pants; trousers; slacks 

T 
tap, v.t. ask (person) for a loan 
tapper. n. borrower 
ten"'°gg, n. ten-shilling note 
thrummer, n. threepenny bit 
tober, n. market-stall; stallholder's or caravan site; rent for stallholder's or caravan site 
tosheroon, n. half-crown 
trash, v. t. frighten 

Treacle-Stick, n. (used contemptuously for) Social Security (formerly National Assistance). 
"Slinks and slags on the Treacle-Stick''. The term is now in common use 
amongst Boston market-traders. The late Charles Ashton, husband of 
Grace Lilian, claimed to have invented it. He would explain that once 
"they" were on the Treacle-Stick, "they'' stuck. 

tricks, n. pl. ''He's in his tricks"= ''He's in a bad temper''. 
tuggies, n. pl. clothes 
tun, n. hundred 
tup, v.t. butt, stnke with the head 

v 
vardo, vardy, nn. gipsy caravan 
vardy, n. opinion. point of view, ''oar''. ''He would have to put his vardy in''. 

w 
wafty, adj. of poor quality 
wylocks, n. pl. children 

y 
Yappy, n. idiot 
yappy, adj. idiotic 
yock, n. eye 
yogg, n. fire (in the hearth) 

[ • 

Supplement 

Words, and further connotations of words already in the main glossary, recalled by younger 
members. of the Ashton family since the death of Grace Lilian. None of her three surviving 
children 1s a market-trader, though they helped on the stalls in their youth. 

banter, v.t. ''Banter him dpwn" = ''Prevail upon him to lower his price.'' 
blow-out - same as bellows, q.v. 
bunce, v.t. overcharge (especially an eager or affluent customer) 
charver, v.i. copulate. v.t. (denoting the male function) copulate with. "He charvered her." 
charver, n. coition; girl, woman; person. 
chorer, n. thief 
com-fake, n. corn-cure • 
crapper, crappareena, nn. lavatory, w.c . 
crocus, n. fair-weather stallholder who appears for & while when winter is over 
crummy, n. flea 
crummy, adj. flea-infested 
flash, n. display; publicity stunt 
gobby, gobshite, nn. stupid person 
gabby, adj. stupid 
joint, n. market-stall 
lagger, n. chamber-pot; commode 
lily, n. ear-trumpet. Used figuratively: "Get your lily at the keyhole"= "Eavesdrop". 
mace, v.t. obtain (goods) under false pretences or without paying; swindle. ''He maced me''. 
mace, on the, under false pretences; without paying. "He got it on the mace" "" ''He maced it''. 
macer, n. confidence trickster; swindler 
quaverer, n. ditherer, vacillating customer 
rooker, n. grumbler; dissatisfied customer 
scay,:p, v.t. hit, strike 
skimrnish, v.i. drink alcoholic liquor, ''booze". ''He's out skimmishing''. 
snuff-box - same as snuff-bottle, q.v. . 
weigh·up, n. assessment of a customer's affluence and of his eagerness to buy. 

''I gave him the weigh-up; then bunced him''. 
wig. v.i., v.t. eavesdrop; listen to (person or persons) surreptitiously. 

''Is he wigging us?'' Cp. earwig 
wigger, n. eavesdropper. Cp. earwigger 

'A Glossary of Market Traders' Argot' by Patrick O'Shaughnessy is 
reproduced with permission from Lore and Language 2, 3 (1975) 
pp. 24 - 30. 
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I A Glossary of Market-traders' Argot 
• 

(LORE AND LANGUAGE II, 3, 24-30) 

Corrections and Second Supplement 

Patrick O'Shaughnessy 
• 

Corrections to Main Glossary 

dell (on to), v.i. chastise. "Dell on to him". 
dick, n. look. "Take a dick at the monnisher's briskets." 
monnisher, n. Young woman 
mort, n. older woman 

• 
Corrections to Supplement 

crummy, n. louse 
crummy, adj. infested with lice; disgusting 

• 
Second Supplement 

Words, and further connotations of words already in the main glossary or 
the supplement, obtained from collateral members of the Ashton family 

J 
(of Boston, Lincolnshire) still active as market-traders. 

blacksmith on, put the. lock out. "He came home late from the bevvyken 
. . . 

and the mort put the blacksmith on him." 

bluer, n. a racehorse that loses. Cp. bluer in main glossary 
bogy, n. curse, bad luck. "He put the bogy on me." Cp. bogy, mockers, 

in main glossary. 
bottle, n. buttocks. Cp. bottle and glass. 
bottle, v.i. smell, stink. "Some of them slinks and slags in the bevvyken 

don't half bottle." 

J chattamaranta, n. large object not immediately identifiable; thing. 
Cp. chat in main glossary. 

chinger, v.t., v.i. scold. Cp. chinger in main glossary. 

J 
chordy (tshordy), adj. stolen. chordy gear= stolen goods. Cp. chore in 

main glossary, chorer in supplement. 
chuvvied up. infested with fleas. 

- chuvvy, n. flea 
cock and hen. ten pound note 

. dash (on to), v.i. chastise. Cp. dashes and dell in main glossary. 

] down, n. inside information. Cp. low-down. 

drop, v.t. tip; bribe. "He tried to drop the mingra." "I dropped him 
a flim." c~. dropsy in main glossary. 

fakems, n.pl. quack medicines; pinchbeck; counterfeit goods; 
disguised trash; make-up. 

fakems on, put (or get) the. offer trash for sale as valuable merchandise; 

J disguise defects; apply cosmetics. "She's got the fakems on" can 
mean either "She is selling disguised trash" or "She has plenty of 
make-up on." 

] fence, v.t., v.i. sell. Cp. blink-fencer in main glossary. 
forggified, adj. dimwitted. Cp. forggy in main glossary. 
funk, n. stink. Cp. funk in main glossary. 

- funkum, n. scent, perfume. 
funkum, n. stink, fart. Often in the plural. "Who's made the funkums? I 

"Who's done the funkums?" 
fuzzball, n. fart. "Someone's dropped a fuzzball." Often in the plural. 

"Who's made the fuzz balls?" 
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gazer, n. pedlar with tray of goods, especially one who stands in the 
street. 

geared up. dressed up. "She was all geared up like a dog's dinner." 
Cp. gear in main glossary. 

·gee (with soft g). n. accomplice in the crowd. See windbag-blower below. 
Cp. gee in main glossary. 

gelp (with hard g), n. "money. Cp. gelt, gilt. 
• Gillpots, Mr Gillpots (with soft g). sobriquets for a drunkard. 

glim, n. eye. Cp. glimmer in main glossary. 
pine, giiny, groiny, nn. ring (for a finger) 
gryer, n. horse. 
jeer, n. defecation. "He's gone for a jeer." 

Cp. jeer in main glossary. 
jeen:a.se, n. buttocks. "I'm not going to lick his jeercase." 
kettle, n. watch (timepiece) 
lag, n. urination. "I'm going for a lag." 
laggareena, n. lavatory, w.c. Cp. Jagger in main glossary, 

crappareena and Jagger in supplement. 
lakesy, adj. stupid. Cp. lakes in main glossary. 
Madame Misharty. personification of sales-talk, exaggerated claims, 

wild predictions, blarney, flattery and claptrap. "Don't give me 
the Madame Misharty." (Perhaps she was a fortune teller). 

·mag, v.i., v.t. talk. •• 
• mang, mung, vv.t. ask; 'tap' (for a loan). "Mang him for a fiver." 

Cp. mung in main glossary. 
mep, n. pl. spectacles. Cp. meg in main glossary. 
mob-handed. in a group, with a crowd. "The bogy came mob-handed." 
moody, v.t. put into a good humour by means of ingratiating talk; 

wheedle; flatter; humour. 
moody-merchant. one who can 'tell the tale'; smooth-tongued fellow; 

flatterer. 
• mugsnatcher, n. photographer operating at a fairground, in the street, 

or at the seaside. 
nanty, nunty, adjs. silent, reticent. "He kept nanty about it" = "He 

kept quiet about it." Cp. nanty in main glossary. 
oixy, n. nothing. Cp. nix in main glossary. 
oixy, interjection. it's rubbish; it's not worth bothering with; 

nothing doing. 
pen and ink. pain or suffering, especially when inflicted as a punishment 

or in revenge. "He didn't half give me some pen and ink." Cp. pen 
and ink in Cockney rhyming slang, where it means stink. 

peter, n. bag, valise. 
·punter, n. bidder at a mock-auction or at a run-out (see below), 

or at a windbag-blower's swindle (see below), etc. 

radgified, adj. idiotic (of a person) 
radgy, n. idiot. Cp. radgepot, radgy, in main glossary. 

- run-out. A run-out worker is one who appears at a market or fair, works 
a quick swindle and then runs out, i.e. disappears. A run-out or 
run-out game has come to mean a particular type of swindle, a 
kind of auction at which an article is offered at, say, £1. When a 
punter (see above) has paid for it but not yet received it, he is 
offered a second article of the same value, together with the one 
he has just bought plus his pound note, for £2.50. If he is gullible 
enough, he may be persuaded to buy a thizd article, together with 
thOle he has already bought plus the .£3.50 he has handed over, 
for .£5. And so on. 

(,1)120 
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shushy, n. chicken. 
slang, n. licence; permit. 

· snorrer, n. difficult customer. Cp. stewrner in main glossary. 
snuffler, n. veterinary surgeon. Cp. snuff-bottle in main glossary, 

snuff-box in supplement. . 
toe-rag. dirty thing~ dirty person, rubbish. "I'm not fencing that toe-rag." 

·trasher, n, thriller (film, novel, etc). Cp. trash in main glossary. 
weed, at the. thieving. "He's been at the weed again." 

· windbag-blower. He had a number of paper-bags, envelopes or packets 
containing articles of little value - collar studs used to be the staple 
items. When he had attracted a sufficient crowd, he showed them 
the contents of the packets and then proceeded to insert in a few 
of them an item of greater value - a watch or a cigarette lighter. 
Next, he jumbled up all the packets and invited bids of half-a-crown 
for any one. Several accomplices (gees) disposed amongst the crowd 
bid immediately. The windbag-blower 'sold' them packets that he 
knew to contain the articles of greater value. The gees' cnes of 
delight on opening their packets persuaded punters (see above) to 
part with their half-crowns. 

yak, n. watch (timepiece) 
yorer, n. egg. 

'A Glossary of Market-traders' Argot' (second supplement) by 
Patrick O'Shaughnessy is reproduced with permission from 
Lore and Language 2, 8 (1978) pp. 20-4. 
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Shel ta and the Creole Classification Device 

Per Seaholm 

Unpublished term paper 
The University of Texas 
Aust in 1977 
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Shel:a and the c~eole Classif1cat1on Device 

Per Seaholm 

Tte proble~ o!' creole lani'J.age class1f1cation stems from 

the inherent #eak.~ess of the criterion that trad1t1onally defines the 

te~. The de:1n1~:on of c:eole as a nat1v1zed pidg1n is a static concept 

forced onto a su~ject #hose proper focus is language change. The result 

has been ex;>ed1en~ categorization .,.ithout prior examination of the classi­

fication device. A !'ormidaole challenge to the definition· is the language 

discovered by Charles Godfrey Leland in 1876 , and named Shelta. Its 

widespread existence at that ti.r.ie is evidence today of the success of 

Irish itine:-an!s in the establishment of a secret lang'.lage. As such it 

raises an ad.l!:1or.a.! question ree;ardir.g the accuracy of the criterion 

for- lar.t,t.:..:lg-? n.~ ;-.£.device to .facilitate communication. On the contrary, 

Shelta's or1g1nal purpose iolas communication prevention in out-group 

contact s1tuat1~ns. Its origin may b9 considered anti-language. But 

there is nothing to be gained from den,ying its existence as a language. 

Ian F. Hancock in "Shelta: A Problem of Classification" reports: 

Shclta. is spoken today in the British Isles and the Irish 
Republic, Canada, and the United States, and reportedly in 
Australia and the Republic of South Africa. The total num9er of 
speakers is unknown 1 but probably does not exceed 30,000. 

Simila.f"lj 1 its non-;>1dgin origin shoul~rxclude it from creole classi­

fiaction. Shelta does, in fact, exhibit most of the Characteristics 

associated .,..i th c:-eole languages. As Hancock explains, 11 .... the lin­

g-~istic sequence of the stages of creolization does obtain for 

Shelta, but the social c~iteria do not; no two groups of people were 

l ' .,2 1n·10 ve;;.. • • • • 

Shelta's c:i.allenge to the traditional creole classification 

device is best revealed by : 

1. A discus~ion of the conflicting theories of Shelta's 
or1g1n 1 

2. An analysis of the structure of the language, its grammar 

and syntax, and 

). An examination of the procezses of word formation and 
lexical expansion. 
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Once examined in the context of its own evolution, an attempt at 

classification can be made. 

2 

1. Research on the Shel ta tongue must rely heavily on the 1937 publica.,, .. 

tion, The Secret Langua~es of Ireland, written by Irish professor of 

Celtic archaeology, a.A.Stewart l'1cAlister. He has reported on the his, 

tory of the discovery of Shelta, its grammar, syntax, phonology, and 

lexicon. This is in addition to the texts he supplied 1 part of "hich he 

has transcribed to a more accurate phonological representation. As 

preface to this material the reader is acquainted with the underground 

culture of Ireland. One is confronted with the subjective feelings 

that Ji1cAlister expresses toward these people. First, he is sympathetic 

in his analogy bet...-een the "vagabonds" of ancient Ireland (500 - 900 AD}. 

and the "untouchables" of India. Later he calls them "miserable creatures 

••• [that] must have been a nuisance , if not an actual menace, to 

ordered society • 11 3 An objective view of his description of Irish 

society.leads one to conclude .. that as a class disinherited by religious 

economic, and legal systems, criminality was simply established family 

tradition. Later generations .,..ere resourceful in the establishment of 

of service occupations ~ tinsmithing, fortunetelling, knife grinding, 

umbrella mending, spray painting. Other ways of subsistence have been 

livestock trading, carpet vending, manufacture and.,,sale of clothes pins, 

sieves, and knick-knacks, piping, begging, swindling, and petty theft. 4 

Today, itinerant , people still form the lower class in Ireland and suffer 

the same discrimination. 

The composition of the itinerant class was affected by several 

historical phenomenon.. Ji~cAl1ster stresses religious upheavals. The 

rise of Christianity in the 5th century brought the fall of the pagan 

religion and the closing of the druidic schools. The 11poets 11 of these 

institutions spread throughout Ireland. Many sunk to the lower class 

takine with them a knowledge of the Celtic language and powers of the 

supernatural. In the 16th century, much of the academic world in Ireland 

was marginalized by the closing of the monasteries by Henry VIII. In 

~'rfi,ection with these events ~le Alister remarked, " All such changes are 

bound to upset somebody's arrangements.' '5 He imagined a contact~ 

situation and used this in his theory of Shelta origin • 

I 

I 
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As he descr1oed it: 

\le picture [the displaced scholars] gradually dropping to the 
level of the vagrants ••• : 11v1ng their out cas!e life, and 
ac~u1r:n6 t~eir criminal cun.~ing ••• ; and to this superadding 
their o·..,n ectuipmt?nt of schol:1.rship, •••• The broken-down scholar, 
the unf:ocked and dilapidated clerk ••• , can be dangerous 
allies of t~e criminal classes. Among other gifts which they 
can ':Jest.:>·.., a:.ust be counted effective means of secret communication; 
such as .,.ould be gar beyond the inventive po...,eZ..s of their unedu­
catt?d associates. 

Leon Uris, in his bestselling novel Trinity, reflects on the 

positive aspects of the traveling scholars: 

Our daddies had gotten their schooling from the hedge 
teac~ers • • • 1 who traveled from village to village and held 
classes on the sunny side of the hedges. They were one part poet, 
one part Celtic scholar, and one part regular teacher with the mission 
of keepin6 alive the ancient language and folklore. When they vanish­
ed f~om the scene, the Irish tongue vanished with them ••• • 1 

Queen Elizabeth consolidated British power over Ireland in the early 

part of. the;17th century. The Irish language was banned along with 

everythi~g else Catholic in the 18th century. In the context of foreign 

do=iination and Crown policy of native language suppression there is added 

utility to alter-native forms of communication. This is the third anti­

lang-~age factor in the development of Shelta. 

The placement of .. Shel ta in its historical perspective is a 

point in controversy. In the sears immediately following its discovery 

a date of origin was estimated around 1000 AD. Leland told Sampson in 

1899 : 
It is one of the awfully mysterious arcana of hlli.lan stupidity 
that there should have existed for a thousand years in Great 
Britain a cryptic language~ the lost language of the bards ~ 
which no scholar ever heard of • • • • For even yet there is 
ha:-dly a scr.olar ii ho k.no·..,.s of its existence - of the fifth 
hritish Cel~ic tongue! 8 

Sa..~pson's research involved informant John ]arlow, an elderly tinker 

he me: in Li'Ji!r>pool, iiilo oelievcd his native Silelta tl:e lan;suage of 

~enerations for tr.e last ei6ht hundred years.9 Both Sampson and 

Meyer published analyses to substantiate their claims that Shelta was 
' descended from early Irish Gaelic. They were able to show how Shelta 

wordz iolere derived from Gaelic words via modification such as sound 

substitutions and metathesis. This evidence they claimed pointed to 

a pre-1200 AD origin of the language. 10 
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McAlister's familiarity Aith the historical background 

allows him to choose when the development is most likely. He opts for 

a theory of more recent origin, one that follows the introduction of 

English to Ireland. A structural analysis supports this side of the 

question. Z.1cAlister' s view is as follows: 

In idiom and construction Shelta is far more Engish than Irish. 
It has been fashioned into its present fonn by persons whose 
major language was English, pronounced according to Irish-English 
phonesis, though they admittedly possessed an extensive vocabu­
lary of words in common use in Irish. 11 

In regard to formation of words, specifically, consonant de~aspiration, 

~~cAlister maintains that if we are to accept this as proof of antiquity 

(Shelta's developing at the time Irish consonants were hardened) the 

language would then be prehistoric. This was inconcievable to him. 

So he explained the sound change by reasoning that the founders of 

Shelta "worked it out from written (italics in the original] forms of 

Irish: they disregarded the dots of lenition, and so pronounced the words 

with the consonants hardened." 12 

Lexical throwbacks to ancient" languages are attributed to 

the wayward scholars claJ.med by McAlister to have been instrumental in 

the invention of Shelta. Or perhaps they are frozen segments of 
< 

earlier secret tongues passed down through generat~ons. 'To summarize 

the relativity of secret languages in Ireland ?ilcAlister concludes that it 

is the tradition of secret corrununication in the Irish underworld that 

is important rather than any particular form. l3 

McAlister's treatment of Shelta is comprehensive and as 

precise as possible given his prejudice toward the lower classes and 

non-standard speech. This is sure to have effected his thoughts on the 

language. It underlies his assumption that itinerants lack linguistic 

creativity and would need scholarly assistance in the construction of 

a language. Conversely, r.:cAlistcr ,..as perceptive in suspecting that the 

enthusiasm of Leland, Sampson, and ~'ieyer in the discovery of Shelta had 

influenced their estimation of lts a.g-e. T'~o recent articles have 

continued the debate. Hancock's article says simply that the evidence 

is conflicting: ''t1cither view has been proven conclusively." l4 In 

"Irish Traveler Cant", \{arper and Hudson flatly rcJeCt the antiquity 

theory. Their explication of Shelta's English based gra.rr.mar and syntax 
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is adequate reason for this. .~here Hancock does not deny the role of : • :1 

scholars in the construction, Harper and Hudson do. ho-..ever,'5 the latter 

fail to document ti:.eir- ;.; . ... : assertion .. 

2. Commentine on the st~acture of Shel ta , Harper and Hudson explain 

that "the gr~'l':.mar of Shel~a was the grammar of the dialect of English 
1b 

spoken by men 11ice Jol"..n Barlow. 11 Such a statement drastically over.sim-

pl1f1es the situation. An examination of the gra.r.unar and syntax will 

der.ionstrate det"''1nite t:nglish features , especially where articles and 1:1.: 

morphemes are concerned. Ho...,ever, Shelta exhibits non-English features 

as if'e 11. J:any are from Irish and Irish influenced English. Jilany are 

na!ive to Shelta itself. John Barlow was by his o~n admission a native 

speaker. Inte~ference in his acquisition of English may be assumed. 

Thus, Harper and Hudson not only oversimplify the structure, they do 

it by mea.~s of an .ETIC statement. To accurately represent Shelta's 

str~cture a complete gra.m=tar is presented here. It is derived directly 

ar.d L'"ldirectly from McAlister's book. Direct reference is to his various 

sections on parts of speech. Other points come from the vocabulary sec­

tion he provides. From this part it was possible to deduce paradigms 

of the language. 

The iolords Irish and English to the right of a word , morpheme, 

or pattern indicate the source. Native Shelta contributions are not 

noted as such; but, ma;/ be presumed from the lack of a given source. 

11 
Indefinite Article ~ Irish 

a E.'"lglis~ 

Definite Article ' 

Gen1 t.l.ve 

an, in 
the 

a 

the 

Used in free variation as in 
GloA, nid' es a glo'X ••• 
man [is] .not a ·man ••• 

Irish masculine article 'an' 'in' 
English 

lrish, coalescence of masculine 'an' 
and feminine 'na'. Usage follo~s Irish 
rule: of two noun~ in genitive relation­
ship, only one can have an article 
ln Shelta: B0r .. a'k1 ena 

' .. ~ 
woman Of tne house 

English, following English idiom 
The n1dlae of the k/ena 

people house 

[ 

[ 

[ ] 

] 

J 

] 

J 
J 
] 

J 

• 

18 
Pronouns 

Possessive 

1 
2 
3 

singular 
mwll~a 

dil~a 

its d 1 Il 

plural 
our d" lle 
your d-'1ls 
their d-'lls 

6 
Irish, English, combin-
ing posse3sive pronouns('mo', 
'do' in the 1 and 2 persons 
singular, Irish, and the English 
in the rest) and Irish dlil 
meaning self, in Shelta used on­
ly in this construction 

English pronouns usually favored in nominative over 
these fonns which are favored in objective , except 
for mwilsa and dilsa which are used in all cases, 

a Irish 3rd person masuline and fem. 
possessive pronoun used in some instances 
A grifin • his coat 

mwll~a our 
dll~a. your 
his . t their 
lier, l a 

Irish and English, preferred forms 

Nouns 
Plural Marker19 ~ 

+s English 
+i M glo'Xi -= 2 men 
+1s double plural, perhaps adding English -es 

glo iXis = men 
+s English nadlram's m/iskon = mothe~'s breast P 

. 20 ossess1ve 

Formation From Adjectives and Verbs 
1) V/Adj +a~= N 

Adjective~ 

Comparative / 

22 Placement 

mun'i mun'ia9 rud~u rud~ua8 

good heaven woo courtship 

2) V +al= N 
tari taral get'a get,al 

speak speech forgive forgiveness 

3) V +in= N English participle ending 
tiri~in a midril 
talk of the devil 

4) V +er= N(agent) English agent ending 
tar1 er • speak.er 

V +ra= N(type of person) possibly from English 
comp. and sup. endings 

Superlative 21 

..-er / +est 

N + Adj 

spurk 
fuck 

spurk'ra 
whore 

English, all adjectives take 
endings 
g .. am i g ""am ie r 
bad worse 

Irish order, gloA iarog 

regular 

\ 
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Ve!"bal Inflections 

possibly 
g/amiest 
worst 

English order, ~arog glo 'X. 
red man 

free variation 
for emphasis as in 
Ad g /ami l~ldn tr1bl i 
2 bad girl family 

Present Tense / 3rd Person +s English 

Past Tense 

Future Tense 

Pe:-fect Tense 

+ed English, all verbs regular 

1) use of present tense in context 

2) +a used when misunderstanding 
tense Aould occur 
Gr-'.Jf.a d.it l • he will shoot 

English, from +ing 

of present 

you 

+in 
+o or +u Irish, see perfect tense 

i) English construction 
The swibli had bogd his 

boy gotten 
gris it esked. 
fortune told 

d En 1 . h construction 

1 

2) Irish influence g is 
af t o or u participle using periphrastic er + 

Passive 

Continual 

Ze:-o Locative 

Ze!"O Auxiliary 

form Ste'li glo'( ar ~il o. 
Exists man after lying. c The man has lain down 

same as English 
' A kradti ~ standing 
A getul = afraid 

a+ Irish From 'ag' • at 

a+ English From phrases like a-float 

Hini ~arog la.kin mun/i spurk)ra 
Little red (haired) girl [is] good fornicator 

'tli th Participle 
1;wil~a and glo"I. 
Me and tSate man 

slarekr tari• in 
[were] talking 

~i·~~· h . • · th's 's, that is, ere is stet • yes, yes is, • • 

Negation 

No Relativizer 

exists, is .to be 
11 .... · ts man after lying Ste~ glo7,ar g~i o·• .c;xis 

nld'e~ • no, not, nothing, don't, is/are not 
Nld~eA misl!!~ Don't go! 

Nidlas 
People 

gred' i 
do 

g1amia 
evil 

mwil~a 
me 

People who do 
• me evil 

Interrogative t.arkers what English 

I 
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Prepositions 

Conjunctions 

ke Irish 
a Irish 

a 
a, i 
an 

ar 
asturt, 
sturt 
aswurt, 
swurt 
a~iver 
ar ·~ ·. ·:; 

gra'Xul 
gte 
hal 
horsk 
mw~n/a 

na 

nolsk 
nup 
od : 
raks 
si1l"'o. 
~irt 

tiirk 

a 
and 

8 
where, Ke nylpa hU? -W:t:ere are you? 
A tierpa h"? u. - Will you cook? 

of, from English o' for of 
in, from Irish t i I 

of, Irish, tiir an skai = bottom 
r:..ver of the 

on, upon, from Irish'ar a' -on the 

in,into, from Irish 'isteach• 

on, upon 
before 
after, from 
towards 

Irish 
1 
iar; used in perfect . ' with, from Irish 11 e 

across (rest) 
across (motion) 
behind 
in, genitive of article for 'of the• 
~erku na sl! - daughter in la...,. 
near 
back, behind 
to 
without 
around 
down, down .. ard 
up 

and, get/as a getlas = scores and scores 
English 

Preposition / Determiner Deletion 

Grinlesk muni • flax [of~the] good [people](=fairies) 
means fern 

Lu~ l!\Y kunla lly sm~lklra • Eat mJI shit fresh 
(with a] wooden spoon 

). This final section must examine the processes of word fOI'::'lation 

and lexical expansion that have given Shelta its vocabulary. The processes 

of word formation '"'ere the means used to form (for McAlister "deform"24). 

Shelta words from Irish words. Processes of lexical expansion refers to 

the ways in which this base lexicon expanded to meet the needs of Shelta 

speakers. The first area has been amply reported in the McAlister and 

Harper and Hudson sources. Harper anf Hudson will be briefly reviewed 

here. They attribute the following four devices to Sampson and Meyer: 

Word or syllable reversal mac karn • son 
cailin iakin - girl 
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Metathesis, the transposition of consonants or consonant 
clusters amaracr. a~ar~~ • tomorrow 

Af!'ix.ine; sounds, s,,.gr, and g are the moat frequent , 
&thair gater ,.. father 

9 

Substit~t1on, arbitrary and random replacement of a consonant, 
most fre~uent are gr, g, s, s 

belra ~eldrU • tinker's cant 

Harper and Hudson attribute three other devices to McAlister's work on 

the lang'Jage. They are de-aspiration, denasalization, and apocope. 25 
All of tr.osc reechanisms are described fully on pages 165 - 174 in the 

Y.cAl1.j.:er text. 

T~e procc~ses of lexical expansion have been described by 

Har.cock in the article, "Lexical Expansion within a Closed System." 

Shelta's secrecy did effectively close the language to outsiders; but, 

its spea..icers had access to the Irish and English spoken around them .. 

Some ne~ #or1s ca.T.e in from those languages. In order not to decreolize 

tte language, lexical expansion dre~ primarily from Shelta's own lexicon. 

Hence, three of the processes recognized by Hancock in the development 

of Krio are parallelled in Shclta .. They are 1) incoin1ng:. "the creation 

of ne·.., terms from morphemes alrea.d,y existing in th~ language", 2) calquing; 

''translating ••• component morphemes (of other languages] into the Creole", 

ar.d 3) se:nantic extension: "where the primary gloss for an item has a -.·· · 

source form parallel, but for which a further meaning exists with no 

traceable [source language] origin".~~~ Tbe remainder of this section 

will be exar.:ples o! these processes. They #ere found in McAlister's texts 

in Shelta ar:.~ i~ his vocabulary section. 

Incoini:lt; words for beggar: gU~ 2 old man, vagrant 
b'1.1k1 ra •old be&gar 
yUk • man 
yu:xl ra • beggar 
d 'u t • clothes 
d;uka • ragged beggar 
gla.der • to skin, swindle 
gladeri - half naked beggar 

These ex~~ples also demonstrate semantic extension. 

] 
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Calquing 

.. 

ntak ::::i rogue 
grim~er ,.. time 

talosk • day 

n/"""akis reglUm = roguish iron, brass 
get' grim~er • hot time, summer 
g~Op grim~er • cold tice, winter 

taloek minurt • day now, today 
stafa talosk • long day, spring 

gilt glo"X. black man, policeman glo'1. = 
nledas 

man 
• a place, lodge 

k/ena • house 

ll-n/edas • lying down place, bed 
nledas ladu = place dirt, graveyard 

~eds ken • police house, station 
b/ini k/ena • little house, tent 
kun'a k/.ena • shit house, latrine 

10 

g1or ,.. penis g/or ~ed/ in tera • penis stand in fire, 

skai = water 

tom = big 

poker 
skai grUt • water new, Amerika 
skai ~ural = water running, river 
skai t'elpi = water cooked, tea with 

tom gored ,.. big money, gold 
tom yUk = big man, magistrate 

milk and eui;ar 

lu§ swurt s drink up swurt a munk/ri = up the country 
!lrt a munk/ri z down the country 

nidle~ a nak' not a rag, stitch, naked 
gap my tUr = kiss my ass spurk dil~a = fuck you 
ril tOg reglllm • sheet iron 
grCdi a1..tm = make out, pretend 
~erkU na slI • daughter in law 

Semantic Extension 

ge tii.l from Irish #Ord for fear, in Shelta also to shake, 
tremble 

glader 
skai 

rlpuX. 

tribli 

to skin, extended to swindle (calque?) 
water, used in many ways as in 
solt, skait, and surt • arrested, transported by 

water, and hanged 
. " prostitute, extended to "carrying on 

the cAtna's rrputin = the young one's fooling around 
lakin bad woman, extended to mean whore also 

thing, fills any lexical void 
as a noun ino~ l/ibis • thing sweet, sugar 

(also incoining) 
as a verb ino1in mfiskon • giving breast, nurs-

ing (also inco1n1ng) 
from Irish teaghlach for family, household 
in Shelta extended to mean also any large 
gathering of people (indicates breakdown of 
family unit in itinerant cultures) 

• 
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Conclusion. Shelta has sho#n the structural and lexical elements 

com.:nonly assosiated •ith creole languages. Its origin remains the 

barrier to creole classification. The opposing arguments have been 

presented. The most likely vie"' seems to be )1cAlister's theory of 

relatively recent origin. Still keep in mind the other possibility. 

Shelta as an ancient language may have recreolized under English influ­

ence. One of McAlister's own comments supports this idea: 

When these people be5an to fashion Shelta, they may possibly 
have been, primarily, Irish speakers: but they gradually 
adopted 3nglish from other wanderers with whom they joined 
forces .. 27 

At some tlme then, either at origin or post origin, Shelta creolized on 

an Eng!ish base. The lack of initial pidg1nization does not conflict 

with this point. 

A broader interpretation of pidginization is needed·to:correct 

the problem in creole classification. A linguistic sequence must consider 

sociocultural di~ensions. Social conditions are of primary importance in 

contact situations. McAlister's statement above goes so far as to 

provide a language contact base. However, in Shelta, as in other Creoles, 

social contact ~ns behind creolizrdi.on. The ccntact factors were mentioned 

earlier: contact bet..,een vagrants and scholars, occupational &roups,,and 
' 

anti-contact bet...,cen upper and lower classes, religious groups (especially 

Protestants and Catholics, the legal system and criminals, the colonizers 

and the colonized. The itinerant life style itself represents the polari 

of contact and anti-contact • It is the under-world. It has much in 

corr.man . .,ith life on the frontier in America. Cunning and wit figure 

largely in both scenes. 

McA!15ter thought the traveling scholars an indispensable part 

of Shelta's origin. They were a component. Perhaps linguists of this 

century like Sampson, Leland, J.'ieyer, Hancock, Spitzer, follow. the tradi­

tion of thi~ cr~up in their travel to contact informants of language 

group:::. 'TN·ir intere~t lies in the linguistic creativity of these groups. 

J. L. Dillard refers us to an anthropological term: "dramatic low-status 

assertion". He said that, "On the frontier, the inherent linguistic 

competence of 
1disadvanta<:.~d'groups like the Blackc and the Indians asserted 

" 

lo U I 33 

• 

r J 

] ' 

JI 

• 

] ' 

] 

1 

\ 

[ l 

1 

12 

itself." 28 Parellel that -....ith the itinerant class in Irela.n.d. 

Both Leland's assumption of antiquity and McAliater•·s of scholarlJ 

assistance reflect their limited understanding of minoritJ groups. 

The creole-clascification device is based on a similar misconception: 

it denies the social and anti-social contact that is basic to creol1zatior.. 

Shelta originated and gre"' out of this contact. Toda,y, it ma;; still 

be alive and strong in Ireland because social discrimination is still 

strong. A followup study is needed to determine the status of Shelta at -

present. 
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Sonzc f,Vords 011 T!tiq Talk. 

SO:IIE \VORDS O~ THIEF T_..\.LK. 

•or .) 

I:-i the e:irliest notic·e we have of the language of the English •b.ef, 
it is called "Pedler"s French," or "Canting." Its first appe:ira'.lce 
as "Flash" may be seen in "The Regulator, or a disco,·ery of the 
Theeves, Thief-Takers, and Locks, alias Receivers of Stole:i Goods 
in and about the City of London," I 7 I 8. Both of these terms are 

now used. 
Cant is from the Latin cantare, which signifies to ench:int as we!~ 

as to sing, and so the original thief ma:r ha\·e been a sin;er, \vho 
stole the brains of his victims - not always the le:ist valuable part 
of human possessions - through their ears. 

"' -In"_..\. Co.\'e1t or \Varening For com men Cursetors vulo-:irelv called 
vagabones," set forth by Thomas H3.rn1an, I 567, to '' c:i.nte 

11 

is de-
fined "to speake." 

In "II :IIodo novo da intendere la lingua Zerga cioe parlar iur-
besca," I 549, to talk is expressed by cantarc, and so the first E:1g!ish 
as well as Italian rogue must have been a talker ; this much, at 
least, would seem sure. 

Thieving without secrecy could hardly exist. Thief talk was in­
vented to secure this. As another means to the same end. changes 
in its words are frequently m:ide. Karl \\"einen, one of the Prus­
sian Criminal Commissioners, tells us in a little book entitled "Aus 
dem Berliner Verbrecherleben," published during the prese:it ye1r, 
that a new vocabulary is constctntly appearing in Berlin. The same 
testimony is borne respecting thief talk in Suabia, which Schaffer, in 
his "Abrisz des Jauner und Bettelwesens in Schwaben," furt!1er de­
clares to be more liable ~change than other tongues. 

The first vocabulary ot the language of thie·:es that appe:ired in 
Europe was written in German, and printed about the ye:i.r I 50+ It 
bears the title "Liber Vagatorum. Der bet!erorcien."' The profes­
sional beggar was then a thief, and is frequently such at the present 

day. 
Copies of this first edition of the" Liber Vagatorum" are r:i.re. and 

often not to be found even in some of the largest libraries of Euro ie. 
In the second edition of this work (15:>S), which must b" eYen 

more rare, since Ave Lallemont ("Das Deutsche Gctunerthum ") 
informs us that only three copies are known: the editor, no less a 
person than :\lartin Luther, gives the honor of ha,·in~ in,·entecl thief 
talk to the J e•.vs. How does the reformer pro Ye this ' Out of their 
vocabularv. This, l1e declo.res, contains n1::in\• He1lrC\\. ''·or, ls. Xo\v, 

, -
the list he gi,•es us, out of two hundred :ind sixteen worcls :ind phr1ses. 
\Ve find onl\· sixteen \vhich, bv :i.n,· re:!.son:ible stretch of tl1e imog~-

, - -
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nation, can be construed as Hebrew, - hardly enough, it seems to 
us, to est:tbiish this cbim. 

Henri Estienne, in his "Traite de la conformite du langage Fran­
c;ois a,·ec le Gree," s. L et a., p. 136, teJls us that the brgest part of 
j•rgou or thief talk was e,·iclently taken from the Greek. How is 
this shown? By only three words, all, we must presume, which he 
,,·as able to gi,·e, namel;·: A 1·t£ fron1 U.p7'or;;; cri from "pi.ar;;; piot from 
-::-oro<; and so the Greek cbim looks e\·en worse than that made for 
the Jew. 

"To the Gipsies, beggars, and thie\'es," says the compiler of the 
"Sbng Dictionary, Etymological, Historical, and .-\necdotal," 1873, 
'' ,,.e are in a great measure indebted for the Cant langttage." Ho\v 
far is this true? The earliest extended notice we ha,·e of the Gipsies, 
or "E;yptians," as they called themselves, may be seen in .-\ndrew 
Barde's "Fyrste Bake of the Introduction of Knowledge," issued, 
it is so.id. in 15~;. But a careful ex:i.mination of Barde's Egyptian 
goes to show that it is more Turkish Romany than English Gipsy; 
and another more important f:ict may be added : it does not contain 
a s;ngle word of English Cant. 

Cant is not only not Gipsy at the present time, but never has been 
such. In the first English thief lexicon, "Harman's Ca\·eat," we 
find but one solitary Gipsy word. In the first American glossary, 
that of Tufts, in his" Life and .-\dventures," written l/93-98, we 
have none. In the first French Canting vocabulary, entitled "Le 
.Jargon ou langage d'.-\rgot reforme," 1634, none. In the first Italian, 
"II :II odo nova da in tendere la lingua Zerga," I ;49, none. In the 
first German," Liber \'agatorum,'' 1534, none; and in the first Span­
ish, "Romances de Germania," 1609, not more than a dozen out of a 
vocabulary of ne1rly tweke hundred words. 

Slang and Cant words peculiar to each country, as we are told by 
Smart in his " Dialect .of the Egyptian Gipsies," ha\·e become incor­
porated in the different Gipsy dialects, sometimes probably through 
a want of discrimination on the part of the reporter, who, he:iring 
them used, has confounded them with the genuine Gipsy tongue .... 
"That's not a tatsclto !tz)'" is a frequent Gipsy comment on he:iring :i 
Canting phrase imported into con\·ersation which is being proiesscdly 
carried on in their own proper dialect. C:int words are intermingled 
with Gipsy in the same way, and on exactly the same principle, 
as ordinary or provincial English, but to nothing like the so.me 
extent. Possibly some words of this class m:iy h:n·e inad,·ertently 
found their way into our ,·ocabuiary; but if so, they do not occur in 

· Hotten's "Slang Dictionary" (London, 1864), and we leJ\·e them to 
• be rele.;ated to their proper pbce by those who may detect their rc:il 

character (see Introduction, p. xxii.). And so it would seer:i th:it, so 
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far from Cant being in a great measure indebted to Gipsy, Gipsy is 
indebted to Cant. 

The fact is, rogue talk is old talk, generally made up from old 
words of e\·ery country, and we owe most of these neither to the 
Gipsy, Greek, nor Jew. This appears not only in the Cant of 
England, but also in the Argot of France, the Germa11ia of Spain, 
the K;".·!tri11ge!atin of Denmark, the Fautesprog of Sweden, the 
Galer talk of Holland, the J(ocltem-Losc!zcn of Germany, - all of 
which teem with archaisms. Even the Ramasee can be assigned 
to none oi the existing languages of India. 

This will explain how it is that some thief talk is largely Hebrew, 
especially that in use along the boundary Jines between Germany 
and Poland, where the Jew swarms, or once did swarm. And this, 
too, well explains why the thief of that part of Italy once known as 
l\Iagna Grecia still mingles classic Greek and old Phcenician words 
with his Itaiian, and why this Phcenician is still he:ird on the streets 
of :11alta in the lingua p1111ica of to-day. 

This is the history of all tongues ; the more degraded does not 
often appropriate the language of the more culti\·ated, whi!e the latter 
borrows from the former without stint or measure ; and our English 
is no exception to this rule. Indeed, much of our existing slang was 
once Cant, and one is oftentimes puzzled to distinguish the one from 
the other; only it should be borne in mind that, while Cant frequently 
arrives at being Slang, Slang seldom if ever becomes Cant. £,·en our 
0. K. seems to be an invention of .'\.merican thieves; and stranger still, 
Tye, a neck-cloth, first appears in "The Names of the Fbsh \\"ocds 
no\v in vogue among thie\•es," to be found in ''The Re;ulator, by a 
prisoner in ~ e\vgate," London, 17 1 8. 

The language of thieves does not generally present a fig'1rati\·e 
character in different and widely separated countries, as Barrow 
("The Zincali," vol. ii. p. 132) states it does. Some thief talk, to be 
sure, - that of Spain, for example, - teems with figurati,·e expres­
sions ; others ha Ye very little or none. \" ery little met:iphor :ippe:J.rs 
in the Cant of Teutonic countries; where Neo-L:itin langu:iges are 
spoken it abounds. Ha\·e climatic influences anything to do with 
this? And here is another curious fact. New York C:int abounds 
in abbreviations, while the Germa11ia of Spain, the Calao of Portug:il, 
and all German thief talk, ha,·e none :it all. Can clim:ite expbin this. 
too? 

In these days of higher education, t:iste for langu:iges would seem 
to be especially cJe,·eloped :imong thie\·es. :ind here the Americ:in 
would appe:ir to le:id. V.:11itc (come), It:ilian; /af,z~·cr (t1lkJ, Por:u­
gt1ese; sa11s (\vitl10L1t), Frencl1; t-gi·vttzt \lie is sic!..::), L:itin, -:·i.-t11c ,1t.:r 
(virtue), English, (at<·r, without; Greek; cocum (sly), Lussnekodesch; 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



• 

• 

:Journal of A 111crican Folk-Lore. 

sc!tofi·l (paltry), vulgar German; quemar (burn), Spanish; s!tcro (head), 
Gipsy ; clillk (klillkc11, to clench), Dutch, - with many more that we 
could name, are to be found in New York thief talk to-day. 

But in spite of foreign education, the American uses much more 
Old English than his English co1ifrl:rc, and a reason may readily be 
assigned. The American took most of his words from the oldest 
En;Iish thief vocabularies, or supplied his wants with English pro­
vincialisms, which, for reasons that are obvious, the Englishman 
could not use. So the dialect of the younger country would seem to 
be, by many hundred years, the older of the two. 

Perversions abound in the earliest Cant vocabularies, and in many 
of our recent ones, too. Some of these perversions we may allow 
were the results of design, but this can hardly explain all of them. 
The greater part doubtless originated either through the ignorance 
of the transcriber, printer, or thief. And so we find in Harman's 
" Ca,·eat," I 5i3. askew, which should be a skc~"• and mo11s, which 
should be 11zots. In Tufts"s "Glossary of Thiei Talk," as spoken in 
the Castle in Boston Harbor, now Fort Indepe!1dence, 1793--<)8, we 
see glill, which should be glim, a star or light; trick, a watch, which 
should be tick; kill, which should be kcll, defined "a stone" instead 
of "a store," etc. In the next earliest glossary of .'\merican Flash 
Lan;µage, used about the beginning of the present century, as the 
same appears in the dying confession of Thomas :.\Iount, executed at 
Lit:le Rest, R. I., we find ken written correcth·, and correctlv de-

• • 
fined "a house." But as a set-off for this, we bave in the :vfount 
vocabulary all of Tufts"s absurdities, with the exception of ke11, just 
gi,·en, with other novelties besides, e.g., ga1f. instead of gaff; killi~ 

clzcr, instead of kine/ten; scrccll, instead of sc1 ecn; beo·k, instead of 
beak; wile, instead of v;·lc, etc. But perversions of this kind are not 
confined to the older Cant ,·ocabularies. 

In :.\Iatsell's "\"ocabulum" we ha,·e Captain Topor, which must be 
me:i.nt for Toby, a smart' highwayman; donnc:: for dollner; pollCJ' for 
po11cz. /,1r1zc;', explained '1 ring" instead of ''rain," etc. Such are 
some of the minor difficulties which an attempt to explain Cant 
invoh·es. 

Thief words consist of only three parts of speech, and all of these 
in their simplest forms. It has no declensions, no conjugations, no 
syntax, no grammar. The "Thie,·es' Grammar," by Captain Alex­
ander Sm:th, n. d., Ij19-20, is no grammar at all. Therefore, if the 
thief is obliged to have recourse to grammar, - as, for example, in 
comparison, - l1e goes to the gramn1ar of his nati\·e tongue. 

It has been generally assumed that the talk of the thief is com­
posed entirely of his peculiar words which go to make his langua~e 
utte:iy incomprehensible. This, howe,·er, is not the case, Thief 
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talk, as well as corresF'ondence, - for the thief can sometimes write, 
- shows less of this patter than might be supposed. The most 
voluminous of all forms of thief talk is doubtless the Argot of France. 
In specimens we have seen, contained in letters, - and se,·eral such 
have been brought to our notice, -the average of the words would 
not, we are sure, exceed ten per cent. \Ve doubt whether if the 
general average of the peculiar words contained in the thief talk of 
any country would much exceed this. Of course we do not speak of 
the Rommany which is a regular language. 

It was the fashion, when the classics were most in favor, to trace 
derivations to what were known as the learlled !a11g11ages, as if lan­
guage in general began and ended with these. It would almost 
seem as if the scholars did not know that in every country, at a time 
not quite so remote, there did exist an old language from which the 
modern vernacular might have come. In many recent attempts at 
derivation we find something similar, only it is in modern instead 
of ancient tongues that origins are sought. Both Cant and Slang 
have suffered in this respect. \Ve find words assigned to Gypsy 
Hebrew, Hindoo, Turkish, etc., to anything and everything, rather 
than to the English mother-tongue. 

In I 566 or I 567, probably in I 567, our first vocabulary of English 
Cant was published, under the title of "A Caveat or \Varening for 
Common Cursetors, vulgarly called Vagabones, set forth by Thomas 
Harman, Esquire, for the ptilite and propfyt of his naturall cuntrey." 

In his "Epistle to the singular good Lady Elisabeth, Countes of 
Shrewsbury," - certainly a strange patron for a somewhat pecuiiar 
book, - Harman tells us, as far as he could learn from an examination 
of a number of these "vacabones, their language, which they termed 
'peddlers' Frenche or Canting,' began but within these few years 
or little above." 

\Villiam Harrison, in his "Description of England," prefixed to 
Holinshed's Chronicles (r 586), writes: "It is not yet full threescore 
years since this trade began, but how it hath prospered since that 
time, it is easie to iudge; for they are supposed, of one sex and 
another, to amount into above 10 ooa persons, as I have heard re­
ported. ilioreover, in counterfeiting the Egyptian rogues, they ha,·e 
deYised a language among themselves, which they term Canting (but 
other pedlers French), - a speach compact thirtie yeares since, of 
En;:;lish and a great number of odd words of their owne de,·ising, 
without all ordei; or reason, and yet such is it as none but themseh·es 
are able to understand." 

This shows how little was known of this talk, e\·en at that ear!y 
period. 

The "Vocabulum or Rogue's Lexicon," by Geo:;e \V. i.\Iatse!I, 

I 

\ 
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Special Justice, Chief of Police, etc., (~ew \"ork, 1859), asserts that 
the language of the rogue in ~ew York is the language of {he rogue 
the world over. This is not so. E,·en the Cant of England and 
Americ:i is not one and the same. :\Iany terms to be found in the 
one do not appear in the other, or else they are entirely changed. In 
the m:itter of enumer:ition they do not :igree. And the same differ­
ences everywhere exist. The Spanish Gitano and the Gen11a11ia of 
Spain have only some words in common. The talk of the German 
Jew rogues and the Lussnekodcsch (literally holy language - the 
commercial and business language of the Jew), although the ground­
work of both is largely Hebrew, are far from being one and the same 
dialect. If we go to F:irthcr India, we find precisely the same con­
dition of things : the speech of the land and river thieves of Hin­
dos::in are two different and entirely distinct tongues. 

:\lust we offer an apology for these words on thief talk! Here it 
is. The importance of thief languages will appear more clearly when 
we turn our attention to the manner of their construction and the 
elements out of which they were formed. The one shows the men­
tal progress of the men - rude :ind totally de,·oid of all education -
who made them ; while the other often holds fragments of old lan­
guages fallen into oblivion, which it would be in vain to se:irch for 
else-.vhere· (see Biondelli, "Origine, diffusione, ed importanza delle 
lingue furbesche," in his "Studii linguistici," :.\Iilan, 1850). 

\\"hat is the origin of our English Cant: 
.-\t the time of the Conquest, under X orman oppression, many of 

the Saxons became outlaws and thie,·es. The language of these 
vagabonds was the language of the conquered, because they knew no 
other speech, and generation after generation simply continued this, 
with little or no change. And so, when the first vocabulary of this 
'' unknO\VIl tongue, this louse~: langt1age, this peu}·sche speeche," as 
old Harman calls it, was given to the world, more than five centu­
ries after the Conquest, almost e\·ery word of it was Anglo-Saxon. 
E v~n now, it is more Anglo-Saxon than our English, - and this 
is English Cant. 

NEW ORLE . .\XS, LA. 

"Some Words of Thief's Cant" 

Journal of American Folk-Lore 

(1890) pp.301-316 

IVilliam Cumming ffliide. 

Vol.11, Part 7 
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31st August -· 2n,l September 19'34 
• 

Conference on 

• 

t;r.r:; .. :if.!i 
El! ''.'1-·;..s:ttr:''!rf~~· ~"";? ~ .... ""••'•'"'h'r.. •• i.-:-.~ 

LANGUAGES WI1~IOUT A WRITTEN TRADITION Al\'D THEIR ROLE I~ EDUCATION 

A conference on llLanguagcs with out a written t·-:radi ti on and their role in 
education•! "'ill be held from Friday 31 ~t Aug;_~st to Honday 3rd Septem·1:."' 19S4. 
at Thames Polyt<'chnic, London SE18. It is sponsoreJ. by the: Caribbc:n 
Communicatioics Project, the National 0-ypsy l<:iucation Council., the Hcm<ny Guild, 
and the Romano J:nstituto. 

'I'HEHBS 

The obj ccti>re of the confere11cc is for people, teachers and co1n;11unity 
activists as ,,,ell as academics, who do not know each others i work, to sl•;ire 
their experiences aEd identify cor.ur.on themes, Plenary sessio11s will be 
arranged to concontr·ate participants' minds in three basic ti1eoretical areas: 

A) Descriptive linguistics: the formation and adaptation of d:La.lects or languages 
in language G0:,1~:unities suff'3ring oppression, marginalisation or subol··J.inaticn. 

B) Prescriptiv·e lingnisti cs: the re5ponse to and utili::ation of oral la!1gu.age3 
in schools and educational situations; 1\'hether c;.• net a language shonl..1 be 
•rtu.ught'1; J.ir1gt1istic corr:pronu::;es that r1ia:"- l)e r·cqtU.,...(~d b~,. tl1e educatio!1al 
situation. 

C) TJ1e soc.ioloQ'"' ar1d pol_, tics of la11gt1age mo·:-cn1c11ts ii1 socictJ"; tl1~j r strategies 
with regard to the state and educational instittitions. 

In addition, smaJ.J.er Fc;.·ki!'lg groups will be established to follo1? up each of 
these: themes with subsidiary papers: 1-:e do not intend ttat participants should 
get into a huddle t;:, folloi; o;;Jy pa.p0.rs involved with their particular language. 
This will be a working co1lfe1'encc, not a mere excuse for acadc:r.i.c CA.lJenses, and 
the working groups iv-ill be reqitired to report bac:k to pleno.ry sessions duri11g 
the conference itself; we envisage that any coJ.lection or collections of papers 
published afterwards will be rc-;-ised in the light of the conference. 

CAJ..L l'OR P ,\J' ERS 

TI1e idea of the coruereuce arcse in the first instance from a desire to share 
experiences on the pa.r-:: of scholars in En:rope and North America 1\'orki:1g ca 
Romani (Gypsy) dialects an.l on creoles/Black English, and on their scciaJ. 
situatio;1s. Of direct relevance to soaie of ti1ese situations, °'nd. in shr-.rp 
contrast to some others, is the formtlisc~d process of de,·eloping 11new'1 liter;iry 
languages in Eastern Europe ever the past 60 years. These are the core intere:sts 
of the organisers, bLct the)' would welcome offc'i'S of pape1·s concerucd wi. th an;· 
langua.ge conununit1· whei-e there is a struggle to establish submerged ctLltncal_ 
rights within the educational systems, especially iu the sphere of language 
utilization or "teaching•r. 

Since rc.:ding out papers alreaoy writtPn d01'n is a grossly inefficient m'3thod 
of cc,;;uu11;.ri.c:l.tio11~ \Ve ii1te11c:l to t:!l\:i.:! .:1 lil)c.1--~_tl polic}T ori. tlie rrci,~-l"' dist1~l!Ji.ttio1: 
of m1;.!.ti.p::.c Gopie'> of for::1al p2.pe,·:, es;)cciall:r tl10:;c with a s ·~ist;;ntial 
technJ..c." J 01· e;:mirical ccnt0nt. . ' 
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The 1ollo1;in; 1.;tll bc 01-gani~ in,; tl·.c ~election of pipers: 

Dr.D.S.KC'arick, ,;cl.itt F.duc.:itio1 C'.·ganiscr, IL.ckncyinstitute anJ Director of 
the 1{0:'1<11rl £.1,, ti tute, 

Prof.I.F.H tnccck, Dcp•ll'tme•1t of 
Prof, V. F'l:·i•Jlman , Dcpt.rt"Jllent of 

at ChanL'l Hill • 

Linguistic·,, U1rlversity of Texas at Austin. 
Sl;ivic Lo:.ngi.1ages, Univcrsi l')" of North Ca1•olina 

• 
H. Dale, ilrix:to,1 C0llc!"c, and Oaribbcan C0::m1unications Proj cct 
E. Whi tti1• "ham, C<u·i bbean Commun i.ca tions Project 
S. Eri',c, S.:hool of Social Sciences, Thames Polytcclu1ic, and Caribbean 

Comr.; 111ic;i.tions Project . 
Dr. T.A •. \ct.:in, School of S,1cial Sciences, Thames Polytechnic, and \'ice-Chairman, 

Nat i.:.•1al Gypsr &l.uca ti on Council, 

A ffi•''"e detailed p1·0,pectus <>.nd list of international participants, including 
tho· c in,•itc°'l from E<estern Europe will be issued early in 1984. 

•ibst·acts of pr0posrd p<ipers ~honl.d be sent to 'l'hom2.s Acton e-i>Jlvia l~Pilte, 
School of Social S,.i.cnccs, 'l'ha'l!cs Polytechnic, \vellington Street, London SE13 GPF 

, 

Th~ c.::mfercnce 1·:ill be baseJ in the Thom::ts Spencer Hilll of Residence, Thames 
Polytcclurlc, Wool1-."ich, London SElS. The cost per participant has been tentati\rely 
set at ]-/,<), S)p, bitt i::here ,.,,ill be a hardship fw1d to enable reductions of th' s 
in Sp('Ci[l cases. Participants wishing to see London are welcome to book 
;.J.J.i + .i..o: -.J. Pi hts at very rea.s on'lble r2. tcs bcf ore or after the conf e:rence, 
an·l to c,, l::n.~t the or,;anisers for <iny scholarly help they may n<!cd rega1·ding 
.!.ib~: ric" etc. in L011.d.on. 'I11eir attentior'. is particularly dra1,<1 to the NottiP.g 
HiL.. C&r:..1~iv'11, l;l1i_ci"".1. tal-~cs place t11c. ,,~cekcn·1 befo1·e tl1e co11fcr·c.11ce, tl10 lta .... -llii.g 
por..tla:- filac.: cul t::"ral e\"ent in London, and to the Paddock Wocd Hcrse Fair, 
"·hich .rt~rt'i t'1e weekend after the conference: Arrangcr1ents can be made for 
pt.rti(''> to ''isit th~se e,·ents. 

CQC;"Tt\CTS 

For ftu•th0r inforr:ia ti on get in touch with Themas Acton ~ 8) l:via Erike, 
Scheel cf Social Sciences, Thame:s Polytechnic, London SE18, 

Telepi!O'le: 01-35.+-2030 ex:teusion 452 .... s~~;--
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SECOND CIRCULAR 

31st August - 3rd September 

1984 

Conference on 

LANGUAGI:S WITHOUT A \1"1.ITTE2'J TRADl'i'ION AND THEIR ROLE IN EDUCATIO:< 

A cor1fr::}1·encc 011 ''IJa11gt1ages \Yi l'l1out a \\"l'i tte11 tradi Ji:ion a11d tl1eir 1·01e .:..,1 
education" w1l1 be held, from Fr1day 31st August to ~·or.d:i.y 3rd September 1984 
at tho Thrnnas Spencer Hall of Residence, Thames Polytechnic, Woolwich, London, 
SElS. It is sponsored by the Caribbeo.n Communicatior.s Project, the Nat~onal 
Gypsy Educat:ion Council and the Romany Guild. 

THEMES 

The objective of the conierence is for people, teachers and cornmuDity activists 
as v.1ell ns acade1nics, Vw'ho n1ay not k11o'v each others 1 work, to shc::.re their experiente 
and identify common themes. The prog:·ar.Jne will be arrant;ed to concentrate 
participants' minds in three basic theoretical areas: 

A) DE',scrjptive linguistics and the formation and adaptation of dialects or langu";res . -
in language communities suffering oppression, marginalisation or subordination, 

B) "Prescriptive ling-u.istics", the response to and utilization of oral languages in 
schools and educational si tuati.ons; ll'llether or not a language should be "taught". 
linguistic compromises that may be required by the educational situation. 

C) The sociology and politics of language movements in society; their strategies 
with regard to the state and educational institutions, 

Pape1·s pursuing these then1es v,·ill be given 1nainly in \Vorki ng ('rni_1p~; u:e do 
not intend that participants should get into a huddle to follow only papers 
involved with their particular language. This will be a working conference, 
and working groups will be required to report back to plenary sessions during 
the conference itself; we envisage that the collection or collections of 
papers published afterwards will tie revise~ in the light of the conference . 

• 
·WOHKING PROCEDURE 

The idea of the conference arose in the first instance from a desire to share 
experiences on the part of scholars in Europe and North America working on 
Romani (Gypsy) dialects and on Creoles/Black English, and on their social 
situations . Of direct relevance to son:e of these situations, and in sharp 
contra.st to some others, is the formalised process of deyeloping "new" literary 
languages in Eastern Europe over ,the past 60 years. These ar•: the core interests 
of the organisers, but they wou.ld welcome offers of papers concerr:i~j with any 
language comnttmit'f where there is ·a struggle to establish submerged cultural 
rights within the educational systems, especially in the sphere of language 
utilization or "teaching'' · . 

Since reading out papers a.lready written dm·m is a grossl;· inefiicient method. 
of cornmuirlcation, we i ntend to take a lib.oral policy on the prior distribution 
of multiple copies of formal papers; especially those with a substantial 
t echnical or empiri cal content • 
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The i.Q_llowini; are organising tho solection of pnpers: 

Dr.D.S.Kenricl<, Community Languages Department, llacl<ney Institute, and Director 
of the Romani Institute, 

Prof.I.F,Hancock, Department of Linguistics, University of Toxas at Austin. 
Prof. V .Friedn.an, Dt>partr.oent of Slavic Languages, U>1i versl ty of ?-'ol'th Car::ill ;-,a 

at Chapel Hill. 
H. Dalo, Department of General Eaucat1or., Brixton Colle<$C, 
E.l'lhittingham, Staff Development Tutor, Caribbean House. 
P.K'1ight, Project co-ordinator, Caribbean Co;r.municr,tions Project. 
D1·.T.A.Acton, School of Social Sciences, Thnrnes Polytechnic (Local organiser). 

CALL FOR PAPERS 

An indicat.i. ve 
final progrftmme 

pror,ri:.mme and a list of p1>pers alrua<!J offered appe'lr below. A 
v1ill l'e sent to intendir!g participar1ts in Jul)' i9g4. 

No j_n~ica~i0n of ~he importance of papc~s wiil be signified by their assignment 
to g.t·oup sessi ?ns 1·r;;. tb:fjt• tf;£.r1 plei1ez·J1 sessj.ons, and th-;; prG~I~2.irJJe ordGL" rr.,;.:r be 
revi:;Pll. The organ ... sers are negotiating cor,tributions from si:veral other 
distinguishe.:J figures in the field: if you are one of them, get bnck to us 
&s soon as you c&n : 

The organisers will welcome further suggestions for papers, and the conference 
will he or~antse~ so that adequate time ~~11 be available ir. gro~ps for 
presentation and discussion of ell paper~ accepted. We are also inter·ested in 
brief V'lrbal preser.tations of educa tioni:.l projects and wcrk in progress -
and in poems, son;s and any performance item for the Saturday evening concert. 
I et us know on your application form what you can do ! 

COJl,T ffiENC::::: ARRANGE:.!E~~TS 

The conference will be based in the Thomas Spencer Hall of Residence, Thames 
Polytechnic. Woolwich. London SE 18 6PF. There will be a Hardship Fund for 
financial help to participants in special cases. 

Participants wishing to see London are welcome to book additional nights at very 
reasonable rates before or after the conference. and to contact the organisers for 
any scholarly help they may need in London regarding libraries etc Thejr 
attention is particularly drawn to the Notting Hill Carhival, which ta~es pJace 
the weekend before the conference, the leading Black cultural event in London, and 
to the Paddock Wood Horse Fair (subject to confi::mation), a Gypsy fair starting 
Efter the conference Arrangements can be made for parties to visit these 
c· .. .;r!nts. 

APPLICAT::t:ONS. 

The inclusive fee for meals, accommodation and residence from Friday dinner to 
hlonday breakfast is £69.85. Monday lunch is extra. 

• 
Alternatively you may register as a non- resident participant and pay in advance 
only for those meals you wish to take. 

If your employers will not pay for you to come, and you think you should get a 
reduction, or even financial help to come, write to us as soon as ']Jossible. 

IN ~!E~10R !AM 

This conference was first set up by the late Sylvia Erike, who died on 23rd 
July 1983. The whole occasion will be dedicated to her memory. 

• 
L~CAL ORGANISER 

For further information get in touch with Thomas Actor., School of Soc.
1
· al 

· S0iences, Thames Polytechnic. London SE18. Telephone 01-854-2030 extension 452 
(Homo telephone: 01-555-3648) 
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INDICATIVE PROGRA~!".IE rriday 31 August - Monday 3rd September 

Friday afterr:.oon: Registration and introduction to working me.thods. • 

J<'riday 
..__ . 

evening: First plenary: Theoretical Perspectives, chaired by 
Prof.I,F,l!ancock (University of Texas at Austin) 

Saturday morning: Second Plenary: The Caribbean Communications Project: Perspectives 
on Caribbean languages, chajred by Dr.D.S.Kenrick (Hackney Institute) 

Third Plenary: The formation of literary languages, chaired 
by Ii.Dale (Brixton,College) 

Saturday afternoon will include group papers and workshops on topics concerned 
with education and Sreole dialects, Asian and Romani dialects, and 
the language of song lyrics. 

• 

Saturday evening: \\'01·ds in action and celebration: poetry, 
- and whatever we can put together : 

song, music, 

morning: Continuation of group 
church-going (the organisers 
chu1·ch services.) 

sessions, and 
will advise on 

time left free for 
the e.vailabi li ty of 

dance 

Sunda.J· afternoon: Group sessions contin;,iing earlier subjects, and including 
a presentation of the Mother Tongue Teaching Project of the EEC, 
and its relation to conference themes, chaired by Lucien Jacoby (EEC 
Social Affairs Directorate-General, Brussels) 
First report-bacl' plenary. 

Sunday evening: Party 

'' d · !'<econd report-hack plenary, and discussion of follow-up to the n.011 a.y mox·111ng: _ 
conference. 

A detailed programme of all plenaries, group papers, and wor};shops will be sent 
to participants in July. The following papers have been offered so far: 

Dr.T.Acton (Thames Polytechnic) 
S.Alladina (U.of London Inst, of 

Tho development of ~;ri tten English Rofl'anes in England. 
Ed.) The status of Kachchi in India and Britain -

Implications for Language Teaching. 
Y.Colleymore (Carib!Jean Communications Project) Adult Literacy as a Practical Case. 
Dr.M.Dalphinis (U.of London) 'Oral' Languages as Educational 'Inputs': Britain 

compared with St.Lucia, Gambia, Senegal and Nigeria. 
H.Dale (Brixton College) Social and Political Implications of Languages without 

Written Traditions in Adult Literacy. 
H.Devonish (U.of the West Indies) The application of descriptive linguistics to the 

Writing of Normative Grammars of Creole Languages (with special reference to Guyana) 
Prof.V.Friedmann (U.of N,Carolina,Chapel Hill) Historical, Nationalistic and Linguistic 

consir18ratio~s in th:= Fc1"!!1S.tict:. cf Litc1"::trj· Li:.:1guage-s: Past a11u Cu1·re:::1t p1~obiec.s 

in the Balkan States. 
Prof.I.F,Hancock (U.of Texas, Austin) Languages without a written tradition and ethnic 

defence. 
Dr.D.S.Kenrick (Hackney Institute) Towards a typology of Languages without a written 

tradition. • 
Prof.R.Kephart CU.of Florida) An orthography and sample materials for teaching reading 

in a creole-speal<ing community (Carriacou). 
Dr.S.Levinsohn (Sumner Institute of Linguistics) Developing Educational Materials 

for the Inga (Quechuan) people of S.W.Colombia. 
E.Marselos (Athens) Problems of standardization of Greek Romanes. . 
M.Roussou (Schools Council) The development of literary Cypriot Greek: has it any 

educational relevance ? 

M.Roussou & H.Nowaz (Schools Council . Mother-Tongue Project) Languages without a 
written tradition and the mother-tongue teaching movement. 

D.Stanley (City U./Albany Theatre) & E.Whittingham (Caribbean House) The utilization 
Anglo-Romanes and Caribbean English in song lyrics, and their educational use. 

D.Tong (New York) The non-status of urban Romanes in the community school in a Gypsy 
quarter of Thessaloniki. 

Dr.E.Varnagy & E.Pong-racz (U.of Pees) The Education of Boyash Gypsy children in Hungary. 

Participants preparing theoretical papers may also contribute on particular 
languages to group sessions, e.g. Hancock on American Anglo-Romanes and Dalphinis on Patw1 
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