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INTRODUCTION: THE COLORFUL
WORLD OF COCKNEY RHYMING
SLANG SWEAR WORDS

If you have ever watched a British crime
drama, visited a London pub, or read a
novel set in the East End, you have likely
encountered the playful and often
bewildering language known as Cockney
rhyming slang. This unique dialect, born
in the working-class streets of London’s
East End in the 19th century, uses a
catchy phrase that rhymes with the
intended word. While much of the slang
is innocent - “apples and pears” for
stairs, “trouble and strife” for wife - a
substantial part of it is decidedly less
polite. Cockney rhyming slang swear
words are a fascinating and often
shocking subset of this linguistic
tradition. They are used for emphasis,
humor, and to express strong emotions
while adding a layer of obscurity that
outsiders often find both puzzling and
intriguing. In this comprehensive article,
we will explore the history, construction,
and common examples of these colorful
expletives, as well as their place in
modern culture. Whether you are a
language enthusiast, a traveller, or just
curious, understanding these terms will
give you a deeper appreciation of
Cockney creativity and resilience.

RHYMING SLANG

Cockney rhyming slang first emerged in
the mid-19th century among the
working-class communities of East
London. Several theories exist about its
purpose. Some suggest it was used by
costermongers (street traders) and
criminals to talk privately when the
police were around. Others believe it
was simply a way to create a shared
identity and sense of belonging.
Regardless of its exact genesis, the
slang quickly became a hallmark of
Cockney speech. Its structure is
deceptively simple: take a common
word, find a short phrase that rhymes
with it, and then use that phrase in place
of the original word. Over time, the
rhyming element is often dropped,
leaving only the first part of the phrase -
which frequently loses all obvious
connection to the original meaning. For
example, “berk” (meaning a foolish
person) originally came from “Berkeley
Hunt”, which rhymes with “cunt”. The
full phrase is seldom used today; only
the stump “berk” remains, and its
offensive origin is largely forgotten by
casual speakers. This process of
shortening makes the slang both cryptic
and dynamic, constantly evolving as new
phrases enter the lexicon.

HOW SWEAR WORDS FIT INTO
THE RHYMING SLANG SYSTEM

Swear words and taboo terms are a
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natural part of any language. In Cockney
rhyming slang, they are often disquised
through humor and wordplay, which can
make them sound less harsh to the
uninitiated. However, the underlying
meanings are just as strong as the
original expletives. The construction
follows the same rules: a phrase is
chosen that rhymes with the swear
word. Common examples include
“Hampton Wick” for “prick” and
“Berkeley Hunt” for “cunt”. Because the
rhyming element can be dropped, the
remaining word - such as “Hampton” -
takes on the meaning of the original
swear word, but only within the context
of those who know the code. This
layering adds a sense of insider
knowledge. It also allows speakers to
express frustration or anger in public
without immediately causing offence,
although the real meaning is rarely lost
on fellow Cockneys. In recent decades,
some of these terms have become more
widely known through television, film,
and music, spreading beyond London
and into global pop culture.

COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO
COMMON COCKNEY RHYMING
SLANG SWEAR WORDS

1. Berk -
Berkeley Hunt

Meaning: A contemptible person;
originally derived from “Berkeley Hunt”,
which rhymes with “cunt”. Today, “berk”
is often used as a mild insult, similar to
“fool” or “idiot”, and many people are
unaware of its original profane meaning.
However, those in the know recognise its
heavy origins.

2. Cobblers -
Cobblers Awls

Meaning: Nonsense or rubbish; also a
reference to testicles. “Cobblers awls”
rhymes with “balls”. The shortened form
“cobblers” is common in phrases like
“What a load of old cobblers!” It carries
a strong dismissive tone and is
considered moderately offensive.

3. Hampton Wick
- Hampton Wick

Meaning: A derogatory term for a man,
originally an insult meaning “prick”. The
phrase rhymes perfectly: “Hampton
Wick” = “prick”. In modern usage, it is
less common than “berk” but still
appears in older Cockney speech and
comedy sketches.

4. ]. Arthur Rank
- J. Arthur Rank

Meaning: To masturbate. “J. Arthur
Rank” was a famous British film
producer, and his surname “Rank”
rhymes with “wank”. The phrase is often
used in the expression “having a J.
Arthur” and is considered quite vulgar.

5. Pony and Trap
- Pony and Trap

Meaning: Excrement or nonsense.
“Pony and trap” rhymes with “crap”. It is
a slightly lighter alternative to the direct
word, but still unmistakably vulgar. The
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phrase can be used as an exclamation
(“That’s pony!”) to indicate something is
of poor quality.

6. Bristol City -
Bristol City

Meaning: Breasts. “Bristol City” rhymes
with “tittie”. It is common to hear “She’s
got nice Bristols” in old films and jokes,
though the term is now considered
somewhat outdated and can be seen as
objectifying.

7. Raspberry Tart
- Raspberry Tart

Meaning: An expulsion of intestinal gas.
“Raspberry tart” rhymes with “fart”. The
shortened form “raspberry” is widely
used in the phrase “blowing a
raspberry”, which originally meant
making a rude noise by sticking out the
tongue and blowing - a polite substitute
for the flatulent act.

8. Jimmy Riddle -
Jimmy Riddle

Meaning: To urinate. “Jimmy Riddle”
rhymes with “piddle”. This is a
euphemistic and informal term often
used by parents or in polite company

when referring to the act of urinating,
making it less offensive than the direct
word.

9. Dicky Dirt -
Dicky Dirt

Meaning: A shirt. While not a swear
word itself, “dicky dirt” is often used in
contexts where the shirt is associated
with something dirty or unpleasant. It
illustrates how many rhyming slang
terms can be innocent while still being
near taboo.

10. Hogmanay -
Hogmanay

Meaning: A swear word for “hay” -
actually a Scottish New Year tradition,
but in Cockney slang it is sometimes
used to mean “arse” or “bottom”,
though this is less common and often
misunderstood.

It is important to note that some of these
terms are fading from daily use,
especially among younger generations.
Others, like “cobblers” and “berk”, have
become part of mainstream British slang
and are understood even by
non-Cockneys. The creativity behind
Cockney rhyming slang swear words
shows how language can evolve to
express strong emotions while
maintaining a sense of community



