
        
            
                
            
        

    

Praise for The Wheel is Spinning but the Hamster is Dead

‘Utter genius’

Marian Keyes

‘Expressions to describe Adam Sharp’s brilliant book:

8. The bee’s knees

7. The gnat’s spats

6. The ant’s pants

5. The dove’s gloves

4. The owl’s jowls

3. The gnu’s shoes

2. The llama’s pyjamas

1. The ptarmigan’s cardigan’

Brian Bilston

‘The perfect read for language lovers. Sharp’s hilarious lists reveal how much weird and wonderful strangeness can be found in the most familiar words and phrases’

Dr Jenni Nuttall, author of Mother Tongue

‘This joyful book proves that the love of words is universal and will itself prove to be universally loved’

Tony Walsh

‘Three hundred hairy bears! Sharp’s collection of international linguistic imagery is a glorious gallimaufry of human nature at its most inventive. I love it’

Jonathon Green, author of The Stories of Slang

‘This book is an inspiration, a meditation, a rabbit hole for those who love the quirky unpredictability of language. If you are in a creative slump or simply in need of something to raise a giggle – read this’

Carmen Marcus, author of How Saints Die

‘This book is both the bee’s knees and the cat’s pyjamas’

Mark Forsyth, author of The Etymologicon
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For my grandad, William Adshead, the man who raised me, as well as his five children, and several of his younger siblings before that, by himself, mostly.

He was also the man I have to thank (or blame) for my love of terrible dad jokes. His favourite was that he always wanted a Rolls Royce, but as he couldn’t afford one he had to make do with his Rolls Canardly (so named because ‘it rolls down the hill, but canardly get back up again’).

I honestly thought there wasn’t a single one of those jokes I hadn’t heard before, but he came out with a new one (at least new to me), right at the end.

My grandad’s final weeks were tough to be honest, and he couldn’t go to the toilet by himself. So, in the days before he died, his daughter Christine, my auntie, ended up helping him go for a wee. It was an awkward situation all round really, and at this point he was barely coherent from dementia and brain damage from a fall. But as Christine was helping him aim and shoot, my grandad turned to her and said, ‘I bet you never knew five kids could come out of a willy that small.’

They weren’t quite his very final words, but they were certainly his most memorable. And he got his dream car in the end, as a Rolls Royce hearse took him to his final resting place (just a couple of plots over from his other daughter, Martine, my mum).



3. The list could surely go on, and there is nothing more wonderful than a list

~ umberto eco

2. Lists are a form of power

~ a.s. byatt

1. The need to compile lists is a personality disorder

~ jeremy hardy



Foreword

A foreword, written in list form, by Oscar-winning actor Denzel Washington …

10. Would’ve

9. Been

8. Great

7. But

6. Sadly

5. He

4. Never

3. Returned

2. My

1. Calls



International versions of ‘once upon a time’

6. When animals talked and people kept quiet (Catalan)

5. When snakes wore vests (Iberian Spanish)*

4. When tigers used to smoke pipes (Korean)

3. When camels were town criers and fleas were barbers (Turkish)

2. When potatoes were pale blue (Brusselian)

1. In the old times, when wishing still helped (German)
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* Another Iberian Spanish one is cuando Franco era corneta, which means ‘when Franco played the bugle’ (a reference to his low rank in the Spanish army)




‘Let’s get this show on the road!’ from different languages*

5. Let’s pick up our hammers! (Bulgarian)

4. Let’s saddle the chickens! (German)

3. Let’s go, bedbugs, the bed’s on fire! (Finnish)†

2. On with the butter! (Icelandic)

1. Forward with the goat! (Dutch)‡



* A Lithuanian expression for telling someone to hurry up or you’ll leave without them is traukinys šikančių nelaukia, which means ‘the train won’t wait for those who are shitting’. A popular Estonian version is situ ruttu, karu tuleb: ‘shit faster, the bear is coming’

† Another Finnish option is let’s go, lehmät, sonnilla seisoo, which means ‘let’s go, cows, the bull’s got a boner!’

‡ Another Dutch option is gaan met die banaan, which means ‘go with that banana!’




Things that are illegal around the world

8. Skinny jeans (North Korea)

7. Time travel (China)

6. Selling second-hand underpants (Ghana)

5. Jogging (Burundi)

4. Urinating in a canal, unless you’re pregnant (the Netherlands)

3. Lip-syncing at concerts (Turkmenistan)

2. Making or sharing memes (Australia)

1. Mullets (Iran)




International euphemisms for being on your period

7. It’s strawberry week (German)

6. It’s lingonberry week (Swedish)

5. The English have landed (French)

4. The Russians have arrived (Greek)

3. Garibaldi is coming (Italian)*

2. The moon came (Indonesian)

1. There are communists in the funhouse (Danish)†



* This is an especially old phrase (my favourite kind) that refers to Garibaldi’s Redshirts

† If, while having the communists in the funhouse, you have sex (because you’re still hot to trot-sky), be careful not to leave marx on the sheets (or you’ll be russian to get some clean ones from the lenin cupboard)




How to say ‘I miss you’ around the world

5. You are missing from me (French)

4. I feel the lack of you (Estonian)

3. The thoughts of you come to me often (Hindi)

2. My heart has become tight for you (Farsi)

1. You coming home soon or what? (Mancunian)*



* I was born and raised in Manchester and whenever I was away travelling, or living in a different country, if I phoned home and heard those poetic words, ‘you coming home soon or what?’, I would know for certain that I was truly missed




‘A lazybones’ from different languages

8. Lazy sock (German)

7. Lazy worm (Finnish)

6. Snake king (Cantonese)

5. Director of Free Air (Lithuanian)

4. A day thief (Flemish)

3. A flaccid fish (Norwegian)

2. A nothingdoer (Hungarian)*

1. A sluggish banana (Danish)
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* There’s a Russian phrase for when you’re doing nothing, or procrastinating, that translates to ‘I’m kicking dicks’




A bonus list of Irish phrases about lazy people

5. They wouldn’t sleep in the same house as a shovel

4. She’s as idle as a piper’s little finger

3. He wouldn’t work with batteries in him

2. Work fascinates her – she could watch it for hours

1. He thinks manual labour is a Spanish musician




‘The Bogeyman’ around the world

8. The Seven O’Clock Man (Quebec)

7. The Evil Uncle (Luxembourg)

6. Papa Goblin (Belize)

5. The Mitten-Biter (France)

4. The Coconut (Cuba)

3. The Crocodile Woman (Brazil)

2. The Titties Phantom (Malaysia)

1. The Owl with a Copper Dick (Hungary)*



* Speaking of penis-themed fictional characters, there is an animated TV show in Denmark about a middle-aged man, John Dillermand (his surname translates to ‘Penis Man’), who has a very long penis that he can’t control. The show is aimed at four- to eight-year-olds




Words for a turtle in different languages

5. Schildpad (Dutch) = shield toad

4. Тасбақа (Kazakh) = rock frog

3. צָב (Hebrew) = covered lizard

2. Yöngösona (Hopi) = prickly pear craver

1. Chʼééh digháhii (Navajo) = in vain starts to go along slowly




Names of festive gift-bringers around the world*

7. Father Christmas (England)

6. Christmas Daddy (Ireland)

5. John Chimney (Wales)

4. Grandfather Frost (Russia)

3. The Christmas Lads (Iceland)

2. The Yule Goat (Finland)

1. The Pooping Christmas Log (Catalonia)†



* A bonus Santa Claus joke for you …

Why does Father Christmas not care about the NHS? He has private elf care

† One Catalan tradition is for children to hit the poop log with a stick so that it poops out their presents (usually nougats), often while singing this song (translated from Catalan):

Poop, log
Log of Christmas
Don’t poop herrings
Which are too salty
Poop nougats
Which are much better!




Poetic Catalan phrases

8. Shit oneself in the bank (epic fail)

7. Carry more shit than a bull (pretentious)

6. Go to the shit (go to hell)

5. Doubt shitter (a worrywart)

4. Older than the bent-over shitter (very old)

3. At full shit (very fast)

2. Carrying a shit like a piano (very drunk)

1. They’re like ass and shit (they’re inseparable)




My favourite words for a rumpus/kerfuffle in different languages

7. Hullabaloo (English)

6. Tumulto (Spanish)

5. Bulabog (Tagalog)

4. Brouhaha (French)

3. Dong-yo (Korean)

2. Rambazamba (German)

1. Isiphithiphithi (Zulu)




International proverbs featuring monkeys*

5. There is always a winner, even in a monkey’s beauty contest (Swahili)

4. If you pay peanuts, you get monkeys (English)

3. The monkey in his mother’s eye is a gazelle (Egyptian Arabic)

2. The higher a monkey climbs, the more he shows his behind (German)

1. Although the she-monkey may be dressed in silk, she remains a monkey (Spanish)
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* Not a proverb, but in 1980s Germany a popular word for something that was super-cool or very exciting was Affentittengeil, which means ‘ape tit horny’




The best ever metal band names from around the world

7. Aggressive Snail Attack (Croatia)

6. Teddy Bear Autopsy (Czech Republic)

5. We Butter the Bread with Butter (Germany)

4. Depressed Mode (Finland)

3. Lobster Apocalypse (US)*

2. Bathtub Shitter (Japan)

1. Destiny Potato (Serbia)



* Honourable mention to American death metal band Hatebeak, whose lead singer is a parrot (he’s all about the pecks & bugs & squawk & roll)




Unusual international insults

5. You are a potato with the face of a guinea pig (French)

4. Your brain is like two walnuts in a jute sack (Levantine Arabic)

3. You look like Mona Lisa after a spanking (Czech)*

2. Your gran masturbates standing up (German)

1. He looks like his mammy knitted him (Irish)



* This phrase describes someone who is poorly dressed or dishevelled. Another Czech phrase with the same meaning is vypadá jako stra ák do zelí, ‘you look like a scarecrow for putting in a cabbage field’. There’s a colloquial Polish phrase that means the opposite (someone who has overdressed) – odjebać się jak szczur na otwarcie kanału, ‘you look like a rat for the opening of a sewer’. Finally, there’s a French expression along similar lines, but more specifically about someone who is caked in make-up. It translates to ‘you’re made up like a stolen car’




A bonus list of unusual international threats

5. I will make you shit in your undies (Bhojpuri)

4. You are shaking the slap-tree very hard (German)

3. I will take you to the bakery (Icelandic)

2. I’m gonna give you a communion wafer (Spanish)

1. My foot is in your butt’s destiny (Urdu)*



* There is another similar Urdu phrase that translates to ‘talk nicely, otherwise you might find that my shoe becomes your crown’




How to say something is not to your taste around the world*

7. Not my cup of tea (UK)

6. Not my cup of coffee (Slovakia)

5. Not my dish (China)

4. Not my fairy tale (Poland)

3. Not my beach (Brazil)†

2. Not my delirium (France)

1. It doesn’t hoe my potatoes (Denmark)‡



* A Spanish phrase for a man who isn’t to your liking is no es santo de mi devoción, which means ‘he is not a saint of my devotion’

† The Brazilian phrase isto não é minha praia (‘that’s not my beach’) has been around for less than thirty years. Before that, the expression closest in meaning was não me fala ao coração (‘that doesn’t speak to my heart’)

‡ Denmark has adopted ‘not my cup of tea’ (ikke min kop te). The old phrase ‘it doesn’t hoe my potatoes’ (hvad der nu måtte hyppe mine kartofler) is sadly rarely heard these days in that context. As far as I’m concerned, this is a great tragedy




Titles of well-known films when released in different countries

6. The Terminator = The Electronic Murderer (Poland)

5. The Waterboy = Dimwit Surges Forth (Thailand)

4. Romancing the Stone = Two Scoundrels After the Booty (Venezuela)

3. Despicable Me = I’m a Little Bastard (Romania)

2. Leaving Las Vegas = I’m Drunk and You’re a Prostitute (Japan)

1. Dragnet = Floppy Coppers Don’t Bite (Germany)




A bonus list of names for the film Die Hard *†

5. Very Hard to Die (Greece)

4. Difficult to Kill (Romania)

3. Tough Death (Turkey)

2. Die Slowly (Germany)

1. The Glass Jungle (Spain)



* My absolute favourite, though, is the name for Die Hard: With a Vengeance in Denmark, which is Die Hard: Mega Hard

† Bonus Die Hard fact – Bruce Willis’s famous catchphrase from the Die Hard films is ‘yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker’. To play on this, the tagline for the fifth film, set in Moscow, was ‘yippee-ki-yay, Mother Russia’. And they say the art of punning is dead!
In the Danish subtitles for Die Hard, ‘yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker’ was adapted to ‘yippee-ki-yay, bror lort’, which means ‘yippee-ki-yay, shit brother’. In German subtitles the ‘motherfucker’ was rendered as Schweinebacke (pig cheek), and in Finnish it was pulunnussija (pigeon fucker)




Phrases about going slowly from around the world*

7. As slow as molasses in January (US)†

6. At a snail’s pace (UK)‡

5. At the pace of a cow (Japan)

4. Moving as quick as a dead man’s eye (Romania)

3. Slower than the bad guy’s horse (Spain)§

2. Slower than intercourse with a turtle (Chile)

1. As slow as an Estonian (Lithuania)¶
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* In German, a slow car or computer can be referred to as a lahme Gurke, which means ‘lame cucumber’

† This phrase, which has existed since at least the 1870s, refers to how slowly molasses moves when poured, especially when cold (as it tends to be in January in most of the US). However, on 15 January 1919, the Great Molasses Flood, which killed 21 people, demonstrated that molasses in January can sometimes move dangerously fast. A massive tank in Boston’s busy North End burst, releasing around 2.5 million gallons of molasses in a giant wave, believed to initially be 25 feet tall and, propelled by the sheer weight of sugary sludge, travelling at up to 35 miles per hour

‡ The word for ‘snail’s pace’ in German is Schneckentempo, in Dutch it’s slakkengang, and in Swedish it’s snigelfart

§ There’s also an old Spanish proverb encouraging slowness/taking your time – más días hay que longanizas, which means ‘there are more days than pork sausages’

¶ I don’t know of any Estonian phrases that make fun of Lithuanians, but Estonians do have several teasing expressions about Latvians, who they like to say have six toes. This comes from a joke that the Latvian country code, LV, stands for lisa varvas, which means ’extra toe’ in Estonian




Titles of well-known films when released in China*

6. Pretty Woman = The Sparrow Turns into a Phoenix

5. Oliver Twist = Lost Child in Foggy City

4. Meet the Parents = Extreme Father-in-Law Selects a Son-in-Law

3. Freaky Friday = Hot Mom, Hot Daughter

2. Dumb and Dumber = Bozo and Melon

1. The Full Monty = Six Naked Pigs



* Some of these were the titles of the films on pirate video, rather than for the general cinema release




Words for a scarecrow (and their meanings) from different languages*†

5. Spaventapasseri (Italian) = sparrow scarer

4. 稻草人 (Mandarin) = straw person

3. Tattie-bogle (Scots) = potato ghost

2. 허수아비 (Korean) = fake father

1. Birdotimigilo (Esperanto) = bird-scaring device



* If you trace the Japanese word for scarecrow (案山子) back to its original meaning, you could translate it as something like ‘casts beasts away with wicked stench’

† The main Russian word for a scarecrow is пугало, which means ‘the scarer’. But another old variant is чучело гороховое, which means ‘pea-effigy’ (because it was often used in pea fields). Today the term is mostly used to describe a shabbily dressed person




International sycophants

6. A boot licker (English)

5. A sock sucker (Chilean Spanish)

4. A kisser of peed-upon aprons (Greek)

3. A lantern holder (Japanese)

2. A horse-arse slapper (Mandarin)

1. A man who walks behind his boss while holding up his balls (Malaysian Cantonese)




Names for TV shows in different countries

5. Six Feet Under = The Customer is Always Dead (Russia)

4. The Big Bang Theory = Spectacles Fogged Up (Finland)

3. Breaking Bad = Total Suckage (Hungary)

2. The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air = A Crazy in the Hood (Brazil)

1. Jersey Shore = Macaroni Rascals (Japan)




Idioms about being caught red-handed

7. Caught with your hand in the cookie jar (US English)

6. Caught with your finger in the jam (Italian)

5. Caught with the ice cream trolley (Spanish)

4. Caught with the goat on your back (Greek)

3. Caught with your beard in the letterbox (Swedish)

2. Found with the mouse in the mouth (Sardinian)

1. You stole the cockerel, the feather is on your head (Arabic)




Australian slang*

10. You’re carrying on like a pork chop (you’re behaving foolishly)

9. I’m going to put on the wobbly boot (I’m going to get drunk)

8. A bachelor’s handbag (a supermarket roast chicken in a small bag)

7. As busy as a centipede on a hot plate (very busy)

6. Flash as a rat with a gold tooth (showy and untrustworthy)

5. A bricklayer’s laptop (a gambling slot machine)†

4. He’s got a few kangaroos loose in the top paddock (he’s foolish)

3. I’m not here to lick stamps (I’m not messing around)‡

2. I’m drier than a dead dingo’s donger (I’m thirsty)

1. I’m drier than a pommy’s bathmat (I’m very thirsty)§



* Bonus Australian fact for you – an episode of the English show Peppa Pig has twice been pulled off air in Australia after being deemed inappropriate for Aussie children. The main message of the banned episode was ‘spiders can’t hurt you’

† Another couple of phrases that I’ve encountered for describing slot/fruit machines (known more widely in Australia as ‘the pokies’) are ‘the pensioner’s piano’ and ‘the plumber’s PlayStation’

‡ The more famous version of ‘I’m not here to lick stamps’ is ‘I’m not here to fuck spiders’. But I’m a hipster at heart and prefer the stamps version as you hardly ever hear it these days (probably because younger generations don’t even know what stamps are, the drongos)

§ A ‘pommy’ (or, more affectionately, ‘a pommy bastard’) refers, of course, to an English person. Another phrase about them is ‘a pommy shower’, which describes the practice of spraying yourself with deodorant instead of having a proper wash




‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree’ around the world

7. The son of a duck is a floater (Egyptian Arabic)*

6. The son of a cat hunts mice (Venezuelan Spanish)

5. The child of a snake is a snake (Swahili)†

4. A frog’s child is a frog (Japanese)

3. Tigers don’t have dogs for sons (Mandarin)

2. Kicky horse, kicky foal (Irish)

1. Where will the sauce be poured if not on the rice? (Malay)
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* Another variant of this, from Tunisian Arabic, is weld l-far ħaffar (‘the son of a mouse is a digger’)

† A similar Igbo expression, ihe agwọ mụrụ aghaghị ito ogologo, means ‘a snake’s offspring will always be a long thing’




Meanings of the word ‘turkey’ in different languages

8. Western chicken (Vietnamese)

7. Indian chicken (Catalan)

6. Dutch chicken (Malay)

5. Ethiopian rooster (Syrian Arabic)

4. Bird from France (Greek)

3. Bird from Peru (Portuguese)

2. Seven-faced bird (Japanese)

1. Snot hen (Luxembourgish)*



* Honourable mentions to ‘fire chicken’ (Mandarin), ‘vulture chicken’ (Chichewa), ‘elephant bird’ (Dari), and ‘one that pecks with beak’ (Navajo)




Ways to say ‘this makes no sense’ in various languages*

6. It’s Chinese to me (Greek)

5. It’s Greek to me (Spanish)†

4. This is a Spanish village to me (Czech)

3. This is a Czech movie (Polish)

2. This is Polish spoken backwards (German)

1. It sounds like pig’s German (Finnish)



* The Esperanto equivalent is ĝi estas laŭ mi Volapukaĵo, which means ‘it’s all Volapük to me’. Volapük is another constructed language which attempted (and failed) to become the international language before Esperanto (and there are multiple Esperanto phrases that mock it)

† Today in most Spanish-speaking countries you would say ‘that’s Chinese to me’ (está en chino) rather than ‘that’s Greek to me’ (está en griego), which is outdated. The phrase from German is also especially outdated. I still included the old versions, though, mostly because I was determined to do a list where each country/language connected to the next one (and please feel free to take an extra moment to admire just how nicely they all connect!)




‘You’re pulling my leg’ around the world

8. Is my ass made of chicken? (French)

7. You’re selling me doughnuts (Romanian)

6. That’s nonsense in tomato juice (Hebrew)

5. Don’t come the raw prawn with me (Australian English)

4. That’s a fairy tale with whipped cream (Hungarian)

3. You’re hanging pasta on my ears (Lithuanian)

2. Don’t make my slippers laugh (Russian)

1. Tell me nothing from the horse (German)*†



* Another fun German expression about dishonesty is es ist ein Lügenkuchen mit einer Glasur aus Scheisse, which means ‘it’s a cake of lies with bullshit icing’. This is just one made up by my German friend, but I strongly believe it should find its way into regular usage, so here we are

† In Bengali, if someone says something you believe to be bullshit, you can respond with ghorar dim, which means ‘horse’s egg!’
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Names for widely circulated myths

5. An urban legend (English)

4. A Chinese tale (Spanish)

3. A fuzzy fable (Afrikaans)

2. A fairy tale for old ladies (German)

1. A monkey sandwich story (Dutch)*



* And on the subject of sandwiches, did you know that Salvador Dalí once owned a sandwich shop called Salvador Delí? It specialised in melts




International euphemisms for going to the loo

7. Go visit the dwarves (Lithuania)

6. Go to the Oval Office (US)

5. Go make a quick call to Paris (Finland)

4. Go take a call from the Queen of England (France)

3. Go play chess with the Pope (Iceland)

2. Go visit Uncle Ho (Vietnam)

1. Go to see Nicolas Cage (Mexico)*



* One theory for how this phrase came about is that the Spanish word cagar (to defecate) is somewhat similar to Cage. Another theory is that it’s because of the grimacing facial expressions Nicolas Cage often makes on screen. A final option is that it’s just because his films are all …




Names for candy floss around the world

6. Fairy floss (Australian English)

5. Cotton-wool sugar (Hungarian)

4. Ghost breath (Afrikaans)

3. Small cloud (Finnish)

2. Grandma’s hair (Hebrew)

1. Daddy’s beard (French)




Titles of well-known novels in different countries

5. The Fault in Our Stars = Fuck Fate (Norway)

4. To Kill a Mockingbird = Don’t Hurt the Blackbird (Hungary)

3. Les Misérables = An Unhappy World (Japan)*

2. The Great Gatsby = A Man Without Scruples (Sweden)

1. Animal Farm = Animals Everywhere! (France)†



* Another supposedly old Japanese translation is The Grapes of Wrath into The Angry Raisins. Sadly, though, that one didn’t actually exist (I’ve never been able to find a copy anyway), so seems to be just another monkey sandwich story

† The Animals Everywhere! title was used in the 1940s but has since been changed twice. The French title is now a much more faithful translation – La Ferme des Animaux. Boring! Please sign my petition to bring back Animals Everywhere!




The meanings of the word for a walrus in different languages

7. Horse whale (Irish)

6. Lion whale (Georgian)

5. Sea elephant (Korean)

4. Sea cow (Albanian)

3. Tooth walker (Greek)

2. Slack-jawed one (Lithuanian)

1. Has hair (Italian)
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‘What’s that got to do with the price of fish?’ around the world

8. That’s as relevant as cabbages to afternoon tea (Italian)

7. What has gingerbread to do with a windmill? (Polish)

6. That has nothing to do with sauerkraut (French)

5. Three little birds were sitting, knitting sweaters (Greek)

4. I’m talking about the goat, and you are talking about the wagon (Czech)

3. What does the asshole have to do with the trousers? (Brazilian Portuguese)

2. What do testicles have to do with eating wheat? (Spanish)

1. There are elderberries in the garden, and in Kiev there’s an uncle (Russian)*



* And speaking of berries, my favourite line from Anton Chekhov’s ‘Gooseberries’ is when Ivan Ivanych strays from the point of the story he’s telling and his friend Burkin interjects ‘that’s a tune from another opera’




My favourite literal translations of all time

7. Snake = danger noodle (Haitian Creole)

6. Manta ray = water pancake (Malay)

5. Helicopter = sky tractor (Slovene)

4. Protest = anger parade (Kazakh)

3. Ellipses = drama dots (Thai)

2. Penis = tyranny trunk (Hausa)

1. Gullible = one who believed the nonsense in this list (Latin)




‘You made your bed, now lie in it’ around the world

6. Whoever burns their buttocks, must sit on the blisters (Dutch)

5. Now that you’ve knelt, you’ve got to pray (Brazilian Portuguese)

4. If you’ve let the Devil on your boat, you have to row him ashore (Swedish)

3. You brewed the beer, now you have to drink it (Polish)

2. You wanted the bicycle, so pedal (Italian)

1. Now that you’ve cooked yourself some gruel, slurp it (Lithuanian)




‘A clusterfuck’ around the world

7. A clusterbourach (Scots)

6. A tuberculosis mess (Dutch)

5. A goat rodeo (US English)*

4. Chickens flying, dogs jumping (Chinese)†

3. A donkey inside another donkey (Farsi)‡

2. A burning brothel on wheels (Polish)

1. An un-mothering (Mexican Spanish)



* A more recent phrase for a clusterfuck, used as the title of an episode of the TV series Succession, is ‘shit show at the fuck factory’

† There’s a Chinese phrase for being all over the place (or ‘at sixes and sevens’) that one-ups the English phrase – 亂七八糟」 (‘a rotten mess of sevens and eights’)

‡ Another Farsi phrase, used when nothing makes sense any more, is sag mizane, gorbe miraghse, which means ‘the dog is playing an instrument and the cat is dancing’




The meaning of the word for ‘pets’ in various languages*

8. Little loves (Finnish)

7. House favourites (Hungarian)

6. Mascots (Spanish)

5. Cuddle animals (Danish)

4. Pleasant animals (Hebrew)

3. Animals you care for (Malay)

2. Animals that keep you company (French)

1. Spoiled things (Chinese)



* The Navajo word for pet, łį́į́, originally described a dog. However, when horses were reintroduced to North America the word łį́į́ came instead to refer to a horse (the new favoured ‘pet’ in their culture) and dogs were instead called łééchąąʼí, which literally means ‘shit pet’ (because of their habit of eating excrement)




What the seeker shouts at the start of hide-and-seek

6. Ready or not, here I come (English)

5. I’m searching (Polish)

4. If you’re here, you’re here, and if you’re not, you’re not (Italian)

3. Whoever didn’t hide is a donkey (Croatian)

2. If you haven’t found a place to hide, it isn’t my fault (Russian)

1. The one who isn’t ready, I will take him with the shovel (Romanian)




Multicultural jokes*

5. What do you call any Spanish number greater than two?

An overdose

4. Why do French people prefer to have small breakfasts?

Because one egg is un oeuf †

3. According to Sigmund Freud, what comes between fear and sex?

Fünf

2. What do you call a man from Budapest who has blond hair, blue eyes and a large penis?

A Hungarian

1. When I was touring with my band, we had a Slovak roadie.

We had a Czech one, too, Czech one, too



* My all-time favourite example of cross-language punning is from World War I. Fighting temporarily ceased in the trenches for Christmas and the German troops put up a sign meaning God with us – GOTT MIT UNS. The British troops then crawled across no-man’s-land and wrote their own message on the German sign – DON’T BE SWANK! WE GOT MITTENS TOO

† I laughed so hard when I first heard this joke that a little oui came out




Names for woodlice from around the world

10. Doodle bugs (Texas)

9. Cellar piggies (Slovenia)

8. Piss the beds (the Netherlands)*

7. Butchy boys (Melbourne)

6. Bench biters (Denmark)

5. God’s little donkeys (Iran)

4. Potato bugs (Ontario)

3. Little tripe sausages (Lithuania)

2. Witches of the ashes (South Wales)

1. Wrinkle trolls (Norway)



* In French, a ‘piss in the bed’ (pissenlit) describes not a woodlouse but a dandelion (because of the diuretic effect)




A bonus list of more Norwegian troll words*

5. Tadpole = butt troll

4. Starfish = cross troll

3. Grasshopper = long troll

2. Ground beetle = crust troll

1. A likeable child = charm troll



* Several of these words, such as langtroll (‘long troll’) for a grasshopper and krostroll (‘cross troll’) for a starfish are not the standard Norwegian words for what they describe, but rather archaic or dialect words. Other troll words include trollskot (‘troll shot’) for the sudden onset of disease, trollvêr (‘troll weather’) for extremely bad weather, and troll i eske (‘troll in box’), which is the Norwegian equivalent of a Jack-in-the-box




How to say ‘I smell a rat’ from different languages

7. Something’s rotten in the state of Denmark (English)

6. There are owls in the bog (Danish)

5. There’s a shrimp under the stone (Indonesian)

4. There is something not fluffy (Dutch)

3. There’s some badness in the cheese (Welsh)

2. There’s shit in the pancake (Hungarian)

1. There’s a testicle in the stew (French)




Fun Danish phrases

5. This is the Sausage of Death (it’s boring)

4. Eat some bread (calm down)

3. What’s on the wallpaper today? (what’s the plan?)

2. I’m cold in the arse (I don’t give a fuck)

1. Never have I shat so thinly! (OMG)




Names for a typical ordinary man from around the world*

8. Joe Bloggs (UK)

7. Joe Little Carrot (Slovakia)

6. Fred Nurk (Australia)

5. Mid-range Vasya (Russia)

4. Average Svensson (Sweden)

3. Otto Normalconsumer (Germany)

2. Statistical Kowalski (Poland)

1. Wang Number Five (China)



* There are not nearly so many names for ordinary women around the world, but some examples include Susi Specimen-woman (Austria), Kari Norwegian (Norway), and Voghera Housewife (Italy). My favourite, though, is from The Simpsons – Sally Housecoat




A bonus list of names for an unknown or unidentified man in different languages

5. John Doe (English)

4. Jean Dupont (French)

3. Hong Gildong (Korean)

2. Israel Israeli (Hebrew)

1. Mr Mehmet with the yellow boots (Turkish)




‘Tom, Dick, and Harry’ in different languages

7. Pierre, Paul, Jacques (French)

6. Ivanóv, Petróv, Sídorov (Russian)

5. Fulano, Mengano, Zutano (Spanish)

4. Suzuki, Yamada, Tanaka (Japanese)

3. Ionescu, Popescu, Georgescu (Romanian)

2. Andersson, Pettersson, Lundström (Swedish)

1. Zhang Number Three, Lee Number Four, Wang Number Five (Mandarin)




International ‘yo momma’ insults*

6. Your mother suckles pigs (Germany)

5. Your mother is a big turtle (China)†

4. Your mother married a reindeer (Finland)

3. Your mother drinks tap water in Adelaide (Australia)‡

2. Your mother is so small her head smells of feet (France)

1. Your mother’s navel is an outie (Japan)



* There is also a Klingon yo momma jibe – Hab SoSll’ Quch – which translates to ‘your mother has a smooth forehead’

† In Chinese slang, it’s also extremely offensive to call someone a turtle egg. The reason for this is that turtles never know who their fathers are (because turtles are so promiscuous)

‡ And speaking of Australia and mothers: in an Aussie rules match between St Kilda and Brisbane Lions, St Kilda player Brett Voss was about to take a shot at goal when someone shouted, ‘My old man fucked your mum!’ He turned around to find that the person who said it was his brother, Michael, who was playing for the other team




A bonus list of ‘yer da’ insults from Scotland

6. Yer da eats Pringles with a fork

5. Yer da wears a mask for online shopping

4. Yer da went to a Michael Bublé concert by himself

3. Yer da wears shin pads in the bath

2. Yer da stops at lights on Grand Theft Auto

1. All yer da’s passwords are ‘password’




‘Sleeping like a baby’ from around the world*†

7. Sleeping like a rose (the Netherlands)

6. Sleeping like a fur coat (Hungary)

5. Sleeping like a gopher (Poland)

4. Sleeping like a cannon (Croatia)

3. Sleeping like a suitcase in the station (Romania)

2. Sleeping like a killed man (Russia)

1. Fast asleep with hands full of pancakes (Berkshire)



* After a long sleep comes what, in 18th-century Scots, was referred to as ‘hurkle-durkling’ (the act of lying around in bed long after you should have got up).
And all of you hurkle-durklers will hopefully one day find yourselves in ‘lubberland’ (a 16th-century word describing ‘a mythical place reserved for lazy people’)

† A fun Spanish phrase for when you’re about to go and take a nap is me voy a planchar la oreja, which means ‘I’m going to iron my ear’




International idioms about being anxious

6. Like a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rocking chairs (US)

5. Like a monkey hit by shrimp paste (Malaysia)

4. Like snot on a wire (Latvia)

3. As tight as a G-string (France)

2. Shitting seven colours of sludge (the Netherlands)

1. Deep in thought like a fat pig before Christmas (Bulgaria)




Words (and their root meanings) for a daisy*†‡

5. Fagurfífill (Icelandic) = beautiful dandelion

4. Tusenfryd (Norwegian) = a thousand delights

3. 雛菊 (Japanese) = mini chrysanthemum

2. Մարգարտածաղիկ (Armenian) = pearl flower

1. Nóinín (Irish) = little noon one



* The English word daisy derives from the Old English dæġes ēage, which means ‘day’s eye’ (because its petals open at sunrise and close at sunset)

† Daisies feature in several English expressions, such as ‘oopsie-daisy’, ‘as fresh as a daisy’, and a phrase associated with the opposite – ‘to be pushing up the daisies’ (to be dead and buried in the ground). An equivalent French euphemism for being dead and buried is manger les pissenlits par la racine, which means ‘to eat the dandelions by the root’. In German there is die Radieschen von unten betrachten, which means ‘look at the radishes from below’, and in Hungarian alulról szagolja az ibolyát, or ‘smell the violet from below’

‡ In Azerbaijani, a mayweed (from the daisy family) is called çobanyastığı, which means ‘shepherd’s pillow’




Savage curses from around the world

6. May a goose kick you (Poland)

5. May your VCR catch fire (Greece)

4. May your wife give birth to a centipede so you spend your life working for shoes (Serbia)

3. May your future child be born without a butthole (China)

2. May your obituary be written in weasel’s piss (Ireland)

1. Let it be the will of God that you shit yourself (Bosnia)




A bonus list of the most merciless of them all, the Slovene curses (not for the faint-hearted)

3. May your kale rot

2. May the hen kick you

1. I hope your tractor breaks




Countries and the number of tractors they have per 10,000 people

7. Philippines (1.4)

6. Croatia (5.2)

5. China (6.7)

4. India (14)

3. South Africa (16)

2. Mexico (18)

1. Slovenia (574)
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Translations of European place names

5. Chibaovci (Bulgaria) = Go Away Sheep

4. Pungpinan (Sweden) = Scrotum Agony

3. Babina Guzica (Croatia) = Grandma’s Ass

2. Swornegacie (Poland) = Not Naughty Pants

1. Saaranpaskantamasaari (Finland) = Island Shat by Sarah




Expressions about leaving things to fate

6. Whatever will be, will be (English)

5. Those who die, die (Shona)

4. Man plans and God laughs (Yiddish)

3. We’ll just see where the ship runs aground (Dutch)

2. Whatever it rains, let it fall (Greek)

1. Leave it all to Batman (Tagalog)*†



* The phrase in Tagalog is Bahala na si Batman and the word Bahala comes from Bathala (The Divine). So the phrase could also be translated as ‘Batman is God now’

† Bonus Tagalog fact – many kinship terms in Tagalog relate to body parts. So a great-grandchild is apo sa tuhod, which means ‘grandchild of the knee’, and a great-great-grandchild is apo sa talampakan, which means ‘grandchild of the sole’




Titles given to the film Some Like It Hot in different countries

7. The Hotter the Better (Brazil)

6. Some Favour It Scalding (Greece)

5. Some Prefer to Get Burnt (Cuba)

4. Warm and Tasty (Israel)

3. One Eve and Two Adams (Mexico)

2. Tight Places (Finland)

1. In Skirts and Going Crazy (Spain)




Phrases said to someone who has their zipper/fly open

6. Your post office is open (Hindi)

5. Your cow shed is open (German)

4. The fairground is open (Danish)

3. The window to society is open (Japanese)

2. The Gate of Heavenly Peace is open (Chinese)

1. The pharmacy is open, and the doctor asleep (Spanish)*†



* A similar phrase to this in Icelandic is hellirinn er opinn en drekinn sefur, which means ‘the cave is open but the dragon sleeps’

† Another Spanish variant is se te va a escapar el canario, which means ‘your canary is going to escape’. A Dutch version is je schaapjes lopen weg (‘your sheep will run away’). In Finnish, it’s hevoset karaka (‘the horses are running away’)




International phrases for something that is excellent

8. It’s the bee’s knees (US English)*

7. It’s the dog’s bollocks (UK English)

6. It’s the duck’s nuts (Australian English)†

5. It’s the cow’s vagina (Chinese)

4. It’s the cock with onions (Spanish)

3. It’s the salmon’s little nose (Dutch)

2. It’s more than a hundred rabbits (Finnish)

1. It’s the baby Jesus in velvet underpants (French)‡



* ‘The bee’s knees’ (along with others like ‘the cat’s meow’, ‘the cat’s pyjamas’, and ‘the ant’s pants’) are survivors of a trend from the Jazz Age for inventing animal-themed phrases about something that is tip-top. Some of the phrases that didn’t endure (but should be resurrected at once) include ‘the kipper’s knickers’, ‘the capybara’s spats’, ‘the oyster’s earrings’, ‘the caterpillar’s kimono’, and ‘the clam’s garter’

† ‘The duck’s nuts’ is another of the nonsense phrases that originally came from 1920s/30s US slang, but while it sadly fell out of use in the US, it has been happily adopted into Australian vernacular (there are even pubs called The Duck’s Nuts in several different states)

‡ C’est le petit Jésus en culotte de velours (‘the baby Jesus in velvet underpants’) is often used when describing something delicious, especially a fine wine
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Names for a couch potato

5. House cockerel (Ghanaian Ewe)

4. Couch pig (Norwegian)

3. Armchair fungus (Flemish)

2. Sofa turd (Chilean Spanish)

1. One who squats in the parlour (German)




Words for dragonflies in different languages

7. Snáthaid mhór (Irish) = big needle

6. Ważka (Polish) = little scales

5. Trollslända (Swedish) = sorcery spindle

4. Gwas y neidr (Welsh) = servant of the snake

3. Dere kelebeği (Turkish) = creek butterfly*

2. Vilin konjic (Croatian) = fairy’s horse

1. Øyenstikker (Norwegian) = eye stabber



* This is a regional Turkish word for a dragonfly. The most widespread word is ‘small Joseph’ (yusufçuk). Another regional name for them is ‘helicopter beetle’ (helikopter böceği)




‘Lock the barn door after the horse has bolted’ from various languages

5. Fix the cowhouse after losing the cow (Korean)

4. Come with a cross after the funeral (Czech)

3. Fill the well after the calf has drowned (Dutch)

2. Sweep the floor after the guest arrives (Taiwanese)

1. Lift your petticoat after peeing (Welsh)




International phrases about cold weather*

6. It’s pig cold (German)

5. It’s duck cold (French)

4. It’s dick cold (Greek)†

3. It’s as cold as a washerwoman’s buttock (Spanish)‡

2. It’s as cold as Russian hell (Finnish)§

1. Penguins are begging for tea money (Croatian)



* I once heard a series of expressions for how cold it is in Australia (taken from Aboriginal culture) that states the degrees of coldness as ‘one dog cold’, ‘two dog cold’, or ‘three dog cold’ (depending on how many dogs you need to cuddle up against to stay warm)

† A similar (and rhyming) version from Flemish is fris aan de vis (‘chilly on the willy’)

‡ Another of my favourites from Spanish is hace tanto frío que el grajo va en bus, which essentially means ‘it’s so cold, the crow rides the bus’

§ And Czech has zima jak v ruským filmu, which means ‘as cold as in a Russian movie’




Names for someone who is always going to parties*

5. Social butterfly (English)

4. Party lion (German)

3. Party gnome (Swedish)

2. Party monkey (Danish)

1. Little dog of all weddings (Mexican Spanish)



* Honourable mention to a popular phrase from Ireland about a person (often a politician) who goes to every social event they can – ‘they’d go to the opening of an envelope’




International idioms for loving life*

8. I’m on cloud nine (English)†

7. I’m on the pig’s back (Irish)

6. I have a face full of spring air (Mandarin)

5. I have the potato (French)

4. I’m in butter (Estonian)

3. I feel poodle-well (German)

2. I’m as happy as MacGyver in an ironmonger’s (Spanish)

1. I have a wedding party up my butt (Farsi)



* There’s also a lovely expression for becoming overcome with joy in Punjabi and Urdu – dil baagh baagh ho-giya. It means ‘my heart became a garden’

† A phrase for being happy from Australia is ‘I’m a happy little Vegemite’, which comes from an old TV advert




A bonus list of ‘smiling from ear to ear’ from different languages

6. Grinning like a Cheshire cat (UK English)

5. Grinning like a possum eating a sweet potato (US English)

4. Grinning like a honey cake horse (German)*

3. Grinning like a Hanko biscuit (Finnish)†

2. Grinning like a cooked head (Turkish)

1. Smiling like an idiot to his cheese (Polish)



* A honey cake horse (Honigkuchenpferd in German) is a small pastry, shaped like a horse, that used to be sold at fairs. The expression ‘grinning like a honey cake horse’ (grinsen wie ein Honigkuchenpferd) probably comes either from the smiling mouths that were added to them with icing, or the pastry’s radiant surface. There was also a longer, rhyming variant – grinsen wie ein Honigkuchengäulchen mit Rosinenaugen und ’nem Schokoladenmäulchen, which means ‘grin like a honey cake stallion with raisin eyes and a little chocolate mouth’

† The Hanko biscuit expression comes from Finnish biscuit makers Hangon Keksi, whose logo was a round grinning face




‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do’ around the world

5. When you come between crows, you must caw as they do (Polish)

4. If you want to live with wolves, you must howl like them (Czech)

3. If you take the role of a dog, you should do the barking (Tamil)

2. Bleat in the goat’s pen, grunt in the buffalo’s shed (Malay)

1. If you come to the one-eyed people’s country, pull out your eye (Somali)




Chinese nicknames for Western celebrities*

6. Britney Spears = 星巴克女王 (Queen of Starbucks)

5. Elvis Presley = 貓王 (The Cat King)

4. Jennifer Lopez = 箩霸 (Lord of Butt)

3. Leonardo DiCaprio = 小李子 (Little Plum)

2. Kristen Stewart = 面瘫女 (Facial Paralysis Girl)

1. Justin Bieber = 鸡巴 (Dick)



* And my favourite ever nickname from the English language is one for Jackson Pollock, who was famous for producing massive splatter paintings. His nickname was Jack the Dripper




Misleadingly named things and where they’re actually from

7. The English horn (Poland)

6. The French horn (Germany)

5. Swiss rolls (Austria, possibly)

4. Scotch eggs (England, probably)

3. German chocolate cake (US)*

2. Hawaiian pizza (Canada)

1. The Spanish flu (not Spain)



* German chocolate cake is actually named after US (or UK) chocolatier Sam German. And here are some other things named after their inventors …

5. Saxophone (Adolphe Sax)
4. Modern toilet (Thomas Crapper)
3. Ferris Wheel (Ferris Bueller)
2. Masturbation (Jacques Off)
1. Gonorrhoea (Jon Bon Gonorrhoea)




Meanings of the word for a horse in Native American languages

5. Burden bearer (Cherokee)

4. It is ridden (Mohawk)

3. Tame elk (Cheyenne)

2. Big deer (Creek)

1. Mystery dog (Lakota)




International phrases for when someone is looking perplexed

7. Like a ram staring at the new gate (Russian)

6. Like a cat staring at a calendar (Romanian)

5. Like a goat looking into a lake (Irish)

4. Like a goose looking into a bottle (Czech)*

3. Like a pig looking into a clockwork (German)

2. Like a hen that’s found a knife (French)†

1. Like Noah looked at the third camel (Hungarian)



* Less common Czech expressions about a perplexed person are ‘you look like a freshly dug-out mouse’ and ‘you look like a cherub who’s lost his soap in the bath’

† A fun variant of this expression, used by one of my French friends and his family (and possibly nobody else), is on dirait une poule qui a trouvé des bretelles, which means ‘you look like a hen that’s found suspenders’




Names for keyboard warriors and/or armchair critics

10. Keyboard bodybuilders (Czech)

9. Internet hussars (Hungarian)

8. Knights of the cable (Lithuanian)*

7. Warlords of the comments section (Swedish)

6. Sofa troops (Ukrainian)

5. Flowerpot Sandokan (Chilean Spanish)

4. Swivel chair rangers (German)

3. 101st Chairborne (English)

2. Barstool fusiliers (Irish)

1. Heroes in socks (Dutch)



* Lithuanian keyboard warriors that spout off about King Arthur are therefore called ‘Knights of the Round Cable’ (not really, but they should be)




Thingamajigs in different languages

7. Doovalackie (Australian English)

6. Dittelidut (Danish)*

5. Shismoo (Arabic)

4. Truchmuche (French)

3. Haghawagha (Pashto)

2. Intazinga (Zulu)

1. Habbijabbi (Bengali)



* Dittelidut is an especially rare version of thingamajig (which is another reason I love it so). More common versions in Danish include dingenot, tingenot, dimsedut, and himstregims




A bonus list of more thingamajigs in English

5. Spooleyboof

4. Doofer

3. Dinglehopper

2. Hoodly-doodly

1. Grindelsplange (for technical thingamjigs only)




Names of Mr Men characters from around Europe*

5. Mr Bounce in France = Monsieur Bing

4. Mr Messy in Germany = Unser Herr Schlampig

3. Mr Good in Portugal = Senhor Bonzinho

2. Mr Sneeze in Norway = Herr Atscho

1. Mr Muddle in Spain = Don Confuso



* The name of Mr Bump in Japanese is ドジドジ君




Ways to express the idea that life is hard/unfair

6. Life is not a pony farm (German)*

5. Life is not an ice cream van (Flemish)

4. Life is not a little feather (Czech)

3. Life is not a request programme (Hungarian)

2. Life is not a field to cross (Russian)

1. The gummy bears are not always evenly divided (Finnish)
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* Another phrase in German is das Leben ist kein Honigschlecken (life is not honey-licking) and this is sometimes combined with the ‘life is not a pony farm’ expression to get das Leben ist kein Ponyschlecken (life is not pony-licking).
And one more German expression for life is hard is das Leben ist wie eine Hühnerleiter – kurz und beschissen (‘life is like a chicken ladder – short and shitty’). An alternative to chicken ladder is Kinderhemdt (child’s shirt), which is, of course, also short (and often shitty)




‘Jack of all trades’ from different languages

5. John Steam in all alleys (German)*

4. Johnny my servant (Afrikaans)

3. Every talent lord (Urdu)

2. Kate for everything (Croatian)

1. Barbie nine jobs (Lithuanian)



* Another similar German phrase is Eierlegende Wollmilchsau, which describes a perfect animal that can provide eggs like a chicken, wool like a sheep, milk like a cow, and bacon like a pig (literally ‘egg-laying-wool-milk-pig’). It was often used metaphorically to describe a person (or thing) that seems able to perform multiple tasks but rarely excels at any of them (much like the full version of the Jack of all trades phrase in English – ‘Jack of all trades, master of none’). In Germany today, though, the ‘egg-laying-wool-milk-pig’ is more often used to refer to an unachievable ideal




How to say ‘nobody asked you!’ around the world

10. Mind your own beeswax (English)

9. Deal with your own onions (French)

8. Deal with your own cabbages (Italian)

7. Not your pigs, not your beans (Lithuanian)

6. Keep your own owl straight (Punjabi)

5. Unload your own donkey (Arabic)

4. Every frog should stay in its own puddle (Bulgarian)

3. How does the chilli you are not eating irritate you? (Swahili)

2. Who gave you a candle for this vigil? (Spanish)*†

1. You’re not getting fucked, so don’t wiggle your ass (Russian)



* A Spanish way of telling someone not to talk about things they don’t understand is zapatero a tus zapatos. It means ‘shoemaker, to your shoes’

† A great expression from Argentinian Spanish is vos no te peinés que no salís en esta foto, which means ‘don’t comb your hair because you don’t appear in this photograph’




Fun Venezuelan phrases

7. To arrive as rice farmers (to crash the party)

6. As sick as a cat that’s eaten too many rats (hungover)

5. Don’t drop the turkey (don’t fuck up)

4. You’re a pineapple under the arm (a nuisance)

3. Lots of bubble gum but little popping (all talk, no action)*

2. More lost than Adam on Mother’s Day (very lost)

1. This only happens to me and to the Pink Panther (response to an odd occurrence)†



* A version of ‘all talk, no action’ that I came across in Berlin dialect is keene Haare uff’m Kopp, aba ‘n Kamm inner Tasche, which means ‘no hair on your head, but a comb in your pocket’. And the best English variant I’ve heard is ‘all wardrobe and no Narnia’

† An equivalent phrase to this in Turkish is benim basima gelen cig tavugun basina gelmez, which means ‘what happened to me would not happen to a raw chicken’. And when something seemingly impossible happens in Iceland, you might hear það eru margar undur í höfuðkúpu. It means ‘there are many wonders in a cow’s head’




What Kermit (the frog) is called in different countries

10. Kermit (Denmark)

9. Kermit (France)

8. Kermit (Romania)

7. Kermit (Slovakia)

6. Kermit (Italy)

5. Kermit (Canada)

4. Kermit (Iceland)

3. Kermit (the Netherlands)

2. Kermit (Poland)

1. Gustavo (Spain)




Foods that got their names from places

5. Tangerines (Tangiers, Morocco)

4. Currants (Corinth, Greece)

3. Wieners (Vienna, Austria)*

2. Bourbon Biscuits (the historic Bourbonnais region, France)

1. Jaffa Cakes (the ancient city of Jaffa, Israel)
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* Curiously, in Vienna wieners are always called frankfurters




‘Like a fish out of water’ from different languages

6. Like an elf outside a hill (Icelandic)

5. Like a dog at a game of cones (Danish)

4. Like a Dane on skis (Norwegian)

3. Like a cockroach at a chicken dance (Venezuelan Spanish)

2. Like a frog in a bowl of punch (Croatian)

1. Like an octopus in a garage (Spanish)




Fun Romanian phrases

5. You’re fucking the owl (you’re wasting time)

4. He’s like a donkey in the mist (he disappears when most needed)

3. My mustard has jumped off (I lost my temper)

2. I don’t give a frostbitten onion (I give zero fucks)

1. Go walk the bear (get lost)
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‘In the middle of nowhere’ from different languages*

10. Godforsaken-Place-upon-Perche (French)

9. Where foxes say goodnight (Czech)

8. At Small-Splotch-Village (German)

7. Where the wind makes a U-turn (Colombian Spanish)†

6. On Lars Leaky-Butt’s field (Danish)

5. Where wolves fuck (Serbian)

4. Up the moon’s ass (Italian)

3. Where birds won’t shit (Mandarin)

2. In the house of the penis (Brazilian Portuguese)

1. Where the Devil lost his underwear (Venezuelan Spanish)‡



* In Latvian, a small village in a remote location is called Mazpisāni. A larger remote village can be called Lielpisāni. These names translate literally to ‘Smallfuck’ and ‘Bigfuck’

† Another version of this phrase, popular in several Spanish-speaking countries, is ‘where the winds arrive tired’

‡ Another Venezuelan Spanish phrase is donde Cristo perdió el tetero, which means ‘where Jesus lost his baby bottle’




Entries from the first Polish encyclopaedia*

7. Goats (goats are a stinking kind of animal)

6. Unicorn (the truth about unicorns seems obvious, that they are in the world)

5. Dragon (is hard to overcome, yet one shall try)

4. Sweden (a country from the north, very cold for its citizens)

3. Turks (they do not drink wine, unless secretly)

2. Socrates (never laughed in his life)

1. Horse (everyone knows what a horse is)



* The encyclopaedia, published in 1745–46, was called Nowe Ateny (New Athens), though the full title was almost a page long and included the following passage (which I was tempted to steal for the subtitle to this book): ‘Created for the Wise to Remember, Idiots to Learn, Politicians to Practise, and Melancholics to Entertain Themselves’




‘I wasn’t born yesterday’ around the world

8. I wasn’t born with the last rain (French)

7. I’m not the offspring of yesterday’s grouse (Finnish)

6. I didn’t come swimming out of a soup (Slovene)

5. I didn’t just fall off the turnip truck (US English)

4. I didn’t come down the Liffey on a banana boat (Irish)

3. I didn’t cycle up the Clyde on a bike (Scots)

2. I didn’t come today with the 6.20 train (Hungarian)

1. Do you see breast milk on my lips? (Yoruba)




Names for ‘love handles’ from different languages

3. Fuck reins (Flemish)

2. Swim rings (Taiwanese)

1. Hip gold (German)




A bonus list of names for a tummy paunch*

3. Three folds of wisdom (French)†

2. A company director’s stomach (Japanese)

1. Cemetery for fried chickens (Austrian German)‡



* In Australian slang, a man’s beer belly can be called either ‘a veranda over the toy shop’ or ‘an awning over the tool shed’

† The German ‘hip gold’ and French ‘three folds of wisdom’ sound almost flattering, like something you might find inside a Valentine’s card, even …

Roses are red
Hips are gold
You have so much wisdom,
it’s at least three-fold

‡ Similarly, in Argentinian slang a tummy paunch can be called cementerio de ravioles (‘cemetery of raviolis’), and a person with a tummy paunch is sometimes referred to as genocida de facturas (‘genocider of pastries’)




International hangover expressions

7. A tomcat (German)

6. A monkey (Slovak)

5. A howling of kittens (Polish)

4. Vineyard flu (Afrikaans)

3. Carpenters in the head (Danish)

2. A wooden mouth (French)

1. Next-day-ishness (Hungarian)




Names for someone who has a sweet tooth

5. Bec sucré (French) = a sugar beak

4. Naschkatze (German) = a snack cat

3. Formiguinha (Brazilian Portuguese) = a little ant

2. Pullahiiri (Finnish) = a bun mouse

1. Nammigrís (Icelandic) = a candy piglet




Why you shouldn’t say ‘my bosses have given me too much work to do’

3. Boring

2. Whiny

1. Nobody cares




Why you should instead use the Hungarian phrase ‘they chased me into the dick-forest with a wide-open mouth’

3. Cosmopolitan*

2. Poetic

1. Very relatable



* If you want to be truly cosmopolitan you can say the phrase in the original Hungarian, bekergettek tátott szájjal a faszerdőbe




Daydreaming phrases from different languages*†

8. Away with the fairies (Irish)

7. Gone to the cheeses (Chilean Spanish)

6. Thinking of blue almonds (Polish)

5. Dreaming of green horses on walls (Romanian)

4. Travelling in the mayonnaise (Brazilian Portuguese)‡§

3. Swimming in watermelon juice (Egyptian Arabic)¶

2. Pondering the crab’s immortality (Mexican Spanish)**

1. In his head three are singing and two are dancing (Greek)††
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* In Finnish a daydreamer can be referred to as a taivaanrannan maalari, which means ‘painter of the sky shore’

† There is also a poetic phrase about daydreaming in Mandarin – 做白日梦, ‘making a dream in the white of day (while the sun shines)’

‡ Another Brazilian expression for daydreaming is pensando na morte da bezerra, which means ‘thinking of the death of the baby cow’

§ There is a similar phrase from French that translates to ‘singing in mayonnaise’ but it has a different meaning – to attempt to sing a song, often from a different language, that you don’t know the words to

¶ Another Egyptian Arabic phrase for daydreaming (or regular dreaming) is ‘eating rice pudding with angels’

** An extra daydreaming expression from Mexico is pensando en el agujero de la dona, which means ‘pondering the hole of the doughnut’.
And from other Spanish-speaking countries there’s ‘thinking about the shrews’ (Iberian Spanish), ‘thinking about the rooster’s balls’ (Colombian Spanish), ‘thinking of little pregnant birds’ (Venezuelan Spanish), and ‘catching octopuses’ (Andalusian Spanish)

†† This is a very versatile Greek phrase that is used in several different ways, depending on who you speak to, but my favourite use of it, by far, is to describe a daydreamer




The Navajo names for European countries

5. Spain = Sheep Pain Land

4. Sweden = Horned Hat Wearer Land

3. Finland = Many Swamps

2. France = Moustache People Land

1. Italy = Not Speak Clearly Land




‘Be quiet’ phrases from different countries

7. Shut your pie hole (England)

6. Shut your Camembert box (France)

5. Save your breath to cool your porridge (Scotland)

4. I’ll listen to it later (Austria)

3. Hold your trapdoor (Germany)

2. Close your spittoon (Bulgaria)

1. If you don’t shut up, I’ll climb into your mouth and shit myself (Hungary)




Expressions about there being hope in every difficult situation

5. Every cloud has a silver lining (English)

4. There will be sun again on the hill (Welsh)

3. Today’s rain is tomorrow’s whisky (Scots)

2. No cows, no feeding them at dawn (Arabic)*

1. A kick in the ass, a step forward (Romanian)



* Another Arabic version of this phrase is ‘if things didn’t break, there would be no potters’




A bonus list of phrases about the transitory nature of all things

5. Nothing is eternal (Farsi)

4. No one’s candle is lit till dawn (Serbian)

3. No evil shall last a hundred years (Spanish)

2. All snowstorms eventually subside (Icelandic)

1. Everything has an end, except the sausage, which has two (German)*
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* Some may be tempted to quip that, out of all the phrases in the list, this is the Wurst one (but not me because I hate German sausage puns, to be frank)




Phrases warning against getting ahead of yourself

5. Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched (English)

4. Don’t say cat if you don’t have it in the sack (Italian)

3. Don’t shoot firecrackers before the party (Portuguese)

2. Don’t roll up your trouser legs until you see the stream (Turkish)

1. Petko isn’t born yet, but you’re making him a hat (Bulgarian)




Miscellaneous international idioms

7. What goes around comes around = the pussy cat came to the tiny door (Croatian)

6. Playing the victim card = putting on the victim cardigan (Swedish)

5. Take the rough with the smooth = one day honey, one day onions (Arabic)

4. No need to make a fuss = don’t make a whole cheese about it (French)

3. I’m in over my head = this is too much sand for my little truck (Brazilian Portuguese)*

2. Like searching for a needle in a haystack = like looking for a Mr Kim in Seoul (Korean)

1. We’ll get that done for you = we will certainly get that piglet washed (Dutch)



* There’s also a great Armenian phrase for telling someone they’re in over their head – եկել ես սատանի մայլեն քյանդրբազություն անես, which means ‘you’ve come to Devil’s Street to do carnival tricks’




Expressions about being unattractive from around the world*

8. Ugly enough to make an onion cry (Spain)†

7. As ugly as a salad (Bulgaria)

6. He’s had a hard paper round (Scotland)

5. The sea wouldn’t give her a wave (Ireland)

4. Ugly like your rent (Vienna)

3. Uglier than a car seen from below (Colombia)

2. So ugly they’d scare a buzzard off a gut pile (US South)

1. If he went down a mine, the coal would come up by itself (Hungary)



* A German slang word I once came across for an ugly person is Gesichtselfmeter, which means ‘facial penalty kick’

† A similar one is ‘when they suck a lemon, the lemon pulls a face’




A bonus list of Australian phrases for an ugly person

5. A face like a dropped pie*

4. A head like a scrub-headed turkey

3. A face like a chewed mango

2. A head like a robber’s dog

1. A face like a bucket of smashed crabs



* A Korean version is 옥상에서 떨어진 메주, which means something along the lines of ‘their face looks like a fermented soya-bean brick that fell off the roof’




Original meanings of the word for a butterfly in different languages

7. Kite insect (Tamil)

6. Thing that flits (Armenian)

5. Flying flower (Modern Greek)

4. Maria on the perch (Spanish)

3. Little summer hen (Welsh)

2. God’s pretty thing (Cornish)

1. Butter-shitter (West Flemish)




Biscuit-themed idioms from around the world

5. I’ll be there soon = before you can say biscuits (Serbian)

4. You’re stretching the truth = you’ve wandered into the cookie forest (Armenian)

3. A taste of your own medicine = a biscuit of your own dough (Dutch)

2. You’re getting on my nerves = you’re getting on my cookie (German)

1. I am very surprised = well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit (US English)




My favourite names for a bookworm (person who reads a lot)

7. Book louse (Indonesia)

6. Read rat (Germany)

5. Book maggot (Finland)

4. Reading horse (Denmark)*

3. Library mouse (Spain)

2. Letter smitten (Catalonia)

1. Ink drinker (my French grandmother’s house)†



* And the Danish word for a bookseller is boghandler

† The most well-known term for a bookworm in France is rat de bibliothèque (‘library rat’). But my grandmother, who grew up in Ardes in Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, would often refer to a bookworm as a buveur d’encre (‘ink drinker’). I originally thought it was another one of her made-up phrases, but I have since spoken to other people from her region who use it (and there is also a bookshop in Paris called Buveur D’encre). So, Nicole Lefevre, this list is dedicated to you




Some (understandably) forgotten proverbs from around the world

5. One should not board a ship without an onion (Dutch)

4. She is a foolish woman who blames her own cabbage (Danish)

3. One must let people talk sense, since fish can’t (Polish)

2. Sometimes one must let turnips be pears (German)

1. Never bolt your door with a boiled carrot (Irish)




A bonus list of old Russian proverbs

5. Hunger is not your aunt, it will not bring you a pie

4. The first pancake is always a blob

3. If you called yourself a milk-mushroom – get into the basket!

2. The only free cheese is in a mousetrap

1. Love is not a potato, you cannot throw it out of the window




Phrases that can be directed at chatterboxes

10. You could talk the hind legs off a donkey (UK English)*

9. You could talk the ears off a chicken (US English)

8. You could talk underwater with a mouth full of marbles (Australian English)

7. You talk like a cauldron of beans (Finnish)

6. You talk like a waterfall (German)

5. You talk like you’ve been hired (Polish)

4. You were born mouth first (Japanese)

3. You give me blisters in the ears (Norwegian)

2. You twirl your tongue as the cow twirls its tail (Russian)

1. You would talk to the birds if your lips were pointy (Korean)



* In The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy there’s a supercomputer called Great Hyperlobic Omni-Cognate Neutron Wrangler, the Magic and Indefatigable, ‘a fiendish disputer’ that is able to ‘talk all four legs off an Arcturan MegaDonkey’
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Sarcastic responses to something that is improbable from different languages*†

6. And I’m the Queen of Sheba (English)

5. And I’m the Queen of England (French)

4. And I’m a Spanish pilot (Russian)

3. And I’m the Pope of Rome (Spanish)

2. And I’m the Chinese god of fun (Czech)

1. And my ass is a seaplane (Danish)



* In Poland you can point to the palm of your hand and say tu mi kaktus wyrośnie, which means ‘and here I’ll grow a cactus’

† The best expression I ever heard for this in Dutch (sadly not widely used) is en Sinterklaas komt dadelijk langs op een bakfiets met een gokkast die altijd geeft, which means ‘and St Nicholas will come by on a cargo bike with a slot machine that always pays out’




Pairings used to describe two things being completely different

7. Chalk and cheese (English)

6. The moon and a soft-shell turtle (Japanese)

5. A pig and a cuckoo (Estonian)

4. Grandmothers and frogs (Serbian)*

3. The old woman and the machine gun (Romanian)†

2. An ass and a finger (Russian)‡

1. Heaven and bagpipes (Czech)



* In Serbian, the phrase rhymes (babe i žabe)

† A regional Romanian variant (from Ardeal) is vaca şi chiloții de tablă (‘the cow and the sheet metal panties’)

‡ Another rude Russian variant is не путай хуй с дверной ручкой (‘don’t confuse a dick with a doorknob’). A politer version states that two things are as different as ‘God’s gift and omelette’




International pig proverbs

5. Don’t give cherries to pigs or advice to fools (Irish)

4. Even a blind pig finds an acorn every now and then (Russian)

3. In the time of need the pig is called uncle (Albanian)

2. Poets and pigs are only appreciated after their death (Italian)

1. Whether you ignore a pig or worship that pig from afar, to the pig it’s all the same (Spanish)




Phrases about doing something pointless (or redundant, or unnecessary)

8. To carry coals to Newcastle (English)

7. To carry oranges to Valencia (Catalan)

6. To carry beer to Munich (German)*

5. To go to Tula with your own samovar (Russian)†

4. To sell face powders to palace ladies (Thai)

3. To put oil on an oiled head (Bengali)

2. To put a poultice on a wooden leg (Welsh)‡

1. To show your lamp to the sun (Marathi)



* Bier nach München bringen (‘to bring beer to Munich’) is a regional/slang expression. The most common German variant is ‘to carry owls to Athens’ (Eulen nach Athen), which is a calque from a Classical Greek phrase, where the owl was probably a reference to coins that had owls on them

† The city of Tula is famous for its samovar production

‡ This expression is from Ynys Môn (Anglesey) dialect. Another couple of Welsh variants are iro hwch â bloneg (‘to grease a sow with fat’) and golchi traed alarch (‘to wash a swan’s feet’)




Words coined for the modern world*

6. Cyberchondriac (English) = someone who compulsively searches the internet for symptoms of illness

5. Tinderjährig (German) = someone who is old enough to use 18+ dating apps (literally ‘Tinder-years-old’)†

4. Spookregen (Dutch) = when a weather app tells you it’s raining but it isn’t (literally ‘ghost rain’)

3. こーどくん (Japanese) = man who sets up electronics for a female friend (literally ‘cord guy’)

2. Fauxmage (French) = a portmanteau for vegan cheese that merges faux (fake) and fromage (cheese)

1. Egérmozi (Hungarian) = watching films or shows on a phone (literally ‘mouse cinema’)



* Lots of new words were coined during the pandemic, especially in Australia, where, for example, a ‘TikTok scientist’ was a name for anti-vaxxers. They were also sometimes known as ‘Instagram academics’ or ‘plague enthusiasts’.
Talking of vaccines, the rollout of the COVID vaccine in Australia was famously slow in the early months, which led to it being called ‘the strollout’.
The regular pandemic press conferences were sometimes referred to as ‘the daily 11 a.m. depresser’, and the man giving them, then-PM Scott Morrison, as ‘Sir Announcealot’. When he began doing statements about lack of vaccines, an especially creative name for him was ‘The Pfizer-Miser’.
And Melbourne (where I lived for over ten years) and the rest of the state of Victoria were in lockdown longer than anywhere else in Australia because of what was perceived as a lax initial approach to hotel quarantining. This led to the people of Melbourne being labelled Spice Girls (because everyone was trying their hardest except Victoria).
One last note on COVID-era slang in Australia: having a swab test could be referred to as ‘a nasal appraisal’ and, in the early days of the pandemic, COVID itself was occasionally known (and I’m afraid this is in poor taste, even by Aussie slang standards) as ‘the boomer remover’

† Tinderjährig rhymes with minderjährig, which is the German word for underaged (so not yet old enough to use 18+ dating apps)




Animals used as verbs from different languages

7. To badger (English) = to pester*

6. To hamster (Finnish) = to hoard or panic-buy†

5. To dachshund (German) = to walk slowly and somewhat carefree‡

4. To poodle (Swedish) = to publicly apologise
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3. To amoeba (Spanish) = to sit around doing nothing

2. To polar bear (Dutch) = to pace back and forth

1. To baby donkey (French) = to recite in a monotone



* Some other English animals used as verbs include crowing = to brag; grousing = to complain; hogging = to monopolise; and dogging = to follow closely (this may also have another meaning)

† To hamster is used as a verb for hoarding (because hamsters store food in their cheeks) in many other languages, too, including Dutch, German, Polish, and Czech

‡ The word dachshund is German for ‘badger dog’




A bonus list of animals used as verbs in Polish

5. To grey goose (szarogęsić się) = to throw your weight around

4. To otter (rozwydrzyć się) = to spoil your children

3. To owl (osowieć) = to be dejected

2. To he-goat (capić) = to smell bad

1. To heron (uczapllć się) = to sit down clumsily




How dads say ‘you’ve left the door open’ from around the world*†‡

10. Were you born on a trolleybus? (Lithuanian)

9. Are you from the doorless village? (Turkish)

8. Don’t you have a rock for your cave? (Romanian)

7. Are we at the Colosseum? (Italian)

6. The heat is going to the magpies (Finnish)

5. Your tail must be long (Korean)

4. Waiting for your dog? (Norwegian)

3. Did you come with a mariachi band? (Mexican Spanish)

2. Were you born with a yoke up your ass? (Slovak)§

1. Did a goat eat the door? (Polish)



* My favourite dad phrase for when given a cup of tea that isn’t full is ‘are you expecting stormy weather?’

† My favourite dad phrase (heard in West Cumbria) for when someone hasn’t done something they were supposed to do is ‘are your arms painted on?’

‡ And a great phrase (heard in South Africa) for someone leaving the fridge door open is ‘you’re letting all the penguins out’

§ A similar Swedish expression is har du en stör i arslet?, which means ‘do you have a pole in your ass?’




Phrases about getting annoyed with someone*†

6. You’re putting a pea up my nose (Finnish)

5. You’re pulling me out of my watermelons (Romanian)

4. You’re knocking me a tea kettle (Yiddish)

3. You’re turning my testicles into Easter buns (Greek)

2. You’re running on my bean (French)‡

1. You’re making smoke belch from the seven orifices of my head (Mandarin)



* A popular (if sexist) way of telling someone not to get annoyed in the UK is ‘don’t get your knickers in a twist’. The direct US equivalent to which is ‘don’t get your panties in a bunch’. A better version, in my opinion, is a phrase I’ve heard a few times in the north of England – ‘don’t get on your huffy bike’

† In Puerto Rican Spanish, a phrase for someone looking annoyed or angry is tener una cara de telefono ocupado, which means ‘to have a face like a busy telephone’

‡ And speaking of French idioms about beans, a phrase for when something is about to be finished or lost is c’est la fin des haricots, which means ‘it’s the end of the beans’




International phrases for when someone leaves the lights on*

5. It’s like the Blackpool illuminations in ’ere (UK English)†

4. Are we living in Bethlehem? (Croatian)

3. We’re not in Versailles (French)

2. Is it Diwali again? (Hindi)

1. Was your grandpa Nikola Tesla? (Serbian)



* The best expression I’ve heard for when someone is blocking your view (usually of the TV) is the Italian sei bello/a ma non sei trasparente. It means ‘you’re handsome, but you are not transparent’. My second favourite is the Mexican Spanish la carne de burro no es transparente, which means ‘donkey meat is not transparent’. And my third favourite is an English one (that my grandfather would often say to me) – ‘you make a better door than a window’

† This is mostly said in the north of England (and is another one I’d often hear from my granddad while growing up with him in Manchester)




Expressions about lack of intelligence*

8. You have the brains of a cheese sandwich (French)†

7. Mentally, you are a sock (Hungarian)

6. You’re without a tsar in the head (Russian)

5. If you had an idea, it would die of loneliness (US English)

4. Two of you wouldn’t make one eejit (Hiberno-English)

3. Is your head a decoration? (Korean)

2. You have fewer lights than a pirate ship (Spanish)

1. The wheel is spinning but the hamster is dead (Swedish)‡



* There’s a Kenyan proverb, often used when someone is being loudly ignorant, that goes something like this: ‘Unlike the stomach, the brain does not alert you when empty’

† A couple of other French variants are t’es pas la truite la plus oxygénée de la rivière (‘you’re not the most oxygenated trout in the river’) and t’es pas le pingouin qui glisse le plus loin (‘you’re not the penguin that slides the furthest’)

‡ Hjulet snurrar men hamstern är död (‘the wheel is spinning but the hamster is dead’) is my all-time favourite idiom from Swedish (and possibly from any language), which is why I chose it as the title for this book. And in case you’re wondering, my second favourite Swedish idiom is an old (and regional) equivalent to ‘when you’re in a hole, stop digging’. It translates to ‘if you’re standing on an accordion, it’s best to stand still’




A bonus list of German phrases about stupidity*

5. As bright as a tunnel

4. As stupid as teacher’s shit

3. Not the brightest candle on the cake

2. As stupid as soup

1. He only has a head so he need not carry the straw in his hand
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* Another popular German insult, especially in the 1990s, was Teletubbyzurückwinker, which means ‘one who waves back at the Teletubbies’




How to say you’re doing neither good nor bad*

6. So-so (English)

5. Up-down (Bulgarian)

4. Like this like that (French)

3. Half half (Sudanese Arabic)

2. More or less (Mexican Spanish)

1. Horse horse tiger tiger (Mandarin)



* I once heard a Norwegian reply to being asked how they were doing with oppe og gråter ikke, which means ‘up and not crying’




Words for a mole (the animal) in various languages

5. Muldvarp (Danish) = dirt thrower

4. Twrch daear (Welsh) = earth hog

3. Τυφλοπόντικας (Greek) = blind mouse

2. Kontiainen (Finnish) = crawler

1. 두더지 (Korean) = rummage rat




‘Costs an arm and a leg’ from different languages

7. It costs an eye from the head (Italian)*

6. It costs the shirt and half the tie (Swedish)

5. It costs your mum and dad (Bulgarian)

4. It costs strawberries (Finnish)

3. It costs as much as St Peter paid for his scrambled eggs (Serbian)

2. It costs a monkey’s testicle (Catalan)

1. It’s pig expensive (German)†
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* A regional Italian variant, from Piedmont, is costa una fucilata nella facia, which means ‘it costs a gunshot to the face’

† Another German variant is da muss eine alte Frau lange für stricken, which means ‘an old woman has to knit a long time for that’




A bonus list of ‘cheap as chips’

5. Cheap as a banana (Portuguese)*

4. Cheaper than radishes (Arabic)

3. Cheaper than a mushroom (Lithuanian)

2. I bought it for an apple and an egg (Dutch)

1. It’s pig cheap (Norwegian)



* Bonus bananas fact: though bananas were one of the first fruits cultivated by humans (anywhere from 7,000 to 10,000 years ago) and therefore widely (and cheaply) available in much of the world, they were not introduced to the US until the late 19th century (the World’s Fair of 1876, held in Philadelphia, was the first time most Americans got to try a banana). Bananas were therefore considered a luxury item and it wasn’t until the 20th century that they were affordable for the average American




International drinking expressions

6. Drinks like a German (Spanish)

5. Drunk as a Pole (French)

4. Drinks like a Dane (Czech)

3. Drunk as a Swede (Danish)

2. Drinks like a Russian (Lithuanian)

1. Drunk like an Albanian donkey (Hungarian)




Euphemisms for dying from around the world*†

8. Go to the goat field (Afrikaans)

7. Go to listen to the crickets sing (Italian)

6. Go into the thousand-autumn sleep (Vietnamese)

5. Pull your oars in (Norwegian)

4. Take the sign down (Swedish)

3. Glue your flippers together (Russian)‡

2. Pay a coin to the priest (Romanian)

1. Go to sell salty duck eggs (Cantonese)



* There’s a Chinese quotation from Mao Zedong that was originally adopted as a tongue-in-cheek way to describe the death of a member of the Communist Party (but today could be used to refer to any death) – 见马克思, ‘gone to meet Karl Marx’

† A Spanish euphemism that can be used for either when someone is about to die or is about to get fired from their job is le faltan dos telediarios, which means ‘to have two news bulletins left’

‡ Another interesting Russian one is откинуть копыта, which means ‘throw away the hooves’




Old UK regional dialect

7. Irritable = crumpsy (Cheshire)

6. Mouth = tater trap (Suffolk)

5. Spring onions = jibbons (Glamorgan)

4. Showy = fantoosh (Aberdeenshire)

3. Molehill = wontytump (Herefordshire)

2. Beer = cuddle-me-buff (Yorkshire)

1. Tap water = corporation pop (Lancashire)*



* Tap water is also known around the UK as council juice, municipal punch, government lemonade, milk from the iron cow, and Adam’s ale (my favourite!). In Denmark it is sometimes called gåsevin (‘goose wine’), in Italy l’acqua del sindaco (‘the mayor’s water’), and in the Netherlands gemeentepils (‘local council pilsner’)




How to say ‘too many cooks spoil the broth’ around the world

5. The boat with many captains will be driven up the mountain (Japanese)

4. If the village has too many roosters, the morning will come late (Turkish)

3. Too many shamans, too many ghosts (Vietnamese)

2. Seven nannies and the child without the head (Lithuanian)

1. There were seven holding his dick, but he was still peeing crookedly (Catalan)




The meaning of ‘roller coaster’ from different languages

6. Russian mountains (French)

5. American slides (Russian)

4. Merry hills attraction (Uzbek)

3. Flying car in the clouds (Taiwanese Mandarin)

2. Crazy mouse (Mongolian)

1. Little train of death (Slovene)




International phrases for being fortunate*†

7. To be a jammy git (English)

6. To be a lucky mushroom (German)

5. To be like a doughnut in butter (Polish)

4. To have milk (Venezuelan Spanish)

3. To have potatoes (Slovene)

2. To have an orange in one’s turban (Danish)

1. To have an ass lined with noodles (French)‡



* My favourite expression for someone who has very bad luck is the Croatian da padne na leđa, razbio bi nos, which means ‘if he fell on his back, he would break his nose’

† And if you want to wish someone bad luck, there is this Australian curse: ‘May your chooks turn into emus and kick your dunny down’*
* Chooks = chickens
Dunny = toilet (especially an outdoor one)

‡ A Brazilian Portuguese phrase for someone who has been lucky their whole life is nascer com o cu apontado para a Lua, which means ‘born with the ass facing the moon’




Expressions for something that happens rarely

5. Once in a blue moon (English)

4. Once in a Hungarian year (Czech)

3. Once in a Russian year (Polish)

2. Once between the harvesting of grapes and the harvesting of pears (Spanish)*

1. Every death of a pope (Italian)



* A Spanish expression for something that happens with great difficulty is ‘like asking for pears from an elm tree’




Translations of the word for a wren

7. Little walnut (Bulgarian)

6. Thumbling (Finnish)

5. Fence-skedaddler (Danish)

4. One who fills holes (Greek)

3. Druid bird (Irish)

2. Mouse-brother (Faroese)

1. Little king of winter (Dutch)




Meanings of the word for hospital from different languages

5. Place for seeking a cure (Arabic)

4. Healing building (Quechua)

3. House of sickness (Hungarian)

2. Illness institute (Vietnamese)

1. The hurtery (Croatian)




German slang for a wimp*

7. Warmduscher = warm-water-showerer

6. Zebrastreifenbenutzer = zebra-crossing-user

5. Sockenbügler = sock-ironer

4. Gebrauchsanweisungsleser = instructions-for-use-reader

3. Backofenvorheizer = oven-preheater

2. Schattenparker = shady-spot-parker

1. Sitzpinkler = sitting-down-pisser



* In the 1990s there was a trend in Germany for thinking up names for wimps, also known as Weicheiwörter (‘soft egg words’). Some others I’ve come across include Beckenrandschwimmer (‘edge-of-pool-swimmer’), Mittagszähneputzer (‘midday-teeth-cleaner’), and Handschuhschneeballwerfer (‘one who wears gloves to throw snowballs’)




Names for a person whose feelings are easily hurt*

10. A cry-baby (English)

9. A cry-bug (Japanese)

8. A cry-whistle (Finnish)

7. A cry-ghost (Mandarin)

6. A whiny cloth (German)

5. A little cotton ball (Dutch)

4. A blubber-prince (Danish)

3. A little hurt-me-not flower (Hungarian)†

2. A touch-me-not-I’ll-fall (Azerbaijani)

1. A sniffle herring (Swedish)



* A Tagalog word for someone whose feelings are easily hurt is balat-subuyas, which means ‘onion-skinned’, and a Cebuano equivalent is mabaw’g lubot, which means ‘shallow-assed’

† Hungarians don’t ask little children ‘why are you crying?’ Instead they say miért itatod az egereket?, which means ‘why are you giving drinks to the mice?’
And, in Mexican Spanish, a phrase said to a child who is crying a lot is se te van a despintar los ojos, which means ‘the colour is going to wash away from your eyes’




International expressions for being pregnant

7. Rearing tiny bones (Welsh)

6. To be two-souled (Georgian)

5. A pearl forming in a clamshell (Mandarin)

4. A marionette in the drawer (French)

3. A bun in the oven (English)*

2. A roast in the oven (German)†

1. Carrying a burden (Russian)‡
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* Another old colloquial English one is ‘in the pudding club’

† Another word for being pregnant in German is Kugelgrippe (‘pot-belly flu’)

‡ And there’s an even blunter expression in Spanish (which usually refers to someone putting on weight in general, but I’ve occasionally heard it used in reference to pregnancy, too) that means ‘to become like a ham’




A bonus list of titles (in translation) of the film Knocked Up around the world

5. Slightly Pregnant (Peru)

4. A Little Bit Pregnant (Russia)

3. A Huge Bummer (Portugal)

2. One Night, Big Belly (China)

1. The Date That Screwed Me (Israel)




Words improved in translation from Vietnamese

8. Dolphin = pig fish

7. Rat = sewage mouse

6. Walnuts = dog brains

5. Kangaroo = bag rat

4. Heartbreak = hurt-bowels

3. Wasp = crumpled bee

2. Baboon = dog-headed monkey

1. Helmet = insurance hat




‘The truth has been revealed’ from around the world*†

5. The cat is out of the bag (English)

4. The bunny is out of the hat (Czech)

3. The pigeon is out of the cage (Romanian)

2. The turtle’s feet have appeared (Taiwanese)

1. Now the monkey comes out of the sleeve (Dutch)



* A German phrase for something that is not a secret necessarily, but that is at the heart of something (‘the crux of the matter’ is an equivalent English expression) is des Pudels Kern, ‘the poodle’s core’

† I also really like the Puerto Rican expression for when someone’s hiding their true nature but you see through them – te conozco bacalao aunque vengas disfrazao, which means ‘I know you, codfish, even though you are in disguise’




The root meanings of some English words

8. Mortgage = death pledge

7. Gymnasium = place for being naked

6. Muscle = little mouse

5. Lady = one who makes the bread

4. Lord = one who guards the bread

3. Sarcasm = to tear flesh like a dog

2. Nice = unaware

1. Tragedy = goat song




‘A leopard never changes its spots’ from different languages

6. He who steals an egg will steal more (Welsh)

5. Washing charcoal won’t clean the dirt (Bengali)

4. Born a piglet, die a pig (Spanish)*

3. Will an old squirrel forget climbing? (Malayalam)

2. However good you feed the wolf, it still looks to the forest (Russian)

1. A Russian is still a Russian even if you fry them in butter (Finnish)



* A similar Spanish expression (from Chile) is el que nace cicharra, muere cantando, which means ‘born a cicada, die singing’




The meanings of different types of animal poop in English*

7. Apeshit = angry

6. Batshit = unhinged

5. Bullshit = lies (or unfair)

4. Horseshit = bigger lies (or totally unfair)

3. Chickenshit = cowardly

2. Dogshit = inferior quality

1. Catshit = what you do when someone throws a ball at you†



* In German Fliegenschiss (‘flyshit’) is something that is of little worth or importance. And in Finnish kärpäsenkakankokoinen (‘fly-sized shit’) is something tiny (usually text that is too small to read)

† You probably need to say that one in a Sean Connery voice, and even then it doesn’t really work all that well. (It was a rubbish pun, even by my standards, and I’d just like to take this opportunity to say that I regret nothing)




Names for noughts and crosses (the game)

6. Tic-tac-toe (US)

5. Butter-cheese-and-eggs (the Netherlands)

4. The rooster game (Portugal)

3. Game of the old lady (Brazil)

2. Pubic louse (France)

1. Hobo chess (Sweden)




Some miscellaneous slang

5. Lauluõli (Estonian) = alcohol that gives you confidence to sing (literally ‘song oil’)

4. Smygflyga (Swedish) = not admitting to taking a flight because of shame about carbon footprints (literally ‘sneak flying’)*

3. Donaldkacsázás (Hungarian) = to slob around at home wearing a shirt but no pants (literally ‘Donald-Ducking’)

2. Cuñadismo (Spanish) = to speak with total confidence about a subject you know nothing about (literally ‘brother-in-law-ism’)

1. Snajper baba (Serbian) = an old lady who spends all day sitting by her window watching her neighbours (literally ‘sniper grandma’)



* Tågskryta = when you proudly tell everyone that you took the train instead (literally ‘train brag’).
Another modern Swedish word is skämskudde, which is a pillow that you use to cover your face in an embarrassing situation (for example, a sex scene in the middle of a film you’re watching with family). I’d translate it as ‘cringe cushion’




Miscellaneous words improved in translation

8. Auction = shouting shop (Finnish)

7. Teacher = lesson lord (Yoruba)

6. Milk = breast broth (Malagasy)

5. Mobile phone = the one that cries in your pocket (Zulu)

4. Venereal disease = bad luck sickness (Malay)

3. Diabetes = sugar piss disease (Mandarin)

2. Crowd = people casserole (German)

1. Marriage = house prison (Burmese)




A bonus list of animal words improved in translation

5. Greyhound = wind dog (Dutch)

4. Squirrel = oak kitten (Bavarian)

3. Shark = fat fish (Vietnamese)*

2. Ostrich = camel chicken (Farsi)

1. Zebra = monstrous donkey (Arabic)



* Bonus shark joke:

What is a shark’s favourite Hemingway novel? A Farewell to Arms




‘I messed up’ from different languages

7. I screwed the pooch (US English)

6. I made a dog’s dinner of it (UK English)

5. I fucked a hedgehog (Serbian)

4. I threw my boogers in the beans (Romanian)*

3. I stirred the tea with my dick (Russian)

2. I bundled it brown (Spanish)

1. I shat in the blue cupboard (Swedish)†‡



* Another Romanian variant is ‘I made it cabbage’

† This phrase originates from when many households would have a blue cupboard for keeping nice things, such as silver cutlery or fancy linen curtains. Chamber pots were also kept in cupboards, but never, of course, in the special blue cupboard (putting the chamber pot there would be a grave error indeed)

‡ A similar French phrase translates to ‘I shat in the glue’




Names for pedants in different countries*

5. Comma fucker (Finland)

4. Little dot shitter (Switzerland)†

3. Whittler of woodchips (Norway)

2. Counter of peas (Germany)‡

1. Sodomiser of flies (France)§



* I’m afraid I must now share my three favourite jokes about pedants …

How many pedants does it take to change a lightbulb?
The correct term is ‘replace’

Where did medieval pedants get their water?
From a well, actually

I waited years for the love of my life to get out of prison, so we could get engaged. When she was finally being released I explained my plan to my dad, who was an English teacher, even showed him the ring. ‘No, son,’ he said, tutting. ‘You can’t end a sentence with a proposition’

† In the Swiss German Tüpflischiisser, the Tüpfli could refer to the little dots that appear over letters. So it could also be translated as ‘tittle shitter’.
And I should add that little dots and other accents that go above (or below) letters are called diacritics (not including that important information in a book about language would have been a dire/critical mistake)

‡ Another couple of German words for sticklers are Korinthenkacker (‘currant crapper’) and Paragraphenreiter, which means ‘paragraph rider’ (though I prefer to translate it as either ‘paragraph equestrian’ or ‘member of the paragraph cavalry’).
Two words for a know-it-all are Besserwisser (‘better-knower’) and Klugscheißer (‘smart-shitter’).
And if someone is arguing in a very pedantic way, especially if about something unimportant, you could use the expression das ist ein Streit um des Kaisers Bart, ‘this is a quarrel over the Emperor’s beard’

§ Some similar words for a pedant from Dutch are muggenzifter (‘mosquito-sifter’) and mierenneuker (‘ant-fucker’).
An insect-related word for a pedant in English is ‘nitpicker’ (or should that be ‘nit-picker’?) but easily my favourite English term for a habitual fault-finder is an 18th-century word (from a Laurence Sterne novel), smelfungus




‘It’s a piece of cake’ from different languages

7. It’s a little egg (Dutch)

6. It’s a roll with butter (Polish)

5. It’s papaya with sugar (Brazilian Portuguese)

4. It’s a steamed turnip (Russian)

3. It’s pear easy (Danish)

2. It’s as simple as beans (Hungarian)

1. It’s an easy wiener (Finnish)




Irish phrases about misers*

5. He’s got short arms and long pockets

4. He’s so tight he owes himself money

3. He’s allergic to mahogany (for someone who never buys a round at the pub)†

2. He’s tighter than a jockey’s trousers

1. He still has his Holy Communion money in the credit union



* A great phrase about misers from the US south is ‘he’s so cheap he wouldn’t pay a nickel to see Jesus riding a bicycle’

† An Aussie slang expression for someone who never buys a round is ‘he wouldn’t shout in a shark attack’




Words improved in translation from Icelandic

8. Menu = food leaflet

7. Astronaut = space goer

6. Composer = tone poet

5. Television = vision thrower

4. Midwife = mother of light

3. Customer = business friend

2. Prosecutor = guilt seeker

1. Guinea pig = nibble piglet




A bonus list of more reasons to love the Icelandic language

3. There is a lovely expression for pins and needles (the tingling sensation after your foot goes numb) – stjörnur í skónum, which means ‘stars in your shoes’

2. Icelandic has a special word for going for a drive and ending up with an ice cream – ísbíltúr, ‘ice cream road trip’

1. A word for the haziness of pre-dawn is sauðljóst, which means ‘the time of day when there is just enough light to see your sheep’




Meanings of the words for a hamster*

7. Fat cheeks (Welsh)

6. Squawker (old Polish)

5. One who snores (Serbian)

4. Grain piglet (old Swabian German)

3. Cuddle mouse (Afrikaans)

2. Silk fur rat (Japanese)

1. Mister Saddlebags (Syrian Arabic)†



* In Dutch, a wild hamster is sometimes called korenwolf (‘corn wolf’)

† If you were translating the Arabic بارج وبأ (abu jrab) very literally you’d get father of pouch/tote/saddlebags. But it’s not too much of a stretch to interpret it as ‘Mister Saddlebags’ since وبا (abu) can also function as a general honorific like ‘Mister’




‘Give them an inch and they’ll take a mile’ from around the world

5. Give the Devil your pinky, he’ll take the whole hand (Finnish)

4. If we find him a place to sit, then he is asking for the mat for lying down (Tamil)

3. Seat the pig at the table and it will put its legs on the table (Russian)

2. If the camel gets his nose in the tent, his body will soon follow (Arabic)

1. Let in the Slovak and he’ll chase you out of your house (Hungarian)*
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* There is a similar Romanian phrase where a Russian is the one taking advantage of hospitality – dă-i nas lui Ivan că se suie pe divan, which means ‘give Ivan a go-ahead and he’ll take over your sofa’




International phrases to describe the boastful and conceited*†

6. If he was chocolate, he’d eat himself (Ireland)‡

5. He thinks he’s all that and a bag of chips (England)§

4. He thinks he’s the last biscuit in the bag (Brazil)

3. He thinks he’s the last suck on the mango (Mexico)

2. He thinks he’s the Pope’s head mustard-maker (France)

1. He thinks he’s the cheese, but he’s only the stink (Scotland)



* If someone is acting especially superior/stuck-up, an appropriate Danish phrase to say to them is kom ikke her og spil Kong Gulerod, which means ‘don’t come here and act King Carrot’

† There’s a trend in Argentinian slang of describing someone with an overly high opinion of themselves as a powerful fictional character, but of a tiny territory. Examples include ‘Yeti of the fridge freezer’, ‘Aquaman of the toilet bowl’, and ‘Tarzan of the flowerpot’.
These phrases are also used to describe short people, and another one in this vein is leñador de bonsai, which means ‘lumberjack of the bonsai tree’

‡ My favourite Irish expression for someone who is always engaging in one-upmanship is ‘if you’ve been to Tenerife, he’s been to Elevenerife’. My second favourite expression is ‘if you’ve got an elephant, he’s got the box it came in’

§ A similar old English expression for a braggart is ‘all his geese are swans’.
And an old Dutch expression about people who are always boasting about their children is ieder meent zijn uil een valk te zijn, which means ‘everybody thinks their owl is a falcon’




Meanings of the words for a racoon*

5. Little washer bear (Italian)†

4. Little wash rat (French)

3. Rinser (Russian)

2. The one who takes everything in its hands (Aztec)

1. Waterside coyote (Navajo)



* In the US, racoons are often referred to as ‘trash pandas’

† Racoons are called wash bears in many languages, including German, Polish and Mandarin. This is because they put their food in water before eating it (and it was initially believed they were doing so to clean it)




How to say ‘zero fucks given’ from various languages

10. I’m painting my balls with the brush of indifference (French)*

9. Narrate that to a tortoise (Tagalog)

8. Even the dog is uninterested (Hungarian)†

7. It interests my grandma (Hebrew)

6. It’s sausage to me (German)‡§

5. I care not a potato (Welsh)

4. It bothers me like a cardboard duck (Danish)

3. It interests me as much as a kilogram of shit (Finnish)

2. It can oxidise on my anus (Dutch)¶

1. Flowers on my dick and bees all around (Greek)**



* Another French option is je m’en bats les couilles, which means ‘I slap my balls on/about it’

† Other animal-themed versions include ‘I don’t give a rat’s arse’ from English, ‘I care like a cat cares if it’s Wednesday’ from Yiddish, and ‘the dog shits on it’ from Czech

‡ A German phrase for when something is important (so you do, in fact, give a fuck about it) is es geht um die Wurst, which essentially means ‘it’s all about the sausage’

§ One more fun old German way of expressing apathy is erzähl das einer Parkuhr, which means ‘tell that to a parking meter’

¶ The standard Dutch expression is het kan mij aan mijn reet roesten, ‘it can rust my ass’, but you will occasionally hear it expressed as het kan mij aan mijn anus oxideren, ‘it can oxidise on my anus’, and the mock formality makes it even funnier (if you ask me)

** Many of the international phrases about not caring are penis-themed, including ‘I couldn’t give a kipper’s dick’ from Glasgow, and ‘the world is in front of my dick, the minaret is behind my ass’ from Turkey




A bonus list of more ways to say ‘I don’t give two hoots’ from Greek

3. A big heartbreak and ten parrots

2. The mare had a bowel movement in the prairie

1. I’ll have my cat cry over this




‘Let me give you my opinion’ from various languages*

5. Let me put a duit in the bag (Dutch)†

4. Here’s my two cents (US English)

3. Let me throw in my three pennies (Polish)

2. These are my five kopecks (Russian)

1. I would like to add my mustard (German)‡§



* In England, the phrase is ‘a penny for your thoughts’ when asking for someone else’s, but ‘let me give my tuppence worth’ when giving your own. This suggests that English people consider their own opinions to be twice as valuable as those of others

† A duit was an old Dutch copper coin of low value

‡ I love that even when a German phrase doesn’t involve a sausage, it is still implied

§ A similar phrase in French is ramener sa fraise, which means ‘to bring in one’s strawberry’. Both the French strawberry phrase and the German mustard phrase are mostly used when someone offers an opinion that is unasked for (and usually unwanted)




Meanings of the words for a hedgehog

6. Shrinking pig (Afrikaans)

5. Stick swine (Danish)

4. Thorned animal (Punjabi)

3. Cow sucker (Luxembourgish)

2. Needle rat (Japanese)

1. Horrible little thing (Irish)




How to say ‘you can’t polish a turd’ around the world

5. A piece of shit doesn’t get any better if you weigh it (Finnish)*

4. Even if the monkey wears a golden ring, it remains an ugly thing (Dutch)

3. A cow is a cow even if you take it to Peking (Mandarin)

2. As much as you decorate the donkey, it will not become a horse (Greek)

1. You can’t make strawberry jam out of pig shit, no matter how much sugar you use (Australian English)



* Another colourful Finnish one is ei paskasta paakkelssia saa, which means ‘you can’t make a pastry out of shit’




My favourite words in the English language to say aloud*

10. Skirmish

9. Boondoggle

8. Blurb

7. Splurge

6. Haberdashery

5. Mellifluous

4. Serendipity

3. Cummerbund

2. Avuncular

1. Nokia (has a nice ring to it)



* I should stress here that by ‘words in the English language’ I’m referring to words in common use in English, and which appear in English dictionaries, not words invented by the English, of which there are very few (the English language, of course, mostly being a collection of words borrowed/stolen from other languages)




How to say ‘apropos of nothing’ around the world

5. On the subject of boots (France)*

4. Speaking of pink elephants (Mexico)

3. Neither to a city nor to a village (Russia)

2. Speaking of donkey feathers (Dominican Republic)

1. And now, since the Pisuerga river crosses Valladolid (Spain)



* And if, once straying from the subject, you want to get back on topic, you can use another French expression, revenons à nos moutons, ‘let’s return to our sheep’




International versions of ‘as poor as a church mouse’*†

8. The mouse hung itself in my fridge (Russian)

7. I don’t even have an eroded penny (Hebrew)

6. I don’t have a red shrimp (Danish)

5. I don’t have a single radish (French)
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4. I don’t even have a handkerchief to cry upon it (Greek)

3. I don’t even have eyes left to cry (Italian)

2. I have an empty arse (Japanese)‡

1. I’ve got nothing but a dick and a desolate soul (Estonian)



* An expression about growing up in poverty from south-west US: ‘I was so poor, I had a tumbleweed as a pet’

† A Turkish proverb about living within your means is ayağını yorganına göre uzat, which means ‘stretch your feet according to your blanket’.
And a similar saying in Tagalog is kung maiksi ang kumot, matutong manaluktot, ‘if the blanket is short, learn to curl up’

‡ There’s a phrase similar to the Japanese one from colloquial Arabic, where you say you can see the country to your north. So for me (currently living in England) it would be ‘if you look into my arse you can see Scotland’




The names of Donald Duck’s nephews in different languages

6. Huey, Dewey, Louie (English)

5. Billy, Villy, Dilly (Russian)

4. Hinko, Vinko, Dinko (Croatian)

3. Farfoor, Karkoor, Zarzoor (Arabic)

2. Kwik, Kwek, Kwak (Indonesian)

1. Hugo, Paco, Luis (Mexican Spanish)




A bonus list of the names for Scrooge McDuck in different languages

5. Onkel Skrue (Norwegian)

4. Balthazar Picsou (French)

3. Dagobert Duck (German)*

2. Paperon de’ Paperoni (Italian)

1. Rico MacPato (Latin American Spanish)



* He is also called Dagobert Duck in Dutch, which resulted in the coining of the word Dagobertducktaks (‘a tax for the wealthy’).
And while we’re on the subject of fictional Dutch ducks, in the very first Dutch translation of The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck by Beatrix Potter, Jemima Puddle-Duck was given the name Kwakkel Waggel-Eend




My favourite words to say aloud from around the world

8. Pamplemousse (French) = a grapefruit*†

7. Wanklank (Dutch) = a discordant noise

6. Bambambam (Brazilian Portuguese) = a big cheese

5. Shongololo (Zulu) = a millipede

4. Runggi-chunggi (Nepali) = multicoloured

3. Kackerlacka (Swedish) = a cockroach

2. Shagalabagala (Swahili) = haphazard

1. Bupkis (Yiddish) = nothing‡



* Pamplemousse derives from the Dutch pompelmoes, probably constructed from pompel (‘big’ or ‘swollen’) + limoes (‘lemons’). So the French word for grapefruit essentially means ‘fat lemon’ or, as the kids these days would say, ‘chonky citrus’

† In Montreal in the 1970s, the exchange of ‘see you later, alligator’ followed by ‘in a while, crocodile’ was sometimes concluded with a third part, ‘hang loose, pamplemousse’

‡ I’ve always wanted to fit the word bupkis into a title of a book. Maybe one of my memoirs can be called Bupkis in the Biscuit Tin




Expressions used when bumping into someone in an unexpected place

5. It’s a small world (English)

4. How round is the earth (Ukrainian)

3. The world is a village (German)

2. The world is a handkerchief (Spanish)

1. What an odd place to find a lobster (Irish)




My favourite German words to say aloud*

8. Wackeldackel = a bobblehead dog in a car

7. Kuddelmuddel = a hodgepodge

6. Umgebung = vicinity

5. Schnickschnack = trinkets

4. Schmetterling = a butterfly

3. Antibabypille = birth control pill

2. Muckefuck = grain coffee

1. Dudelsack = bagpipes



* Another of my favourite German words to say aloud is Muffel, which is a grumpy person. It’s used in compound words such as Morgenmuffel (‘person who hates mornings’) and Krawattenmuffel (‘person who hates wearing ties’ or ‘tie grouch’). Please sign my petition to introduce Muffel into English with the following compounds …

5. Person who hates quiet laughter = chucklemuffel

4. Person who hates slow walking = shufflemuffel

3. Person who hates fancy chocolates = trufflemuffel

2. Person who hates the coats worn by Paddington Bear = dufflemuffel

1. Person who hates commotions = kerfufflemuffel




‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained’ from different languages

5. You’ve got to risk it to get the biscuit (English)

4. To eat fish you’ve got to get your ass wet (Spanish)

3. You cannot catch tiger cubs without entering the tiger’s lair (Japanese)

2. You must go to the restroom, the restroom won’t come to find you (Thai)

1. No one becomes a bishop without a beating (Icelandic)




International idioms about pears*†

8. It’s all gone pear-shaped (English) = it’s gone horribly wrong

7. To gather one’s pears (Bulgarian) = to leave

6. He’s a cool pear (Dutch) = he’s a nice guy

5. She’s high on the pear (Norwegian) = she’s full of herself

4. I didn’t fall from the pear tree (Bosnian) = I’m not stupid

3. To fill one’s pear to the brim (German) = to get really drunk‡

2. In the year of the pear (Spanish) = a long time ago

1. The pear was cooked on the tree and fell into his mouth (Turkish) = he’s had an easy life§

[image: image]



* My favourite old pear proverb from Italy is ‘the worst pig often gets the best pear’

† In Swedish the word päronen (the pears) can be used to refer to your parents

‡ In colloquial German a pear is often used to refer to someone’s head. Another of my favourite phrases that results from this is mir raucht die Birne, which means ‘my pear is fuming’. It’s used when you’ve been overthinking (resulting in smoke coming from your head)

§ I should confess here that I’ve never been a big fan of this fruit. When I was at school my friends kept trying to get me into them (but I refused to cave in to pear pressure)




Animal-themed expressions from the US South*

5. He’s lower than a snake’s belly in a wagon rut = he’s a bad sort†

4. She’s slicker than greased goose shit = she’s a slippery character

3. I’m as busy as a one-legged cat in a sandbox = I’m very busy indeed‡

2. It’s hotter than two hamsters fucking in a wool sock = it sure is hot

1. It’s so dry, the trees are bribing the dogs = sadly there’s a drought



* I lived in Nashville for a short while, and spent several months travelling around the rest of the US South, so I can attest that their colloquial words and phrases are as colourful and inventive as all get-out (y’all should know there’s much more to the lingo down yonder than just ‘y’all’ and ‘down yonder’ and ‘all get-out’)

† A similar phrase from Australian slang is ‘if he was any lower he could parachute out of a snake’s arsehole’

‡ A Spanish expression about being very busy (or in a messy situation) is estar más liado a que la pata una momia romano, which means ‘to be more entangled than the foot of a Roman mummy’




Words improved in translation from Norwegian

7. Assassination = sneaky murder

6. Killer whale = blubber biter

5. Babysitter = child guard

4. Shrew = pointy mouse

3. Refrigerator = cooling cabinet

2. Gums = tooth meat

1. Doughnut = lard ring




International proverbs about the volatility of life

6. People can’t be fortunate for a thousand days, and flowers cannot be red for one hundred days (Mandarin)

5. God is good, but never dance in a small boat (Irish)

4. Life is like a whip, it goes back and forth (Yoruba)

3. The world is full of stairs, those that go down and those that go up (Italian)

2. Trust in God, but tie your camel (Arabic)

1. Life is like a madman’s bag, you find everything and anything (Shona)




Phrases about strong winds

7. It’s a bit Mork and Mindy (Cockney rhyming slang)

6. Thass a bit rafty (Suffolk dialect)

5. It’s blowing a hoolie (Scots)*

4. There’s enough wind to tear the horns off a cuckold’s head (French)

3. It’s blowing like half a pelican (Danish)

2. The wind is so strong it could blow a pig on to its hind legs (Estonian)†

1. It’s only wind when the sheep no longer have curls (German)



* This is occasionally adapted to ‘it’s blowing a hooligan’

† In his book English as We Speak It in Ireland, P.W. Joyce wrote that in ancient Ireland people believed there were twelve different winds with twelve distinct colours. They also believed that pigs could see the wind, which for them was always red




Expressions about an unspecified or long-ago time*

10. In nineteen-bugger-off (South Africa)

9. In seventeen hundred and sauerkraut (Iceland)

8. From the time of the owl (Cyprus)

7. When the king of spades was a jack (Denmark)

6. When my grandma wore short shorts (Brazil)†

5. In the times of King Stick (Czech Republic)

4. During the era of Tsar Pea (Russia)

3. When stones were still pinchable (Zimbabwe)

2. When Jesus played full back for Jerusalem (Australia)

1. In the year of sausage and mashed potatoes (Finland)‡



* For anything that happened before the 1990s I like to say ‘in the days when dog shite was white’

† A similar version to this, sometimes heard in Ireland, is ‘when God was in short trousers’

‡ Another Finnish phrase for something that happened a long time ago is nappisodan aikaan, which means ‘during the time of the button wars’.
And on the subject of Finland and wars, during World War II a war cry used by the Finnish army was tulta munille, which basically means ‘fire at their balls’




OMGs from different languages

6. Monkeys bite me! (Portuguese)

5. Three hundred hairy bears! (Slovene)

4. Chicken cage of terror! (Finnish)

3. The head of my mother! (Yoruba)

2. Take a whole vacation! (Danish)

1. Shit yourself, little parrot! (Spanish)*
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* A popular exclamation in Argentinian Spanish is ¡la concha de la lora! It essentially means ‘the vagina of the female parrot!’




A bonus list of German OMGs

6. Old Swedish man!*

5. I think an elk is kissing me!

4. Oh, you fat tempest!

3. I think my pig whistles!

2. Well, somebody fry me a stork!

1. I think my hamster is waxing the floor!



* This expression most likely originates from the hiring of experienced Swedish soldiers in the Thirty Years War




Modern English phrases that need to get in the bin*†

8. Get in the bin

7. I was today-years-old when …

6. You win the internet today

5. So this happened …

4. Make it make sense

3. How’s you?

2. I don’t know who needs to hear this but …

1. It is what it is



* I’d also like to see the back of those quirky, faux archaic compound swears, such as cockwomble, wankpuffin, shitgibbon, etc. I mean, feel free to use them if you want, just know you sound like a total pisstrumpet

† And going forward, we should never again use the phrase ‘going forward’ because 1) it is the worst kind of annoying corporate jargon and 2) it’s upsetting for crabs




A bonus list of better versions of the truly rubbish ‘it is what it is’*

5. That’s the way the cookie crumbles (US English)†

4. That’s how my beans fell (Bosnian)

3. It doesn’t help crying in the market (Finnish)‡

2. That’s life when the skirt is striped (Swedish)

1. Who knows why the geese go barefoot (Dutch)



* A way of saying ‘it is what it is’ in Spanish is ajo y agua, which means ‘garlic and water’. Ajo y agua is a child-friendly version of a longer expression, a joderse y aguantarse (‘get screwed and deal with it’), where the a joderse (‘get screwed’) is shortened to ajo (‘garlic’) and aguantarse (‘deal with it’) is shortened to agua (‘water’)

* A variant of this I’ve heard a few times is ‘that’s the way the mop flops’

* This is, of course, similar to the English ‘no use crying over spilled milk’. A Russian equivalent is снявши голову, по волосам не плачут, which means ‘no use crying over lost hair when your head’s been cut off’




International idioms about heavy rain

7. It’s raining jackals (Farsi)

6. It’s raining pilot whales (Faroese)

5. It’s raining toads’ beards (Portuguese)

4. It’s raining husbands (Colombian Spanish)

3. It’s raining little boys and machetes (Estonian)

2. It’s raining penguins head first (Uruguayan Spanish)

1. It’s raining so hard the Virgin Mary’s coming down, too (Italian)*



* There’s another Italian phrase about heavy rain that playfully pokes fun at people who are always complaining about politics. The phrase is piove, governo ladro, which basically means ‘it’s raining, and the government is a thief’




Words (and their meanings) for a porcupine

5. Ystervark (Afrikaans) = iron pig

4. Jeżozwierz (Polish) = hedgehog beast

3. Дикобраз (Russian) = weird-looking

2. Dahsání (Navajo) = old one up a tree

1. 豪豬 (Mandarin) = heroic hog*



* Coincidentally this is also my nickname at the local all-you-can-eat buffet




Phrases about something being nearby

7. A stone’s throw away (English)

6. A beret’s throw away (Polish)

5. A cat’s jump (German)*

4. A small step of a rooster (Afrikaans)

3. As close as eyebrows and eyelashes (Mandarin)

2. Within a hand’s reach (Russian)

1. At a dick’s length (Bulgarian)



* And in Austrian German you could say Amoi umfoin, which means that you just have to fall over once to arrive at the intended destination




Names for a naughty child (or scallywag) in different languages*

5. Kauhukakara (Finnish) = horror brat

4. Petit morveux (French) = little snot

3. Κωλόπαιδο (Greek) = arse kid†

2. 搗蛋鬼 (Mandarin) = egg-smashing ghost

1. Satansbraten (German) = roast prepared by Satan



* Conversely, there is a lovely Swedish word, maskrosbarn, which means ‘dandelion child’. Dandelions can survive in almost any conditions, even growing through tarmac, so a ‘dandelion child’ is one that turns out well despite having a difficult childhood.
In Chinese the symbol used for the same concept, a child that thrives despite adverse conditions, is a lotus flower, which grows in swampy and muddy areas, yet turns out unspoiled

† In Colombian Spanish, a kid (any kid, not just a naughty one) can be referred to as culicagao, which translates to ‘shitty butt’ or ‘crap ass’




International responses to someone who always says ‘if’

6. If mushrooms grew in one’s mouth, it would not be a mouth but a garden (Russian)

5. If fish lived in your butt, we wouldn’t need ponds (Czech)

4. If my cat was a cow, I could milk it (Flemish)

3. If I had cheese, I would make a cheese sandwich, if only I had bread (Norwegian)

2. If the dog hadn’t shit, he would’ve caught the hare (German)*

1. And if my grandmother had wheels, she’d be a wheelbarrow (Italian)†



* An old (and rare) expression I came across from Low German (or Plattdeutsch) is ‘if wishes were true, manure would be butter and grandma would be a tractor’

† The grandmother with wheels phrase, or something similar (the grandmother is sometimes a wagon, or a skateboard, or a bicycle), also exists in English, Spanish, Serbian, and many other languages. And another Italian variant that I came across, from Roman dialect, is se mio nonno avesse tre palle e quattro zampe sarebbe un flipper, which means ‘if my grandfather had three balls and four legs, he would be a pinball machine’




Phrases about bosom buddies from different languages

7. They’re as thick as thieves (English)

6. They resonate on the same string (Hungarian)

5. They’re like housefly and jaggery (Malayalam)

4. They drink water from the same little jug (Spanish)

3. They’re friends like pigs (French)

2. They know each other like bald horses (Polish)*

1. They’re like two bums in one pair of underpants (Arabic)†



* Possibly comes from the fact horses (like humans) lose hair as they get older, so two bald horses that have worked together since they were young would be very familiar with each other

† There is also an Egyptian Arabic proverb about friendship that translates to ‘an onion shared with a friend tastes like roast lamb’




A bonus list of phrases about two people who are very similar*

5. Like two peas in a pod (English)

4. Like two berries (Finnish)

3. Like flour from the same sack (Portuguese)

2. They’re tortillas from the same plate (Hindi)

1. They’re cows of the same dairy (Bangla)



* And a Tamil phrase about an odd couple is jaadi ke yetha mood, which means ‘for every pan there’s a lid’




International expressions for something that happens quickly

6. In the blink of an eye (UK)*

5. In the bite of a courgette (Syria)

4. While the Devil rubs an eye (Portugal)

3. Faster than a knife fight in a phone booth (US)

2. A meringue lasted longer at a school’s door (Cuba)

1. As quick as a poor person’s funeral (Costa Rica)†



* In the UK, if you are going to arrive somewhere without delay you can say ‘I’ll be there in a jiffy’ or ‘I’ll be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail’. An especially rare (and crude) variant of the last one in Australian slang is ‘I’ll be there in two shakes of a crying baby’

† A Finnish phrase for something that ends quickly (and disastrously) is loppua kuin kananlento, which means ‘to end like the flight of a chicken’




Words improved in translation from Chinese*†

10. Gecko = wall tiger

9. Potato = dirt bean

8. Skunk = stink weasel

7. Refrigerator = snow cupboard

6. Unicorn = single horny beast

5. Movies = electrical shadows

4. Giraffe = long-neck deer

3. Pineapple = phoenix pear

2. Penguin = tiptoe goose

1. Burglar = gentleman in the rafters

[image: image]



* In case you are wondering what my favourite Chinese expression is, it’s a Mandarin phrase describing when someone brushes strands of hair over a bald spot (aka a combover) – 地方支持中央. It means ‘the localities support the central government’

* As a footnote to this footnote, I’d like to share my favourite French phrase for a combover – amener la banlieue en centre-ville, which means ‘bringing the suburbs to the town centre’. And my favourite Swedish version is Robin Hood-frilla or ‘Robin Hood-hairstyle’ (because it takes from the rich and gives to the poor)

† My second favourite Chinese expression is about minding your own business. In 2007, a clip went viral of a man being stopped on the street by a Guangzhou TV reporter. The man was asked his opinion on a sex scandal that was all over the news at the time. He responded 我打酱油的 (‘I’m just here to buy soy sauce’), and it’s been a popular phrase for not getting involved ever since

* Further footnote to a footnote: my favourite Arabic way of expressing that something is not your concern is [image: image], ‘I have neither a she-camel nor a he-camel in the matter’ (a shortened variant of which is ‘I have no camel in the caravan’)




‘Kill two birds with one stone’ from different languages

6. Roast two pieces of meat on one fire (Polish)

5. Shoot two rabbits with one shot (Romanian)

4. Hit two flies with one swatter (German)

3. Catch two pigeons with one fava bean (Italian)

2. Catch clams and wash your pants at the same time (Taiwanese)

1. She both picked mulberries and saw her lover (Korean)




My favourite international blessings

5. May you be as healthy as a cow and as rich as the earth (Russian)

4. May your luck be as immense as the Eastern Sea (Mandarin)

3. May your troubles be as few and as far apart as my grandmother’s teeth (Irish)

2. May the wombat of happiness snuffle through your underbrush (First Nations Australian)

1. May you be unburdened by fuckery (Modern English)




‘I’m throwing in the towel’ from around the world

8. I’m throwing the sponge (Italian)

7. I’m letting go of my potato (Cajun French)

6. I’m throwing away the spoon (Japanese)*

5. I’m putting my fiddle in the roof (Welsh)

4. I’m throwing my axe into the lake (Swedish)

3. I’m putting my lyre in the willows (Dutch)

2. I’m throwing the rifle into the corn (Slovene)

1. Fuck this for a game of toy soldiers (English)
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* And in Japanese, someone who quits something not long after starting it is called 三日坊主(‘a three-day monk’)




Potential slogans for countries considering their own Brexit*

10. Lat-me-go (Latvia)†

9. Byeprus (Cyprus)‡

8. Czech-us-out (Czech Republic)

7. Disenfrenchised (France)§

6. Exgerminate! (Germany)

5. Swedone (Sweden)

4. Retireland (Ireland)

3. Clogging-off (the Netherlands)

2. Abortugal (Portugal)

1. Greece-alighting (Greece)



* If Poland decide to leave the EU, they will use the Pole-out method

† A ‘Lett’ is an old term for a citizen or native of Latvia, so ‘Letts-get-the-hell-outta-here’ could also work

‡ An additional option for Cyprus is ‘Nicosia-wouldn’t-wanna-be-ya’

§ Another option for France is ‘Adi-EU’




Old phrases for sneaking out of a party without saying goodbye*

6. Take French leave (England)

5. Leave English style (France)

4. Make a Swede of oneself (Norway)

3. Do a Polish exit (Germany)

2. Give an Irish goodbye (US)

1. Depart like a rich person (Turkey)



* And a more modern phrase for leaving a party or club early, from Dutch slang, is de rattentaxi nemen (‘to get the rat taxi’)




‘See you later, alligator’ equivalents in different languages*†

8. Aju paraplu (Dutch) = bye, umbrella

7. Agur yogur (Basque) = bye, yoghurt

6. Čauky mňauky (Czech) = ciao, meow

5. Szervusz vízibusz (Hungarian) = cheerio, waterbus

4. Moro, sano poro (Finnish) = goodbye, said the reindeer‡

3. Me piro, vampiro (Spanish) = I’m outta here, vampire§

2. Tack och hej, leverpastej (Swedish) = thank you and goodbye, liver paté

1. Hade på badet, din gamle sjokolade (Norwegian) = goodbye on the toilet, you old chocolate¶



* When leaving for the weekend you can use the rhyming Brazilian phrase beijos na bunda, até segunda, which means ‘kisses on your butt, see you Monday’

† A Polish rhyme for saying goodbye (more of a ‘fuck off’ really) is mam cię w dupie, kościotrupie, ‘I don’t give a shit about you, skeleton’

‡ Another similar Finnish one is eiku menoks, sanoi Annie Lennox, ‘let’s go, said Annie Lennox’

§ A couple of other Spanish ones are hasta luego, cara huevo, which means ‘see you later, egg face’, and adiós, carita de arroz, ‘goodbye, rice face’

¶ You can reply to ‘goodbye on the toilet, you old chocolate’ with ser deg i kveld, din gamle karamell, which means ‘see you tonight, you old caramel’. And a greeting along similar lines in Norwegian is hallo på do, din gamle sko, which means ‘hello, you old shoe’




A bonus list of French rhymey byes about public transport

3. A plus dans le bus = see you later on the bus

2. A demain dans le train = see you tomorrow on the train

1. A bientôt dans le métro = see you soon on the subway




Fuck offs from around the world

7. Go tile the sea (Arabic)

6. Go see if the pig laid eggs (Colombian Spanish)

5. Go comb a monkey (Brazilian Portuguese)

4. Go put horseshoes on a goose (Basque)

3. Go shit a wheelbarrow’s worth of tiny hedgehogs (Hungarian)*

2. Go take it in your ass from a runaway donkey (Italian)

1. Go back home, your mother made you waffles (French)



* And if someone asks why the hedgehogs are tiny, you respond with ‘more fit into the wheelbarrow that way’




Endings from different languages

5. And here is a cat, here is a dog, this tale has melted (Catalan)

4. And if that was how it was or not was, may you go into a pumpkin (Basque)

3. Here the story ends, and the spinach is eaten by the goat (Bengali)

2. The cat in the vale, lost its tail, end of fairy tale (Icelandic)

1. Flap shut, monkey is dead (German)
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