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Coobritdanyer : Estuary English

About once a month I have an amiable chat with employees at my NatWest bank office in London. Less frequently - when something has gone wrong - I contact Mastercard or Visa, based somewhere in Britain. Over the last few years I have become increasingly annoyed because I often find it difficult to understand what the fast-speaking people I talk to in those offices are saying. Phrases like: “Excuse me, but could you repeat that please?” and “I’m sorry, we seem to have a bad line” have become an important part of my repertoire on those occasions. My interlocutors have probably thought something along these lines: “Cum on, yer old git, oi ‘aven’t ‘ got all die!” 

To begin with I put it all down to impaired hearing on my part, but then I realized that I never had any problems on the phone in other cases. So what’s going on?

It is, no doubt, the influence of what has become known as “Estuary English” (EE) that is to blame. If you haven’t come across this term before, my advice is that you read of of the many articles to be found on the Internet (just google “Estuary English”). 

Example of Gary Taylor reading a poem in Estuary English 

Very briefly, some EE characteristics are: 

a) glottalised t, as in Cockney (‘butter’ becomes ‘bu´er’); 

b) vocalized dark l (‘milk’ becomes ‘miok’); 

c) the leaving out of final consonants (‘cool’ becomes ‘coo’ and ‘right’ ‘righ’);

d) diphthongization or lengthening of a final i sound (‘happy’ > ‘happei, happi:’);

e) “th fronting”: an initial unvoiced th becomes f (‘thing’ > ‘fing’). 

Exception: “the” becomes “ve”. Inside words th is pronounced as a v: brother > brover
Examples from the film: ‘Bend it like Beckham’ 

In twenty years, this ‘slobspeak’, as some detractors have called it, has spread out from the London area to large parts of Britain. You can find young speakers of EE practically everywhere, and some of the characteristics mentioned above have even wormed their way into Received Pronunciation (RP).

So is RP disappearing and EE taking over? There are several things speaking in favour of EE. This is what Paul Coggle wrote in “Do you speak Estuary?” (1993), a pioneering work in the field:

“No accent is intrinsically good or bad, but it has to be recognized that the way we perceive accents does play a role in our attitude to others. Different people have differing perceptions. So there are significant numbers of young people who see Estuary English as modern, up-front, high on ‘street cred’ and ideal for image-conscious trendsetters. Others regard it as projecting an approachable, informal and flexible image. Whereas RP, the Queen’s English, Oxford English and Sloane Rangers English are all increasingly perceived as exclusive and formal.”

   
This was written in 1993. Coggle’s observations are even more true today, 16 years later. Still, in some posh workplaces RP is “obligatory”. Thus, many people become “bi-lingual”; they use RP at work and EE the rest of the time. However, it is probably true to say that RP is seen as stilted and old-fashioned by most people under 30-35.

A couple of years ago I spoke to a young man, Chris, in Folkestone, Kent, where there are a lot of foreign students in the summer. Chris had a Swedish student staying with him and his family. 

“This guy is only 17, and his English is very good indeed. But he speaks like some of the teachers at my old school, or like my granddad. It’s unbelievable!”

So much for the RP we teach our students! Still, most linguists think that there will always be an exclusive accent, in this case perhaps a comfortable blend of RP and EE.

And so to the real purpose of this article. Below you will see some strange-looking words and phrases. They are examples of “New English”, taken from a column written by Craig Brown in The Daily Telegraph, and from a website run by Ike Dawson (the site now seems to have disappeared).

Read the words/ phrases out loud; that might help you understand them (Key below). Brown, Dawson and I have also helped you by giving synonyms, definitions or examples. Besides, there is a key at the end of the article if you still have problems. Have fun!

Ardavit (stress on the first syllable; suffering from the effects of excessive alcohol consumption) “Arm toadlee ardavit”

armnaleg (about something very expensive)

Arse gnal (an English food bore team)

Atch lee (used to introduce a new topic, or to emphasize a fact or comment)

Baysirkle (vocalized comma, indicating pause in sentence)

Blistic (loss of temper) “She like went blistic on me”

Bore park figger (rough estimate) “Weer torkin bore park figger - free gran”

Camby bayd kinnit  (good news)  “I won the lottery. Camby bayd kinnit?”

Chewdrun (young human beings)

Didgy too (about television etc)

Dow bleevit  (showing surprise)

Ermay sing  (overwhelmed with wonder)

Fandasdairk  (super)

Fayvret (liked more than others)

Feebag (advice, criticism or information about how good or useful something is)

Gerralife (suggestion to avail oneself of the opportunity to live life with greater zest. Often used by children when speaking to their parents)

Gedov miback (stop annoying sb) “Jes gedov miback wiwya!”

Hasawe (prolonged inconvenience)

Inken veenyens (occasionally apologised for over station public address system)

Intneh (modern communication system)

Inyawd reams (wishful thinking)

Kew (sweet, approachable) 

Kindafing (form of verbalized punctuation, often standing in for a comma)

Les fay sih (to see things as they are)

Lid ralee  (taking words in their primary sense; used particularly by DJs)

Lodda  (a great quantity)

May zing (fantastic)

Mo vayed (determined, inspired)

Nah few cher (lack of viability for prospects)

Nah way (impossible)

Nat roo (conforming with nature: “Wazzy doin wiw a ring from is lip? It’s not nat roo”

Nozzo bayd (satisfactory, OK) “Owyer doin? – Oh, nozzo bayd. Yself?”

Or sum (very good)

Orwod devva (phrase placed at the end of a sentence)

Peepaw (citizens outside politics) “Ve Peepaw’s Print Cess”

Perwoblee (more than likely)

Sensy boo (reasonable, showing common sense)

Sitch chew ashun (set of circumstances)

Sloot lee (in complete agreement)

Toad lee (completely)

Wowcum (greeting, particularly by disc jockeys)

Yeahrigh (exclamation of disbelief) “We’re gonna win the lottery.´- “Yeahrigh!”

Zark lee (Yes, I agree) “Owaysiz are ermay sing. “”Zack lee.”

So next time I phone my bank, I should perhaps sound like this: “Hey, oi wanna talk ‘bout me accoun righ”. Surely that would give me street cred? Or not …

And, dear readers, please continue to teach your students RP. That way they will, at least, be understood by practically every English-speaking person.

But what about that strange heading - “Coobritdanyer”? Estuary English, silly!

Cool Britannia.

Key: 

out of it; arm and a leg; Arsenal; actually; basically; ballistic; ball park figures; can’t be bad, can it; children; digital; don’t believe it; amazing; fantastic; favourite; feedback; get a life; get off my back; hassle; inconvenience; Internet; in your dreams; cute; kind of thing; let’s face it; literally; lot of; amazing; motivated; no future; no way; 

natural; not so bad; awesome; or whatever; people; probable; sensible; situation; absolutely; totally; welcome; yeah right; exactly

Len Peterson

