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BAD DATA LECTURE 

Laura Wright (Cambridge), If you hadn’t bin doneyin all the time/You’d’ve bin a healthy 

child today (Crying Sam Collins and his Git-Fiddle, 1927, Pork Chop Blues) 

 

My title contains the verb doney, from noun dony, a variant of donah, a Polari term for a woman prevalent 

in nineteenth-century London, and taken to Australia and America.  The concept of bad data is related 

to the concept of representativeness.  If you need a sample to be representative, which you might do 

if you are tracking a sound-change as it progresses through a population for example, then you need 

your sample to be drawn from the population you’re studying.  But I’m interested in what people said 

and wrote, and speakers and writers are all partial witnesses of the dialect and sociolect they governed, 

and their language has survived by chance.  Even a hapax legomenon was produced by a speaker in a 

given culture at a given time.  I’m interested in tracking language across space and time, so in this 

lecture I’m going to discuss what might be called lesser-known data sources, and how they provide 

information about language, including all or some of the following: song lyrics, ships’ cargo 

inventories, shop receipts, trade cards, fireworks handbills, newspaper adverts, job-seeking adverts, 

lost and found adverts, catalogues, housenames written above doorframes, wall graffiti. 

 


