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INTRODUCTION


It felt like we were always on our way to some freezing destination on the south coast. I would be sitting in the back of my parents’ car, wrapped in a blanket to ward off the winter chill and only vaguely aware of my sister alongside me, as she experimented with her new eyelash curlers or lost herself in the pages of a Nancy Drew Mystery. My own focus was on a different world, one as exciting to me as any tales of Crocodile Island or cities buried beneath the desert. It was as simple as it was seductive, and the gateway was always a French or German vocabulary book. Ever the reluctant conversationalist on these endless journeys, I would pretend to guess at ‘I spy’ whilst silently mouthing the German for ‘dragonfly’ (Libelle) or the French for ‘grapefruit’ (pamplemousse). I will never know quite why I wanted to learn these words – certainly it wasn’t for any homework or impending test. I just know I needed them. It was the start of a lifelong passion; some children collected stamps, others fossils or soft toys, and I collected words. The more I knew, the more I wanted to know. 

At my convent school, I continued to indulge the habit of eavesdropping that I’d developed as a small child, tuning in to the conversations of nuns and fellow pupils as we approached the confessional or chalked out our hopscotch patterns in the playground. And, like everyone, I occasionally got things very wrong. I spent years singing a hymn called ‘I am the Lord of the Dance Settee’, fondly imagining Jesus clapping along from his comfy sofa. 

At university, I began to notice the invisible threads that join our languages – the family trees that reveal that not only are a mortgage and a mortuary linked, but that the word for a muscle in many languages involves a tiny mouse – because a flexed muscle looks so much like a mouse scurrying beneath the skin. But it was German that had me wrapped around its finger, a language so intensely lyrical and – yes – playful, that I felt chagrined on its behalf for its reputation of cold gutturalness. Who could resist such beauties as Fernweh, the longing to be far away? Or admire the usefulness of Verschlimmbesserung, an attempted improvement that ends up making things worse? As the jottings in my notebooks proliferated, I had little sense where they would take me, but I did know I would always want to live amongst words.

And that indeed is how it panned out. Years later, working as a lexicographer, it was during one rainy lunchtime at Oxford University Press that I casually pulled down a book from the shelves in my office. Walter Skeat’s Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, published in 1882, was to become a source of daily magic in the weeks and months that followed. It was from Skeat that I learned about the ‘intrusive n’ – the letter we added to the French messager and passager because ‘messenger’ and ‘passenger’ roll more easily off the English tongue. He also taught me that there is a ‘crypt’ within ‘apocryphal’, and that ‘sarcasm’ and ‘sarcophagus’ are brothers in arms. (I’m pretty sure it was within the same pages that I discovered a word I still find highly topical today – ‘rodomontade’, inflated talk and behaviour.) This was linguistic archaeology: digging up the foundations of words I loved gave them an extra dimension of magic.

A career can feel like a long and slow-moving thing, yet the word itself is rooted in something far more energetic. Beginning with the Romans’ carrus, ‘wheeled vehicle’, ‘career’ is a sibling of ‘chariot’. In English, it first described a knight’s advance at full gallop in medieval jousting tournaments. In other words, a career is all about proceeding at pace, with perhaps a few unexpected swerves thrown in. My own took a surprising turn when, thanks to my work at OUP, I ended up on Channel 4’s wonderful afternoon show Countdown. There, in Dictionary Corner, it became my actual job to find long words and to read dictionaries at top speed. I’m also lucky enough to do the same job (of a sort) in the comedy version, 8 Out of 10 Cats Does Countdown, where I am in a constant struggle with the anarchic forces of Jimmy Carr. Despite Jimmy’s best efforts to persuade the nation that my own writing is a form of euthanasia (look out for a sketch featuring him chopping up a copy of this book on air), I feel the pull of the written word just as strongly as I did on those car journeys all those years ago.

Eric Partridge, the 20th-century chronicler of slang who adored the quirks of English and never tired in his quest for enlightenment about them, declared that ‘there is far more imagination and enthusiasm in the making of a good dictionary than in the average novel’. Partridge saw himself as an adventurer, and dictionaries as his golden road. He knew the magic he could unfold in their pages – even if others took some convincing. He loved to tell the story of an elderly lady who, after borrowing a dictionary from the public library, returned it with the comment that it was a ‘very unusual book indeed – but the stories are extremely short, aren’t they?’ 

Dismiss reference books and you are missing out. The stories behind words may be short, but they are also golden. I have spent years lost in the corners of dictionaries. Ebenezer Cobham Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, which is the heart and soul of this book, is the sunniest and strangest of them all. 

Brewer is the lexicographer’s lexicographer. A cleric and a gentleman collector, his spirit of inquiry inspired the writing of a large number of educational books, eagerly consumed by a growing public readership in the 19th century. He had an unrivalled eye for a novel fact or linguistic knick-knack, and his methodology was simple – read, spot a fact, cut it out, and put it in a pigeonhole. Brewer called himself ‘a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles’, and his Dictionary, finally published in 1870 having been pruned down from a manuscript three times the size, was their ultimate repository.

The titles of the Reverend’s books reflect his smorgasbord (Swedish for a buffet of tempting hors d’oeuvres) approach to the gathering of knowledge – they include Things Not Generally Known and Curiosities of History. When it came to his Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, it’s clear that if he believed that anything was even vaguely worth knowing, it was worth putting in – and unapologetically so. In the words of Craig Brown, ‘Brewer’s must be the only dictionary in the world that takes such a fierce delight in its own irrationality.’

Over the years since its birth, his original Dictionary has been carefully polished and built upon, layer by layer, so that the past meets the present in myriad ways – often surreal, frequently funny, and always surprising. In 2012, I was delighted to come on board as the editor of its 19th Edition, following in the footsteps of heroes such as Philip Pullman and Terry Pratchett. The book has grown substantially over the last century, taking up 1,480 closely typeset pages. Each entry subscribes to Brewer’s original recipe of adding anything into the mix that enriches the mind and whets the appetite for more. 

This (thankfully much shorter) book was originally devised as ‘a best of Brewer’s’, but rereading material became so enjoyable that I couldn’t resist joining the hunt myself. I consequently followed all kinds of red herrings and extra wild-goose chases of my own, and have substantially added in my own discoveries and definitions. I like to think Ebenezer Brewer would approve.

He described himself as a ‘babbler’, spilling over with good stories won by insatiable inquiry. I would never be so immodest as to place myself in his ranks, but I would include myself among the many lexicographers and linguists who are still babbling happily, standing upon the Reverend’s shoulders. His magpie-like swooping on any interesting fact has also been the habit of a lifetime for me. Since childhood I have filled hundreds of notebooks with wordy bric-a-brac. In Interesting Stories about Curious Words, I have brought together thousands of my favourite eclectic stories about the language we use every day – the ‘Phrase’ in Brewer’s title. In selecting them I applied just one criterion: that every fact and every tale might elicit an ‘ah!’, an ‘of course!’ or maybe even a ‘what?!’ 

To get a flavour of all three, take, for instance, the story behind ‘chancing one’s arm’. Legend has it that the phrase rests in an attempt by the 15th-century Earl of Kildare to end a long-running and very bloody quarrel between his family and the Ormondes. Taking refuge in St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, he is said to have cut a hole in the door and stuck his arm through, offering the Ormondes the chance to take his hand in peace rather than chop it off. In admiration and with not a small degree of relief, this they did, and the feud was ended.

I find it equally fascinating that flipping someone the bird was as well known to the Romans (for whom the middle finger was called the ‘indecent’ one, or digitus impudicus) as it is to us today. To greet someone with ‘wotcher’, meanwhile, is to pay lip service to a staple hello of the 15th century: ‘What cheer?’

And if you like a hot dog, you might place its playful riff on some rather dubious contents in modern mouths, rather than the 19th-century slang of students from Yale (the Victorian equivalent, you can also discover, was ‘bags of mystery’).

My favourite etymological curiosity, however, involves the thunder-stealing that features in the subtitle of this book. There are many vivid apocryphal stories behind the coining of phrases, but it’s a rarity for lexicographers to be able to pinpoint the exact moment in which a word or phrase is born. This particular story involves John Dennis, a disgruntled playwright-cum-inventor, who discovered on 5 February 1709 that the sound-effect machine he had perfected in order to reproduce the sound of thunder for his own ill-fated play had been unceremoniously nicked by the production that took over from his. The witches scene in Macbeth, with a dramatic storm in the background, was a booming success – quite literally. ‘Damn them!’ Dennis cried from the audience. ‘They will not let my play run, but they steal my thunder!’

Brewer’s Phrase and Fable is arranged alphabetically. When it comes to your standard reference book, this is useful if you already know what you’re looking for; somewhat harder if you don’t. Yet this work is different. In his own Editor’s Introduction, Terry Pratchett described browsing through Brewer’s Dictionary as being pulled into pages that say to us on repeat, ‘This is, in fact, not what you were looking for, but it’s much more interesting.’

In this book, I would like the adventure to come to you. It offers 53 chapters covering everything from Bottoms to Pub Signs to Four-Letter Words, and on to Fighting Talk and being All at Sea. There’s a whole chapter dedicated to Insults and another on Ways to Say Yes. 

I have read Brewer’s entry for ‘boredom’ many times. It tells us that the emotion was only given this name around the middle of the 18th century. ‘No doubt people had been bored before then,’ he writes, ‘but evidently they couldn’t be bothered to think of a word for it.’ You can sense his frustration with such a lackadaisical approach: for him, apathy was unthinkable. Curiosity, on the other hand, would get you everywhere.

Curious minds will always need curious words, and for word lovers, boredom never really stands a chance. What’s more, with these stories to hand, it’s my hope that you’ll never be lost for words, however deeply you’re lost within them.

Susie Dent

Oxford, June 2023
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GREETINGS


Ahoy A shout or exclamation used to hail, greet, or attract attention to someone or something, especially from a distance. The greeting was originally used at sea, and is still preserved in the nautical ‘Ahoy there’. It is a later version of ‘hoy’, also used in hailing a ship.

Ciao The familiar salutation is a variation of schiavo, ‘(I am your) slave/servant’, which derives from the medieval Latin sclavus (‘slave’) and the later slavus.

Hello A common expression of greeting or of surprise, the latter sometimes in expanded form, as: ‘Why, hello!’ The word itself is a variant of ‘hollo’, in turn a form of ‘holla’, a call for attention, from French holà, ‘ho, there’. There are many alternative spellings, most dating back to the 19th century.

Long time no see A mock traditional greeting to a person one has not seen for a long time. It is a form of Pidgin English based on Chinese hăo jiǔ méi jiàn.

Wotcher A late 19th-century alteration of the greeting ‘What cheer?’, ‘How are you?’
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ANIMAL


The entry for ‘horse’ in the Oxford English Dictionary is quite a ride. It records some 34 expressions involving the animal, from flogging a dead one to eating like one and looking a gift one in the mouth. This is even apart from other words and expressions paying invisible homage to a horse, including ‘currying favour’, ‘croupier’, and ‘hackneyed’. In fact, look up any animal in the OED, or in Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, and you will be spoilt for choice. Perhaps it is fitting that we can always rely on our fellow creatures to lick our language into shape.


Talk to the Birds


Albatross A large oceanic bird, noted for its powerful gliding flight. It was called the Cape Sheep by sailors from its frequenting of the Cape of Good Hope, and it was said to sleep in the air. It takes its name from the Portuguese alcatraz, ‘pelican’, and was also influenced by the Latin albus, ‘white’. Sailors have long believed that to shoot one brings bad luck. In modern usage, the word is used to denote a constant burden or handicap. This sense is first recorded in the 1930s, and thought to have come into general use in the 1960s, but the allusion is to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1798), in which the Ancient Mariner shoots the albatross, a ‘pious bird of good omen’. As a result, the ship is becalmed, all suffer, and his companions hang the bird round his neck as a punishment.

All one’s geese are swans To overestimate; to see things in too rosy a light. All one’s children are paragons, and whatever one does is, in one’s own eyes, superfluous.

As sick as a parrot Very disappointed or glum; terminally dejected. The expression came to prominence in the 1970s, and came to be regarded as the stock response of a footballer or team manager after losing a match. Its origins may lie in the parrot disease psittacosis, but there is also a much older contender:

JACINTA: Lord, Madam, you are as melancholy as a sick Parrot.

JULIA: And can you blame me, Jacinta? Have I not many Reasons to be sad?

APHRA BEHN: The False Count (1682)

As the crow flies As directly as possible; by the shortest route. It is actually the rook that flies straight to its destination, rather than the crow, but the two black birds are often popularly identified with each other.

Barnacle A species of wild goose, Branta leucopsis, allied to the brent goose. Also the popular name of the Cirripedia, the marine crustaceans that live attached to rocks, submerged wooden structures, and ship bottoms. In medieval times it was believed that the goose developed from the shellfish as a frog does from a tadpole.

Booby A species of gannet (Sula piscator) is called a booby because of its apparent stupidity. The Spanish bobo means ‘silly’. It was this that gave rise to the idea of a ‘booby prize’.

Canard A hoax; an extravagant false report. This comes from a French word meaning ‘duck’. The French lexicographer Emile Littré (1801–81) says that the term comes from an old expression, vendre un canard à moitié, ‘to half-sell a duck’. As this was no sale at all, it came to mean ‘to take in’, ‘to make a fool of’. Another explanation is that a certain Cornelissen, to try the gullibility of the public, reported in the papers that he had 20 ducks, one of which he cut up and threw to the 19, who devoured it greedily. He then cut up another, then a third, and so on until the 19th was gobbled up by the survivor.

Catbird seat, The In American English, this is the most advantageous position. The catbird is a medium-sized bird of the Mimidae family. Its name refers to its mewing call, but it also has the habit of taking up a high, exposed position to deliver its song, reminiscent of a cat looking down on a bird it is about to pounce on.

Cold turkey A way of curing drug addiction by abruptly discontinuing all doses or supplies. The allusion is to the unpleasant after-effects, which usually include cold sweat and ‘goose flesh’, like the skin of an uncooked turkey.

Crossbill The red plumage and curious crossing of the upper and lower bill-tips of this bird are explained by a medieval fable, which says that these distinctive marks were bestowed on it by Christ at the crucifixion, as a reward for its having attempted to pull the nails from the cross with its beak.

Cuckoo The cuckoo is among a group of birds whose names echo the distinctive sound of their calls. Other members include the curlew, chiffchaff, kookaburra, hoopoe, and peewit.

Jaywalker A person who crosses or walks in a street thoughtlessly, regardless of passing traffic. The word alludes to the bird, which hops about in an erratic fashion, and to a use of the word ‘jay’ to mean a foolish person.

Kill two birds with one stone, To To accomplish two things with a single action. The Italian equivalent is Prendere due piccioni con una fava, ‘To catch two pigeons with one bean’; for the Germans it is Zwei Fliegen mit einer Klappe schlagen, ‘To swat two flies at once’; and for the Russians Ubit’ dvukh zaytsev odnim udarom, ‘To kill two hares with a single blow’.

Liver bird A fanciful bird, pronounced to rhyme with ‘fiver’, that first appeared on Liverpool’s coat of arms around the 13th century, and two of which adorn the twin towers of the Royal Liver Building in that city. Tradition holds that these curious creatures once lived by Liverpool’s original pool, but in fact they resulted from an artist’s not very skilled attempt to give a rendition of the eagle of St John the Evangelist, the patron saint of the city.

Magpie The bird was formerly known as a ‘maggot pie’, ‘maggot’ representing ‘Margaret’ (compare robin redbreast, Tomtit, and the old Phyllyp-sparrow) and ‘pie’ being ‘pied’, in allusion to its white and black plumage. The magpie has generally been regarded as an uncanny bird, and in Sweden is connected with witchcraft. In Devon it was a custom to spit three times to avert ill luck when the bird was sighted, and in Scotland magpies flying near the windows of a house were said to foretell death. Chattering magpies have been said to foretell a quest since at least the 12th century. Traditional ways of greeting a single magpie include taking off one’s hat, bowing or addressing it with an expression such as ‘Good morning, Mister Magpie’.

Mews Stables, but originally a cage for hawks when moulting (Old French mue, from Latin mutare, ‘to change’). The word acquired its new meaning because the royal stables built in the 17th century occupied the site of the King’s Mews, where formerly the king’s hawks were kept.

Ostrich At one time the ostrich was fabled, when hunted, to run a certain distance and then thrust its head into the sand, thinking that, because it cannot see, it cannot be seen. Hence the application of ‘ostrich-like’ and similar terms to various forms of self-delusion. What it actually does is lie flat on the ground and extend its neck to look for danger. Standing up, it would present an easy target. The adjective ‘struthious’, ‘ostrich-like’, can also describe someone who refuses to acknowledge the truth in front of them.

Penguin A rare example of a Welsh word that has become naturalized in English. It is based on pen gwyn, meaning ‘white head’, and was first given to the great auk, another large and flightless seabird with black and white plumage. British sailors may have mistaken penguins for great auks, or simply applied a term they knew to a bird they had never seen before.

Peregrine falcon A falcon (Falco peregrinus) of wide distribution, formerly held in great esteem for hawking, and so called (13th century) because it was taken when on passage, or ‘peregrination’, from the breeding place, instead of straight off the nest, as was the case with most others. The name is based on the Latin peregrinus, meaning ‘foreigner’, which is also at the heart of ‘pilgrim’.

Pigeonhole A small compartment for filing papers; hence, a matter that has been put on one side is often said to have been pigeonholed. Today, the most common use of the expression is to assign something to a particular (and often narrow) category.

Popinjay (Spanish papagayo, from Arabic babaghā) An old word for a parrot, and hence a conceited or empty-headed fop.

Robin Redbreast The popular name for the small songbird Erithacus rubecula. It was believed that when Christ was on his way to Calvary, a robin picked a thorn out of his crown, and the blood that issued from the wound fell on the bird and dyed its breast red. Another fable is that the robin covers the dead with leaves. When so covering Christ’s body, their white breasts touched his blood and they have ever since been red.

Stool pigeon A police spy or informer; a decoy. The name alludes to the former practice of tying or even nailing a pigeon to a stool to act as a decoy for other pigeons, which were then shot by the waiting hunters.

Stork According to Swedish legend, the stork received its name from flying around the cross of Jesus, crying Styrka! styrka! (‘Strengthen, strengthen!’).

Swallow According to Scandinavian tradition, this bird hovered over the cross of Christ crying Svala! svala! (‘Console! console!’), whence it was called svalow (‘bird of consolation’).

Swansong In classical times it was believed that swans are born mute, and remain so all their lives until the moment before their death, when they burst into beautiful, elegiac song. A ‘swansong’ came to mean a final, valedictory performance.

Wild-goose chase, A An impracticable or useless pursuit of something; a hopeless enterprise. The term was first used for a type of horse race in which the lead rider galloped across the open countryside in an erratic pattern. The other riders then followed at different intervals in the exact pattern of the lead rider. The idea is of geese flying in formation, following one leader.


Playing Chicken


As scarce as hen’s teeth Very rare. Hens have no teeth.

Cock-a-doodle-doo The traditional English rendering of a cock crowing. In France they go cocorico, in Germany kikeriki, in Italy chicchirichì, in Spain quiquiriquí and in Russia kukareku. The English word has been influenced by ‘cock’ itself.

Cock-a-hoop Jubilant, exultant, in high spirits. The expression may derive from the phrase ‘to set the cock a hoop’, meaning to live luxuriously, from literally putting a ‘cock’ (the bird) on a ‘hoop’ or full measure of grain. Equally, the word could derive from the fact that when the spigot or ‘cock’ is removed from a beer barrel and laid on a hoop of the barrel, the beer flows freely.

Cockalorum A self-important little man, or the boasting (‘crowing’) of such a man. The word seems to be a combination of ‘cock’ and the Latin genitive plural ending -orum, as if overall meaning ‘cock of cocks’.

Crestfallen Dejected or depressed. The allusion is to fighting cocks, whose crests fall in defeat and rise rigid and deep red in victory.

Pecking order A term translating German Hackliste, literally ‘peck list’, applied in the 1920s by animal psychologists to a pattern of behaviour originally observed in hens whereby those of high rank within the group are able to attack (peck) those of lower rank without provoking an attack in return. The phenomenon was later recognized in other groups of social animals. In the 1950s the term was adopted to apply to any form of human hierarchy based on rank or status.

Rule the roast, To To have the main control; to be paramount. The phrase was common in the 16th century, apparently deriving from the master of the household, as head of the table, carving the joint. It has been suggested that the expression is really ‘to rule the roost’ (now the common form), from the cock deciding which hen is to roost near him, but ‘roost’ is more likely an alteration of ‘roast’, the old spelling of which was ‘rost’ or ‘roste’.

Show the white feather, To To show cowardice, a phrase from the cruel sport of cockfighting, a white feather in a gamecock’s tail being taken as a sign of degenerate stock, not a true gamebird.


Licking into Shape


As mad as a March hare Hares are unusually shy and wild in March, which is their rutting season.

Bête noire (French, ‘black beast’) A pet aversion; the thing one dislikes or fears. Black animals are often regarded with ill favour. Black generally is also the colour of the Devil.

Buck the trend, To To oppose or run counter to a general tendency. The reference is to the ‘buck’ that is a male horned animal such as a deer or (originally) a goat, and probably also to ‘butt’, the way in which such an animal combats another.

Buff Properly, soft stout leather prepared from the skin of a buffalo, and hence any light-coloured leather or, figuratively, the bare skin. The expert sense of ‘buff’ began in the US, when volunteer firemen in New York City wore buffalo-skin coats to protect them from the icy winters.

Camelopard (Medieval Latin camelopardus, ultimately from Greek kamēlos, ‘camel’, and pardalis, ‘leopard’) The word for a giraffe in the Middle Ages, inspired by its vaguely camel-like shape and its leopard-like markings.

Jumbo The name of an exceptionally large African elephant, which, after giving rides to thousands of children at London Zoo, was sold to Barnum’s Greatest Show on Earth in 1882. He weighed 6½ tons and was accidentally killed by a railway engine in 1885. The name may come from Swahili jambe, ‘chief’.

Leopard The animal is so called because it was thought in medieval times to be a cross between the lion (leo) and the ‘pard’, the name given to a panther that had no white specks on it.

Leopard cannot change its spots, A A person’s character never changes fundamentally. The allusion is to Jeremiah 13:23: ‘Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots?’

Lick into shape, To To make presentable; to mould into a satisfactory condition. The expression ‘lick into shape’ derives from the widespread medieval belief that bear cubs are born shapeless and have to be licked into shape by their mothers. The legend persisted for some time: in Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 3, Gloucester compares his deformed body to ‘an unlick’d bear-whelp / That carries no impression like the dam’ (III, ii (1592)).

Play possum, To To lie low; to feign quiescence; to dissemble. The phrase comes from the opossum’s habitual attempt to avoid capture by feigning death.

Pluck The pluck of an animal is the heart, liver, and lungs, which can be removed by one pull or pluck. It took on the metaphorical meaning of courage, determination, and ‘guts’.

Potshot A random shot, or one aimed at an animal within easy reach. The reference is to a shot that lacks any niceties but is simply to ‘bag’ an animal for the pot.

Teddy bear A child’s toy bear, named after Theodore (Teddy) Roosevelt (1858–1919), who was fond of bear-hunting. Roosevelt was shown sparing the life of a bear-cub in a cartoon drawn by C.K. Berryman in 1902 as a spoof on the president’s role as an ardent conservationist. In 1906 the New York Times published a humorous poem about the adventures of two bears named Teddy B and Teddy G in his honour. These names were then given to two bears newly presented to the Bronx Zoo, and manufacturers seized on the event to put toy bears called teddy bears on the market.

Three Wise Monkeys, The Images of three monkeys carved over the door of the Sacred Stable, Nikko, Japan, in the 17th century. They have their paws respectively over their ears, eyes, and mouth, representing their motto: ‘Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil.’ The monkeys have gained new fame in the form of emojis demonstrating the same gestures.

Wet behind the ears Inexperienced; naive; as innocent as a newborn child. When young animals are born, the last place to become dry after birth is the small depression behind each ear.

White elephant, A A possession that is of little use and that is costly to maintain. The allusion is to the story of a king of Siam who used to make a present of a white elephant to courtiers he wished to ruin.


How Now …


Bulldozer The origin of the word is in the verb ‘to bulldoze’, which originally meant to intimidate by violence, probably from ‘bull’ (the animal) and an altered form of ‘dose’. Coercion by physical means, such as whipping, was meting out a dose of punishment. A bulldozer was an aggressive person who threatened in this way, originally one of various vigilante groups in the US who tried to intimidate African-American voters, and the term then passed to the powerful machine used for levelling.

Earmarked Marked so as to be recognized. Figuratively, allocated or set aside for a special purpose. The allusion is to the owner’s marks on the ears of cattle and sheep.

Horns of a dilemma, The A difficult choice in which the alternatives appear equally distasteful or undesirable. Greek lēmma means ‘assumption’, ‘proposition’, from lambanein, ‘to grasp’. A dilemma is a double lemma, known by teachers of philosophy as an argumentum cornutum, ‘horned argument’. The allusion is to a bull that will toss you, whichever horn you grasp.

Maverick An unbranded animal; a stray; a masterless person or rover. Samuel A. Maverick (1803–70), a Texan cattle raiser, did not bother to brand his cattle, hence the practice arose of calling unbranded calves mavericks, and the usage extended to other animals. The name soon took on the sense of someone who did not follow the norm and ploughed their own furrow.

Pecuniary The word is ultimately from Latin pecus, denoting cattle, sheep, and so on. These animals were once a medium of barter and standard of value. Ancient coins were commonly marked with the image of an ox or sheep.

Till the cows come home For an indefinitely long time. Dairy herds formerly worked on a more natural cycle than they do today when cows are milked daily, and under normal conditions in a dry spell they would not come in from pasture for some time.


What an Ass!


Donkey An ass. The word is first found in the later 18th century and is perhaps derived from ‘dun’ with reference to its colour, or else from the personal name ‘Duncan’.

Mule The offspring of a female horse and a male donkey, hence a hybrid between other animals (or plants), such as a ‘mule canary’, a cross between a canary and a goldfinch. The offspring of a stallion and a she-ass is not, properly speaking, a mule, but a hinny. Very stubborn or obstinate people are sometimes called mules, in allusion to the reputed characteristic of the animal. In modern slang, a mule is someone employed exploitatively by a trafficker to smuggle drugs from one country to another, usually concealed in luggage, clothing, or a bodily cavity.

A completely different mule is a women’s open-toe and open-heel sandal, in which the upper is a single, wide band of leather or other material over the arch and centre of the foot. In this case the word comes from Latin mulleus, short for mulleus calceus, ‘red shoe’, as worn by high-ranking magistrates in Rome.

Talk the hind leg off a donkey, To To talk nonstop; to talk incessantly; less commonly, to wheedle. A donkey’s hind legs are its source of strength, so to talk in this way is to weary or enervate your listener. Older versions include the legs of horses and dogs.


Lipstick on a Pig


Higgledy-piggledy Jumbled up in a confused mess. The word first appeared at the end of the 16th century, and may have been inspired by the slovenly reputation of pigs. It is an example of what linguists call a ‘reduplicative compound’, in which two words are paired on the basis of their sound, and one of them tends to be a fanciful add-on.

Lipstick on a pig ‘To put lipstick on a pig’ means to make superficial or cosmetic changes to something unattractive in a futile attempt to make it seem more appealing. The phrase dates from the late 20th century, although there are several older expressions with a similar concept; in 1796, Francis Grose’s Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue defined a ‘hog in armour’ as ‘an awkward or mean looking man or woman, finely dressed’, while the 1889 book of proverbs The Salt-Cellars noted that ‘a hog in a silk waistcoat is still a hog’.

Pig in a poke, A A blind bargain. The reference is to a former common trick of trying to pass off a cat in a marketplace as a piglet. Opening the poke, or sack, ‘let the cat out of the bag’, and the trick was disclosed. ‘Poke’ here is a relative of ‘pocket’.

Pig’s ear Used in rhyming slang to mean ‘beer’. To make a pig’s ear of something, however, is to botch it. The ear of a slaughtered pig is its most worthless part, no good for anything.

Pigs might fly The concept of pigs flying as an unlikely occurrence dates from the 16th century but in the 19th century settled to proverbial form as ‘Pigs may fly, but they are very unlikely birds’. The current shorter and modified form of this is a 20th-century creation.


Separating the Sheep from the Goats


Black sheep or Black sheep of the family, The A ne’er-do-well; a person regarded as a disgrace to the family or community, or as a failure in it. Black sheep were formerly looked on as bearing the Devil’s mark.

Count sheep, To To imagine sheep crossing an obstacle and count them one by one as a supposed aid to inducing sleep. The dodge was known to the Victorians but became popular as an insomniac’s soporific recourse only in the 20th century. The choice of this particular animal for the purpose may have arisen from a verbal association between ‘sheep’ and ‘sleep’.

Get someone’s goat, To To annoy a person. The expression, an old Americanism, is said to relate to a practice among racehorse trainers of soothing a nervous horse by putting a goat in its stall. Someone wanting the horse to lose could sneak in and remove the goat. The horse would again succumb to an attack of nerves and would not run well. But one can irritate a person by constantly butting in, and this may be a more likely reference.

Kid A child, from the kid that is the young of the goat, a very playful and frisky little animal. The related verb ‘to kid’ means ‘to tease’, as: ‘Only kidding!’

Separate the sheep from the goats To make clear which people in a group are of a higher ability than the others. From the parable in the Gospel of Matthew in which Jesus refers to how judgements will be made on Judgement Day.

Tragedy Literally, a goat song (Greek tragos, ‘goat’, and ōdē, ‘song’), though why so called is not clear. It may refer to the winner at choral competitions being given a goat as a prize, or to the goat-satyrs of ancient Greek plays.

Yan, tan, tethera, etc. ‘Yan, tan, tethera, pethera, pimp’ are the numbers one to five in the best known of the many traditional ways of counting sheep in different regions of England. This form is found in parts of Cumbria and Yorkshire, and it is clearly related to the first five numerals in Welsh (un, dau, tri, pedwar, pump).


The Cat’s Whiskers


Cat’s pyjamas, The Something excellent or praiseworthy. A colloquialism of US origin dating from the early 1920s (when the wearing of pyjamas at night was beginning to become popular). ‘The cat’s whiskers’ and ‘the bee’s knees’ have a similar sense.

Cat’s whiskers, The An excellent person or thing. The reference is both to whiskers of a cat, since their extreme sensitivity enables it to pass through narrow spaces in total darkness, and to the former use of the term for a very fine adjustable wire in a crystal radio receiver.

Catwalk A narrow pathway or gangway over a theatre stage or along a bridge. Also an extended stage at a fashion show. Cats are able to walk safely along a raised narrow surface such as the top of a wall.

Curiosity killed the cat The original version of this expression was ‘care killed the cat’. It is said that a cat has nine lives, but care and worry would wear them all out.

Dead cat bounce In stock exchange jargon, a temporary recovery in share prices after a substantial fall, caused by speculators buying to cover their positions. A live cat on falling will spring up or ‘bounce back’, but a dead one will not, other than appearing temporarily to rebound because it fell so fast.

Katzenjammer In US slang, anxiety, the jitters, and also an alcoholic hangover. It comes from the German for ‘cat’s discomfort’, a reference to the pain felt on hearing any loud noise on the part of someone suffering the morning after the night before. The term was popularized by the long-running cartoon The Katzenjammer Kids, which began in the New York Journal in the 19th century and featured two incorrigible children.

Have kittens, To To be extremely nervous or apprehensive. Pregnant cats are sometimes scared into premature kittening.

Let the cat out of the bag, To To disclose a secret. The phrase is said to hark back to medieval markets, where unscrupulous traders might replace a piglet with a less valuable kitten. When the unwary buyer later opened their bag, they would realize the ruse. 

Night on the tiles, A An evening or night of merrymaking or debauchery. The allusion is to the nocturnal activities of cats, especially in the mating season.

Rub someone up the wrong way, To To annoy someone; to irritate a person by lack of tact, as a cat is irked when its fur is rubbed the wrong way.

Tabby Originally the name of a silk material with a ‘watered’ surface, giving an effect of wavy lines. This was later applied to a brownish cat with dark stripes, because its markings resemble this material. The ultimate source of the name is in Arabic al-’attabiya, literally ‘quarter of (Prince) ‘Attab’, this being the district of Baghdad where the fabric was first made.


Dog’s Dinner


Have a bone to pick, To To have a bone to pick with someone is to have a cause for dispute with them. Two dogs and one bone invariably form a basis for a fight.

Dewclaw A rudimentary inner toe found on some dogs. It is perhaps so called because it only brushes the dewy surface of the grass as the dog walks, whereas the other claws press firmly into the soil.

Dog The word ‘dog’ is one of etymology’s great mysteries, for there are very few records of it in Old English, where the standard term for the animal was ‘hound’ (from the German Hund). Traditionally, given the way the animal was once treated, the dog has been associated in English idioms with a hard life; only more recently has it acquired the more positive associations as ‘man’s best friend’.

Dog-ears The corners of pages crumpled and folded down. Dog-eared pages are so crumpled, like the turned-down ears of many dogs.

Dog Latin Spurious or ‘mongrel’ Latin, in which English words are treated like Latin, and Latin words like English, with sometimes embarrassing results. Sometimes also known as ‘pig Latin’.

Dogsbody Someone who does all the menial jobs that no one else wants to do, typically a young person or trainee employee. The term dates from the 1920s and was originally applied humorously to peas boiled in a cloth on board ships, and subsequently to a junior officer.

Dog’s bollocks, The The very best or most outstanding. The British slang expression emerged in the 1980s, and was initially associated particularly with the humorous magazine Viz. The earliest records of the phrase come from printers’ slang, where ‘the dog’s bollocks’ represented the colon dash (:–). Probably because of its similarity to ‘the bee’s knees’ and ‘the cat’s whiskers’, it too came to describe something that is the height of excellence.

Dog’s dinner or breakfast, A A mess or muddle; or dress or adornment that is over-fussy and flashy. The phrase dates from 1902 and refers to the jumbled scraps that a dog might be given to eat.

Dog-tired Exhausted, usually after exercise or hard manual labour, and wanting only to curl up like a dog and go to sleep.

Give a dog a bad name and hang him If you smear a person’s reputation they are as good as condemned. In the Middle Ages, animals such as dogs would be brought before courts for alleged ‘criminal’ behaviour such as biting someone or stealing food, and the punishment frequently meted out was death by hanging. It is this practice that gave us the idea of a ‘hangdog’, i.e. dejected, expression, and that also has echoes in this 18th-century expression, meaning that a bad reputation, once gained, is very hard to lose.

Jack Russell A small white-coloured sporting terrier first bred by the Rev. John Russell (1795–1883), vicar of Swimbridge in Devon from 1832 to 1880. Jack Russell, nicknamed ‘The Sporting Parson’, was much addicted to foxhunting and otter-hunting, and at one time kept his own pack of hounds.

Love me, love my dog If you love someone, you must love all that belongs to them. St Bernard quotes this proverb in Latin, Qui me amat, amat et canem meum.

Pavlovian response Ivan Petrovich Pavlov (1849–1936) pioneered the study of the conditioned reflex in animals. In his classic experiment, he first rang a bell when feeding a hungry dog, then trained the dog to salivate on hearing the bell even when there was no sight of food. A Pavlovian response is now generally regarded as any reaction made unthinkingly or under the influence of others.

See a man about a dog, To To excuse oneself; to leave a meeting, party, and so forth, often specifically in order to go to the lavatory. The suggestion is that one is about to place a bet on a dog in a race.

Sirius The Dog Star, so called by the Greeks from the adjective seirios, meaning ‘hot and scorching’. It gave us the term ‘dog days’, the hottest part of the summer, associated in ancient times with the rising of Sirius in the Mediterranean area.

Sleuthhound A bloodhound that follows the ‘sleuth’ (Old Norse sloth, Modern English ‘slot’) or track of an animal. The shortening ‘sleuth’ was later applied to a detective.

Sold a pup, To be To be swindled. The allusion is to selling something that is worth far less than one expects. A pup is only a small young dog, who will have to be trained.

Terrier A dog that loves to dig or to unearth its prey. It takes its name from the Latin terra, ‘earth’.


The Horse’s Mouth


Cob A short-legged, stout variety of horse, rather larger than a pony, from 13 to nearly 15 hands high (a hand is 4in./10cm). The word ‘cob’ is of uncertain origin, but it is often used of something big and stout or hard and round. Hence ‘cobble’, ‘cob loaf’, and ‘cobnut’.

Croupier In French, a croupier was a rider who sat behind another, on the horse’s ‘croup’ or rump. The word was transferred in English to the idea of a second standing behind a gambler to back them up, and from there to one who rakes in the money at the gaming table.

Curry favour, To The phrase was originally ‘to curry Favel’, in which Favel was a chestnut horse in a 14th-century French poem that offered a satire on the corruption of public life. The horse, a conniving stallion and a symbol for cunning and deceit, was also highly amenable to flattery, and people would come and ‘curry’, or groom, him in order to ingratiate themselves with him. Over time, the legend was lost and Favel was altered to a more meaningful ‘favour’.

Hackney Originally (14th century) the name given to a class of medium-sized horses, distinguishing them from warhorses. They were used for riding, and later the name was applied to a horse let out for hire, whence ‘hackney carriage’. The name probably comes from the London borough of Hackney, where such horses were formerly raised. A ‘hackney cab’ is an official term for a taxi.

Hell for leather As fast as possible; at top speed. The phrase originally applied to riding on horseback, the saddle being the ‘leather’.

Hobby A favourite pursuit; a pastime that interests or amuses. The origin is in ‘hobby’ as a small or medium-sized horse, itself probably from the name Robin. From this ‘hobbyhorse’ the name was transferred to a light wickerwork frame, appropriately draped, in which someone gambolled in the old morris dances. Padstow in Cornwall has its ancient ’Obby ’Oss parade on May Day. The horse is preceded by men clad in white known as ‘teazers’. It also came to apply to a toy, consisting of a stick, which a child straddles, with a horse’s head at one end. It was from this last, which was the child’s pastime, that the name passed to the leisure-time pursuit.

‘To get on one’s hobby-horse’, or for something to be someone’s ‘hobby-horse’, is a reference to someone’s (very possibly unhealthy) obsession.

Jade A word of unknown origin applied to a worn-out horse, which also gave us the adjective ‘jaded’, to describe a tired or downcast individual.

Kick over the traces, To To break away from control or to run riot, as a horse refusing to run in harness kicks over the traces (the two side straps that connect its harness to the swingletree).

Lead someone by the nose, To To make a person do what one wants; to dominate someone. Such a person has no will of their own but tamely follows where they are led, just as a horse is led by bit and bridle. Bulls, buffaloes, camels, and bears are led by a ring through their nostrils.

Long in the tooth Old. The reference is to horses, whose gums recede as they get older, making their teeth look longer.

Look a gift-horse in the mouth, To When one is given a present one should not enquire too minutely into its intrinsic value. The normal way of assessing the age of a horse is to inspect its front teeth: it would be considered very impolite to openly scrutinize an animal one has been given as a present.

Nod is as good as a wink to a blind horse, A However obvious a hint or suggestion may be, it is useless if the other person cannot see it or will not take the hint.

Straight from the horse’s mouth Direct from the highest source, which cannot be questioned, parricularly when it comes to the winner of a race.

You can lead (or take) a horse to water but you cannot make him drink There is always some point at which it is impossible to get an obstinate or determined person to go any further in the desired direction. An Old English version of the proverb translates as ‘Who can give water to a horse that will not drink of its own accord?’ Dorothy Parker, challenged to produce a sentence using the word ‘horticulture’, is said to have played on the proverb in the form ‘You can lead a horticulture, but you can’t make her think’.


Animal Crossings


Pelican crossing A type of road crossing that can be controlled by pedestrians. Hence its name, from ‘pedestrian light controlled crossing’, with the acronym assimilated to ‘pelican’.

Puffin crossing A UK road crossing activated by pedestrians, a development of the pelican crossing. It signals red for drivers to stop when pedestrians are ‘sensed’ at the crossing or on the road by infrared detectors, with the green ‘go’ traffic signal appearing when no pedestrians are thus detected. The name is a respelled acronym, by analogy with the pelican crossing, of ‘p(edestrian) u(ser) f(riendly) in(telligent) crossing’.

Toucan crossing A dual-use road crossing for cyclists and pedestrians, so named because ‘two can’ cross on them at the same time. Toucan crossings are usually provided in the UK where cycle routes cross busy roads, and are designed so that cyclists need not dismount to use them.

Zebra crossing A pedestrian crossing consisting of thick black and white longitudinal stripes across the road, parallel to the flow of traffic, and in the UK having a Belisha beacon on either pavement.


Spelling Bee


As snug as a bug in a rug Cosy and comfortable. A whimsical but expressive comparison that dates from the 18th century.

Beeline, A The shortest distance between two given points, such as a bee is supposed to take in making for its hive.

Bee’s knees, The Said of something or someone outstanding. The term may have been coined by the US columnist T.A. (‘Tad’) Dorgan in the early 1920s (it is first recorded in 1922). The reference is perhaps to the pollen baskets on a bee’s legs (the process of removing the pollen involves much bending of the bee’s knees and is performed with great precision), or maybe it is simply surreal (as with many fanciful formulations of the time, including the ‘ant’s pants’, ‘gnat’s elbows’, ‘kipper’s knickers’, ‘elephant’s adenoids’, and ‘cat’s pyjamas’).

Bug An old word for goblin or ‘bogy’, which probably began with the Middle Welsh bwg, ‘ghost’. The word survives in ‘bogle’, ‘bogy’, and in ‘bugaboo’, a monster or goblin, and ‘bugbear’, a hobgoblin said to take the form of a bear and invoked by parents to frighten children into better behaviour.

In common usage the word ‘bug’ is applied to almost any kind of insect or germ, especially an insect of the ‘creepy-crawly’ sort, and notably the bed bug. It is colloquially used to refer to an error in software or to anyone ‘bitten’ with a particular craze or obsession, as well as to a concealed miniature microphone.

Can of worms A complicated matter that is likely to cause problems or even a scandal. The image is of opening a tin of food and finding inside a mass of writhing maggots that will have to be dealt with.

Canopy The word derives from Medieval Latin canopeum, ‘mosquito net’, which is itself from Greek kōnōpeion, ‘bed with mosquito curtains’, from kōnōps, ‘mosquito’.

Earwig (Old English ēarwicga, ‘ear beetle’) The insect is so called from the erroneous notion that it can enter the ears and penetrate the brain.

Flea market A street market selling second-hand goods and the like, so called because the clutter of bric-a-brac and old clothes is conducive to fleas. The French equivalent is the marché aux puces, or simply les puces, in Paris, the oldest and best known being that at St Ouen, on the northern edge of the city.

Fleapit Any dingy or dirty place, and conventionally, since the 1930s, an old run-down cinema, where fleas may have been a real hazard.

Ladybird The small red insect with black spots, Coccinella septempunctata, called also ‘ladybug’, ‘Bishop Barnabee’, and, in Yorkshire, the ‘cushcow lady’. The name means ‘bird (beetle) of our Lady’: the insect’s seven spots were understood as corresponding to the seven sorrows of Mary.

Scarab A trinket in the form of a dung beetle, especially Scarabaeus sacer. It originated in ancient Egypt as an amulet; the insect was believed to conceal within itself the secret of eternal life.

Sent off with a flea in one’s ear, To be To be sent away discomfited by a reproof or repulse. A dog that has a flea in its ear is restless and runs around in distress. The expression dates from at least the 15th century in English, and earlier in French.

Spelling bee A spelling competition, so called as the participants are socially active, like bees.

Tarantella A very quick Neapolitan dance (or its music) in 6/8 time for one couple, said to have been based on the gyrations carried out by those whom the TARANTULA had bitten, either as a result of the poisoning or because the poison was thought to be curable by dancing.

Tarantula A large and hairy spider. Named after Taranto, Latin Tarentum, a town in Apulia, Italy, where the spiders abounded. The spider’s bite was formerly supposed to be the cause of the dancing mania hence known as ‘tarantism’. This was a hysterical disease, common as an epidemic in southern Europe from the 15th to the 17th centuries.


Red Herring


Catch a crab, To In rowing, to fail to put one’s oar deep enough into the water, so that one loses one’s balance and falls backwards or even overboard. A crab can be scooped out of the water with an oar.

Hook, line, and sinker To swallow a tale hook, line, and sinker is to be extremely gullible, like the hungry fish that swallows not only the baited hook but the sinker (lead weight) and some of the line as well.

Red herring A diversion, usually deliberate but sometimes unintentional, which distracts from a line of inquiry or a topic under discussion. An actual red herring (one dried, smoked, and salted), drawn across a fox’s path, was once used to train hounds – the scent might well lead them astray. An alternative theory involves escaped convicts drawing a smelly fish across their tracks in order to put off police dogs.

Whale of A great amount. Colloquially ‘whale’ is used of something very fine or big, as: ‘We had a whale of a time’, a fine time, or ‘a whale of a job’, a very considerable task.


Pebble Worm


As deaf as an adder ‘Like the deaf adder that stoppeth her ear; which will not hearken to the voice of charmers, charming never so wisely’ (Psalm 58:4–5). All snakes are in a sense ‘deaf’, having no outer ears, although they do pick up vibrations via the inner ear. As recently as the 1920s, oil made from the melted fat of the adder was sold as a remedy for deafness in some parts of England, capitalizing on the ancient belief that ‘like cures like’.

Crocodile A symbol of deity among the Egyptians, because, says Plutarch, it is the only aquatic animal which has its eyes covered with a thin transparent membrane, by reason of which it sees and is not seen, as God sees all, Himself not being seen. The name of the crocodile comes from Greek krokodilos, ‘worm of the pebbles’ – a reference to the crocodile’s habit of basking in the sun on the banks of a river.

Frog in the throat, A A temporary loss of voice; hoarseness. The expression is said to allude to the medieval fear of drinking water containing frogspawn, when it was believed frogs would grow inside the body. Hoarseness or ‘gagging’ was thus allegedly caused by a frog trying to escape from the stomach by way of the throat. More plausible is the idea that hoarseness can induce a very frog-like ‘croak’.

Frog-march A method of carrying an obstreperous prisoner face downwards by his four limbs, like a frog. The term is now more generally used, however, for a way of making a person walk somewhere by pinning his arms behind him and hustling him forward.

Toad-eater or toady A cringing parasite; an obsequious lickspittle. Charlatans and mountebanks in 17th-century markets would have their assistant eat a toad, believed at the time to be poisonous, in front of the gathered crowd, only to miraculously ‘cure’ them with their potion. The assistant gained the name ‘toad-eater’, used of someone who followed their master or mistress’s instructions to the extreme. The story survives still in the idea of ‘toadying up’ to someone.
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