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INTRODUCTION
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Do you know the connection between the expression a harrowing experience and agriculture, between by and large and sailing, between get your goat and horses, or between steal your thunder and show business? You probably have heard the comparisons happy as a clam, smart as a whip, pleased as punch, and dead as a doornail—but have you ever wondered why a clam should be happy, a whip smart, punch pleased, or a doornail dead?

By playing the fifty games in this book, you’ll discover the answers to these questions as well as hundreds of other semantic delights that repose in our marvelous English language. I won’t make you comb through scabrous thickets of jumbled letters to extract hidden words just for the sake of passing time. Instead, you’ll learn a lot from these mind-opening games—and have a lot of fun learning. During my nearly three decades as a high school English teacher I have found that enjoyment and instruction are inspiring team teachers.

Any games book worth its salt (another phrase that you will find in the pages that follow) contains challenges of varying degrees of difficulty. The Play of Words is arranged to provide you with a varied and vigorous regimen of calisthenics for the mind. Some of the questions you will be able to answer right away; others, by design, are impossible for all but the most pyrotechnic of geniuses. In many cases, a poser may stump you the first time around, but insights will come to you in sudden flashes as you return to the game a second or third time. When you are sure that you have reached your limit, turn to the answers, which appear conveniently at the end of each section.

You can play all the games within a period of a week or two or string them out, one a week, over the course of nearly a year. You can play them solo or in groups or teams. The rules to each game are simple, and you need no more costly equipment than pencil and paper. You may write directly in this book, or you may want to keep these pages pristine and free of hints, so as to share these linguistic adventures with your family and friends.

I thank my publishers for their suggestion that I create a book of word games and my editor, Stacy Schiff, for the loving care with which she helped to make the material clear, correct, and attractive. Versions of some of the games in this book have appeared in Writing!, Words Ways, and Verbatim.

RICHARD LEDERER

Concord, New Hampshire
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“Language is fossil poetry which is constantly being worked over for the uses of speech. Our commonest words are worn-out metaphors.”

—JAMES BRADSTREET GREENOUGH AND GEORGE LYMAN KITTREDGE
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  BODY LANGUAGE


Engaging in mental games is as beneficial to the mind as physical exercise is to the body. Various studies show that playing chess, solving crossword puzzles, and grappling with logic problems energize the brain and can even elevate the I.Q.

As you have opened this book and are reading this page, you are clearly a nimble-witted person who craves exercise for your verbal muscles, sensing that such activity will hone your intelligence. It seems appropriate, then, that before you read the next paragraph, you take a few minutes to write down all the adjectives you can think of to describe someone who is very intelligent.

Chances are that among your answers are words like:



	bright

	acute




	brilliant

	clever




	dazzling

	incisive




	lucid

	keen




	scintillating

	sharp





If you carefully examine these two lists of adjectives, you will notice that each clusters around a single basic concept. All the words on the left compare intelligence to light, including scintillating, which descends from the Latin scintilla, meaning “spark,” and all the words on the right compare intelligence to the edge of a knife, including clever, which can be traced directly back to the Old English cleave and cleaver.

Such comparisons are called metaphors. A metaphor (the word originally meant “carry beyond”) is a figure of speech that merges two objects or ideas that are, for the most part, different from each other but turn out to be alike in some significant way. We usually think of metaphors as figurative devices that only poets create, but, in fact, all of us make metaphors during almost every moment of our waking lives. As T. E. Hulme has proclaimed, “Prose is a museum where all the old weapons of poetry are kept.”

Now think of the tag phrases we use to identify loopy, wiggy, or wifty people who are short on intelligence, judgment, or sanity. Here again English speakers press into service a battalion of figurative comparisons:

light metaphors: he’s rather dim; the light’s on, but nobody’s home;

food metaphors: she’s a few cookies short of a dozen, his pail is empty, her kernel never popped, he’s a couple of cans short of a sixpack, the butter slipped off her noodle, he’s two sandwiches short of a picnic, she’s not cooking on all burners, there aren’t any beans in his pod, she’s one doughnut shy of a dozen, he puts mustard on his Froot Loops, somebody blew out her pilot light;

nautical metaphors: he doesn’t have both oars in the water; her line’s in the water, but the bait’s missing; she hasn’t packed a full seabag;

car metaphors: his brain is stuck in first gear, her tank is low, his motor isn’t hitting on all cylinders, her battery is dead, he’s running on empty, she’s driving in reverse, she’s got one wheel in the sand;

building-trade metaphors: it’s a nice house, but nobody’s home; his elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top; she’s one brick short of a full load; he has a few screws loose; her vacancy sign is always on; the top rung of his ladder is missing; she’s a tad off of plumb; he has a room for rent; she’s off her hinges; he has a leak in the think tank; her fence doesn’t have all its pickets; there are termites in his attic.

Metaphors are a way of explaining the abstract in terms of the concrete. Small wonder that we take our most common metaphors from things that surround us in our daily lives and that we find a rich vein of descriptive phrases in the most familiar of all the things in our lives—our own bodies.

Whether you’re a high- or a lowbrow, here’s some knee-slapping good fun that you can really sink your teeth into. Try your hand at getting a leg up on some head-to-toe body language. Complete each of the following phrases by using an anatomical part listed below, as in “rule of thumb” and “tongue in cheek.” For the record, we get rule of thumb, “a rough measure or guideline,” from the days when rulers (of the measuring kind) were uncommon and people used the length of the thumb from the knuckle to the tip as an approximate measure of one inch. If you speak literally tongue in cheek, people will have a hard time understanding you. The phrase descends from the old custom of puffing the cheek out with the tongue to indicate that something facetious or insincere has been said:
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ANATOMICAL PARTS
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• arm

• artery

• back

• belly

• body

• bone

• brain

• breast

• brow

• cheek

• chest

• chin

• craw

• ear

• elbow

• eye

• face

• finger

• flesh

• foot

• gut

• hand

• hair

• head

• heart

• heel

• intestine

• knee

• knuckle

• leg

• limb

• Lip

• liver

• lung

• mouth

• nail

• neck

• nose

• rib

• scalp

• shoulder

• skeleton

• spine

• spleen

• stomach

• throat

• thumb

• toe

• tongue

• tooth

• whisker
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head of lettuce
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(Answers on page 70)
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  HEARTFELT WORDS


In the English language, the heart is often used to denote the seat of passion, compassion, courage, and intelligence. Of all the parts of the body, the heart is the one that throbs most pervasively through our daily conversation. If, for example, we are deeply saddened, we might say that we are heartsick, heartbroken, downhearted, heavy-hearted, or discouraged. At the heart of discouraged beats the Latin cor, “heart,” giving the word the literal meaning of “disheartened.” Or if we wish to emphasize our sincerity, we might say heartfelt, with all my heart, from the bottom of my heart, or in my heart of hearts.

If something pleases us greatly, we might drag out heart’s delight or it warms the cockles of my heart. The latter is a somewhat redundant statement; a cockle is a bivalve mollusk of the genus cardium (Latin “heart”) that takes its name from its shape, which resembles that of a human heart.

It was once the custom for a young man to attach to his sleeve a gift for his sweetheart or to wear her name embroidered on his sleeve, thus displaying his feelings for the world to see. Seizing on this practice, Shakespeare gave the world the expression to wear one’s heart on one’s sleeve, meaning “to show one’s emotions.” In Othello, Iago says: “For when my outward action doth demonstrate/The native act and figure of my heart/In compliment extern, ‘tis not long after/But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve.”

Using the definitions that follow, identify each common word and expression that contains the word heart:
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heart on a sleeve



1. to take seriously

2. please be merciful

3. beloved person

4. be reassured

5. to desire earnestly

6. to be frightened

7. discouraged

8. incomplete, as in an effort

9. complete, as in an effort

10. substantial, as a meal

11. mental anguish

12. the central issue

13. brave, courageous

14. uninvolved emotionally

15. to be well intentioned

16. to swear to be telling the truth

17. characterizing a good person

18. characterizing a cruel person

19. entertainment idol

20. to give up

21. to regret deeply and painfully

22. one who shows extravagant sympathy

23. to memorize

24. indigestion

25. to play hard

26. just what I like

27. a change of mind

28. to reassure

29. the essential emotion, as of a nation

30. youthful in attitude

31. to be completely frightened

32. characterizing an intimate conversation

33. thoroughly evil

34. cheerful, free from anxiety

35. suspenseful

(Answers on page 70)
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  CLOTHES MAKE THE LANGUAGE


Next to our bodies, the closest thing to us in our daily lives is our clothing, which is indeed next to our bodies. No surprise then that we have woven so many descriptive phrases from the whole cloth and other materials that we wrap around ourselves. “For the apparel oft proclaims the man,” advises Polonius in his famous advice to his son Laertes in Hamlet. As you are about to see, the apparel oft proclaims the language, too.

Some of the items of clothing in which our English language is dressed are quite subtle. The word tire, for example, is a clipping of attire—a “dressing” of rubber on the rim of a wheel. To be slipshod originally meant “to be shod in loose-fitting slippers,” a slovenly habit of six-teenth-century ne’er-do-wells. The first fettles were girdles that warriors wore around the waist for battle. To be in fine fettle meant to be well girded up and ready for action. In modern parlance the phrase has taken on a more abstract meaning, “to be in high spirits.”

By now you must be ready to try a new game on for size. Don your thinking cap, keep the news under your hat, keep your shirt on, and try not to come apart at the seams. Complete each common word or expression with an article selected from the following clothes closet:
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THE WARDROBE
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• apron

• belt

• bonnet

• boot

• bootstraps

• britches

• button

• buttonhole

• cap

• cloak

• clothing

• coat

• coattails

• collar

• cuff

• glove

• gown

• hairpin

• hat

• hood

• jacket

• jock

• necktie

• nightcap

• pajamas

• pants

• pocket

• shirt

• shoe

• shoestring

• sleeve

• stocking

• veil

• vest

• wig
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too big for his britches
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  HOUSEHOLD WORDS


Metaphors furnished with common household objects are figures of speech that we literally live with every day. Some of these comparisons are new, such as a couch potato, a phrase that compares lumpish watchers of television to lumpy potatoes: the longer couch potatoes sit, the deeper they put down their roots. But most of these turns of phrase are quite old, including dead as a doornail, which has been wheezed for more than six hundred years. In 1350 an anonymous poet, describing the hunting of a deer, wrote: “And happened that I hitt him be-hynde the left sholdire./Ded as a dorenail was he fallen.” A doornail was a large-headed nail or bolt with which long-ago carpenters studded doors to strengthen and decorate them. The dead in the expression dead as a doornail means “rigid, immovable,” as in deadline. When the point of the nail came through the far end, the workmen would bend it over so that it would hold fast. The doornail was then “dead”; that is, it could no longer be removed.

Rather than keeping you on pins and needles any longer, I’ll take this game off the back burner. Empty out your kitchen drawer, toolbox, and linen closet to complete fifty expressions out of house and home:
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a couch potato
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WORDS CLOSE TO HOME
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• armchair

• barrel

• basket

• bed

• blanket

• board

• book

• bucket

• button

• can

• candle

• carpet

• chair

• clock

• comb

• cradle

• curtain

• dish

• doormat

• drawer

• hammer

• iron

• kettle

• key

• kitchen sink

• light

• monkey wrench

• mousetrap

• nail

• pan

• picture

• pot

• purse

• putty

• razor

• rocker

• rug

• sandpaper

• saucer

• saw

• screwdriver

• sheet

• sieve

• snuff

• soap

• spoon

• stool

• table

• tack

• wringer
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(Answers on page 71)
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  COLORFUL ENGLISH

Colors color our language—and that is not just a pigment of my imagination. Think of the words we use to describe how we feel. At various times we are green with envy, gray with exhaustion, red with embarrassment, or white with rage. We can fall into a black mood, a purple passion, or a blue funk; when things start looking up, we feel in the pink.

Even the animal world gets painted by the coloring of human imagination.

Have you ever owned a white elephant? Before you shake your head no, remember that nowadays the expression white elephant means an object of some worth that nobody else seems to want, like a huge out-of-style couch or a pedal-driven sewing machine. White elephant refers back to the albino elephants once considered sacred in Siam (now Thailand). These creatures were so rare that each one born became automatically the property of the king and was not permitted to work. When a subject incurred the king’s displeasure, the angry monarch would bestow one of his white elephants on him as a gift. The enormous appetite and utter uselessness of the animal would soon plunge the “gifted” man into financial ruin.

The tale and the other etymological treatises in this book are anything but red herrings. The original red herrings were strong-smelling fish that the fox hunters of Old England dragged across the fox’s trail to confuse the hounds and give the quarry a sporting chance. Today the meaning of red herring has been broadened to signify a misleading statement that diverts our attention from the real issues.
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a white elephant



Here’s a golden opportunity for you to show your true colors by ranging over the rainbow coalition of hues that color many everyday expressions. In the colorful quiz that follows, complete each phrase with a color. Most of the colors will appear more than once.

Good luck. I’m confident that you’ll pass this test with flying colors:


[image: Image]
THE SPECTRUM
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• black

• blue

• brown

• gold

• gray

• green

• lime

• pink

• purple

• red

• rose

• silver

• white

• yellow
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Now try this: List at least ten words that describe both a color and a thing. Orange is the best-known example.

(Answers on page 72)
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  DOWN-TO-EARTH METAPHORS

We were once a nation of farmers, but by the turn of the century most of us had moved to towns and cities. Today only two percent of Americans live on farms, and we have largely lost touch with our agricultural roots. In “God’s Grandeur” (1877), the English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins lamented the effects of the Industrial Age on our feeling for the land:

And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil,
And wears man’s smudge ana shares man’s smell: the soil
Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

Because our shod (shoed) feet no longer touch the soil, most Americans are unaware of the metaphors that spring from the earth and those who work it. These verbal seeds lie buried so deeply in the humus of our language that we are hardly aware they are figures of speech at all. Let’s do some digging to uncover the rich, earthy metaphors from which grow so much of our speech and our writing, our thoughts and our dreaming.

We may be aware of the agricultural comparisons in expressions like cream of the crop, to crop up, to feel one’s oats, to farm out, a farm team, to weed out, to plow into, a vintage year, a grass roots campaign, a budding movie star, easy pickings, gone to seed, seedy, to reap the benefits, cut and dried, to mow down, separate the wheat from the chaff, to cut a wide swath, a needle in a haystack, and take your cotton-pickin’ hands off my lunch bag! But most city dwellers have lost contact with the down-to-earth figures of speech embedded in our language.

From the clues provided, unearth each word or phrase:
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a furrowed brow
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(Answers on page 72)
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  SEAWORTHY METAPHORS

In “Sea Fever” (1902) the poet John Masefield sang:

I must go down to the seas again
To the lonely sea and the sky.

And all I ask is a tall ship
And a star to steer her by.

Relatively few of us go down to the seas anymore, and even fewer of us get to steer a tall ship. Having lost our intimacy with the sea and with sailing, we no longer taste the salty flavor of the metaphors that ebb and flow through our language.

Consider our use of the word ship. We continue to ship goods, even when that shipping is done by truck, train, or plane. We compliment someone on “running a tight ship,” even when that “ship” is an office or a classroom. And many things besides ships can be shipshape or sinking ships.

Consider, too, our use of the compound word bailout. When we talk about a Chrysler or a savings and loan bailout, we are unconsciously comparing a financial strategy to the act of removing water from a sinking craft.
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