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  To Marian


  INTRODUCTION

  This book is about expressions and about sayings, also called proverbs, and how we put them to work in our communications, both oral and written. The number of these pre-packaged aids to making ourselves understood, and enlivening what we have to say, is vast. There’s no way that a single book could possibly cover the “whole kit and caboodle,” “the whole shebang,” “the whole megillah,” “the whole enchilada,” “the whole nine yards,” “the whole box and dice,” “the full Monty.” And these are just a few of the expressions we might use to say the whole lot.

  I have chosen, therefore, to zero in on those expressions and sayings, or their take-offs, that are funny, quirky or just plain folksy, or that are playfully dressed up in rhyme or alliteration. I single out others because they’ve “gone off the rails” for one reason or other. They may have become clichés, which are trite expressions that it’s said, “tongue in cheek,” should be “avoided like the plague.” They may have been distorted “to all intensive purposes” through what is, “to all intents and purposes,” a misunderstanding. They may have come to be regarded as politically incorrect, creating stains on their reputations “as black as the ace of spades,” if you’ll pardon an expression that’s sometimes branded as racist. Still other expressions and sayings are “put under the spotlight” because they’re shrouded in mystery and bear some explanation.

  I’ve taken “the world as my oyster,” but primarily the English-speaking part of that world, and drawn upon geographically widespread manners of speaking, especially those in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada and Australia. Since all of these countries share a common linguistic heritage, as well as similar social and political customs, a good many expressions and sayings are the same or similar throughout the four nations. But others, such as local colloquialisms and the rhyming slang of Cockney or Australian origin, are “as different as chalk and cheese,” as the Brits would say.

  This book is unlike most others in the field, for it’s not simply a compilation of expressions or sayings with meanings and origins. Rather, it spins a narrative that “runs the gamut” of the characteristics of both tools of communication, including their style, their use of various literary devices, including metaphors, similes and other figures of speech, their recurring patterns, their encryption as acronyms and the varieties of images they commonly draw upon—ranging from the world of animals to the human anatomy to the food and drink that we consume. The book is also different from its predecessors in that it brings expressions and sayings together “under one roof” and illuminates their similarities and differences.

  Particular attention is paid to the extent to which expressions and sayings have developed from, or infiltrated, the worlds of literature, advertising, entertainment, sports, politics and the mass media. Illustrations are drawn from quotable quotes, song titles and lyrics, light verse and, mindful of the saying that “a picture is worth a thousand words,” cartoons. Collectively, these examples demonstrate the extent to which expressions and sayings have permeated our popular culture.

  The primary purpose of the book is to enrich our understanding of language through an entertaining look at expressions and sayings with special attention to the ways in which they’ve been used or manipulated in a humorous fashion. And so, “without further ado,” I end this introduction with a quotation, from the hostess of a children’s radio program, which became so popular in Britain that it now warrants an entry in the Little Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs: “Are you sitting comfortably? Then we’ll begin.”
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  EXPRESSIONS MADE MEMORABLE

  Substance without style is like a face without a smile.

  Anon.

  Why is it that we remember certain expressions while others “go in one ear and out the other?” Are we seduced by style, particularly the use of alliteration or rhyme? In this chapter, we’ll see that these two devices often help in “getting a foot in the door” and leaving a mental imprint of an expression. In fact, they may provide the only reason for the continuing popularity of a number of expressions that lack any real logic. In that case, it’s clearly a matter of style over substance.

  Rhyming expressions are particularly effective with children. A young child quickly learns what “yummy in the tummy” means and is “egged on,” when he does something amusing, by the comment that he’s being “a silly billy” or “a funny bunny.” When he gets older and more restless, he comes to understand the much stranger diagnosis that he has “ants in his pants.” He eventually learns to rebuke his playmates with juvenile jingles such as “liar, liar, pants on fire” and “I’m the king of the castle and you’re the dirty rascal.” Then, when old enough to be responsible for his own behavior, he becomes familiar with the threat “you’re cruisin’ for a bruisin’,” when he acts up. Alternatively, he may be intimidated by the less common “you’re achin’ for a breakin’” or “you’re aimin’ for a maimin’.” All three expressions are fast becoming obsolete, however, now that the corporal punishment of children is generally frowned upon.

  There are many slang terms or expressions that are in the form of rhyming reduplications, for example, “higgledy piggledy,” “fuzzy wuzzy,” “mumbo jumbo” and “nitty gritty.” Some rhyming reduplications, such as “the heebie jeebies,” “the bees knees,” “hocus pocus,” “okay dokey,” “helter skelter,” “hanky panky” and “artsy fartsy,” are light-hearted terms that came out of the roaring twenties before the dirty thirties turned everyone more serious. This kind of whimsical expression, from whatever era, is frequently written with a hyphen between the two words on the theory that it’s a compound noun or a compound adjective.

  Many of the words in these rhyming reduplications are simply made up and each of the words is matched up with another word in a nonsensical way, hence the alternative description of these combinations as nonsense pairings. Most of these pairings have, nonetheless, acquired a certain accepted meaning, which may be completely unrelated to the meaning, if any, of either of the component words. “Higgledy piggledy,” for example, is generally used, in a no-nonsense way, to mean mixed together in a jumbled, confused or disorderly manner. The expression itself meets this definition, for the order of the “l” and the “e” in each word has to be reversed to come up with the proper pronunciation.

  “Higgledy piggledy” seems to be used more for effect than to convey any particular meaning in the nursery rhyme that begins: “Higgledy piggledy, my black hen, she lays eggs for gentlemen,” although some might argue that “higgledy piggledy” must be the name of the hen. “Fuzzy wuzzy” is clearly the inappropriate name of an animal in the old children’s poem that goes like this:

  Fuzzy wuzzy was a bear.

  Fuzzy wuzzy had no hair.

  Fuzzy wuzzy wasn’t fuzzy, was he?

  But the expression has also been used, most famously by the British poet Rudyard Kipling, to describe black people by allusion to their tight curly hair. In Kipling’s poem “Fuzzy Wuzzy,” they are members of a Sudanese fighting force for which he has much praise. Nonetheless, the term is now widely regarded as derogatory for its racial stereotyping.

  The question, “do yo’ hair be kinky?” was raised in the opening line of an ad on the popular country music show broadcast every Saturday night from the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, Tennessee. Mimicking jive talk, this was the attention grabber for a short exposé on the straightening merits of a hairdressing pomade manufactured by one of the early sponsors of this long running radio program. Although something of a catchphrase in its day, it ultimately fell into disrepute, just as “fuzzy wuzzy” has done, hastened no doubt by the fact that “kinky” has an alternative meaning of sexually weird.

  “Mumbo jumbo,” like “fuzzy wuzzy,” emerged from an African setting. It was the name given by the Mandingo people of West Africa to a protective ancestral figure who punished wives accused by their husbands of being troublesome in some way, particularly by getting into conflicts with their fellow wives. Behind every appearance of Mumbo Jumbo was a respected male tribesman, selected for the occasion, masquerading in a familiar bark cloth and long coat get-up. The punishment that Mumbo Jumbo would usually mete out, after a hasty finding of guilt, was a public beating of the offending spouse while she was tied naked to a post. This background would seem to bear little relationship to the current use of “mumbo jumbo” as referring to unintelligible language or gibberish. But the term also has a secondary meaning as a belief or behavior based on superstition, which provides a closer tie-in to the Mumbo Jumbo of West African tradition. Some have argued that “mumbo jumbo” is racist, given its likely origin in a cruel practice of a black ethnic group and the gullibility of the members of that group. This reaction may have been fueled by the fact that the parents in The Story of Little Black Sambo, published in 1899 and widely condemned as racist by today’s standards, were named Black Mumbo and Black Jumbo.

  “Mumbo jumbo” is likely to remain popular, however, as a good way to describe a jumble of verbal nonsense, particularly typical of “bureaucratese.” That language of officialdom has no other recognized name that’s nearly as appropriate as “mumbo jumbo” with its dose of resigned humor.

  “Nitty gritty,” which occurs in the larger expression “getting down to the nitty gritty,” is closer to “the fuzzy line” (a term that’s still acceptable) separating the politically correct from the politically incorrect. The expression simply means getting down to the basic essentials. However, it’s thought by some to refer to the debris at the bottom of slave ships after they were unloaded and, therefore, as conjuring up nasty images of slavery. Yet there’s no evidence that “nitty gritty” was understood to be associated in any way with the slave trade until those who are critical of it speculated upon a connection in recent times. To be on the safe side, it might be better to “get down to brass tacks,” rather than the “nitty gritty,” which would just as well convey the essential idea of getting down to the basics. Undeterred by the controversy, the folk-rock group, The Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, has “thrown caution to the wind,” choosing to emphasize its country music roots through its name.

  In a famous incident in February, 1971, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, then Prime Minister of Canada, coined a new rhyming reduplication “fuddle duddle” to describe something off-color that he may have said. At the time, he was accused by certain lip-reading Opposition members in Parliament of having mouthed a two-word obscenity directed at them across the floor of the House of Commons. When he was confronted by the press with that accusation, he engaged in a technical diversion by asking what “mouthed” meant. He never did admit that anything improper passed his lips, although the general public considered him guilty as charged by the Opposition. “Fuddle duddle” found its way, in due course, into the Canadian Oxford Dictionary as an oath meaning “go to hell” or “drop dead.” Both of these meanings are very mild substitutes for what the PM likely “mouthed.” A more accurate definition of “fuddle duddle” would be “a euphemistic rhyming cover-up for the ‘f’ word.” As such, it’s a minced oath or, in the popular jargon, an expletive-deletive.

  A few rhyming duplications have a good deal of logic to them because the two words that make them up are suggestive of the meaning of the reduplication. This is true of “itsy bitsy” and “teenie weenie.” These two reduplications are, perhaps, best known, in the adult world, for their combination in this line from a popular song of the 1960s: “She Wore an Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini.” With this doubling up of reduplications to similar effect, who could possibly miss the bare fact that her bathing suit was very skimpy? According to the song, this swimming attire explained why, in those more modest times, she didn’t want to come out of the change room and, after overcoming that hurdle, why she didn’t want to get out of the water.

  There are many rhyming expressions, besides the typical rhyming reduplications, that have little or no inherent logic and are remembered, in large part, because of their rhythmic quality. “Loose as a goose,” for example, hardly seems a suitable description of someone who is relaxed, cool and indifferent given the aggressive behavior of geese, particularly those with goslings in tow. Yet, that’s the way the expression is used. “Loosey goosey,” a spin-off reduplication, is also a poor candidate for what it signifies, namely laid-back or imprecise. The only thing loose about a goose is its overactive bowels.

  If someone is described as “drunk as a skunk,” the analogy really doesn’t help to call up an image of one who is seriously inebriated. As far as we know, skunks are teetotalers. While they may, at times, be high, it’s because of their scent and not because they’ve been “into the sauce.” The recognizable characteristics of many other animals provide a rich source for revealing similes: “sly as a fox,” “happy as a lark,” “strong as an ox,” “proud as a peacock,” “slow as a snail” and “quiet as a mouse.” But “loose as a goose” and “drunk as a skunk” hardly have the same illustrative quality; they don’t play upon a common stereotype of a particular creature. Rather, their attraction lies in their rhyming cadence.

  In Australia, where there are no skunks, it may be more appropriate to go for alliteration, rather than rhyme, and say that someone is “wasted as a wallaby.” While this is not an established expression, it could catch on as a result of a story that appeared, under the headline “Hopping Mad: Stoned Wallabies Make Crop Circles,” in The Sydney Morning Herald. The newspaper reported that wallabies are getting high on Tasmanian opium crops causing disorientation and a propensity to hop around in circles, leaving a telltale imprint in the poppy fields. If this report is to be believed, there is now more empirical evidence to support “wasted as a wallaby” than there is to support “drunk as a skunk.”

  Another possible alliterative simile, “fried as a frustrated fruit fly,” would also be a good candidate to replace “drunk as a skunk.” A recent study reported by the magazine Science compared the drinking behavior of male fruit flies who had just had sex with virgin females to that of other male fruit flies who had been exposed to recently mated females and were spurned because the females were sexually sated. For their efforts, successful or otherwise, the members of both male groups were offered two kinds of liquid refreshment, one laced with alcohol and the other not. In their misery, the unsatisfied fruit flies drank heavily of the mixture spiked with alcohol; their experience with the females was, apparently, “enough to drive them to drink.” In their euphoria, the satisfied fruit flies were more inclined to choose the non-alcoholic option. Therefore, “fried as a frustrated fruit fly” would make a lot of sense on scientific grounds although, like “wasted as a wallaby,” it has yet to gain general acceptance.

  “That’s tough titty” is a sarcastic way of saying that’s just too bad. This alliterative expression comes from a line of uncertain origin: “Tough titty said the kitty when the milk went dry.” While this has the beauty of combining alliteration with a rhyme, the rhyme seems forced. It’s much more likely that the nursing cat, rather than her deprived kitten, would utter the words “tough titty,” to express callous indifference, should the mother’s milk dry up.

  Sometimes alliterative expressions, like some rhyming expressions, provide no useful frame of reference for the meaning they’re meant to convey. While something or somebody may be “dead as a doornail” or “deader than a doornail,” a door nail is no more lacking in life than any other inanimate object so as to justify its use as signifying “dead as dead can be.” “Dead as a dodo” is a much more revealing alliterative expression, drawing as it does on the notion of the extinct as an emphatic representation of “dead and departed.” Other alliterative expressions, such as “a war of words,” “good as gold” and “come hell or high water,” also do a good job of leading us to their meaning. So does “too pooped to pop,” although some might jump to the wrong conclusion that it has something to do with being “loosey goosey.”

  Still other alliterative expressions that embody pairs of words or word couplings have been called Siamese twins because they’re composed of two words, usually linked by “and” or “or,” one of which has more or less the same meaning as the other or encompasses the other. This aptly describes “alas and alack,” “hale and hearty,” “slip and slide” and “vim and vigor.” All of these pairs are taken to exhibit an acceptable redundancy in the interests of effect, clarity or emphasis.

  The Italian-American expression “badaboom badabing,” which can just as well be reversed or else shortened to “badabing,” consists of a nonsense pairing in alliterative form. Neither of its two made-up words seems to make any sense but “badaboom badabing” nonetheless became popular, as an exclamation, after it was used by actor James Caan, playing the role of Sonny Corleone, in the original Godfather movie. Later, it featured in the TV series The Sopranos, as the name of a mob-owned strip club. It’s been suggested that the word “badabing” is intended to reflect the sound of a drum roll used to punctuate a vaudeville show. In this situation, the sound of the drum plugged a gap and provided a diversion after a comedian had “laid an egg” with a punch line that had “fallen flat.” This may explain why “badaboom badabing” came to be used, in the midst of a spoken narrative, as a filler between two happenings, indicating that “one thing led to another,” without being specific, or simply et voilà, as the French would say. Sonny Corleone used the expression in The Godfather to describe the effortless nature and predictable outcome of an up-close mob shooting.

  Rhyming expressions and alliterative expressions aren’t always doublets; they may also be triplets. The best known example of a rhyming triplet is “snug as a bug in a rug,” which is apparently another of the inventions from the lightning mind of Benjamin Franklin. The phrase “nattering nabobs of negativism” was coined by William Safire when acting as a speechwriter for U.S. Vice President Spiro T. Agnew. It soon became a popular expression, particularly among politicians who used it as a dismissive denunciation of a critical press.

  “The fickle finger of fate” is used to describe the vagaries of chance or the caprices of destiny, which may foreshadow something quite ominous. The creators of Laugh-In, the popular television series of the late 1960s and early 1970s, added to the alliteration in this expression, turning it into a quad, when they instituted the Flying Fickle Finger of Fate Award. The award was presented, in each show, to recognize a dubious achievement by a famous person. The statuette emblematic of the award was known as the “Rigid Digit.” One of the recipients was the conservative commentator, William F. Buckley. He was singled out for bastardizing a familiar saying when he advised: “Never clarify tomorrow what you can obscure today.” Had he been alliteratively and lyrically inclined, he might have said: If your “bullshit baffles brains” today, don’t later “stoop and scoop” the crap away.
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  DON’T TAKE THE EXPRESSION LITERALLY

  When a middle-aged man says in a moment of weariness that he is half dead, he is telling the literal truth.

  Elmer Davis, American News Reporter and Author

  How much simpler life would be if all expressions were to be taken literally. Simpler yes, but much less interesting as we would miss out on the color and intrigue of idiomatic expressions and of expressions that use hyperbole, understatement or irony to make a point. These expressions all ignore the admonition that the March Hare gave Alice in Wonderland because they really don’t say what they mean. As we shall see in this chapter, humorists have had a lot of fun with idiomatic expressions by using them in a way that suggests a literal meaning that they don’t normally bear.

  An idiomatic expression can challenge us because its individual words, taken at face value, don’t lead us inevitably to the sense in which the expression is commonly used. A prime example is “kick the bucket,” an idiomatic way of saying “die.” Yet there’s nothing in our usual understanding of “giving the boot to” a bucket, in a physical sense, that would be likely to equate it with someone’s demise. The actual, figurative meaning of an idiomatic expression, such as this, is associative. It comes from the customary identification of a particular image with the words in the expression taken as a whole.

  It’s much easier to guess at the meaning of “hold your tongue” from the bare words of that idiomatic expression. The physical act of holding your tongue would result in a loss of the capacity to speak. Therefore, it’s not a large leap in logic from holding your tongue to the notion of remaining silent, which is the figurative meaning of the expression. It helps, as a springboard in making the leap, that “tongue” serves as a metaphor for speaking when it pops up in several other words and phrases, such as “tongue-tied” and “having a silver tongue.”

  A phrase that makes up an idiomatic expression can often be used as well for its literal meaning. It’s fairly clear, for example, that “kick the bucket” is intended to be taken literally in the following sentence: The cow managed to “kick the bucket” before the milkmaid had even begun to milk her and then returned, still engorged, to the pasture.

  The literal meaning of a phrase that makes up an idiomatic expression may, however, be quite implausible in almost any context. If an individual is said to “have butterflies in his stomach,” it’s very unlikely that he has actually swallowed some of these flying insects. The more likely scenario is that the individual is being portrayed as having the same sort of sensation as would come from having “butterflies in his stomach,” namely a queasy feeling. That’s often attributable to a case of nerves, thus the figurative meaning of the expression, namely “nervous.”

  Idiomatic expressions can be particularly problematic for those who aren’t very familiar with the English language. Imagine the reaction of a young child or an ESL (English as a Second Language) student when first told to “eat your heart out.” He would immediately wonder why he should self-destruct in this odd way and, in any event, how such a feat could be physically accomplished. He would be particularly confused if he had been told, “don’t lose heart” when facing the challenges of learning the language. He would certainly be unlikely to guess that “eat your heart out” was simply an invitation to envy. Or imagine an arriving foreign tourist, drawing upon the language learned from a Berlitz guide, trying to understand why his fellow airline passengers have broken out in laughter at the stewardess’s final announcement before landing, thanking them all for their business and for allowing the crew “to take them for a ride.”

  The word “literally” can be usefully added when a phrase, known for its figurative meaning, is used in its literal sense and the context doesn’t make that perfectly plain. If the airline stewardess wanted to “play it straight” and forego the opportunity to get a laugh out of her passengers, she might have said: Thank you for letting the crew take you for a ride, literally speaking. This would remove any suggestion that the passengers were deceived into taking a flight with the airline, which the figurative meaning of the phrase would convey.

  “So far so good,” but some people are in the unfortunate habit of using idiomatic expressions in conversation with the addition of the word “literally” for emphasis. Someone might say, in order to underline his astonishment at something, “it literally blew my mind.” While it may have blown his mind in a figurative sense, it won’t have done so in a literal sense. If it had, he wouldn’t have had the wit left to express his astonishment. There are T-shirts available for purchase by anyone who is seriously bothered by this use of “literally” and wants to advertise his discomfort. They proclaim the message: “Misuse of literally makes me figuratively insane.” It would probably be a mistake, however, to “get your shirt in a knot” over this common error.

  Of course, one can always avoid a literal interpretation of a phrase by adding the disclaimer: “It’s just an expression.” Thus, “it blew my mind” followed by those magic words would make it clear that the speaker’s mind didn’t really explode but was still functioning, “thank you very much.”

  A popular formula for humorous quips is to take an idiomatic expression and then add something that exploits the literal meaning. Oscar Wilde applied this recipe in his line from Lady Windermere’s Fan: “I like talking to a brick wall—it’s the only thing in the world that never contradicts me!” Someone who obviously did face contradiction and got into a heated exchange, described the experience this way: “We went at it hammer and tongs . . . I won in the end though; I had the hammer.” This line was part of a routine by the British comedians Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise.

  A peculiar form of humor known as the Wellerism will often treat an idiomatic expression as if it were to be taken literally. It does this, in the style of Sam Weller, a character in Charles Dickens’ Pickwick Papers, through its description of the circumstances of an individual, an animal or an object reported to have used the expression. This can be illustrated by a few choice examples:

  “I am dressed to kill” as the recruit said when he donned his uniform.

  “I’ll be a monkey’s uncle” said the ape when he learned that his sister was pregnant.

  “You’ll break my heart” as the oak said to the hatchet.

  The facetious question: “Would you ‘give your right arm’ to be ambidextrous?” also involves a play upon two different meanings, one of which could have dire consequences if you answered “yes.” In that event, the literal meaning would entail cutting off your arm, which would spite your desire to be ambidextrous and leave you seriously disabled “into the bargain.”

  Expressions are sometimes used in jest in other situations in which they can carry both a figurative meaning and a literal meaning, each of which is perfectly plausible. Dorothy Parker, the American journalist and writer, famously wrote to a friend who had just given birth: “Congratulations. We all knew you had it in you.” In a verse of a popular song on a Spike Jones recording of the 1940’s, “Doodles” Weaver, uncle of the actress Sigourney Weaver, recounts his resolution for the current New Year that he wouldn’t tell any more corny jokes. When interrupted towards the end of the song by a ringing telephone, he’s heard to say into the phone; “Hello, what’s that? The church burned down. Holy Smoke!” Consequently, his New Year’s resolution also “went up in smoke,” but of the secular variety.

  This kind of double play, in which Dorothy Parker and “Doodles” Weaver were engaged, is sometimes used to commercial advantage. It makes its subtle appearance in this Snapper lawn mower slogan: “Anything less won’t cut it” and in this advertising claim by a competitor that nothing “makes the cut” like a genuine Honda lawn mower. It’s also evident in this ad for a used musical instrument: “Guitar for sale . . . cheap . . . no strings attached,” and in this driving school sign: “If your wife wants to drive, don’t stand in her way.”

  Newspaper headline writers are particularly adept at using common expressions in a way that carries two possible meanings, figurative and literal. A story in a Canadian newspaper, The Globe and Mail, reported on an agreement between a distiller and the U.S. Virgin Islands that would provide incentives for distilling operations on those islands to the inevitable detriment of distillers in nearby Puerto Rico. The headline: “Rum maker’s pact with Virgin Islands leaves Puerto Rico in poor spirits.” Another Caribbean nation, Cuba, was apparently determined to rally against a dispiriting decline in the market for its major export, cigars. Its plan was to take aim at the neglected female cigar smoker by introducing a milder tobacco product. That initiative prompted this headline in the same newspaper: “Poor Cigar Sales Drive Cuba to Turn Over a New Leaf.”

  A sports story in the Toronto Star about England’s tie with the United States in their first-round match in the 2010 World Cup described the English team members’ solidarity with their goalkeeper who had stopped a shot only to let the ball trickle out of his hands and crawl across the goal line, allowing the Americans to tie the match. The headline: “Teammates Stand Behind Keeper (Not a Bad Idea).” The same newspaper ran a story about Misjudgment Day, May 21, 2011, when the Apocalypse publicly predicted by pastor Harold Camping failed to materialize. The caption: “So I screwed up. It’s not the end of the world.”

  A British tabloid, the Daily Mail, seems to have abandoned the figurative meaning of a modern expression, in favor of a literal meaning, by running the headline “Bog standard: Brussels demands the same toilet flush across the Continent after discovering Brits use the most water.” The British expression “bog standard” ordinarily means perfectly ordinary, but the shorter flush called for by the European Commission, based in the Belgian capital, would be extraordinary for the average Brit, who is still wedded to Thomas Crapper’s inefficient version of the flush toilet.

  Sometimes, a headline writer will use an idiomatic expression in a completely inappropriate situation given the palpable risk that it could be interpreted literally. The Louisville Courier-Journal once carried this headline, memorable for its potentially disheartening message: “Chef throws his heart into helping feed needy.” Talk about self sacrifice in aid of the less fortunate!

  Idiomatic expressions are sometimes extended, to humorous effect, by adding an elaboration or qualification that builds upon both the literal and the figurative meaning of the expression. The warning, “if you get too big for your britches, you’ll be exposed in the end” fits this description. So does the observation that “no matter how much you push the envelope, it’ll still be stationery (stationary).” This line is better heard than read for its double meaning is driven by a pair of homophones. They sound the same but have quite different meanings, which color the preceding clause.

  “She was Pure as Snow but she Drifted” is a faux country music title that follows the same pattern. The teasing question, “If I Said You Have a Beautiful Body, Would You Hold it Against Me?” is the real title of a country music hit released by the Bellamy Brothers duo in 1979. The title question was borrowed from comedian Groucho Marx, who used it, in a politically incorrect era, as a come-on to attractive female guests who appeared on his long-running TV show You Bet Your Life.

  The expression “the cream of the crop” is used to describe the best, usually amongst a group of people. It involves a mixed metaphor because it combines two words that symbolize different notions that don’t sit well together. “Cream” refers to something that rises to the top as in the process of milk separation. A “crop” refers to a group appearing or produced at the same time, just as a growing crop generally matures more or less at one time. When the two words are linked, as they are in the idiomatic expression “the cream of the crop,” there’s a distinct disconnect. The comparable French expression, crème de la crème, which is often used as a highbrow substitute, avoids any such dissonance.

  Mixed metaphors are generally frowned upon. As it’s sometimes put, “It’s as plain as the egg on your face” that you should avoid mixed metaphors. The first part of that advice marries up the idiomatic expressions “as plain as the nose on your face” and “to have egg on your face,” with their different metaphors, in a mixed idiom or an idiom blend. The only logic to a mixed idiom is that some literal elements of the expressions are related. The following additional examples make little sense but they carry a touch of humor in their inherent incongruity:

  to beat [someone] over the head with a dead horse (combining “to beat [someone] over the head” and “to flog a dead horse”)

  as much fun as shooting monkeys in a barrel (combining “funnier than a barrel of monkeys” and “like shooting fish in a barrel”)

  to take to [something] like a fish out of water (combining “to take to [something] like a duck to water” and “like a fish out of water”)

  to bite more off the bullet than you can chew (combining “to bite off more than you can chew” and “to bite the bullet”)

  Sometimes mixed idioms are made up from idiomatic expressions that carry similar figurative meanings. “Don’t rock the apple cart” has its genesis in “don’t rock the boat” and “don’t upset the apple cart,” two expressions that come close to one another in the nature of their warnings against “making waves” and against disturbing a stable situation. “To step up to the plate” and “to grab the bull by the horns,” both signifying decisive action, are combined in “to step up to the plate and grab the bull by the horns.” “To eat humble crow” is the result of collapsing the expressions “to eat humble pie” and “to eat crow,” which are alike in that they both signify humiliation when someone is shown to be wrong about something. The expression “to eat humble pie with a side of crow” is, obviously, derived from the same two sources.

  In another twist, two or more idiomatic expressions that convey essentially the same figurative meaning may be put together in sequence for their combined impact and entertainment value. The prolific Scottish writer Alexander McCall Smith proved to be a master at this, in one of his 44 Scotland Street series of novels, through his description of the results of an engaged woman having just agreed, in a weak moment, to go sailing with her former boyfriend: “She had ruined everything. Rubicons had been crossed, boats burned, gooses cooked—and metaphors mixed with all the enthusiasm with which Betty Crocker or Jamie Oliver might throw together the ingredients of a cake.”

  Expressions can also be appended to construct mock proverbs, which simply sound like wise sayings. We might advise that “if someone ‘sells you down the river’, just ‘go with the flow’.” This means, in a figurative sense, that in the face of a betrayal you should swallow hard, while “keeping your head above water,” and accept the situation or, in biblical terms, “turn the other cheek.”

  These mixed idioms have all been deliberately contrived for their humor, but there is also an accidental variety. It’s more likely to come out in the spoken word than the written word. George W. Bush, who is famous for his lapses in language, which came to be known as “Bushisms,” was once asked, at a press conference, what his biggest mistake was as U.S. president. In response, he complained that he hadn’t been given the question in writing ahead of time, saying “you just put me under the spot here,” mixing the notions of being “put under the spotlight” and being “put on the spot.” But perhaps he knew full well that he was coining a new expression for, as he observed on another occasion, people were inclined to “misunderestimate” him.

  It’s not surprising that George W. Bush was often dubbed, in a cleverly calculated mixed idiom, as “born with a silver foot in his mouth,” which said something about the privilege of his heritage as well as his propensity for malapropisms. That same idiom had been famously applied to his father, George H.W. Bush, by Ann Richards in a speech to the Democratic National Convention in 1988. This was before she became Governor of Texas, an office that she would lose in her first re-election bid, through a kind of poetic justice, to George W. Bush, who was an even better candidate than his father to wear the mantle of her mixed idiom.

  Idiomatic expressions serve as important ingredients for Tom Swiftys, successors to Wellerisms, which were particularly popular in the 1960s. They take their name from the fictional hero in a series of books published by an American syndicate. Unlike most Bushisms, they aren’t the result of misspeaking but are cunningly conceived. They follow a sentence structure that, typically, involves adding to a familiar statement the words “said Tom,” together with an adverb that describes the manner in which Tom purportedly spoke. The adverb echoes, or hints at, some aspect of the statement. Here are some of the better examples:

  “My mind’s a clean slate,” said Tom blandly.

  “This is the calm before the storm,” said Tom placidly.

  “You sure took a haircut on that one,” said Tom barbarously.

  “His bark is worse than his bite,” said Tom doggedly.

  “You’re sharp as a tack,” said Tom pointedly but tactfully.

  In all of these examples, an adverb plays upon the literal meaning of an idiomatic expression in the body of the statement.

  While the purported quotations in the Tom Swifty format are generally unambiguous and quite respectable, this is not so for statements that are identified with the expression “as the actress said to the bishop” or “as the bishop said to the actress.” This expression, in either form, is used in the U.K. to signal that something said has a double meaning and that one of the two meanings is quite lewd. It demands attention to the least respectable interpretation lest it be overlooked.

  The expression was often used by Simon Templar, alias the Saint, in a series of mysteries by British writer Leslie Charteris. In The Saint Goes On, Templar adds “as the bishop said to the actress” immediately after using another expression, “make a clean breast of it,” which in its usual figurative sense means making a full or heartfelt confession. However, Templar is making sure that he gets credit for using the expression in full awareness of the literal meaning, which takes the word “breast” as a description of a woman’s bosom. If this dialogue had been set in our contemporary world, he might have said “nudge nudge wink wink” as a knowing way of drawing attention to the sexual innuendo.

  It’s not so obvious that the verb “to know” can have a sexual meaning. But the translators who prepared the King James Version of the Bible clearly had such a meaning in mind when they settled on this passage in the Book of Genesis: “And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and bare Cain.” This explains why the phrase “in the biblical sense,” added after the word “know,” has come to be used as a humorous way of signifying that “know” is to be taken as a euphemistic reference to carnal knowledge.

  Some expressions involve hyperbole, that is to say an exaggeration or overstatement for rhetorical effect, which means that they aren’t to be taken literally. The American author and columnist, William Safire, pretended to admonish someone who resorted to this literary device with this line: “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, resist hyperbole,” nicely illustrating the sin he was supposedly railing against.

  The hyperbole is painfully obvious when I say that I would “give my right arm” or “give my eye teeth” for something, If I were to say that I would “die for the chance” to do something, it’s also pretty clear that I would be “stretching a point” in order to make a point. No one would take me to be seriously indicating that I’d be prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice.

  We sometimes speculate that something would be “a fate worse than death.” This also involves hyperbole for it’s commonly used to describe something that would be unfortunate but would fall far short of outranking death in its cataclysmic proportions. It would usually be a fatal mistake to take the expression literally. On the other hand, a criminal convicted of a capital offence might react to the prospect of life imprisonment, rather than the death penalty, by expressing the opinion that a life sentence would be “a fate worse than death,” fully expecting to be taken literally. If he wanted to make that expectation perfectly clear, he might put his position this way: “It’s no exaggeration to say” that a life sentence would be “a fate worse than death.” The opening expression in that sentence would serve to “set the record straight.” By comparison, George W. Bush provided no such clarity with his use of the expression in this comment on expected voter behavior: “‘It’s no exaggeration to say’ that the undecideds could go one way or another.”

  If we want to highlight the fact that something is unlikely to happen, the expression “if pigs could fly” comes in handy. It carries the notion of extreme skepticism about something ever coming to pass, particularly something that’s promised or intended by another. It’s sometimes used, with an appropriate sarcastic tone, in the form “when pigs fly,” effectively characterizing something as “pie in the sky.”

  The celebrated American novelist John Steinbeck adopted the motto ad astra per alia porci (to the stars on the wings of a pig), which he used with a sketch of a winged pig that he called Pigasus after its equine counterpart, Pegasus. A story that has circulated widely on the Internet attributes Steinbeck’s affinity for this motto to an experience as a student when one of his professors told him that he would be an author “when pigs fly.”

  The Walrus in Lewis Carroll’s poem “The Walrus and the Carpenter” was not prepared to “dismiss out of hand” the possibility of pigs taking flight when he set out these talking points for the assembled Oysters:

  “The time has come,” the Walrus said,

  “To talk of many things:

  Of shoes—and ships—and sealing wax—

  Of cabbages—and kings—

  And why the sea is boiling hot—

  And whether pigs have wings.”

  It’s just as well that the Walrus’s last question can now be answered, definitively, in the negative, for the flight of pigs could have a fallout like that of the flight of cows, to which we were alerted in this old schoolyard ditty:

  Birdy, birdy in the sky

  Dropped some whitewash in my eye

  But I don’t worry, I don’t cry

  I’m just glad that cows don’t fly.

  We’d “get in a real flap” if cows could fly and wouldn’t get off much easier if pigs could fly. On the other hand, there’s much to be said for flying frogs, for “if frogs had wings, they wouldn’t bump their asses every time they jumped.” That expression is meant to remind us that it’s useless to wish for impossible things; we can’t always expect smooth landings in life.

  The more puzzling expression “in a pig’s eye” also represents something that’s “only in your dreams.” It shouldn’t be mistaken as referring to something that’s to be found in Pig’s Eye, Minnesota. That community is now more commonly referred to as St. Paul, which is more fitting to its status as state capital than was the nickname of its first settler, the French-Canadian bootlegger, Pierre “Pig’s Eye” Parrant, by which it was originally known.

  If the odds of something happening are very remote, you can bet “dollars to doughnuts” that it won’t happen. But if you’re not a betting person, you might simply express the probability of that something ever happening at an impossibly low level by using any of these infernal expressions; “not a hope in hell,” “a snowball’s chance in hell,” “as much chance as a wax cat in hell,” “when hell freezes over” or “it’ll be a frosty Friday in hell before . . . ,” if none of the pig expressions “catches your eye.”

  The English mystery writer Simon Brett has taken it to an even lower level, as if that were possible, with this expanded expression; “till hell freezes over and they hold the Winter Olympics there.” “Till hell freezes over” may also be used to express, in an emphatic way, a high degree of dogged determination. There’s no mistaking this in the assertion made by a multinational oil company of the lengths to which it would go to contest a decision that an Ecuadorian court had rendered against it: “We will fight until hell freezes over and then fight it out on the ice,” as if hell had, indeed, become a Winter Olympic hockey venue. An adverse judgment in the amount of eighteen billion dollars will “stiffen the backbone” every time! An Ontario judge declined to enforce that judgment or entertain a challenge to it, declaring in a bit of uncharacteristic judicial humor that “while Ontario enjoys a bountiful supply of ice for part of the year,” it was not the place for the threatened fight.

  The device of hyperbole is evident in humorous put-downs that tend to overstate an individual’s shortcomings. Someone might be cuttingly described in any one of the following ways:

  “having no more backbone than a chocolate éclair”

  “not knowing his head from a hole in the ground”

  “not knowing his ass from his elbow”

  “not knowing if he’s punched or bored”

  “being unable to walk and chew gum at the same time”

  “being unable to hit the broad side of a barn door”

  “being unable to go two rounds with a revolving door”

  “being unable to fight his way out of a wet paper bag”

  In the same style, the Australian politician and one-time prime minister, Billy “the Little Digger” Hughes, said of Prime Minister Robert Menzies, on the eve of the Second World War, that “he couldn’t lead a flock of homing pigeons,” which must rank as one of the most telling expressions of political scorn. More recently, New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd has popularized the line: “If brains were elastic, he wouldn’t have enough to make suspenders for a parakeet.” She has characterized this as a paraphrase of something from the pen of Raymond Chandler, thereby giving it respectable credentials. It’s not clear, however, that the American mystery writer ever wrote, or said, anything of the kind. Dowd has applied the line to several politicians she considered deserving, including Texas Governor Rick Perry, who campaigned for the 2012 Republican Party nomination for president. Her creative characterization owes something to a long established put-down: “If brains were gunpowder, he wouldn’t have enough to blow his nose.”

  The American actor Robert Blake has recently popularized a description of another extreme condition when he has repeatedly said of himself, in his current indigent state: “I couldn’t buy spats for a hummingbird.” Were he biblically inclined, he might have said that he was “broker than the ten commandments” or “poor as Job’s turkey,” which draws upon the straitened circumstances of the central figure in the Book of Job, who was stripped of all his livestock and other worldly goods in order to test his faith in God.

  Another form of humorous exaggeration follows the pattern “he’s so ___ that . . .” The blank is often filled in with the word “mean” as in these Australian expressions; “he’s so mean that he wouldn’t give you a wave if he owned the ocean,” “he’s so mean that he wouldn’t give you the time of day if he owned Big Ben” and “he’s so mean that he wouldn’t give you a light for your pipe at a bushfire.” In the same cold blooded vein, Rudy Giuliani, the one time mayor of New York City, was once described as “so mean he wouldn’t spit in your ear if your brains were on fire.”

  These exaggerated descriptions, framed as put-downs, are similar to insult jokes, which attribute an undesirable characteristic to an individual followed by an illustration or a statement of the consequence, as in:

  He’s so dumb he looks into the mirror to see if his eyes are open.

  He’s so ugly when he looks into a mirror his reflection ducks.

  He’s so skinny he’s only got one stripe on his PJ’s.

  “He’s so tight if you were to shove a lump of coal up his ass, in two weeks you’d have a diamond,” per Ferris Bueller in the movie, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.

  They’re so poor their dog gets nervous at Thanksgiving.

  Sometimes, these are constructed as maternal insults, in which case they’re known as “yo mamma jokes.” A couple of these incorporate familiar idiomatic expressions in a context that suggests that they are to be taken literally, in particular: “Yo mama’s so poor she can’t even ‘put her two cents in’ to a conversation,” and “Yo mama’s so fat I need two buses and a train ‘to get on her good side’.”

  In the American south, any strong insult can be used without embarrassment by adding, as a saving grace, the genteel expression “bless your heart.” This has the effect, in those parts, of detracting from the rudeness of the insult and softening its blow.

  Like many of these insults, popular curses are often “over the top.” “May the fleas of a thousand camels infest your armpits,” was a favorite expression of Johnny Carson, one-time host of The Tonight Show. He used it in his recurring role as Carnac the Magnificent, a so-called “mystic from the east.” The expression is sometimes supplemented by the clause, “and may your arms be too short to scratch.”

  The Irish are responsible for this even more long-winded condemnation: “May the curse of Mary Malone and her nine blind illegitimate children chase you so far over the hills of Damnation that the Lord himself can’t find you with a telescope.” Who could truthfully say in the face of such a powerful verbal assault that “sticks and stones will break my bones but words will never hurt me?” As for those who utter nasty oaths like this, they would do well to keep in mind the saying, “curses, like chickens, come home to roost.”

  Considerable misfortune is intended to be invoked by the classic Australian curse: “May your chooks [chickens] turn into emus and kick your dunny down.” For those who aren’t familiar with dunnies, the opening verses of an Ode to a Dunny, by an unknown author, will fill the gap:
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