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Introduction

Americans love to use idioms, phrases that are colorful and mysterious. Whether you are a native
English speaker or learning the language, you will find this book useful and entertaining. If you
teach English, this book will be a valuable resource.

It explains phrases (combinations of words) that are difficult or impossible to understand based on
the usual meaning of the words. Knowing the usual meaning of grease and palm doesn't help us
understand that greasing someone's palm can mean tipping generously or bribing.

Some of the phrases are considered idiomatic because they include a word that is not often used.
An example is hunker in hunker down.

In a phrasal verb, a verb gets a special meaning when combined with another word. For example,
act can mean "do something" or "perform in a play or movie." But act up means "behave badly,"
and act out means "have an emotional outburst." There are thousands of phrasal verbs. The ones in
this book have meanings that you would not expect based on the usual meaning of the words when
used separately.
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Why I Wrote This Book

You can find definitions of many idiomatic phrases on the Internet. Such definitions can be helpful.
But examples of the phrases, as they are used in standard language, often give us a better
understanding of their meaning,

Explaining idioms in my English classes has made me more aware that definitions alone can be
misleading.

Almost all the entries in this book are among the most-used expressions in American English.

Many of the citations are from news accounts produced by major media organizations, which
generally use language considered to be "mainstream" or "standard." The examples are brief—just
long enough to help us understand the phrases. They will not help you understand the news. If one
of the citations from a news organization mentions a topic that interests you, I suggest visiting the
Web site of the source.



Idiomatic Phrases From A to Z

15 minutes of fame

There are things about me that my girls will only know from the stories told by old friends: How I
earned my 15 minutes of fame as the editor of my high-school newspaper, which decided to devote
most of its 28 pages to the topic of sex. —Austin American-Statesman (11/18/2011)

"Everything that he is saying is false and nonsense," says Kardashian's lawyer, Marty Singer. "This
guy is in it to promote himself for his 15 minutes of fame." —New York Post (11/14/2011)

Winning bidders got their 15 minutes of fame with bit parts in movies and TV shows at auctions
benefitting the Make-A-Wish Foundation of Southern Florida. —The Miami Herald (11/12/2011)

"Today, it's all about your set five minutes of fame, and then it's over for you." —Ian Gillan, lead
singer for the English rock band Deep Purple (2/19/2013)

15 minutes of fame comes from Andy Warhol's 1968 statement—as famous as his art—that "in the
future everybody will be world famous for 15 minutes."

As in the New York Post example, the phrase is sometimes used as an insult, accusing someone of
seeking publicity for a bad or selfish purpose. But in most uses it is neutral, assuming there's no
harm in people wanting a little bit of fame.

Gillan made this idiom 10 minutes shorter, or he was misquoted. But that variation of the

expression is common. As TV commercials and movie scenes get shorter, 15 minutes seems longer
than it did in 1968.

EEEEENR
20-20 hindsight

"Everybody reported to the executive director, and with 20-20 hindsight, that is not a good
system." —Jack Schaffer, a member of the board directors of Metra, Chicago's commuter rail
system (5/15/2010)

"With 20-20 hindsight and all that has followed I would not have offered him the job and I expect
he would not have taken it." —U.K. Prime Minister David Cameron (7/20/2011)

"In the rearview, with 20-20 hindsight, would we have changed some things? Maybe." —Kevin
Hamilton, police chief in Fullerton, California (8/13/2011)

"Hindsight is 20-20. I still think we made decisions that were right at the time. It's really easy for
someone to be an armchair quarterback." —Lindsay Vonn, talking about competing in downhill ski
races (3/7/2011)

"Looking back, of course with 20-20 hindsight, I wish we would have done more to encourage
competition." —Jill Sommers, former member of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission,
talking about large financial institutions that continue to dominate derivatives trading (9/4/2013)

If you have 20-20 vision, you can see clearly. 20-20 hindsight means seeing the past clearly.

A common expression, "hindsight is 20-20," means, "It's easy to see things clearly when they are in
the past."



In the news examples, "with 20-20 hindsight" means "knowing what we know now."

Lindsay Vonn's "armchair quarterback" referred to people who are not involved in something but
give their opinions about it, or make judgments long after the event is over. See Monday morning
quarterback.

20-20 (sometimes spelled 20/20 or 20:20) refers to a measuring system in which the first number
is the distance in feet from an eye-test chart, and the second is related to the size of the symbols on
the chart. In places where meters are used instead of feet, hindsight is 6-6.

20-20 dates to the 1860's and 1870's, when Herman Snellen was developing the eye charts named
after him. "20-20 hindsight" did not become popular until the mid-1950's. The earliest example in
my searches was ina 1951 statement to a Senate committee by Secretary of State Dean Acheson:

"It seems better...to put these events that we have been talking about in the context of their time
instead of trying to view them with the 20-20 hindsight that so many of our distinguished gentlemen
seem to be gifted with." (6/8/1951)

EEEEEE
800-pound gorilla

See elephant in the room
EEEEEN

a bird in the hand

Although Renaissance Learning officials are taking the [new] offer "very seriously"... board
members still must pursue the Permira deal, James said... "It's a bird in the hand." —Wisconsin
Rapids Daily Tribune (8/26/2011)

Barnes & Noble's future remains uncertain. So the board may prefer to take the bird in the hand in
the form of the Liberty Media bid, particularly since the risk of Barnes & Noble's digital strategy
is high. —The New York Times (1/1/2011)

In January, Mr. Cymbal sold the land to Sweet Virginia Acquisitions LLC..."My initial response
was I'm not selling because this was my baby. But I kept hearing my mother saying 'a bird in the
hand is worth two 1n the bush,'"" says Mr. Cymbal. —The Wall Street Journal (2/1/2012)

A bird in the hand is a shortened version of an old saying: a bird in the hand is worth two in the
bush. Its current meaning, usually, is having something now is more valuable than the possibility of
having something greater in the future.

The old saying, which has been traced to the 1500's, alluded to the use of trained falcons to catch
smaller birds. It was better to have a falcon in one's hand than two small birds caught in the bush.

Few people are aware of the origin. As the news examples show, the meaning of the expression
has changed.

a far cry, far from it

Carpe Diem Collegiate High School and Middle School is a far cry from the schools that today's
parents attended. —The Arizona Republic (3/6/2011)

"I think those songs are still a far cry from the full-length [recording] that will be coming out this
upcoming summer..." —singer Philip Anselmo (1/7/2013)



"But that doesn't mean South Florida's leadership ranks are filled. Far from it." —The Miami
Herald (3/7/2011)

"EPA has seen one of the most productive times in the agency's history...It doesn't get any better
than that, but that doesn't mean these actions were without controversy; far fromit." —Gina
McCarthy, administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency (7/30/2013)

A far cry, which means much different, usually is combined with "from."
Far from it means not at all.
In the past, cry often meant shout, and a far cry was a shout over a long distance.

The expression is similar to "far from." In many sentences, including the Arizona Republic
example, "a far cry from" could be changed to "far from" and the sentence would have the same
meaning.

about-face

The announcement is the latest sign of the abrupt about-face Minnesota has executed on the
landmark federal care overhaul since Gov. Mark Dayton took office. —Minneapolis Star Tribune
(2/22/2011)

In an about-face, Navistar this month said it would purchase a competitor's engines to meet the
standards. —Chicago Tribune (8/28/2012)

...l]awmakers have done an about-face on Internet cafes by seeking a ban instead of more
regulations. —The Miami Herald, referring to an argument about Internet gambling (3/18/2013)

About-face is the command that makes soldiers turn and face in the opposite direction. Used
figuratively, an about-face is a change from one direction to the opposite one.

The phrase is shorter than it used to be. Long ago, the command and the idiomatic expression both
were "right-about-face." This refers to a radio broadcast by President Franklin D. Roosevelt:

"But since the clarion call for action by the new President echoed into every home Saturday, the
national spirit has become electrified. Not since the Armistice has there been the sudden right-
about-face from pessimism to optimism." —Brooklyn Daily Eagle (3/7/1933)

above and beyond, beyond the call

"You'll see in our budget that we're going to have new savings above and beyond what we
proposed before, just like we're going to have some new initiatives above and beyond what we
proposed before." —Jason Furman, deputy director of President Obama's National Economic
Council (2/13/2013)

"Nab is a very hard worker, and he's always willing to go above and beyond," Mr. Henderson
said. —Worcester Telegram & Gazette (7/31/2011)

I love the teachers who spend their own money for classroom supplies and go way beyond the call
to reach out to troubled kids and families. —Battle Creek Enquirer (7/31/2011)

Every day, they go above and beyond the call of duty to protect our borders from illegal entries...
—Bangor Daily News (7/31/2011)

Above and beyond means in addition to, or more than expected, or more than required.



Frequently, as in the Telegram & Gazette example, the phrase refers to work or activity that is
being praised.

Beyond the call is a shortening of "beyond the call of duty." It refers to doing more than required.

The two expressions are sometimes combined, as in the Bangor Daily News example. That adds
emphasis but uses more words than necessary.

Above and beyond has been traced to the 1500's. Beyond the call of duty has been in use at least
since the 1800's.

ace in the hole, ace (or card or trick) up one's sleeve

[ Texas Governor Rick] Perry may have another financial ace in the hole. The U.S. Supreme
Court's 2010 ruling in the Citizens United case empowers wealthy individuals and businesses to
spend unlimited amounts of money outside of the formal campaign structure to help the candidate
of their choice. —Houston Chronicle (7/4/2011)

"I like the excitement of a new idea and the surprise. As a comedian, that’s our ace in the hole. A
joke is a surprise." —Ricky Gervais, comedian (9/12/2013)

However, Amazon has an ace up its sleeve that other tablet makers do not, in that the Kindle Fire
will offer Amazon's full spread of digital content... —The New York Times (9/28/2011)

The port has an extra card up its sleeve—it has built the new facility with the potential to deepen
the water to 18m, in case of the arrival of yet another new class of container ships. —Financial
Times (9/19/2011)

"Jim Harbaugh, he got a little trick up his sleeve, huh?" —Terrell Suggs, linebacker for the
Baltimore Ravens football team, joking that the opposing team's coach tried to avoid losing the
Super Bowl by ordering a power failure at the New Orleans Superdome (2/4/2013)

An ace in the hole is a powerful advantage that others cannot see, or is kept secret. The phrase
comes from poker, in which cards that are kept secret from other players are "in the hole."

However, the idiom is sometimes used (or misused, some might say) to mean an advantage—
secret or not. In the Chronicle news example, Gov. Perry's advantage is not a secret. If he is
keeping no secrets, you could say his cards are on the table, and he may succeed if he plays his
cards right.

Examples of ace in the hole have been cited from as early as the late 1800's.

Having an ace or card or trick up one's sleeve also means a hidden advantage.

In a real card game, keeping a card hidden in a shirt sleeve is cheating, but the phrases are often
used without implying wrongdoing, as in the New York Times and Financial Times examples.

EEEEEN
Achilles' heel

Health care reform is supposed to be former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney's Achilles heel in
the Republican primary, and it may very well turn out to be. —Politico (8/7/2011)

For the first time in 14 months, the Washington area lost more jobs than it gained...largely because
of job losses in the federal government..."What gave us early growth last year and made us the
fastest-growing metro area looks like our Achilles' heel this year." —The Washington Post



(8/3/2011)

"Toyota realizes their Achilles' heel is design. Toyota design needs a makeover." —John
Wolkonowicz, a car industry expert in Boston (8/13/2013)

In Greek mythology, the warrior Achilles could only be killed if he was wounded in the heel of his
foot, and that is how he died. Achilles' heel is used as a metaphor meaning fatal weakness, but
often its meaning is weakness, not necessarily fatal.

In the Politico example, the Achilles' heel might be fatal to Romney's political goal. In the
Washington Post example, the loss of government jobs 1s harming the local economy but will not
kill it, so Achilles' heel means weakness, not fatal weakness.

Some people use the possessive apostrophe after Achilles'. Some don't.

References to the story of Achilles were common in early English literature. An early example that
hints of the future use of the phrase as a metaphor is in a poem published in 1705:

Leave then, said he, th' invulnerable Keel
We'll find they're feeble, like Achilles Heel.
—"Directions to a Painter" by Sir John Dehham (1705)

acid test, litmus test

Here's the acid test for the Cuomo administration's plan to authorize expanded natural gas drilling
upstate: It absolutely, positively must keep New York City's drinking water safe. —New York
Daily News (7/11/2011)

"This is an acid test. If he decides to support these horrible bills, then we in New Hampshire are
going to do everything we can to tell our voters not to vote for him in the New Hampshire
primary." —Sam Cohen, officer of a gun-rights support group, talking about New Jersey Governor
Chris Christie (8/2/2013)

Bachmann dodged two questions about whether she saw same-sex marriage as a litmus test in
nominating judges. —CBS News (6/30/2011)

"I think our litmus test is, 'Is there a purpose to it?' Are we helping build Hukkster? Are we helping
to build SumZero?" —Cameron Winklevoss, talking about how he and his twin brother decide
whether to make public appearances. Hukkster and SunZero are companies that he and his twin
brother invested in. (3/24/2013)

An acid test makes a sure, conclusive determination.

Public awareness of the phrase increased during the mid-1800's, when an acid test could help
make someone wealthy if it confirmed that the rock he pulled from a California stream really
contained gold. But it wasn't until the 1900's that the expression was commonly used to describe
tests not involving chemicals.

Like an acid test, a litmus test gives a definite answer to a question. In chemistry, a litmus test
uses paper that turns blue in alkaline solutions, red in acidic solutions. The phrase became popular
in American politics during the 1970's. It meant that based on their answer to a single question,
politicians or judicial nominees could be labeled as liberal or conservative, or judged acceptable
or not.

The question Michele Bachman "dodged"—avoided answering directly—was whether she would



make decisions on nominating judges based on a litmus test: their support for, or opposition to, gay
marriage.

Sometimes either of the phrases is used simply to add emphasis, when the word test alone would
have the same meaning;

The summer internship, a rite of passage for generations of MBA students, is for many of us the
first true litmus test of whether the sacrifices we'd made and months of hard work we'd endured
were leading us in the direction we'd hoped. —Bloomberg Businessweek (7/11/2011)

across the board

Havas could spend between EUR700 million and EUR750 million on acquisitions over the next
three years to strengthen the group across the board and particularly in digital, Bollore said. —The
Wall Street Journal (3/8/2011)

"The reason we have been in such an enormous economic crisis was prompted by reckless
behavior across the board." —Barack Obama (presidential debate, 10/3/2012)

"I think the real estate market really has bottomed...there's different sectors in real estate but
generally I think across the board it has bottomed." —Hank McLarty, president, Gratus Capital
Management (5/19/2012)

"In a matter of days, across-the-board cuts are going to take place, and it will affect defense to the
tune of six hundred billion dollars." —Senator Harry Reid, criticizing Republicans for delaying
approval of Chuck Hagel as secretary of defense (2/14/2013)

Across the board means including all parts or categories, with no exceptions. The idiom came
from horse racing more than a century ago. Gamblers could bet on a horse to win, place or show
(finish first, second or third), or bet across the board on all three possibilities.

"E.R. Thomas is said to have wagered $10,000 on Lady Amelia in the second race and $5,000
across the board on Buttons in the Long Island Handicap." —New York Sun (July, 1904)

EEEEEE
act of faith

"It's an act of faith because you're saying I'm going to go without food and spending time with God
1s more important that food," Pastor Baxter Stanley said. —The Augusta Chronicle (7/21/2011)

As an act of faith to restore relations with Pakistan, U.S. intelligence in recent weeks shared the
location of two such compounds [bomb-making facilities] in Pakistan's tribal areas. —Associated
Press (7/13/2011)

"If you trust the music, and stay within the parameters, within that framework, you’ll get home.
Same with writing, That’s why [ say writing is an act of faith." —James McBride, writer and
musician (8/1/2013)

If something you do is an act of faith, you do it because you believe in something or you are
testing your belief in something—such as religion, an idea, a person or group. An act of faith
usually involves taking a risk or doing something difficult.

Act of faith appears in the Bible published in Rheims, France, in 1582, a translation of the New
Testament from Latin to English.



act of God, act of nature

Maryland Bankers Association President Kathleen Murphy says banks, too, are willing to work
one-on-one with customers dealing with a financial crisis from an "act of God or inactivity of
Congress." —The Baltimore Sun (8/1/2011)

"The behavior of that fire was very predictable. You can call it an act of God, but it was a
predictable act of God." —Peter Morrison, executive director of the Pacific Biodiversity Institute,
talking about the fire that changed direction and killed 19 firefighters in Arizona (8/11/2013)

"Barring any significant act of nature, we will finish the project on or before Dec. 31." —Tampa
Bay Tribune (8/2/2011)

"The Oak Hill CC [Country Club] grounds staff did a magnificent job in managing this act of
nature." —Steve Martin, a local bank vice president, talking about heavy rain before a golf
tournament in Rochester, New York (8/16/2013)

An act of God is a powerful event that cannot be avoided or controlled. It often refers to severe
weather, floods, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, which are also called acts of nature.

Act of God 1s a legal term and is often used in insurance documents.

Act of God, with a meaning close to its modern meaning, has been in use since the 1600's, and as a
legal term, along with act of nature, since the 1800's.

act up, act out

It 1s only when markets act up—plunge and languish for months on end—that our true stomach for
risk is revealed. —The Baltimore Sun (8/6/2011)

Jurors who don't show and attorneys who act up also may face contempt charges. —The Virginian-
Pilot (7/30/2011)

She had been close to her father and, in his absence, began to act out, getting into fights, distrusting
others and losing friends. —The Indianapolis Star (8/7/2011)

"People seem to feel entitled to act out on other people, whatever their anger might be." —Dr.
Drew Pinsky, radio and television show host (4/19/2013)

Act up means behave badly or cause trouble.

Other examples of things that can act up are a medical condition that gets worse, and a machine
that stops working.

A person who acts out uses disruptive behavior to express anger or unhappiness. It is based on an
older but still common meaning of act out: to put something into action, like a scene from a play, or
a fantasy.

Act out in its original meaning has been traced back to the 1600's; with the meaning behaving
badly, it was not in use until the 1900's.

Act up has been traced to the late 1800's but was not in frequent use with its current meaning until
the 1900's.



ad nauseam

"Washington is a very divided town, as the country has seen ad nauseam," he said. —Hartford
Courant (8/2/2011)

For more than a month, Democrats and Republicans have spoken ad nauseam about the need for
"compromise" and "mutual sacrifice." —Philadelphia Daily News (8/3/2011)

"This guy has already confessed ad nauseum." —Frank Holthaus, defense attorney in Baton Rouge,
Louisiana (8/16/2013)

Ad nauseum means continuing a long time, or repeatedly—so much that it might make us sick.

Ad nauseum is one of many Latin phrases used in English. Latin is also the source of nauseous:
sick to one's stomach.

Examples of ad nauseum in printed English have been found in books from as early as the 1600's.
EEEEEN

add fuel to the fire, pour gasoline on the fire

The markets, the European crisis, and the political battles are wreaking havoc on our summer
vacation. Adding more fuel to the fire, the S&P just lowered their long-term sovereign credit rating
on the United States of America... —Seeking Alpha (8/7/2011)

"I think the ability to spread the word about it via the Internet is adding some fuel to the fire. If you
watched the kids doing it on YouTube, you'd think it was the most fun thing people have ever
done." —W. Hobart Davies, a psychologist at the University of Wisconsin in Milwaukee, referring
to a dangerous choking game played by children (8/16/2012)

Peter Gioia, senior economist for the Connecticut Business and Industry Association, who called
the [S&P] downgrade "pouring gasoline on the fire," said Monday's Wall Street drop also
reflected global concerns over the European Central Bank's decision to buy Italian and Spanish
debt, relations with China, and how Washington and the Federal Reserve will deal with the
sluggish U.S. economy. —Meriden, Conn., Record-Journal (8/8/2011)

"One of the biggest drags on the stock have been questions about succession. This definitely pours
gasoline on the fire." —Joe Magyer, a financial analyst, after Berkshire Hathaway announced that
its leader, Warren Buffett, had prostate cancer (8/17/2012)

Adding fuel to the fire or pouring gasoline on the fire is making a bad problem worse.

Add fuel to the fire has been used with similar meaning at least since the 1700's. In her 1785
autobiography, George Ann Bellamy, a popular English actress, wrote that when a person's
reputation is harmed unfairly, seeking damages in court does no good; "it only adds fuel to the
fire."

add insult to injury

"If they are leaving things in plain view, they might as well leave the vehicle unlocked," Officer
Mark Woltberg said. "Is that good advice? No. But we've had people who had their cars locked
and to add insult to injury, they had their items stolen and their windows broken." —The (Sunbury,
Pa.) Daily Item (8/4/2011)

Uranium tailings have already polluted large stretches of the Colorado River... To add insult to



injury, multinational mining companies would be able to get new hard rock mining leases on
public lands without having to pay royalties. —Sacramento Bee (8/4/2011)

"This region has already been hit in recent weeks by two previous typhoons... Typhoon Utor could
add insult to injury, with the potential for severe flooding." —Tom Yulsman, science writer
(8/12/2013)

When insult is added to injury, someone suffers an indignity or act of disrespect (an insult) after
being harmed (injured) in some other way.

Add insult to injury is a cliché, used frequently and often thoughtlessly. In most of the other
examples I analyzed, the meaning was, "another thing that's bad (or annoying, or outrageous)."

Printed examples of add insult to injury have been found from as early as the 1740's.
EEEEEN

add up

Sharia Pettiford is a good mother and would never abandon her 8-month-old baby son in a car, her
cousin, Daniele Pettiford said today...There are so many people, aunts and uncles and cousins, she
could leave the child with; something doesn't add up." —The Jersey Journal (8/5/2011)

As it stands, the school leadership is saying we might charge to play sports or for extra-
curriculars, but we won't let students within the two-mile limit ride a bus, even if they want to pay.
That doesn't add up. —The Sun-Chronicle (Attleboro, Mass., 8/6/2011)

"I was also very far from being the only journalist to notice that the Bush administration's case for
Saddam Hussein's imaginary 'weapons of mass destruction' didn't add up." —Gene Lyons,
newspaper columnist (3/22/2013)

If you write the correct total under a list of numbers, your total adds up. If your total is incorrect,
someone might say: "This does not add up." When used figuratively, it does not add up means it
does not make sense; something about it is contradictory.

This expression is usually in the negative, but not always: "With this new piece of information, it's
all starting to add up means it's starting to make sense."

Using addition as a metaphor goes back at least to the early 1900's. This example is from an article
about painting:

Wacik puts a white house into a patch of sunlight and it blazes whiter than any house could outside
of a Bohemian picture, and his shadows are full of hot color. It doesn't add up technically, perhaps,

but there it is for those who care for color that blazes and sun that shines. —The New York Times
(11/21/1913)

after all

"No one knows better than Algeria how ruthless these groups are. After all, they fought a very
terrible war against them for a number of years, with great loss of life." —Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton (1/18/2013)

Many business leaders said they have already adjusted to that new reality, well before the latest
rough patch [period of time]. After all, economic troubles—rising oil prices, anemic global
growth and shaky consumer confidence—have plagued the market for months. —The Washington



Post (8/21/2011)

Love was confined to private life, where only women and novelists and psychoanalysts were
supposed to pay much attention to it. Then, a little more than half a century ago, biologists and
economists and psychologists decided that love mattered after all, and began conducting
experiments to determine how much. —The New York Times (8/12/2011)

In the Clinton quotation and Washington Post example, after all means considering everything that
has happened. In the New York Times example, after all means despite what happened, or what
was thought, before.

When it is at the end of a sentence, after all usually expresses surprise, indicating that something
was unexpected. For example:

"What a charming amusement for young people this is, Mr. Darcy! There 1s nothing like dancing
after all." —Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen (1853)

A phrase with similar meaning in some contexts is when all is said and done.

after hours

[ The store] Posh boasts several talents who create one-of-a-kind jewelry items at various prices,
Dittrich said. They also offer private after-hours parties, which they are already booking through
fall. —Tulsa World (8/9/2011)

After hours, Array BioPharma (ARRY) said it signed a deal worth up to $685 million with
Genentech... —Seeking Alpha (8/9/2011)

Furlan couldn't be reached for comment after-hours Monday. —Burlington Free Press (8/8/2011)
After hours means after the normally scheduled hours.

In the Tulsa World example, the store Posh will be available for parties when it is closed to
customers. The Seeking Alpha example refers to an announcement made after the stock market
closed. The Burlington Free Press mentions after hours to be fair to Furlan, a lawyer. It is a brief
way to say that the newspaper tried to contact the lawyer after his normal business hours.

Shortening phrases like "after normal business hours" to after hours began around the 1850's.
EEEEEN

after one's own heart, kindred spirit

He says he can get plenty of books on tape (or CD) from local libraries, thereby saving buckets of
cash. A cheapskate after my own heart. —San Jose Mercury News (7/30/2011)

I felt a kindred spirit with Cocoa—we were both wounded and needed time and space and
compassion. —Santa Barbara Independent (8/17/2011)

"In Washington, she found a kindred spirit in President Ronald Reagan, sharing his harder line
toward the Soviet Union in the climactic final years of the Cold War." —Margaret Warner,
television news reporter, talking about Margaret Thatcher (4/8/2013)

If someone is after your own heart, he or she is a Kindred spirit—someone who shares your
ideas, feelings, personality or experience.

After one's own heart is in the King James version of the Bible (first printed in 1611) and later
versions of the Bible. (See 1 Samuel 13:14 and Acts 13:22.)



http://bible.cc/1_samuel/13-14.htm
http://bible.cc/acts/13-22.htm

Kindred, seldom used in American English except in the phrase kindred spirit, originally meant
having a family relationship. Examples of kindred spirit used with the modern meaning (not
referring to spirits or ghosts) appear as early as 1800.

EEEEEE
against the grain

"Lidcombe goes against the grain of conventional therapy, which seeks to address the stuttering
indirectly and to avoid making stutterers self-conscious." —Burlington Free Press (3/13/2011)

His votes in Congress have gone against the grain at times. When Republicans have attempted to
repeal federal wage protection laws for unions, Ryan has sided with Democrats in opposition. —
Associated Press (8/12/2012)

"...as a fiction writer, I am always looking to go against the grain, for you get more interesting
material that way." —Elizabeth Strout, novelist (3/23/2013)

Against the grain is opposing a force or tendency. The idea is consistent with cutting or sanding
wood, which is easier in the direction of the grain (lines in the wood) than against it. But the idiom
is centuries old and its origin is unknown.

The phrase is often (but not always) used after the verb go.

An early example, from an essay by John Foster, published in 1846, about the difficulty of writing:
"And, unhappily, any mental labour is to me a hard business. It is always against the grain, and a
business of dogged self-denial..."

ahead of one's time

The son and grandson of Quaker abolitionists, he was ahead of his time as an advocate of fair
treatment for African Americans... —Pittsburg (Kansas) Morning Sun (8/11/2011)

The three essays on Picasso were ahead of their time in seeing the artist's career as a unity of
motifs, themes and obsessions spread across eight decades, rather than, as had long been the
practice, in narrowly stylistic terms—"Cubism-and-everything-else." —The Wall Street Journal
(3/24/2011)

Lewis was ahead of his time in various ways. He recruited Hayes and Don Chaney in 1964, giving
UH its first black players before any school in the SWC. —Houston Chronicle (3/30/2011)

"It's in many ways ahead of its time, both in terms of musical theater as well as what it was trying
to say." —GQGabriel Barre, stage director, talking about the musical "South Pacific" (7/31/2013)

A person ahead of his time does things or has ideas that are new and not yet accepted or
successful. Sometimes an idea is said to be ahead of its time.

An early example is in the transcript of a political speech:

Possibly Mr. Van Buren is ahead of his time. So was Jefferson, whose plans of emancipation and
education were long postponed... —Proceedings and debates of the convention of the
commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1838)

ahead of time



Unlike most auto dealerships, CarMax sets its prices ahead of time rather than encouraging buyers
to negotiate with sales staff. —The Washington Post (8/21/2011)

We just had a $500 million campaign that was successful. We actually finished ahead of time. —
Las Vegas Review-Journal (8/21/2011)

"I would say ahead of time that it is a huge mistake for him to choose to do that, because it
will...further 1solate his people who, frankly, are desperate for food, not missile launches..." —
Secretary of State John Kerry, talking about a threat by North Korean leader Kim Jong-un
(4/12/2013)

Ahead of time often means sooner, or in advance—before something else happens. Ahead of time
may also mean before the scheduled time, describing things that happened faster than expected, as
in the Las Vegas Review-Journal example.

Both meanings came into use during the 1800's. The second meaning, ahead of schedule, was
common, often referring to railroad schedules. A popular variation (it is not clear which came
first) was ahead of time and tide:

...he 1s self-possessed,

Is always ahead of time and tide;

Ere he starts on a plan, he is sure 'tis the best,
Then to carry it out, is his greatest pride.
—The Hartford Courant (5/23/1840)

ahead of the game

"That is the kind of leadership that puts you ahead of the game. Collaboration and regionalism are
the only ways for us to be competitive as we grow and move forward." —Natchez, Miss.,
Democrat (3/31/2011)

If your home has been painted recently, consider yourself ahead of the game. —Bankrate.com
(advice to people selling houses, 3/31/2011)

"Tompall was way ahead of the game in terms of artist rights and taking control of the creative

process... " —Kyle Lehning, music producer, talking about Tompall Glaser, country music singer
(8/14/2013)

"...the President hasn't made a decision yet, so we're all getting about four steps ahead of the game
here when we're talking about these issues." —Marie Harf, State Department spokesperson, telling
reporters she would not discuss what role Congress might have in deciding what the United States
should do in Syria (8/29/2013)

In the first three news examples, those who are ahead of the game are successful or in a good
position to succeed. The phrase often refers to financial situations but may be used in other
competitive situations.

In the Marie Harf quotation, ahead of the game was a negative comment. It meant thinking too far
ahead.

The expression has been in use since the 19th Century.
EEEEEN

albatross (around one's neck)



"They thought all along that they could call me a libertarian and hang that label around my neck
like an albatross, but I'm not a libertarian." —Rand Paul, during his successful campaign for U.S.
Senate in Kentucky (3/17/2010)

"He was an albatross around all of our necks. " —State Senator Liz Krueger, after scandals led to
the defeat of State Sen. Pedro Espada Jr. in New York City (9/16/2010)

For many consumers, the ultimate test for the embattled health-care law is simple: Will it push
down insurance premiums—or at least slow their relentless rise? It's a pressing question for the
Obama administration, which is hoping its signature domestic policy achievement doesn't end up
as an election year albatross. —The Washington Post (8/7/2011)

Albatross means a burden or curse. It is often shortened to one word from albatross around one's
neck.

Literally, an albatross is a bird. Its metaphorical meaning comes from "The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner," a 1798 poem by Samuel Taylor Coleridge. In the poem, a sailor kills an albatross.
Because other sailors believe the killing will bring bad luck, he is punished by being forced to
hang the large bird around his neck.

all ears

That's why when school board members talk of a change in the academic calendar, everyone is all
ears. —The Tennessean (3/4/2011)

"If someone can explain to me the pathway to 1,144, I'm all ears, but mathematically we're fast
approaching the point where it's going to be a virtual impossibility." —Eric Fehrnstrom, an
adviser in Mitt Romney's campaign for the Republican Presidential nomination, saying that Rick
Santorum could not win enough delegates to challenge Romney (3/14/2012)

"If someone has a workable plan to snatch Assad and his henchmen, haul them before the
International Criminal Court and put them on trial, I’'m all ears." —FEugene Robinson, opinion
columnist, writing in The St. Louis American (9/11/2013)

If you are all ears, your attention is on the speaker and you are listening closely.

The expression may also be used in situations when there are no speakers or listeners to hear them,
as in the Associated Press example. "It" referred to a proposed new law in Florida, and
Haridopolos meant that he would pay attention to everything said or written about it.

The use of all ears has been traced to the 1700's.
EEEEEE

all over but the shouting

The contentious debate over council district boundaries is all over but the shouting. —Peoria
Times (7/14/2011)

Playboy basically acknowledged yesterday that it's pulling virtually all of its operations out of
Chicago... Yesterday, the company admitted in a statement that it's all over but the shouting... —
New York Post (12/14/2011)

"The Washington Post's Brian Fung says the war between Apple and Samsung is all over but the
shouting. " —Macalope, a blog at macworld.com (8/13/2013)



All over but the shouting means that the result or conclusion is almost certain.

In this context, but means except. A variation common in previous centuries was "all over except
shouting." (Where British English predominates, "all over bar the shouting" is used.)

The earliest examples of this expression I found were in sports magazines of the 1830's, most
frequently in articles about horse racing. It meant that it was clear which horse would win, even if
the race was not over—or sometimes, even if the race had not started.

all systems go

"I am proud of our successes to date, and bullish about the future. In the meantime, it's all systems
go for us." —PC Magazine (8/22/2011)

...1f Gov. Andrew Cuomo signs the bill into law, it will be all systems go unless Canada blocks the
plan. —Los Angeles Times (8/15/2011)

Seal is scheduled to appear on Ellen DeGeneres' talk show today to promote his new album, and
so far it's all systems go. —tmz.com (1/23/2012)

All systems go means, "Everything 1s going ahead as planned."

The phrase originally meant, "Everything has been checked and is working correctly." It originated
with the U.S. space program.

In 1962, millions of people heard or read about Colonel John Glenn saying, "All systems are go"
as his rocket rose into space for America's first orbit of Earth.

all that glitters is not gold

They've fast learned how all that glitters is not gold. Higher parking rates and extended
enforcement hours have so shafted the very people the city tax man was counting on for increased
revenues that it's not worth the effort. —Pittsburgh Tribune-Review (9/2/2011)

The gold rush is on and South Floridians are shedding all that glitters. They're holding gold parties
and heading to jewelers, estate dealers and strip-mall gold buyers with trinkets, coins and broken
chains for cash on the spot. —(South Florida) Sun-Sentinel (8/29/2011)

All that glitters is not gold. Pretty packaging does not mean that what lies beneath has any true
value. Delve beneath the surface before drawing any conclusions. Look for the best bargain when
shopping. —horoscope, Tribune Media Services (5/15/2013)

All that glitters is not gold means, "Some things that appear to have high value actually do not."

To glitter is to shine, gleam or sparkle. Sometimes "all that glitters" appears by itself in attempts at
clever writing, as in the Sun-Sentinel example.

Earlier variations were made famous by Chaucer and Shakespeare. Versions of the same 1dea have
been traced to texts from as early as the 12th Century.

all the rage

Artisanal olive oil is all the rage these days, with orchards and presses springing up from Napa to
Livermore. —San Jose Mercury News (12/1/2010)



Mapping the brain is all the rage these days. —The Economist (blog, 3/10/2013)
Shorter skirts were all the rage in the 1920s. —San Francisco Chronicle (2/20/2013)

Rage, by itself or in other expressions such as road rage, means intense anger, but all the rage
means "very popular now."

In the 1700's "the rage" was used with similar meaning. All the rage has been traced to the early
1800's.

all things to all people

Moose's Martini Pub, owned by brothers Hisam and Chad Elawad, has no interest in being all
things to all people... It makes no effort to masquerade as a bar and grill or a club or a sports bar,
and its customers seem to like it just the way it is. —Detroit Free Press (8/18/2011)

You can never be all things to all people. But when you look at 40 years of the big picture, Rod
Stewart's done a fair job of juggling the various interests of his fans. —Las Vegas Review-Journal
(8/26/2011)

"We believe BlackBerry cannot succeed if we try to be everybody's darling and all things to all
people." —Thorsten Heins, chief executive of Research In Motion (4/2/2012)

Trying to be all things to all people usually means trying to please or satisfy everyone.

It comes from a phrase in the Bible: "I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means save
some" (1 Corinthians 9:22).

EEEEEE
all thumbs

But we had never seen any evidence our dad could do such crafts. He seemed to be all thumbs
when it came to doing anything that smacked of handyman capabilities. —Lubbock Avalanche-
Journal (8/12/2011)

Not particularly technical? There are an increasing number of "hybrid" jobs if you're all thumbs on
a keyboard. —Fortune (7/22/2011)

"We know how to pack a deployment bag in three minutes flat. But tell a new dad to get a diaper
bag ready and they are all thumbs." —Tech Sergeant David Bellamy, instructor in a class for new
fathers in the U.S. Air Force (8/11/2013)

All thumbs means clumsy, like a person with five thumbs on each hand and no other fingers.

It often refers to physical ability, as in the Avalanche-Journal example, but may also refer to
intellectual ability, as in the Fortune example, which means not knowing which buttons to press,
rather than not being able to press buttons.

This expression has been traced back to the 1500's.

EEEEEN

all-out, go all-out

But no state has an all-out ban on cellphones. —The Wall Street Journal (12/21/2011)

"Muslim Brotherhood leaders [are] calling this an all-out massacre." —Leila Fadel, radio
journalist (8/14/2013)
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"Christmas just isn't Christmas for one Kansas teenager without lights, and lots of them. To say he
goes all out might be an understatement." —Carol Costello, television news anchor, referring to
13-year-old Cody Hanna's display of Christmas lights around his house in Clearwater, Kansas.
(12/25/2012)

"Tony and Manny were unlike anybody you'd ever seen in American cinema, and we went all out
to make it realistic." —Fort Worth Star-Telegram (8/30/2011)

All-out means completely, to a maximum. Go all-out means make a maximum effort; use all
available power.

Examples of all-out meaning completely have been found as early as the 1300's.

See also, go for broke.
EEEEEN

all's well that ends well

But, having a bit of time to rebound from the shock, the couple were able Sunday afternoon to
adopt an all's-well-that-ends-well attitude. —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (8/22/2011)

The final chapters of the novel resolve the mysteries that have been underlying the rest, and there's
a powerful resolution in which all's well that ends well. —Austin American-Statesman
(8/11/2012)

All's well that ends well means that if there 1s a happy ending, previous problems do not matter.

In the Post-Gazette example, the couple were expressing relief after their baby girl was born in
their car, next to an Interstate highway.

Examples of all's well that ends well has been found as early as the 1500's, but the best known is
the title of William Shakespeare's 1616 play.

EEEEEE
all-you-can-eat

"All those all-you-can eat data programs were sort of a necessary evil to entice users to use the
iPhone." —TIME (8/23/2012)

"Netflix charges $8 a month. It's all-you-can-eat programming." —Rocco Pendola, director of
social media for The Street.com (5/6/2013)

All-you-can-eat deals have been offered in some restaurants at least since the 1930's. Used in

other contexts, the phrase means that the price includes unlimited amounts of whatever is being
sold.

This early example of all-you-can-eat as a metaphor adds smorgasbord—a selection of many
foods—which, like buffet, was commonly associated with unlimited eating deals:

Johnson, lead designer in his firm, sees that history as an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord, from which
he grazes at will. —Atlanta Journal-Constitution (10/11/1987)

along the lines of

The President is expected to outline his proposal to create jobs and ways to pay for the plan. "I
hope I hear something along the lines of incentives that would help small business owners like



me," said Scott. —WSFA-TV (Montgomery, Ala., 9/6/2011)

William Deresiewicz...observed that we have few novelists such as John Steinbeck or John Dos
Passos who take the lives of working people seriously. Nor do we have television shows along the

lines of "The Honeymooners" or even "All in the Family," which were parodies of an affectionate
sort. —The Washington Post (9/4/2011)

"The Syrians are going to have to develop a vision of what freedom means in a new Syria. And it's
not going to be easy. We...are working to give them a chance to develop that vision by helping
them prepare for an inclusive, democratic transition as we push steadily for a negotiated political
transition along the lines of the Geneva communique." —Robert Ford, U.S. ambassador to Syria
(4/12/2013)

Along the lines of means similar to. Sometimes on the lines of has the same meaning.

This expression came into common use during the mid-1800's.
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an arm and a leg

I could have fixed it right there, of course, by just getting my credit card out and buying a
replacement ticket, but one day in advance it would have cost me an arm and a leg. —Anchorage
Press (3/3/2011)

Today when so many family destinations cost an arm and a leg, Sorenson said the district staff
enjoys offering a day of fun that won't break the bank. —Chicago Tribune (7/23/2013)

"The shirt, whether dressy or casual, is the staple of a man’s wardrobe, and it should by no means
cost an arm and a leg." —Jeffrey Zhang, founder of Spectre & Co., an online shirt retailer, in a
news release (8/7/2013)

An arm and a leg is a colorful way of saying a lot of money or a high price.

Although examples have been found from as early as 1949, this expression was not in frequent use
in print until the late 1960's and 1970's. It probably refers to the idea of losing arms and legs by
amputation, which was all too common in World War II and the wars in Korea and Vietnam.

ante up

Those vendors would have never been able to ante up the big bucks for political campaigns under
state pay-to-play laws. —Philadelphia Inquirer (9/12/2011)

Before you ante up hard-earned money for a New Year's resolution to lose weight, take time to
assess what you need from a program to be successful. —Oregon Statesman Journal (January,
2011)

Ante 1s the small payment required each time the cards are dealt in poker, and ante up 1s what
players do when they place that payment in the middle of the table. Outside of poker, ante up
means making a payment to participate in something. Upping the ante means raising the required
payment.

Ante up, based on the Latin word ante, meaning before, has been in use in poker games at least
since the 1830's. Using the phrase outside of poker began in the later 1800's.



apples and oranges

"The increase in median home prices could just be the result of a shifting market, and comparing
home prices in such an unstable economy could be like comparing apples and oranges. For
instance, Monroe County saw a 50.8 percent increase in median price, but that doesn't mean the
housing market is heating up," Clark said. —La Crosse Tribune (9/27/2011)

Yet comparing an office assistant's income tax to Buffet's capital gains tax is patently deceptive.
Talk about apples and oranges. —The Phoenix (Swarthmore, Penn., 9/29/2011)

"...you may think it's apples and oranges; cars and traffic accidents and prescription drugs, but both
things are necessary to our society." —NPR (9/27/2011)

"I don't think that Italy is at all comparable to Cyprus. It's apples and oranges." —George Soros
(5/12/2013)

Comparing apples and oranges means comparing things that are different, leading to an incorrect
conclusion.

Similar ideas were expressed earlier in the 1900's using other words (and other fruit), but the
earliest example of the figurative apples and oranges phrase in my searches comes from 1945:

And finally, to people who wonder whether BMB isn't designed to put other and current radio
research organizations out of business they say, "You can't compare apples and oranges." —
Billboard Magazine (7/21/1945)

EEEEEE
armed to the teeth

Never in memory have so many unjust or simply despicable rulers felt quite so nervous—or
possibly quite so helpless (despite being armed to the teeth)—in the presence of unarmed
humanity. —CBS News (2/24/2011)

"We had a situation where people who were armed to the teeth, attacked and killed others, even
police officers..." —Los Angeles Times (8/16/2012)

"With the arms depots being thrown open, it was an excellent opportunity for these groups to arm
themselves to the teeth with everything from Kalashnikovs to SA7s [missiles]." —Scott Stewart,

vice president of analysis at Stratfor Global Intelligence, referring to the spread of weapons after
the revolution in Libya (1/25/2013)

Being armed to the teeth is a colorful way of saying well-armed or having many weapons. The
idiom sometimes is used in vivid writing when the subject is not military, as in this example:

But the Pew survey seems to suggest that the concern over the dangers of adolescent activity
online—while perhaps well placed—is a mere cul-de-sac in a larger landscape where a new
generation, armed to the teeth with digital sophistication, is redefining media on its own terms. —
The New York Times (11/3/2005)

In military contexts, armed to the teeth has been traced as far back as the 1300's.
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arm's length

A little more than a year later, acting on a tip from Gary Bradley, the flashy Austin developer,
Perry bought 60 acres of land southwest of Austin...Perry's office has described the transaction as



"completely at arm's length." —The Texas Tribune (7/29/2011)
...she is drawn to Lucas but seems to be held at arm's length. —USA Today (8/17/2012)

Fitting in at a new job isn't always easy and there may be times when antacids should be within an
arm's length. —The Miami Herald (8/21/12)

In an arm's length transaction, the participants no have no special relationship or connection.
Neither side has the power to control or influence the other. An arm's length relationship usually
means that the two participants do not have a financial connection or common financial interest.

In the Texas Tribune and USA Today examples, the phrase is a metaphor suggesting a fixed amount
of separation, like the length of a person's arm.

In other contexts, arm's length may mean almost the opposite: within easy reach, as in the Miami
Herald example.

A 16th-Century ancestor of the phrase—keep at arm's end —suggested a close relationship. In the
1580's, Sir Philip Sidney wrote about Pamphilus, a man who was handsome, friendly, witty and
good a good companion in "music, dancing, hunting, feasting, riding & such like." He was also
untrustworthy and would break the hearts of "poor, silly women":

And to conclude, such a one, as who can keep him at arm's end, need never wish a better
companion. But under these qualities lies such a poisonous adder...—Arcadia (~1586)

By the 1700's, we have a clear example of arm's end meaning to keep away, rather than to keep
close:

There are no Penelopes now, to keep importunate suitors at arms-end, in their husbands' absence...
—"Praise Poverty" by Thomas Brown (~1704)

around the corner

"And Ireland, if anyone ever says otherwise ... remember that, whatever hardships winter can
bring, springtime is always just around the corner..." —President Barack Obama, talking about the
Irish economy (5/23/2011)

"It's a fun time of year, the playoffs are right around the corner and we thrive in these situations."
—Paul Pierce, Boston Celtics basketball player (4/12/2012)

"2030 is just around the corner. It's about three Rolling Stones farewell concerts away." —Bono
(2/26/2013)

"...it's not surprising that the rhetoric gets more and more heated, because interest groups depend
on convincing their members that there's a threat around the corner." —Ross Douthat, newspaper
columnist, talking about the National Rifle Association (5/3/2013)

In contexts like these (when it does not mean nearby or on the next street) around the corner
means imminent; about to happen soon.

The phrase has been used to mean imminent at least since the early 1900's. In a 1912 magazine
article, H.L. Mencken wrote, "Spring is just around the corner—and here are its literary
harbingers: books of travel."

EEEEEN
as old as the hills



Graft is as old as the hills, but alleged corruption scandals surrounding [India's] Commonwealth
Games in October appear to have given a focus to citizens' wrath in recent weeks. —The Wall
Street Journal (blog, 11/17/2010)

The instinct to make money a second time round, with a book that follows a roughly similar format
to its predecessor, is as old as the hills. —The New York Times (8/19/2012)

"I'm old as the hills...but nothing has changed...I'm still strong and ready to create." —Barry
Manilow (2/16/2013)

As old as the hills means very old. The phrase is not quite as old as the hills. It has been used
since the 1800's, probably inspired by references to age-old hills in the Bible.

as the crow flies

Yet interviews here, 280 miles southeast of Beijing as the crow flies, point to a central challenge
for the nation's leadership... —Kansas City Star (9/7/2011)

Close as the crow flies, it was an hourlong down-and-up from Crystal into the valley that separates
the two areas and then up a steeply climbing road to 6,400-foot Sunrise. —Seattle Times
(9/3/2011)

"When I heard it had crossed New Liberty Road—that's about three miles as the crow flies from
my house—I knew I had two or three minutes." —Gary Singleton, talking about surviving a
tornado in Alabama (4/23/2012)

As the crow flies means in a straight line from one place to another—the route that a bird would
take, not having to go around obstacles on land.

The origin of this expression, and why it specifies a crow, rather than a bird, is a mystery. The
earliest example in my searches is from a London literary magazine published in 1757:

This is the substance of Mr. Keyfler's last volume. In our extracts from it we shall take the same
liberty as in the preceding, of travelling with him as the crow flies, passing over many places, and
only stopping at those which seem best to deserve our reader's attention. —The Critical Review,
or: Annals of literature (July, 1757)

asleep at the switch, asleep at the wheel

"And increasingly," she said, "regulators are being called to task for doing too much too fast, just
as a few years ago we were being pilloried for being asleep at the switch." —The Wall Street
Journal (3/22/2011)

"We're going to find people asleep at the switch when it comes to the State Department, including
Hillary Clinton." —Senator Lindsey Graham, before a committee hearing on the 2012 attack on the
American consulate in Benghazi, Libya (5/8/2013)

"This case presents a textbook example of officers and directors of a financial institution being
asleep at the wheel and robotically voting for approval of transactions without exercising any
business judgment in doing so," the 102-page complaint states. —The Fairhope Courier
(9/23/2011)

In the Wall Street Journal example, regulators were pilloried (criticized harshly) for neglecting
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their duty, the meaning of being asleep at the switch.

A poem published in the 1870's, "Asleep at the Switch," may have originated this idiom or helped
to make it popular. The poem,credited to George Hoey, is about a man whose job was to make
trains change tracks by operating a switch. The man has a nightmare about failing to do his duty
and causing the deaths of passengers:

Murdered by one who should guard them from harm,
who now lies asleep at the switch.

Literally, asleep at the wheel means asleep while driving a car or boat. Its figurative meaning in
the Courier example is similar to asleep at the switch, neglecting duty and failing to pay enough
attention. Unlike asleep at the switch, asleep at the wheel is often used literally.

The literal use dates to the early 1800's. An early example of a figurative use is in a magazine
published in 1917:

The will is man's inherent nature, tendency to act...Is your will asleep at the wheel? Awake it. —
American Artisan and Hardware Record (Chicago, 3/24/1917)

at first blush

"At first blush, there appears to be some value." —Congressman Mike Rogers, talking about
documents and computer files taken from Osama bin Laden's house after he was killed (5/5/2011)

"At first blush, they appear to be more about shocking and repelling than warning." —Richard J.
Leon, a federal judge, in a decision that the Food and Drug Administration could not require new
warning labels on cigarette packages (11/7/2011)

"I think that's why this is a little more delicate than it appears at first blush." —Ari1 Fleischer,
former press secretary to President George W. Bush (3/21/2013)

At first blush means at the first glance; before thinking about something or looking at it longer.

Blush usually means turn red or slightly red, and the noun blush means a reddening. The expression
at first blush uses another meaning of blush that has been obsolete for centuries: glance; a brief
look.

Printed examples of the phrase have been found from as early as the 1600's.
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at the drop of a hat

This is actually all you need to make a flavorful...soup at the drop of a hat. —Christian Science
Monitor (12/11/2011)

U.S. actresses pose nude at the drop of a hat. No big deal. —Hollywood Reporter (12/4/2011)

"I’m one of those people who will cry at the drop of a hat. What really inspires me is music and
opera like Puccini." —Ana Tzarev, artist (8/16/2013)

At the drop of a hat means immediately, without planning.

Various books assert that the expression came from dropping or lowering hats to signal the start of
an event, such as a fight or a race. That explanation is plausible but none of the authors offers any
evidence in support of it.



The earliest example I have found in print is in the transcript of a U.S. Senate debate over a new
bankruptcy law. The speaker was Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri:

"They [banks] could agree in the twinkling of an eye—at the drop of a hat—at the crook of a finger
—to usurp the sovereign power; they cannot agree, in four months, to relinquish it." —U.S. Senate
debate (10/12/1837)

EEEEEN
at your fingertips

And, thanks to paper books as well as the wonder of technology—whether it's a netbook, a smart
phone or a laptop—great educational resources are at your fingertips in a classroom, at home or on
a beach. —The Baltimore Sun (7/8/2011)

The trail map puts all of West Texas' cultural and natural resources at your fingertips. —Alpine
Avalanche (7/7/2011)

A traditional Southern favorite, this cake may be frozen and refrozen for up to six months, giving
you the luxury of elegant entertaining at your fingertips. —carolinescakes.com (2013)

At your fingertips means convenient: you can touch it with the tips of your fingers.

The phrase is often used in advertising. Sometimes it's an exaggeration, an attempt to make
something ordinary sound exciting, as in the Alpine Avalanche example.

The earliest example I have found was printed in 1870.
EEEEEN

automatic pilot, on autopilot

Doctors, overextended and sleep-deprived, were taught to accept the terms as a rite of passage. A
"fraternity kind of mentality" prevailed, says William Friedman, chairman of the neurosurgery
department at the University of Florida, who recalls being "dead tired" as a resident and operating
"on autopilot" at times. —Philadelphia Inquirer (7/1/2011)

If you've left your company retirement plan on automatic pilot because you're afraid to take the
controls, you're not alone. —bankrate.com (7/11/2011)

"The entitlements are the engine on the train driving us to the cliff. They were on automatic pilot."
—former Senator Alan Simpson, referring to spending on Medicare, Social Security and other
social programs. (12/9/2012)

Literally, an automatic pilot keeps an airplane on course. The human pilot doesn't have to operate
the controls. Autopilot has the same meaning. The words are used figuratively to describe things
that happen with little or no human thought or action. Leaving your retirement plan on automatic
pilot means not making any changes in the plan's investments. The overworked doctor was on
autopilot because he was too tired to do much thinking.

The first automatic pilot was a small, unmanned boat that traveled in front of a ship to alert the
crew to dangerous objects, like icebergs, around the late 1800's.

average Joe

A growing body of research seems to suggest that what you do when you are not exercising
determines your true level of fitness. So if you are someone who sits for not less than 9.3 hours as



the average Joe does in America, you need to be concerned about serious side-effects of just
sitting. —The Economic Times (9/1/2011)

Calderone went on to describe himself as Jersey-bred Average Joe: "My family's from Palermo,
Sicily. And I'm not a singer or a model or actor or anything, I'm just a guy." —Los Angeles Times
(8/28/2011)

"These guys, it's just their jobs. The average Joe looks at it like more than a job, but that's all it is."
—Jay Rood, an expert on sports betting, talking about professional athletes (2/9/2012)

An average Joe is an ordinary person.

Joe is sometimes used to mean man or guy. Joe Doakes is a generic term for a man, like John Doe,
but it is used less frequently, and never in legal documents, where John Doe also means a man
whose real name is not revealed.

An early version of average Joe appeared in a newspaper story that said a prominent boxing match
would attract wealthy and prominent spectators:

Pittsburgh's society will be well represented, mingling with the average Joe Fan, who never
misses a scrap. — T'he Pittsburgh Press (9/11/1934)

EEEEEN
AWOL

Fred the stray tortoise and owner Heather Galvin were reunited Thursday at the Charleston Animal
Society...Late Wednesday afternoon, the Galvins noticed Fred was AWOL from his pen. —
Charleston, S.C., Post and Courier (8/5/2011)

Republican strategists complained that as many as 4 million social conservatives were AWOL in
the 2000 election... —Fort Worth Star-Telegram (8/4/2011)

"Because her family and the military have said she's not the type of person to go AWOL, we
believe that she's in danger."—Gavin MacRoberts, police spokesman, talking about a 23-year-old
soldier who disappeared after leaving a bar in Fayetteville, North Carolina (4/19/2012)

AWOL 1s an abbreviation for Absent Without Official Leave.

Its original meaning is used in the last example: a soldier who leaves duty without permission. In
the two other examples it simply means missing or absent. The tortoise named Fred could not have
gotten permission to leave his pen, and the social conservatives did not need permission when they
decided not to vote in 2000.

AWOL mostly refers to people and animals but may also refer to objects, sometimes in a joking
way ("My favorite hat has gone AWOL.") and sometimes not joking ("Lab equipment worth $3
million has been reported AWOL.").

AWOL with its original meaning has been traced to the late 1800's, and people began using it with
different meanings in the early 1900's.

EEEEEE
ax to grind

His attorney, Robert Byrum, said at least one of the accusers is a former employee with an ax to
grind. —The Virginian-Pilot (4/20/2011)

"Simply stated, he is a disgruntled, disgraced and dishonest ex-employee with an ax to grind." —



Frank A. Sedita IIl, district attorney for Erie County, New York, talking about a former official
who criticized Sedita's political fundraising methods (8/3/2013)

"People in city government maybe had an ax to grind with Mr. Conway." —Judge Norm Shapiro,
dismissing a criminal conflict-of-interest case against Nicholas Conway, an official of San Gabriel
Valley, California (8/14/2013)

Having an ax to grind means being motivated by a hidden purpose or opinion.

The 1diom is believed to have originated with an early-1800's story about a man who praised a
boy only because he wanted to persuade the boy to sharpen his ax.

baby boom, baby boomer, baby boomlet

Because of the immense size of this baby boom generation, the number of senior citizens will more
than double between now and 2050, from 40 million to 89 million. —Los Angeles Times
(11/6/2011)

"The Baby Boomer women had to fight the fight against sexual harassment in the workplace." —
Detroit Free Press (11/9/2011)

"Back in the late '70s, people thought we were on the verge of decriminalization of marijuana. But
back then, barely a third of Americans were in favor. Most of the older generation were not baby
boomers. They didn't know the difference between marijuana and heroin." —FEthan Nadelmann,
executive director, Drug Policy Alliance (4/5/2013)

U.S. births fell in 2008, the first full year of the recession, marking the first annual decline in births

since the start of the decade and ending an American baby boomlet. —Associated Press
(8/8/2011)

Baby boom usually refers to the increase in birth rates after World War I1.

The baby boom generation usually refers to people who were born between 1946 and 1964.
People in that group are called baby boomers, often shortened to boomers.

The decline in birth rates after the baby boom has been called the baby bust, and the "echo"
increase in births when the boomers had children has been called a baby boomlet, meaning a
small boom.

Baby boom had other meanings before World War II, but the expression was not as common as it
is today. The earliest example of baby boomer I have seen is from 1970.

back against the wall

"I believe our team is just best when our backs are against the wall," Pastner said. —Memphis
Commercial Appeal (2/11/2011)

In his campaigns for the Democratic nomination and the general election, Obama fought effectively
when his back was to the wall. —Fort Wayne Journal-Gazette (9/18/2011)

Ortiz was part of the remarkable comeback story in 2004. He says a turnaround now is possible,
yet will be even more difficult..."You don't want to be up against the wall, because then you don't
have anywhere to escape." —New York Daily News (9/26/2011)

"Our backs are against the wall and we are desperately trying to make a series out of this, and the



only way to do it is we've got to win Game 4 to force Game 5." —Mike Woodson, coach of the
New York Knicks basketball team (5/5/2012)

If your back is against the wall, you are in a difficult situation and making a mistake is likely to
result in failure.

Up against the wall is sometimes used with the same meaning, as in the Daily News example.
Another variation with the same meaning is back...to the wall, as in the Journal-Gazette example.

Printed examples of variations of these expressions have been found from as early as the 1500's.
EEEEEN

back burner, front burner

"It seems that the Greece situation is closer to being put on the back burner." —Bloomberg News
(6/30/2011)

"It just seems like the homeless are on the back burner and nobody gives a care about them." —
Thomas Steinberger, director of a church food pantry in Jeffersonville, Indiana, talking about
efforts to find a location for a homeless shelter (8/17/13)

"Maine's long-term debt, especially in the state retirement system, has been a front-burner issue in
the State House this year." —Associated Press (6/21/2011)

"I don't remember a time when there have been so many national-security issues on the front burner
as there are today." —Michael Morell, deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency
(8/6/2013)

A front-burner issue is likely to get immediate attention. Something on the back burner will wait
while more important things get attention. Sometimes the phrase appears as a verb. ("The project
was back-burnered for years.")

The expression is assumed to refer to the back and front burners of cooking stoves, but it is unclear
how its metaphorical use originated. The earliest example I found was in a 1959 issue of LIFE
Magazine, describing how two projects to build new rockets were on the back burner.

back of the envelope

"According to my back-of-the-envelope calculations, its fourth-quarter operating profit is around
150 billion yen." —Toshiyuki Kanayama, a financial analyst, quoted by Reuters about Toyota
(2/7/2012)

"As a back-of-the-envelope estimation, one could assume that by 2017 the total could be about 4.5
million barrels a day." —Manouchehr Takin, an oil analyst quoted by The Wall Street Journal
(8/19/2012)

"Unfortunately, there’s surprisingly little data on how much tethering goes on today...But we can
make a few back-of-the-envelope calculations." —The Washington Post (7/30/2013)

When you want to write something down quickly, you may use a piece of blank paper that is
nearest to you, such as the back of an envelope. The analysts in the first two examples probably
used a calculator or computer, not paper, but back of the envelope means that the calculation was
done quickly.

The earliest example of a back-of-the-envelope calculation in my searches is ina 1960 scientific



journal:

There was a great deal of speculation, hunch-backing, and back-of-the-envelope calculation
indicating a starry-eyed curiosity as to what indeed would happen when a nuclear device was
exploded in a salt bed. —Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (December, 1960)

back seat

Despite rebel setbacks and an increasingly public rift with NATO allies, the U.S. will stick to its
plan to remain in the back seat of the Libya air campaign, the Obama administration insisted
Tuesday after three weeks of air missions that have failed to turn the tide against Moammar
Gadhafi. —Associated Press (4/12/2011)

But oil diplomacy may take a back seat in the future as nations find precious new oil reserves are
now located in increasingly difficult terrain where technology, not political clout, are tantamount.
—The Wall Street Journal (4/11/2011)

"...the President has sent a clear message that the hundreds of thousands of children who are
suffering because of this strike take a back seat to his political allies." —Tim Pawlenty, former
Governor of Minnesota (9/10/2012)

"We will never take a back seat when it comes to safety." —Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood
(2/22/2013)

A passenger in the back seat of a car is not driving. In figurative use, a back seat may mean a
position that leaves someone else in control or doing most of the activity, as in the Associated
Press example.

Taking a back seat may also mean being in an inferior position, or being less important, as in the
Wall Street Journal sentence and the LaHood and Pawlenty quotations.

Examples of figurative uses of back seat have been found from the 1880's.
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back to back

A partnership with NBC's top stations, where Harvey's show will air back-to-back with Ellen
DeGeneres, gives him a fighting chance. —Associated Press (9/2/2012)

"I'd done 10 or 12 plays back to back. Suddenly this new medium offered itself and I was fortunate
enough to work with some good people." —Jude Law, talking about the beginning of his success in
film acting (3/3/2013)

Back-to-back means consecutively. When two events happen back to back, they happen one after
another, and nothing else happens in between.

Baseball broadcasters may describe three consecutive home runs as back to back to back, but the
idiom is normally limited to two "backs."

More literal uses of back to back describe people or things with their backs touching or close
together: The fighters stood back to back, giving them a better chance against their attackers, or
"The houses were built back to back."

Examples of the more literal meanings are found in the 1800's. In my searches, the earliest
examples of back to back used to describe consecutive events are in accounts of baseball games



(back to back hits) in 1946.
EEEEEN

back to square one

Mr. Obama said he was calling Congressional leaders to the White House Saturday morning at 11
a.m. "to explain to me how we are going to avoid default," acknowledging that discussions were
basically back to square one. —CBS News (7/22/2011)

And even those [London residents] who are enjoying the sporting pageant worry about the long-
term impact on their neighborhoods... "After the Olympics, we're back to square one." —USA
Today (8/8/2012)

"After all the reforms you did, you're back to square one." —Sachin Shukla, an economist at a
financial-services firm in Mumbai, India, talking about India's difficulties in attracting foreign
investment (8/16/2013)

To go back to square one is to return to the beginning. It often suggests having to repeat action or
work, so it expresses disappointment or some other negative feeling. This negativity makes back to
square one slightly different from come full circle, which otherwise has a similar meaning.

An example of back to square one from 1952 is the earliest anyone has found, and it was not in
frequent use until the 1970's. To Americans, it suggests board games in which players may be sent
back to the first square, but I have found no conclusive explanation of how the phrase originated.

back to the drawing board, on the drawing board

"I am quite sure that they will rethink that plan if they are required to go back to the drawing
board," —Bill Swelbar, researcher at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, talking about the
future of AMR, the corporate parent of American Airlines (8/14/2013)

"The NRC will quickly spend the remaining funds and then Congress must go back to the drawing
board to develop new laws on how highly radioactive spent fuel is managed." —Katherine Fuchs,
a campaigner for Friends of the Earth, talking about the Nuclear Regulatory Commission
(8/14/2013)

"Things which work well on the drawing board at low velocities are notorious for failing at
extremely high velocities." —Michio Kaku, a physicist at City College of New York, talking about
Elon Musk's plan for a new high-speed transportation system (8/13/2013)

Back to the drawing board means starting over after a failure or rejection. It was used in the first
half of the 1900's literally, when engineers and designers made large drawings on boards:

He went back to the drawing board himself, and, gifted draughtsman that he was, made all the
constructional drawings. —"Great Engineers" by Conrad Matschoss, 1939

If something is now on the drawing board, it is in a planning stage or being developed.
The plural of board may also be used in these phrases, with no difference in meaning.

back-room bargaining, back-room deal

A cache of a quarter-million confidential American diplomatic cables, most of them from the past
three years, provides an unprecedented look at back-room bargaining by embassies around the



world, brutally candid views of foreign leaders and frank assessments of nuclear and terrorist
threats. —The New York Times (11/29/2010)

"You take two years to put together a back-room deal and then two weeks to talk about it," he said.
—The Columbus Dispatch (10/3/2011)

"What she did giving Bloomberg a third term in a back-room deal was morally and politically
unacceptable." —Bill de Blasio, candidate for mayor of New York, talking about another
candidate, Christine Quinn (8/20/2013)

Back-room bargaining, which may result in back-room deals, happens in secret, where the
public cannot go or see.

In the early 1900's backroom appeared frequently in news accounts about saloons. For example:

He was arrested at 2 o'clock in the morning by Roundsman Yost, who alleged that McLaughlin was
doing a backroom business at that time. —The New York Times (6/16/1902)

bad apple, one bad apple

Just as important, you will have a large impact on the atmosphere in the office. One bad apple truly
can ruin the bunch. Taking on an employee is as risky for a startup as it is for you. —Business
Insider (10/3/2011)

He said another part of his job is to educate students about Islam and the different sects within it.
"There was a lot of profiling following 9/11," Gray said. "Unfortunately, our students get in a habit
of blaming everyone because of one bad apple." —(Indiana) News and Tribune (9/12/2011)

"Unfortunately, a few bad apples spoil it for too many good people because almost all coaches are
really good people dedicated to helping youth." —Ed Kranepool, former player for the New York
Mets baseball team (4/18/2012)

"When there is a bad apple, we need the regulators to take action." —Congressman Jason Chaffetz,
talking about the dietary supplement industry (7/31/2013)

One bad apple and bad apple refer to a proverb, "One bad apple spoils the bunch" (or barrel, or
bin).

This very old metaphor alludes to the harmful effect or influence that one person or thing may have
on others.

Sometimes the metaphor seems forgotten, as in the News and Tribune example, in which there is
no reference to one bad person influencing others.

A variety of similar expressions have been used over the centuries. They are descendants of the
Latin pomum compunctum cito corrumpit sibi iunctum, a rotten apple quickly corrupts another.

EEEEEE
baked in the cake, baked in

However, market participants noted that the payrolls number, though bullish, was widely expected.
Traders may have already built the figure into earlier trades, said Matt Smith, analyst with Summit
Energy in Louisville, Ky. "A good deal of the optimism was already baked in the cake," Smith
said. —Dow Jones Newswires (12/2/2011)

But is $4 a gallon inevitable? It looks like it. "Short term there's not a hell of a lot that you could



do" to bring prices down, said Ron Capone, a Wilmington-based energy expert and author of
thedataleopard.com blog. "It's pretty much baked in the cake." —StarNews Online (3/30/2012)

A good quarter is baked in right now, but I think there are going to be a lot of surprises..." —
Reuters (3/28/2011)

Netflix told us several months ago to expect a deficit. All of the negativity is baked in, opening the
door for a well-received report that will drive the stock higher when traders return on Tuesday
morning. —DailyFinance.com (4/22/2012)

Baked in the cake means already included in calculations. Often shortened to baked in, this
expression is usually used in financial contexts.

The origin may be a comment by Walter Wriston, chairman of Citicorp, in 1978. He predicted a
recession in 1980 and added, "It's baked in the cake."

ball in (someone's) court

"As a leader, the ball's in Intel's court." —Andrew Feldman, chief executive of SeaMicro
(7/18/2011)

"Now the ball's in your court. Your turn. What have you got for me?" —Harry Belafonte, in a
speech to students at Yale University (4/21/2012)

"The ball is in the government of Iran's court, and it's well past time for Tehran to adopt a serious,
good-faith approach to negotiations..." —Vice President Joe Biden, in a speech to the Munich
Security Conference (2/2/2013)

If the ball is in your court, it is your turn to do something.
This phrase 1s a metaphor from tennis.

The earliest examples have been found from the 1950's.
EEEEEE

ballpark estimate, ballpark figure

Republican party officials won't have a ballpark estimate of how many lowans are expected to
attend this year until a meeting with the campaigns on Thursday. —Des Moines Register
(7/13/2011)

The exact cost of the restoration project depends on the bidding process...But church officials are
working with a ballpark estimate of $35,000. —The Berkshire Eagle (8/9/2013)

The analysis uses neighborhoods' median noise-exposure level, a ballpark figure for noise. —
Seattle Times (7/30/2011)

"The chairman talked about a 7 percent ballpark figure for unemployment. He was thinking the
middle of next year that we'd be around that number." —James Bullard, chairman of the Federal
Reserve Bank of St. Louis (8/2/2013)

A ballpark estimate is a calculation made quickly, without as much work as a formal estimate
might require. A ballpark figure is the number produced by estimating quickly.

Ballpark is sometimes used as an adjective in other phrases, with the same meaning. The idea is
that a ballpark—a stadium for baseball—is large, so the acceptable range for the estimate is large.
A related phrase, in the ballpark, means within a reasonable range of accuracy or acceptability.




If you are asked for a ballpark estimate or ballpark figure, you may do a back-of-the-envelope
calculation—tfast and informal.

Like many other words in American English, ballpark is sometimes converted to a verb. "Can't you
just ballpark it?" means "Can't you give me a quick estimate?"

Early examples of these phrases have been found in text printed during the 1960's.
EEEEEN
bang for the buck

PCs are less expensive, and they deliver more bang for the buck. —Washington Times
(10/8/2011)

The Department of Transportation says the problem is a shortage of money, forcing officials to
decide which projects will give them the biggest "bang for the buck." —The Providence Journal
(10/7/2011)

"And tomorrow, my Administration will release a new College Scorecard that parents and
students can use to compare schools based on a simple criteria: where you can get the most bang
for your educational buck." —President Barack Obama, in his State of the Union speech
(2/12/2013)

If you get the most bang for the buck, you get the most value for the money you spend.

The phrase dates from the 1950's, when it was more frequently written as bang for a buck, and
often referred to the cost of nuclear arms or the military as a whole:

The struggle to get a bigger bang for a buck—or more combat effectiveness for less money—
passes a major milestone this week. —The New York Times (12/16/1953)

bang the drum, beat the drum

"The party has banged the drum for spending cuts but shies away now when push comes to shove
on politically volatile programs like Medicare. —New York Daily News (7/12/2011)

"He was banging the drum on this long before many in Congress even knew the term 'trafficking in
persons' or understood what it really meant." —Secretary of State John Kerry, praising
Congressman Chris Smith during a news conference about the department's annual report on forced
labor and sex trafficking (6/19/2013)

The Government Accountability Office has been beating the drum for more than two decades,
pointing to the billions that could be saved by transitioning to a dollar coin. —USA Today
(7/20/2012)

"We're beating the drum and I'm not going to let this die, because we are losing a generation of
young people." —Congresswoman Robin Kelly, talking about gun violence in urban areas
(7/26/2013)

Banging the drum for something is making noise (or speaking out, or conducting a media
campaign) to gain public support. Beating the drum is also common and has the same meaning,

This simple metaphor alludes to using a drum to attract attention. Examples of the phrases are
found as early as the 1600's.



bank on, take it to the bank

When it comes to watches, Piaget is banking on the adage: one can never be too rich or too thin. —
Bloomberg News (1/12/2011)

Developers and investors are banking on similar growth around Loudoun County's new rail
stations for years to come. —The Washington Post (8/19/2012)

"What we can bank on is that better information will always lead to a better informed public,
which will lead to better environmental protection." —Gina McCarthy, assistant administrator for
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's Office of Air and Radiation (4/21/2012)

Take it to the bank: Obama will veto the U.N. resolution... —The Washington Post (1/20/2011)

"We’ve seen other deals advance to this stage...only to get broken...I’m not sure I’d take this to the
bank until we see a firm contract." Richard Aboulafia, a business consultant in Virginia (2/1/2012)

"You can bank on this" means you can depend on it.
A variation is, "You can take it to the bank," which means you can be sure of it.

"Bank on" uses bank in the sense of trusting or depending on something. The phrase has been in use
since the 1800's.

bare bones, bare essentials

Many want to support their workers who need time off, but they are operating with bare-bones
staff and need to keep their companies on track. —The Columbus Dispatch (10/30/2011)

The tiny Chevrolet Spark from General Motors is about as bare bones as cars come these days,

with hand-crank windows, no floor mats and one of the smallest engines of any car. —The New
York Times (8/16/2013)

Although many will choose to continue working to stay engaged socially and to stay mentally
engaged in their senior years, the main reason many cited was the bare essentials. Nearly half of

all workers surveyed said they'll need a job to keep earning enough money to live on.—Ventura
County Star (10/22/2011)

Many Syrians are unable to buy anything but the bare essentials. —Reuters (3/21/2012)

Bare bones refers to a human skeleton, and means only the amount necessary; the bare minimum
required.

Bare essentials has a similar meaning.

The phrases have been used at least since the 1800's. An 1884 New York Times article about a
troubled bank said "the bank manager has as yet been unable to make an analysis of the assets, but
he does not think for a moment that after everything is pruned down to the bare bones that the rest
of the fund will be impaired or the standing of the bank injured."

bark up the wrong tree

There's lots of talk about unfair, or at least excessive, support for the clean energy industry.
According to the International Energy Agency, critics of clean energy are barking up the wrong
tree. —TheStreet.com (11/9/2010)



"People are barking up the wrong tree in trying to lay the blame at the door of sincere physicians
acting in good faith" —Newsday (2/9/2012)

"That would have been barking up the wrong tree." —Cate Blanchett, saying her role in the film
"Blue Jasmine" was not based on Ruth Madoff, Bernard Madoff's wife (7/27/2013)

A dog looks up at a tree and barks but the cat it was chasing sits safely in a different tree. If you
are barking up the wrong tree, it doesn't mean you are acting like a dog. You may be accusing the
wrong person or accepting the wrong explanation.

The two earliest examples in my searches are in one book, published in 1832:
"Hullo! stranger, you're barking up the wrong tree; what business have you to pass this house?"

...s0 I thought I'd set him barking up the wrong tree a little. And I told him some stories that were
enough to set the Mississippi afire...—"Westward Ho" by James Hall (1832)

basket case

One plaintiff, Lenora Hummel, said her son and daughter felt so harassed by the other high-school
students...that both stopped going..."I went to the school and told the school, "You have to do
something, my son is a basket case." —Associated Press (1/20/2011)

...the finances of the corporation never worked; they fell apart almost immediately. The company
has been considered a financial basket case by the credit markets... —Houston Chronicle
(9/30/2011)

"I read no social media, period," Blakeney said. "I'm sure I'd be a damn basket case if I did." —
Montgomery Advertiser (11/11/2011)

"Egypt is not a basket case. It's an economy that was one of the most dynamic of the world during
the five years or so preceding the revolution." —Uri Dadush, director of the Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace international economics program (3/1/2013)

A basket case is someone (or something) too sick or incapacitated to function.

The expression is sometimes used for humorous exaggeration, as in the Montgomery Advertiser
example.

In the early 1900's, the phrase meant a person who had both arms and both legs amputated, and had
to be carried in a basket. The earliest example in my searches for basket case used as a metaphor,
not referring to amputated limbs, is in an Associated Press review of a new play, "Town House."
The review, published Sept. 25, 1948, said the play fell "pretty flat" and was "a theatrical basket
case."

EEEEEE
bated breath

Then the room hushed and we all waited with bated breath to find out who the new monarch was to
be. —Corpus Christi Caller-Times (5/8/2011)

Millions of television viewers wait with bated breath for the conclusion of the story. —New York
Daily News (11/1/2011)

"We are excited every year when we find out we're on the list and we wait with bated breath to
see where we land." —Theresa Jackson, spokeswoman for Wegmans, after the grocery store chain



was included in Fortune magazine's "100 Best Companies to Work For." (1/20/2012)
A person with bated breath is taking short breaths, because of some emotion.

Bated, a shortened form of abated (reduced), is a peculiar word used only in this idiom. Because
bated is so obscure, the more common word baited is often substituted, but "baited breath" makes
no sense.

The earliest known use of bated breath is in Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice (1600).
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bean counter, don't know beans about

We regret to say that Jacob Lew is the director of the Office of Management and Budget—the
federal government's chief bean-counter. And he doesn't seem to know beans about accounting. —
Barron's (2/26/2011)

"He pulled me from the Chicago division where I literally was just a bean counting peon, and he
gave me my first opportunity to work in a managerial/finance role as a controller for AT&T Local
in New Jersey." —Peter Chantel, chief financial officer of SugarSync (4/24/2012)

Is Jeff Bezos journalism's savior or just another bean counter? —headline in the Los Angeles
Times (8/13/2013)

Bean-counter once was a negative term for accountant, suggesting people who were interested in
numbers and little else. But just as the use of "cops" gradually became acceptable to the police,
many accountants decided there was honor in counting beans, and although the phrase is still used
negatively it doesn't have the sting it once did.

If you don't know beans about something, you don't know anything about it. Beans are used in
both expressions because they are small and not worth much.

Examples of bean counter referring to accountants begin appearing in the early 1970's. Before that,
the phrase already had a negative connotation, when referring to swindlers who would bet that they
could come closest to guessing the number of beans in a jar—after they had already counted them
in secret.

beat a dead horse

To once again beat a dead horse, the population is growing and not only that, it is getting richer. —
Seeking Alpha (6/10/2011)

"Not to beat a dead horse, but if we score runs we've got a good chance to win," Ryan said.—
Tacoma News Tribune (6/13/2011)

"What else can you do? I think it's non-productive to keep on...I'm not pleased. But [ know we can't
just keep beating a dead horse. —The Register Herald (Beckley, West Virginia, 12/7/2011)

The expression beat a dead horse is based on the idea that a dead horse will not get up no matter
how many times it is hit. Used metaphorically, as in the Register Herald example, it means repeat
an action that will have no results or success. Frequently, as in the Seeking Alpha and News
Tribune examples, it means say something that already has been said many times.

In the past, flog a dead horse was also common. The earliest example of beat a dead horse I have
found 1s from 1889; flog a dead horse, from 1864.



beat around the bush

The petite, 74-year-old shopkeeper was born in Puerto Rico, has a Tosado campaign sign in her
store window...and doesn't beat around the bush when asked why she wants him to win. —The
Boston Globe (11/6/2011)

These words of Paul still resonate with Christians today. Paul did not beat around the bush when
speaking to his beloved followers. He spoke to them from his heart. —Clanton (Alabama)
Advertiser (10/26/2011)

"Let's not beat around the bush here, I'm not Brad Pitt, all right." —Brian McFadden, singer and
songwriter, saying that his girlfriend Vogue Williams was attracted by his fame and his Ferrari
(4/18/2012)

Beat around the bush means talk about something without stating the main point. It is usually put
in the negative. The Brian McFadded quotation means, "Let's get right to the point."

The version used in England, beat about the bush, has been traced to the 1500's. It alludes to
hunting, when beating bushes was a way to start catching birds, but was easier than actually
catching them.

EEEEEE
beck and call

Auletta points to critics who argue that Sandberg is not your typical working mother and doesn't
understand that challenges faced by moms with fewer resources at their beck and call. —The
Atlantic (7/6/2011)

"We seem to be at the beck and call of the gadget [smart phone] all the time." —Nicholas Carr,
author of "The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains" (11/22/2012)

"Her huge circle of friends demands that she be available to party at their beck and call." —letter
to Amy Dickinson, syndicated advice columnist (8/16/2013)

People or groups who are at your beck and call are always available and ready to do what you
want.

The word beck is no longer used except in this idiom. It meant a hand signal, used in giving an
order. (The word beckon, still in use, means a gesture to instruct someone to approach, such as a
waiter in a restaurant.)

In a 1668 book about witches, Joseph Glanville wrote:

...g2ood and happy Souls can never return hither from their Celestial Abodes; and they are not
certainly at the Beck and Call of an impious Hag.

beef up

Police promised to set up DUI checkpoints outside the stadium and to beef up police presence in
the stadium and parking lot. —Contra Costa Times (1/19/2012)

In the wake of this incident, cruise lines may beef up their safety tactics. —Newsday (1/19/2012)
"I think most all of us applaud the efforts to beef up our missile defense on the West Coast." —



Senator Bob Corker (3/17/2013)
Beef up means to improve by adding or strengthening.

Beef sometimes is used to mean strength or substance, as in "Where's the beef?", a question made
popular by a 1984 television commercial.

This is the earliest example of beef up found in my searches:

Carrier-based planes must be "beefed up," that is, strengthened, to take the unusual shocks of
landings on a moving deck... —The New York Times (6/7/1942)

been there, done that

"We've been there, done that with Portugal, Greece and Ireland. It would really complicate the
solvency problem for Italy." —David Gilmore, a financial analyst in Essex, Connecticut
(11/8/2011)

There was so much attention given to the May 21 doomsday prediction—end-of-the-world parties
and so forth—that when the Oct. 21 prediction date rolled around last month, the world responded
largely with a "been-there, done-that" shrug. —Los Angeles Times (11/2/2011)

Florida had been there, done that with a pilot test of drug testing in 1998 and found few benefits
for the poor or for taxpayers. —Miami Herald (11/1/2011)

If you say you have been there, done that, you mean that the experience is not one you want or
need to repeat.

Sometimes (especially in conversation) the expression is shortened to been there.

Been there, done that is assumed to have originated in Australia, and indeed, the earliest printed
examples come from there. This is from a Melbourne newspaper:

Mr. Lynch has continued to recover from the 1977 crisis when he was forced to resign over his
family financial affairs. Although he now appears certain to stay past the next election, he has the
air of the man who says "I've been there, done that." —The Age (12/3/1979)

before you know it

Before he knew it, his home was destroyed and he was swept out to sea on what used to be the
roof of his house. —msnbc.com (3/16/2011)

Summer will be here before you know it! You know what that means? Bathing suit season! —
WBTV.com, Charlotte, N.C. (3/15/2011)

"Even with this accident, BP remains the world leader in deepwater drilling. They have an
offshore India gas position that could significantly boost its market value over the years, and
before you know it the company will be one of the foremost explorers in the Arctic." —Fadel
Gheit, energy industry analyst (7/12/2013)

Before you know it means happening quickly, before you are aware of it. When referring to the
future, it means very soon. It is a phrase of exaggeration, almost never literally true.

The msnbc example does not mean that the man was not aware he was being swept out to sea until
after it happened. It is a way of saying that the event happened quickly. The WBTV example means
that summer will arrive very soon, perhaps before you have prepared for it.



An early example is in "The Rage," a 1795 comedy by Frederick Reynolds, when Gingham,
worried that talking too much may get him into trouble, stops and says, "I shall be a dead man,
before I know it."

behind the eight ball

"We have to just correct that underfunding and if we don't get started now, we'll be further behind
the eight ball," he said. —Sarasota Herald-Tribune (3/23/2011)

Financial advisers say they're seeing an increasing number of workers and new retirees with no
savings and no plan to dig out of debt. "There are a lot more people behind the eight ball," says
Joel Redmond, a financial planner for Key Private Bank in Syracuse, N.Y.—USA Today
(12/4/2011)

Chrysler's...2010 lineup ranks last in terms of fuel economy among major automakers, according to
the Environmental Protection Agency. "They're way behind the eight ball and technology keeps
changing"... —Reuters(1/27/2011)

If you are behind the eight ball, you are in a difficult position.
(See also, back against the wall and between a rock and a hard place.)

This idiom is assumed to be related to the game of pool, in which special rules apply to the
Number 8 ball. But the origin is unknown. Its use apparently began around or after the late 1920's.

behind the scenes

Still, Mr. Shimizu's extended absence from the public eye has begun to raise comment, although the
company says he is directing efforts from behind the scenes.—The Wall Street Journal
(3/29/2011)

"For years she has worked quietly behind the scenes, making her job look easy, which it isn't." —
Ventura County Star (12/29/2011)

"Behind the scenes, they'll do everything they can to block any common-sense reform and make
sure nothing changes whatsoever." —President Barack Obama, referring to opponents of new
restrictions on guns (1/16/2013)

Literally, behind the scenes means where the audience can't sese—which typically refers to
theater, movie or television productions. When there are no "scenes," the phrase means out of
public view or knowledge.

Examples of behind the scenes used literally have been found in the early 1700's. This is an
example of a figurative use later in that century:

We love to retire behind the scenes, and to observe the undisguised appearance of those, who
please us...Hence the private letters of great men have been always read with avidity. —The
Critical Review (London, July, 1779)

be in someone else's shoes, fill someone's shoes

"If I were in your shoes at this moment, I probably would have reacted in the same manner." —
Nigerian President Goodluck Johnson, talking to people who protested rising fuel prices



(1/7/2012)

"Your president and your first lady were in your shoes just a few years ago. We didn't come from
wealthy families. The only reason we were able to achieve what we achieved was because of
education." —President Barack Obama, speaking to students (1/27/2012)

"I would not want to be in Mr. Armstrong's shoes." —Paul Butler, law professor at Georgetown

University, after Lance Armstrong admitted that he cheated to win the Tour de France seven times
(1/18/2013)

"But the Palestinian people's right to self-determination, their right to justice must also be
recognized. And put yourself in their shoes. Look at the world through their eyes." —President
Barack Obama, speaking to an audience of young people in Jerusalem (3/21/2013)

"Poor John Oliver, I mean, he's wonderful. But you can never fill those shoes, and he just doesn't
have that sort of background that Jon has." —Marisa Guthrie, journalist for The Hollywood
Reporter, talking about Oliver's selection as substitute for comedian Jon Stewart during Stewart's
three-month absence (3/10/2013)

To be in someone's shoes means to be in a similar situation.

To fill someone's shoes means to do the work, or take the responsibility, of that person.
Examples of this expression have been found from as early as the 1700's.

EEEEEN

be like

"I am aggressive on the road. He was like, 'You drive crazy.' I'm like, 'l do, don't I?'" Danica
Patrick, race car driver, talking about a conversation with her boyfriend (2/9/2013)

"Postal workers were shocked. They were like, 'We were supposed to deliver mail on Saturday?""
—Jimmy Fallon, television show host, joking about the U.S. Postal Service plan to end Saturday
delivery (2/8/2013)

"It's not like I'm like, 'Oh, I'm really just dying to play in Korea.' I'm not dying to play in Korea."
—Black Francis, alternative rock musician (2/13/2013)

"I constantly get asked...'Are you more like Laura Bush or are you more like Hillary Clinton?' And
I'm like, 'Is that 1t? Those are the two choices?'"" —Michelle Obama (7/7/2013)

"They were like" means they said. This slang is widely used in talking about previous
conversations, as in the Danica Patrick quotation. Although referring to past conversations, either
the past or present tense may be used. (Danica Patrick used both tenses even though they referred
to the same conversation in the past.)

Sometimes the "like" expressions refer to opinions or attitudes, rather than quoted speech, as in the
Black Francis quotation.

Although still considered slang, this usage is no longer confined to teenagers, as it generally was
before the 1990's.

EEEEEE
bells and whistles

A new car with, as Palmer noted, "all the bells and whistles," is a sweet treat to drive. —The
Hartford Courant (12/29/2011)



TV manufacturers increasingly have been building 3-D capability—as well as Internet connectivity
and other bells and whistles—into many of their larger flat-panel sets. —Chicago Sun-Times
(12/28/2011)

Pawlenty's Web strategy shows that online campaigning—once considered extraneous bells and
whistles—now ranks up there with trips to lowa and New Hampshire for presidential hopefuls —
Minneapolis Star Tribune (4/10/2011)

"It's a dizzying array of options...It does make us wonder, though, whether the average consumer
will even be aware of all these added bells and whistles." —Joseph Volpe, writer for
engadget.com, describing the new Samsung Galaxy S4 phone (3/14/2013)

Bells and whistles means extra features that may be desirable but are not necessary.

The phrase often refers to technological products such as cars and electronic equipment. The most
expensive models have bells and whistles—the most and newest features.

The Star Tribune example means that online campaigning used to be considered desirable but
unnecessary, like luxury features in a car. (Speaking of unnecessary features, extraneous means
unnecessary, so the word itself is extraneous.)

The figurative use of bells and whistles became popular in reference to computers during the late
1970's and 1980's, but an earlier example refers to music made with all kinds of sound:

Walters noted that Crewe brought in a full string section, horns in short, all the bells and whistles
that characterized full-scale pop sessions in the past. —Billboard Magazine (11/25/1972)

EEEEEE
below the belt, low blow

Time magazine's editor-at-large, Mark Halperin, was suspended indefinitely from MSNBC after
delivering a below-the-belt blow to President Barack Obama Thursday on live television --
calling the commander-in-chief a profane name. —New York Post (6/30/2011)

Citizens United let political ads get even more vicious. Now, so-called independent committees
hide the true sources of megabucks. They hit opponents below the belt so their candidates don't
have to. —the Daily Californian (12/16/2011)

"I think Jen and I are really proud of how we stood by each other during the difficult times. We
never hit below the belt and we always encouraged one another." —Caroline Cutbirth, singer,
talking about her experience on the "Amazing Race" television game show (5/14/2013)

In Chinese with English subtitles, the video targeting Philadelphia delivers one low blow after
another. —The Philadelphia Inquirer (6/18/2011)

Call him mean, call him "uncivil," but Ricky Gervais had us laughing...Ricky...took some low
blows at Bruce Willis (calling him "Ashton Kutcher's dad")...—SodaHead.com (1/17/2011)

In boxing, a punch below the belt is against the rules. In other situations, hitting below the belt
means violating rules or accepted standards of behavior. A low blow and a hit below the belt have
the same meaning.

The 1865 Marquess of Queensbury rules for boxing have been mentioned as the origin of below
the belt, but hitting below the waistband was considered unacceptable earlier in the 1800's, and |
have found examples of the phrase used metaphorically as early as 1859.



bench strength

Among the benefits of the merger, Clark said then, 1s additional bench strength it will bring,
particularly to the firm's real estate, health care and financial services practice areas. —Memphis
Daily News (10/21/2011)

Can "Rosie" save the struggling Oprah Winfrey Network?...while one hit can boost a whole
network, that network has to have a store of other shows ready to score. OWN doesn't seem to
have the bench strength. —Denver Post (10/1/2011)

"John Cryan adds depth to our bench strength, bringing with him considerable experience and
capabilities to our senior leadership focus on markets," a Temasek spokeswoman told Reuters.
(1/4/2012)

Bench strength refers to capable people who can substitute for the regular, most talented,
participants.

The phrase comes from baseball, where substitute players sit on a bench until they are needed in
the game.

Bench strength appears in articles about baseball as early as the 1940's, and the phrase soon
became popular in other sports. The first non-sports example in my searches is in a July 19, 1972
news account of the Democratic National Convention, in which Frank Mankiewics said supporters
of George McGovern were able to defeat a divisive statement in support of abortion rights
because "we have good bench strength."

EEEEEE
bend over backward(s)

"The view seems to be that Greece will vote 'yes' and Europe will bend over backwards to
prevent a default."—Reuters (6/29/2011)

"Republicans have bent over backwards...We wanted an agreement." —Mitch McConnell, Senate
Republican leader, referring to negotiations on taxes and spending. (12/27/2012)

"Let's quit trying to bend over backwards to give the benefit of the doubt to people who have
proven time and again that they don't like us." —Representative Dana Rohrabacher, Republican of
California, referring to Pakistan. (6/1/2012)

"President Obama has bent over backward to accommodate Russian President Vladimir Putin in
recent years and gotten virtually nothing in return." —Lionel Beehner, in an opinion column in
USA Today (8/20/2013)

Bend over backward (or backwards) means take maximum, difficult or unusual action.

The meaning used to be more specific: take an extreme position or action to avoid a possible bias;
go against one's natural inclination. Sometimes the phrase still conveys that meaning ("The
customer was 1mpolite but he bent over backward to please her.") but now it often describes
action that is simply difficult or inconvenient.

Lean over backwards, less common in American usage, is a variation with the same meaning,
Printed examples of the idiom date back to the late 1800's.

bent out of shape, take umbrage, in a lather, nose out of joint



"It's hard to get too bent out of shape for being fined $40, if you're speeding in a school zone." —
Annapolis Patch (12/6/2011)

"It's very difficult to understand now just how bent out of shape people became in 1967." —singer
Janis lan, talking about negative reaction to "Society's Child," her song about an interracial couple
(3/6/2013)

The public is right to take umbrage at being ignored. —Newsday (10/6/2011)

The Obama campaign is in a lather over Mitt Romney's first TV spot, calling it "a deceitful and
dishonest attack"...—FactCheck.org (11/22/2011)

Our local media pillars take umbrage and get in a lather about it and everyone gets their noses out
of joint because it's just not fair. —Detroit News (3/25/2011)

There is some similarity in the meanings of all four expressions, which usually describe getting
angry or reacting negatively to something;

Those who are annoyed are bent out of shape, an expression that developed during the mid-
1900's. It also may mean intoxicated, but that usage may be fading into history.

Take umbrage goes back to the 1600's and comes from the Latin word for shadow. Umbrage is an
archaic word that is rarely used except in take umbrage.

Get in a lather means get angry in an excited manner, or be in an emotional state. Lather, an old
English word, is what you get when you rub soap with water. From the 1600's it was used to mean
the sweat of a horse that had a lot of exercise. Later, referring to people, it came to mean agitated
and upset.

Examples of nose out of joint meaning annoyed or upset have been found as early as the 1500's.
We may guess its origin was related to the anger felt after being hit in the nose hard enough to
change its shape.

Bermuda Triangle

Mars' environs can be a Bermuda Triangle for spaceships. Many attempts to study it have ended in
partial or complete failure, with equipment breaking or disappearing under mysterious
circumstances. —San Jose Mercury-News (8/5/2012)

In this highly partisan era, when common ground seems to be located somewhere in the Bermuda
Triangle... —The Washington Post (2/3/2012)

He struck out the side in the third and the fifth as his fastball, slider and changeup formed a
Bermuda Triangle of pitches into which Pittsburgh’s offense disappeared. —David J. Neal,
reporting on a baseball game in the Miami Herald (7/29/13)

In the news examples, a Bermuda Triangle is a place where bad things happen or objects are lost
forever.

The Bermuda Triangle is part of the Atlantic Ocean between Bermuda, Florida and islands of the
Caribbean. Public interest in unexplained disappearances of planes and ships there began in the
1950's.

By the 1970's, people began to use Bermuda Triangle as a metaphor:

The three TV networks form a sort of Bermuda Triangle. Shows go there and are never heard of



again. —Kiplinger's Personal Finance (June, 1979)
EEEEEN
better half

Eric Felder...just paid a whopping $7.5 million for a seventh-floor apartment... The seller is
another Wall Street moneyman, James T. Pappas, and his better half, dentist Adriana Leone. —
New York Post (11/10/2011)

She'd also like to spend more time with her husband, after being away from their Manhattan home
base for at least six months out of every year to shoot The Closer in Los Angeles. Ultimately for
Sedgwick, says Closer executive producer James Duff, none of the show's critical accolades, the
impressive ratings, the Emmy and Golden Globe nominations and wins could measure up against
not seeing her better half every day. —USA Today (7/11/2011)

"I can wear cute little nightgowns without feeling uncomfortable because of sagging breasts, and
most importantly, my better half is happy with the new me." —publicity release for a plastic
surgery practice in Florida (4/11/2012)

Better half means spouse.

Sometimes, "my better half" is a sarcastic reference when making a joke about one's spouse. As in
the news examples, better half is used when the subject is appropriate for informal language. It 1s
not used as a synonym for spouse when the situation is solemn, such as in an obituary.

Similar phrases were written by the poets of ancient Rome, and in English better half once referred
to close friends, or to the soul. A well-known example of an early version of the phrase is in
Shakespeare's Sonnet 39 (1609):

O! how thy worth with manners may I sing,
When thou art all the better part of me?

between a rock and a hard place

President Obama's policy in 2011 has him stuck between a rock and a hard place politically,
criticized by both sides of the immigration debate. —U.S. News & World Report (12/29/2011)

Union officials acknowledge the tough position for legislators. "In many respects, lawmakers are
caught between a rock and a hard place," said Stephen Madarasz, a spokesman for the Civil
Service Employees Association union that represents 70,000 state workers. —Syracuse Post-
Standard (3/19/2011)

"You're sort of caught between a rock and a hard place. You should have left but it's also getting to
be too late to leave." —New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, referring to evacuation orders for
Hurricane Sandy (10/29/2012)

If you are between a rock and a hard place, you have two choices, both of them bad.

In the U.S. News and Syracuse Post-Standard examples, politicians were in a difficult position
because they were forced to decide which people to make unhappy.

The phrase was listed ina 1918 academic journal on American dialect, but how it began is
unknown. A phrase with a similar meaning, used less frequently, is between the devil and the
deep blue sea.



beyond a shadow of a doubt

The current administration has proven beyond a shadow of a doubt, even to many of its early and
strongest supporters, that it lacks both the will and the focus to respond effectively. —New York
Daily News (10/16/2011)

"Republicans' No. 1 priority is to defeat President Obama, and their strategy is to keep the
economy weak as long as possible," Reid said. "So they oppose legislation we know beyond a
shadow of a doubt will support 400,000 American jobs without adding a penny to the deficit." —
Las Vegas Review-Journal (10/1/2011)

"It's not a job, it's so much more. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this is what I was meant
to do." —Lynchburg News & Advance (10/17/2011)

Beyond a shadow of a doubt means completely certain.

Beyond doubt has the same meaning, but a shadow of a doubt adds emphasis, asserting that not
even a tiny amount of doubt exists

An early example is in a 1698 translation of a religious tract originally written in French:

But since my design is not to leave the Reader the least shadow of a doubt, I promise to prove by
and by, that the Apostles both received and imparted many miraculous gifts. —"A Vindication of
the Truth of Christian Religion, Against the Objections of all Modern Opposers" (London, 1698)

beyond the pale

At Monday's monthly Metropolitan Transportation Authority transit meeting, Charles Moerdler, a
board member from The Bronx, said he's beyond frustrated. "The Bronx service, according to the
statistics they have here, has gotten beyond the pale," said Moerdler. "It's got to stop." —NY'1
(7/25/2011)

West's red-hot response was clearly beyond the pale and uncalled for. —South Florida
SunSentinel (7/22/2011)

"Once you see this video, all these videos, you hear the things that were being said, he goes
beyond the pale." —Grant Wahl, sports journalist, talking about Mike Rice, who was fired as
Rutgers University basketball coach after shouting abusive slurs at his players and throwing balls
at them during practices. (4/3/2013)

Beyond the pale means unacceptable; not within the standards most people agree on.

The expression comes from an almost forgotten meaning of pale: an area enclosed by a fence.
(Earlier, fences and the wooden stakes of fences were also called pales.) People who lived within
the area (the pale) were safer and subject to the laws there.

The use of beyond the pale has been traced back to the 1600's.
EEEEEN

Big Apple, Big Easy and other city nicknames

Hear tales about the Big Apple and the people who made it great during the New York Historical
Society's weekly "Sunday Story Hour" for kids. —New York Daily News (12/18/2011)



Mardi Gras 1s not the only holiday celebrated in style in New Orleans. The Big Easy offers Creole
traditions and other festivities throughout the Christmas season, —Associated Press (12/12/2011)

As much as Las Vegas has promoted itself as Sin City, it's also considered a top destination for
couples celebrating their commitment. —Los Angeles Times (12/12/2011)

No doubt losing the Chicago Mercantile Exchange and to a lesser extent Sears would damage the
economic prestige of the Windy City and the entire state. —The Wall Street Journal (12/12/2011)

Chrysler Group announced today that it will reopen its Conner Avenue Assembly Plant in Detroit
for the production of the next- generation SRT Viper..."We're extremely excited that our ultimate
American sports car will continue to live on and be produced exclusively here in the Motor City."
—USA Today (12/13/2011)

The news examples above include five well-known nicknames of American cities. There are
hundreds more, and some cities have more than one nickname. Detroit is Motown as well as
Motor City.

The origin of some nicknames, including the Big Apple and Big Easy, is unknown or in dispute.
Chicago tour guides inform visitors that Windy refers to the long speeches of politicians, not the
icy wind blowing from Lake Michigan.

Why city nicknames are included in this book of idiomatic expressions is a reasonable question.
These five are well-known and likely to be used without also mentioning the city's real name. (For
clarity, I selected examples that do mention the city's name.) Knowing them may be helpful to
students of American English.

EEEEEE
big fish in a small pond, big fish

Wes Moyer was the big man on campus when he was a senior on the Alameda High football team
in 2007...Then he got to college. After a late recruiting process brought him to Yale, Moyer was no
longer a big fish in a small pond. —Contra Costa Times (11/3/2011)

The Thinking Student’s Guide to College recommends small colleges to the student who is less
confident, not less talented....bigger universities call for more competition. So becoming a big fish
in a small pond can actually work out as a huge advantage. —wcn.com (3/23/2012)

The Washington-based Institute for Science and International Security, which tracks Iran's nuclear
programs, describes Sairafi as a core member of the smuggling networks and the kind of big fish
rarely caught in the U.S. net. —Associated Press (11/10/2011)

"A big fish in al Qaeda here. In fact, the son-in-law of Osama bin Laden has landed in U.S. custody
and 1s now on U.S. soil." —Brooke Baldwin, television news anchor (5/7/2013)

A big fish in a small pond is important or successful only in a small place or limited situation.

In contexts like the Associated Press example and Brooke Baldwin quotation, big fish means an
important or successful person. It often describes people who investigators want to catch because
they are the most important or prominent.

Examples of phrases close to big fish in a small pond have been found as early as 1871, and
figurative uses of big fish as early as 1827.



big if
So if the Republicans are smart—a big if—they will simply run a campaign on economics. —Fox
News (10/18/2011)

Budget Travel notes that the [airline ticket] giveaway would begin in April if approved by the
Japanese government, but that may be a big "if" since the promotion is expected to cost the country
$150 million. —TheStreet.com (10/13/2011)

The vote is still a big if, and leaves the euro zone at the mercy of Slovakia's precarious domestic
politics —TIME (10/12/2011)

When we say, if something happens, we assume there is a possibility it will happen. When we then
say, "That is a big if," we mean there is a strong possibility it will not happen.

In conversation, emphasizing the word if expresses doubt that something will happen. In writing,
placing "if" in capital or bold letters (making it "big") has the same effect. Saying explicitly, "It's a
big if," adds more emphasis to the idea that something is doubtful.

An early example 1s in a book published in 1880:

"Oh!" Edward replied, "there is a big if in the way. Besides, you are counting the chickens before
they are hatched, and you have a good many of them too." —"The Pioneer Church" by Montgomery
Schuyler (1880)

EEEEEE
big picture
In the big picture, no, an extra few minutes' wait is not an unreasonable price to pay if it helps

reduce the likelihood of a bomb being smuggled onto a plane. But neither is it necessary, and in
that same big picture we're talking about millions of wasted minutes. —Salon (9/22/2011)

It was a gathering of big-picture thinkers and change agents from illustrious big companies who
sensed that there were massive shifts on the horizon... —Harvard Business Review (9/23/2011)

Michelle Santee, manager for atmospheric sciences at JPL, explained that aircraft and ground-
based missions had measured chemical mechanisms responsible for the destruction of the ozone -
but the big picture remained elusive. "The vast scale over which these processes operated were
not known." —The Pasadena Star-News (9/22/2011)

"I think the big picture here is that President Obama has got to deliver on the big issue, which is

fixing the financial house of the U.S. federal government." —Bob Woodward, political
commentator (11/11/2012)

"They're not looking at the Republican Party's future in a big picture...they're looking at their
viability in their own seats... Their concern 1s not being defeated by a Democrat, it's being defeated
by a conservative..." —Kevin Madden, Republican political strategist, talking about opposition in
Congress to changes in immigration laws (6/23/2013)

A big picture is a broad overview or understanding, not focused too much on details.

A big-picture person (such as the big-picture thinker in the Harvard Business Review example) is
someone who is good at keeping a wider perspective and not getting too involved in details.

Someone who can't see the forest for the trees cannot be a big-picture person.

In the early 1900's, longer movies were called big pictures, and later that phrase distinguished



long movies, or feature films, from shorter ones. But that is apparently not the origin of the current
expression. Instead, it began in science and technology. An early example is ina 1921 business
journal:

This [statistical] step is taken for the purpose of rendering a clearer picture of the trend of activity
in the given years by reducing the short time fluctuations which in the big picture would mean
nothing... —The American Contractor (1/1/1921)

EEEEEN
big shot

Bill Daley used to be a big shot at Boeing as a member of its board of directors. Now he's a big
shot at the White House as President Obama's chief of staff. —Charleston Post and Courier
(5/11/2011)

Mark Meckler...is the co-founder of the Tea Party Patriots and a big shot national Tea Party
Leader. —Gawker.com (12/16/2011)

The Raleigh leadership needs to wise up or they will be the first Republican big shots to face
mutiny. —Beaufort (North Carolina) Observer (4/28/2012)

"He may be the leader of 1.2 billion Roman Catholics but he talks to us like a brother, not a big
shot." —Cathleen Falsani, religion journalist, writing about Pope Francis (9/16/2013)

When it refers to a person, big shot means an important person.
Big shot is informal language and usually does not suggest great respect for the person it refers to.

In the 1800's and early 1900's important people were also called high shots, great shots and big
guns. The earliest example of big shot I have found is from 1905.

bite off more than one can chew

The biggest mistake that most of us are making is biting off more than we can chew with our New
Year's resolutions. —New York Daily News (1/11/2011)

Because so few cats are adopted—about 30 found homes last year—Clough says more cats are
rarely accepted. "We have to keep strict limits, " she says. "That's how rescue groups get into
trouble, biting off more than they can chew." —Buffalo News (9/13/2011)

Don't bite off more than you can chew during the week ahead. You may have the know-how to get
the job done, however you may lack the resources to see it through successfully. —daily
horoscope, Tribune Media Services (8/4/2013)

Bite off more than a person or group can chew means set goals too high or take on too much
work.

The earliest examples of this phrase have been found in the 1870's. This was published in 1878:

It is a sign of a petty man to be always in a hurry. It shows that he has "bit off than be can chew."
—Ayer's American Almanac (Lowell, Mass., 1878)

bite the bullet
With all of the risks that come with smoking, it's time to bite the bullet and stop. —The Daily



Times (Salisbury, Md., 1/1/2011)

...the city had to bite the bullet and fix its stormwater system. —The Beacon Herald (Stratford,
Conn., 1/1/2012)

"America has to bite the bullet of what these incidents mean to our people, to our nation, and our
nation's standing in the world. When you have someone walking in and slaying in the most brutal
way 6-year-olds, something is really wrong." —Senator Dianne Feinstein (12/30/2012)

"The more successful you are, the less likeable you are...For a woman. Not for a man. There's no
problem being a successful man...Women just have to bite the bullet on that cultural reality." —
Dee Dee Myers, political analyst (8/10/2013)

Bite the bullet means accept a bad situation and endure the pain or pay the price.

In the 1700's and early 1800's, a person was said to chew a bullet to endure pain or show bravery
during surgery or punishment.

In its figurative sense, "bite on the bullet" appeared in an 1891 story by Rudyard Kipling. An early
example of the current form, bite the bullet, is in a news article about municipal budget cutting in
the Oct. 14, 1907 edition of the Ellensburg, Wash., Daily Record.

bite the dust

Coins tell the story of U.S. history: 2-cent, 3-cent and half-dime pieces that bit the dust during the
Civil War in favor of nickels —The (Memphis) Commercial Appeal (10/22/2011)

Another show that bit the dust was NBC's workplace romantic comedy "Free Agents" after four
episodes. —Indiana Statesman (10/17/2011)

Yet another South African chief of police and two ministers have bitten the dust in the latest swirl
of corruption scandals to hit President Jacob Zuma's government. —The Economist (10/29/2011)

Bite the dust means die in a struggle, like a warrior falling in battle.

Sometimes, as in the Economist example, the phrase refers to the end of careers, not the people
themselves. The context of the Economist article was the only way to know that the phrase did not
mean the three officials were wounded or killed.

Psalm 72 in the King James version of the Bible (1611) says, "They that dwell in the wilderness
shall bow before him; and his enemies shall lick the dust."

bitter pill to swallow

"We know it's a tough pill for people to swallow," said Mayor Fowler. "But we don't see it any
other way."...Bridgetown and Area Chamber of Commerce president Andy Kerr agreed with
Fowler that the new budget is a bitter pill. —The Annapolis County Spectator (9/23/2011)

Congress should pledge to continue its direct military support of Israel, at current levels, until Jan.
1, 2021. Knowing that the sharp edge of Israel's sword will not be blunted during this time of
transition is a key dimension of sweetening what we know to be a bitter pill. —The Baltimore Sun
(9/21/2011)

Koch's embrace of Christie, and his touting of Christie as a possible candidate for higher office,
must be a bitter pill for Lonegan to swallow. —The (Bergen) Record (9/18/2011)



A bitter pill to swallow, often shortened to bitter pill, is something unpleasant or disliked, which
must be accepted anyway, like bad-tasting medicine. Versions of bitter pill to swallow have been
traced back to the 1500's.

An example close to current usage comes from 1779, when Horace Walpole wrote in his "Journal
of the reign of King George 1I":

"It was a bitter pill for the King and Lord Mansfield to swallow—resistance to Popery from
Scotland."

See also, hard (tough, easy. etc.) to swallow.

black eye

Johnson & Johnson (JNJ) agreed to pay $70 million to settle U.S. and U.K. allegations that it paid
bribes to doctors in three European countries... The news is the latest black eye for J&J, which has
been grappling with a series of product recalls because of manufacturing-quality lapses, as well as
government investigations of its U.S. marketing practices. —Dow Jones News (4/8/2011)

Opponents had warned the bill would give another black eye to Arizona after last year's
controversy over the state's illegal immigration enforcement law. —Associated Press (4/19/2011)

"It would be the ultimate black eye to his campaign to lose his home state..." —Christopher
Borick, director of the Muhlenberg College Institute of Public Opinion (4/6/2012)

"We know that the announcement of the [Major League Baseball] Hall of Fame not having Roger
Clemens, Barry Bonds or Sammy Sosa, because of the doping, has really put a black eye on that
sport." —Victor Blackwell, television news anchor (1/12/2013)

When the phrase is not used literally, referring to a facial injury, black eye means a severe and
public rebuke, or a mark of embarrassment or shame.

Literally, a black eye is a dark bruise around the eye, a result of being hit. It came to be associated
with embarrassment because a person with a black eye was often assumed to have been fighting or
to have lost a fight.

(Black-eyed, referring to the color of eyes, is usually a positive description.)

Examples of the literal use of black eye have been found as early as the 1600's, and its figurative
sense apparently developed in the 1700's.

blank check

"So basically, from a political institutional standpoint, FDR had a blank check. He could do
whatever he wanted, and no president has ever enjoyed such margins." —Michael Cornfield,
professor at George Washington University (1/19/2013)

"After a decade of blank-check spending in the Department of Defense it was important...to meet
this challenge of reducing the defense budget." —Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta (2/6/2013)

"This is just a blank check for the party, and it undermines the whole message of cracking down on
special interests' influence in Washington." —Tyson Slocum, director of Public Citizen's energy
program, criticizing Duke Energy's loan of up to $10 million to the Democratic Party (3/4/2013)

If you are given a blank check, you have the freedom to spend or do what you want, without limut.



The literal phrase, which has been in use since the 1700's, means a signed check with the amount
left blank.

An early figurative use is in "The Master Mason" by Rev. John J. Lanier, published in 1921:
"...life is a blank check signed by God and handed to us at birth."

blow off (someone, something)

Romney has four paid staff and a consultant working in Iowa to organize support..."Whether or not
he's here, he has expectations to do well as the national front-runner," Robinson said. "So it would
be wise to embrace Iowa in some capacity and not just blow it off." —Reuters (10/20/2011)

Tacoma voters will decide whether city police and prosecutors should continue to pursue pot
crimes—or simply blow them off altogether. —Tacoma News Tribune (10/16/2011)

When Sabina resident Steve Pauley met his Ashley nearly a decade ago, she blew him off. After
countless phone calls went unreturned, Steve started to give up. Then, months later at a Kenny
Chesney concert amid thousands, the two ran into each other. He quickly struck up a conversation,
and she hugged him back. "I call it love at second sight," she giggled. Six years later, they got
married. —Wilmington News Journal (10/28/2011)

...hip-hopper Flo Rida was forced to settle a nasty lawsuit brought by a Canadian concert promoter
because the singer blew off court-mandated deposition and mediation —Miami Herald (8/1/2013)

If you blow someone or something off, you don't respond or take meaningful action, usually
because you regard them as unimportant.

English learners must pay close attention to context. The verb blow is used in various phrases with
different meanings, one of them vulgar. In the news examples, the expression blow off'is a
metaphor for the literal act, such as using a puff of breath to get an insect off one's arm.

But it is unknown whether the phrase originated with such a metaphor. The use of blow off has
been traced as far back as the 1600's.

blow the whistle on, whistleblower

Hoare repeatedly expressed the hope that the hacking scandal would lead to journalism in general
being cleaned up, and said he had decided to blow the whistle on the activities of some of his
former NoW [News of the World] colleagues with that aim in mind. —The Guardian (7/18/2011)

"...was what happened in Cartagena...a pattern of behavior that happened over time elsewhere, and
if it did, ...why didn't somebody at the Secret Service essentially blow the whistle on 1t?" —
Senator Joe Lieberman (4/22/2012)

"If there are people that want to come forward and tell their story, this department 1s not blocking
whistleblowers and is not stopping people from telling their story." —Patrick Ventrell, spokesman
for the State Department (5/6/2013)

Blow the whistle on someone or something means expose actions or situations that are wrong or
illegal.

The allusion is to a police officer blowing a whistle to stop a crime or bad behavior. Someone
who blows the whistle is a whistleblower, and laws protecting informers from retaliation are



whistleblower laws.

In the past, blowing the whistle meant causing an activity to stop suddenly. Now it usually refers to
giving information to an authority (such as government or police), or making information public.

In my searches, the earliest examples of the phrase used with its current meaning were found in the
1940's.

blue in the face

"I could run around and scream until I'm blue in the face, but it really doesn't do anything." —New
York Daily News (5/1/2011)

Ben Bernanke can talk until he's blue in the face about how there's no inflation ... but people who
actually buy things know better. —BusinessInsider.com (4/28/2011)

"I know I can say that until I am blue in the face, but as a white man in a uniform, I know it doesn't
mean anything to anybody." —Bill Lee, police chief in Sanford, Florida (3/17/2012)

Doing something until blue in the face means doing it for so long that one's face turns blue—an
exaggeration used for emphasis.

As in the news examples, it often refers to something that could happen but will not. Or, it may
exaggerate something that happened in the past: "I talked to them until I was blue in the face but I
didn't convince anyone."

To be blue in the face literally is the result of a medical emergency, such as being unable to
breathe.

The medical use of blue in the face is many centuries old. The idiomatic version goes at least as
far back as the early 1800's. This example is from an 1829 book: "...we will not believe their
oaths, though they should swear themselves black and blue in the face."

boil down

He said it boils down to a simple choice: "We're going to have to reduce our rate of increase in
corn consumption or we're going to have to produce more corn." —Associated Press (11/23/2011)

Though the housing bubble boils down to a simple matter of too much money chasing too few good
borrowers, to see it coming was no simple matter. —The Wall Street Journal (11/19/2011)

We asked Nicole Lazzaro, a psychologist and an expert on what makes games fun to play. Lazzaro,
who has spent years dissecting all manner of bestselling games to discover the essence of fun,
boiled it down to four ingredients. —Los Angeles Times (11/5/2011)

"It boils down to price, convenience and selection." —Andrew Lipsman, analyst for the comScore
measurement company, talking about the growth of retail sales on the Internet (11/27/2012)

Boil down means reduce something to its essence or make it simpler. It is used in many contexts as
a metaphor for cooking something to remove liquid and make it concentrated.

An early example of boil down used figuratively is in an 1867 report about a political convention
in Virginia dominated by African-Americans:

The political cauldron is a mixture of very strange ingredients, and it is difficult to tell at this
moment whether it will boil down to sugar or to potash, or, in other words, whether the child will



be black or white. —The New York Times (10/18/1867)
EEEEEN

booby trap, booby prize

Jameel Perrin, 30, of Belleville, allegedly turned on the gas stove in what authorities believe was
an attempt to spark an explosion when a concussion grenade was thrown in. Perrin was charged
with maintaining a booby trap... —Newark Star-Ledger (12/2/2011)

This legislative booby trap seems unlikely to make it through the Senate, and the president has all
but said he would reject it if it does. —The New York Times (12/12/2011)

There is no booby prize for community-college incompetence... —The Chronicle of Higher
Education (12/11/2011)

No, the Post-Feminist Booby Prize does not go to 85-year-old playboy Hugh Hefner, who was
dumped by a 25-year-old runaway bride. It goes to NBC's Chad Hodge, the producer who
resurrected "The Playboy Club" for a new TV series, and then claimed that it was show about
empowering women. We send Hodge a bikini, a cotton tail, and a pair of bunny ears so he can feel
powerful around the office. —The Boston Globe (8/26/2011)

A booby trap is a mechanical ambush, a hidden device designed to harm a person by surprise.
Used figuratively in the New York Times example, it meant legislation that was intended to do
political harm to those who opposed it.

A booby prize is a mocking award for the competitor who finishes last.

Booby originated as a term of ridicule for slow-witted people. The first booby traps, in the 1800's,
were silly practical jokes. Later the phrase was adapted by the military and the phrase became
more sinister.

By contrast, the use of booby prize rarely gets more serious than in The Chronicle of Higher
Education example. It has been found as early as 1882; this example is from 1887:

At a progressive euchre party at St. Thomas the other night the booby prize was a drum, the only
thing the recipient could beat. —The New York Times, quoting the Toronto Globe (3/12/1887)

EEEEEN
booked solid

The Culver City auto mechanic is busier than ever—booked solid, he said, for a week at a time—
as Americans hold on to their cars longer, making repairs that in better times might have spurred a
new vehicle purchase. —Los Angeles Times (9/15/2011)

"It's probably 90 percent of my income right now. I'm always booked solid for two weeks ahead."
—NMeagan Cignoli, a fashion photographer who said Twitter's Vine video sharing service helped
her business (8/1/2013)

"It's like trying to get a seat on a plane that is booked solid. The people who are out of work are on
standby." —Bill Crandall, a consultant, talking about the difficulty of getting jobs in the advertising
industry (8/4/2013)

Booked solid means sold out, or a schedule completely filled.

In the first half of the 1900's it mainly referred to events in which all the tickets were sold. Now it
is used in a wider variety of situations.



Examples before the 1900's are rare. The earliest one I found is in an advertisement for the Rogers
Brothers, "emperors of German comedy," in the New York Clipper Annual of 1893: "We are
booked solid for forty weeks in First Class Theatres only."



box in

Laffer was boxed in both by the considerable evidence against him and a lack of viable defenses
he could use at a trial, said his lawyer, Eric Naiburg of Central Islip. —Newsday (9/9/2011)

"Society has boxed in women on what's considered to be beautiful, and this defies how we're
supposed to look." —Terr1 Holley, author of the blog "Going Gray" (4/5/2012)

"I don't want to box myself in. I don't want to box anybody else in." —John Boehner, speaker of the
House of Representatives, referring to negotiations about taxes (11/9/2012)

To be boxed in is to be restricted in movement, action or thought—as if kept in a box. A variation
is to box someone in.

In basketball, boxing out is taking a position that keeps an opponent away from the basket.

The use of box in as a metaphor for confinement or restriction has been traced to the 1700's.
EEEEEE

brace yourself

Start bracing yourself. Next fall, stores may be carrying some very colorful overcoats, thanks to
designer labels such as Bottega Veneta, Burberry and Jil Sander. —The Wall Street Journal
(1/28/2011)

Now brace yourself for another blow: Getting the right treatment at an affordable price can be next
to impossible, even with health insurance. —Times of Trenton (12/30/2011)

More than half of all cancer cases occur in people 65 or older, and as baby boomers age, doctors
are bracing themselves for an onslaught. —New York Post (12/25/2011)

Brace yourself means get ready for something, usually something challenging or difficult. One
literal meaning of brace is strengthen (or as a noun, something used to strengthen something else).

In the Wall Street Journal example, colorful overcoats are not challenging, except perhaps to a few
people who feel strongly about fashion, and the writer's use of the idiom is tongue-in-cheek
[joking].

Examples of this phrase have been found from the early 1800's.

EEEEEN

brass tacks

But at the end of the day, when you get down to brass tacks about what matters, "if you look at it,
corporate America is in excellent shape." —New York Magazine (6/24/2011)

DevCon 2011, which continues today, has been mostly devoted to brass-tacks information aimed at
people who write software for RIM devices. —TIME (10/20/2011)

When the November 7 Baucus meeting began, the seven members there were ready to get down to
brass tacks...—Reuters (11/22/2011)

Brass tacks are the important points, the necessary details. The phrase 1s usually part of get down
to brass tacks, which means focus on the most important or difficult things.

A similar idea is in nitty gritty and get down to business and talk turkey.

This expression has been traced back to the 1860's. I could find no conclusive explanation of its
origin.



breathe easier

Greece on Sunday announced a new set of austerity measures...Even so, critics warn, it's unlikely
Greece's lenders and markets will breathe easier. —Los Angeles Times (9/11/2011)

"The latest downgrade 1s completely unfair and loaded with ulterior motives. Just when the Cyprus
economy 1s breathing easier and showing signs of emerging from the crisis..." —Cyprus President
Dimitris Christofias, reacting to a decision by Standard & Poor's to downgrade the credit ratings
of nine European countries (1/14/2012)

"It was a boy. A beautiful boy. He didn't cry when he came out. Then he cried, and I breathed
easier knowing he was alive." —Flora Vargas, who helped deliver a baby in the restroom of a
Subway restaurant in Nevada (8/3/2013)

Breathe easier, when not referring literally to moving air in and out of the lungs, means relax and
not worry as much.

The Centers for Disease Control created a program to control asthma, a lung disease. The title of
its publication about the program is both literal and figurative: "America Breathing Easier."

An early example: An article dated 1839 in the Church of England Quarterly Review said that the
"state breathes easier for the loss of its surplus inhabitants."

EEEEEE
bridge the gulf

The White House and congressional Democrats find their political interests diverging as President
Barack Obama presses for a far-reaching deficit-reduction deal, and the fate of any agreement
could hinge on the president's ability to bridge the gulf. —The Wall Street Journal (7/9/2011)

Trying to bridge the gulf between their proposals, the two sides found some common ground... —
Reuters (12/13/2011)

Four months after the opening of peace talks between the Thai government and Malay separatist
insurgents, the conflict in Thailand's southern border provinces has become, if anything, more
violent. Rumors of the imminent demise of the talks are probably premature, but bridging the gulf
between the two sides will likely take years. —AsiaTimes Online (7/12/2013)

In the news examples, bridge the gulf means persuade two sides to agree when their negotiating
positions are far apart.

The metaphor refers to building a bridge over a large body of water. The Wall Street Journal's use
of the phrase signaled that President Obama's task was not easy. Obama could only hope his
chances for success were better than the description in this sermon:

"Were there accumulated in hell all the noblest talents of the created universe, they could not
escape the hand of justice. They could neither bridge the gulf that partitions hell from heaven, nor
extinguish the fires that consume them." —The Rev. Daniel A. Clark, 1836

EEEEEE
broad daylight

The daily grind of corruption was something Russians viewed as the price for a kind of stability
and the rise of living conditions, but crimes committed in broad daylight, the perpetrators known



and protected by officials, have grown too numerous to ignore. —The Wall Street Journal
(12/8/2011)

And the single best way to defeat Obama is to sabotage the economy. But there's just one problem
with that strategy: The Republicans have no choice but to pursue it in broad daylight. —The Daily
Beast/Newsweek (12/12/2011)

Documents indicate she paid sky-high fees and that she agreed to an adjustable loan that eventually
included monthly payments greater than her monthly income. "This 1s how you steal a house in
broad daylight," said Sunnyvale lawyer Wayne Silver, who with Ayhan Menekshe is representing
Bowland without pay in her predatory lending suit. —San Jose Mercury News (12/6/2011)

"Time calls the Shin Bet a 'shadowy' organization, as if the work of the CIA or NSA is carried out
in broad daylight. Why on earth would a security organization not be shadowy, and why is that a
crime? —The Washington Post (1/11/2011)

Literally, broad daylight is the main part of the day, after sunrise is complete and before sunset
begins. The phrase most frequently describes crime made more frightening by the fact that the
criminals were not afraid of being seen. The Wall Street Journal example uses broad daylight in
that way.

Used figuratively, as in the other news examples, in broad daylight means out in the open, not in
secret.

Examples of broad day, with the same literal meaning, have been found as early as the 1300's.

A figurative example is in the 1828 novel "The Fair Maid of Perth" by Sir Walter Scott: "It cannot
be concealed, father Torquil," said Eachin; "it will all out to the broad day."

brush up on, brush up against

"The subcontractor didn't realize he'd brushed up against the switch while doing other work and
said he was completely unaware of its critical function," Tepco spokesman Hiroshi Aizawa, based
in Fukushima City, said in a recent telephone interview. —The Wall Street Journal (6/15/2011)

Some [people] brushed up against Dyett when he taught at Wendell Phillips High School, in the
early 1930s. —Chicago Tribune (8/21/2013)

Romano brushed up on his skills at Marciano's restaurant in Vineland, making a few practice pies.
—Vineland, N.J. Daily Journal (6/25/2011)

Boston mob boss James "Whitey" Bulger is the kind of notorious, made-for-the-movies character
who motivates actors to brush up on their scowls. —Los Angeles Times (8/13/2013)

The meanings of brush up against and brush up on are different but both are based on the verb
brush: to move a brush quickly across a surface, or to move against something slightly.

The Wall Street Journal example of brush up against means that part of the contractor's body
moved across the switch, touching it slightly. The Chicago Tribune example is figurative: It means
some people met with Dyett, not that he touched them physically.

Brush up on means improve skills, as in the Vineland Journal and Los Angeles Times examples.

From the 1600's the meaning of brush up has been brighten or refresh knowledge, but when the
preposition against is added, the meaning is contact lightly. The earliest example of brush up
against I could find was in an 1834 book, "Journey to the north of India":



"...the most scrupulous of the Sheeahs [Shias] will even send their clothes to be washed, if you
brush up against them in the street. "

bucket list, kick the bucket

At Memory Lane Music, Michael Cooney enjoys teaching his senior students how to play piano. "I
hear so many people say it was on their bucket list," Cooney said. —Las Vegas Review-Journal
(8/3/2011)

"I always encourage people to have an emotional bucket list. Is there forgiveness that you have to
grant or forgiveness that you have to ask? Are there regrets that you have to correct right now?...If
these are things that we can do now, why wait?" —Erica Brown, writer and lecturer (4/22/2013)

But if you could only do ONE thing or visit ONE place on the Cape before you "kick the bucket,"
what would it be? That's right, we're assembling a Cape Cod bucket list for an upcoming Cape
Cod Online Top 10... —Cape Cod Times (8/1/2011)

Affluent and attractive, they have a stylish car and an inheritance coming once her parents kick the
bucket. —The Plain Dealer, describing the film "Week End" by Jean-Luc Godard (4/18/2012)

Kick the bucket means die. A bucket list includes things person wants to do before dying.

Kick the bucket has been traced to the 1700's. Bucket list, which is based on the meaning of kick
the bucket, became popular after the 2007 film, "The Bucket List," about two cancer patients
(played by Morgan Freeman and Jack Nicholson) who are inspired to take a high-spirited vacation
around the world.

Several guesses have been advanced to explain the origin of kick the bucket. A now forgotten
meaning of bucket—a wooden yoke used to hang pigs, which might kick it when dying or dead—
seems the most persuasive and preferred by authoritative sources.

burn cash, burn rate, money to burn

So can being relatively older hinder an entrepreneur's ability to attract investors? It can, and here's
why: If you're a little older, you probably have a family and a lifestyle that requires a higher burn
rate. —CNN Money (9/20/2011)

This year, Kodak's operations burned $847 million in the first half. The concern is cash
consumption may be growing more entrenched. "It appears that they burned cash during the quarter,
and | had anticipated more of a break-even quarter," says Shannon Cross, an analyst with Cross
Research. —The Wall Street Journal (9/27/2011)

"I think they have money to burn...the Romney campaign is flush and I think they're making Obama
spend money there." —Anna Greenberg, polling company executive (11/4/2012)

"They're not going to be able to charge $8 a month forever. They need more revenue. They're
burning cash." —Rocco Pendola, director of social media for The Street.com, talking about Netflix
(4/12/2013)

Burn cash usually does not mean put money in a fire. It means spend it quickly.

Burn rate usually refers to how fast a company is spending money, often without making a profit.
(Burn rate is also used literally in technical language.)



Have money to burn means have more money than is needed.

The first two phrases were not widely used until the 1990's, but I found examples of money to burn
from as early as 1893.

burn bridges

I wonder if Sony, a company that has burned one too many bridges and done very little to endear
itself to the public, realizes what a mess it is in. —PC Magazine (6/3/2011)

...the coalition last week surveyed 240 local homeless people and found the majority...have very
few family or friends still willing to help them. "At the point where they are sleeping on the
streets, they have usually burned all their bridges." —Louisville Courier-Journal (9/25/2011)

"Don't burn bridges. Build them. Everything is connected." —Mark H. Murphy, president of the
Green Bay Packers football team, speaking to graduates of Colgate University (5/20/2012)

"He can be very blunt with people without burning bridges." —Anthony Coles, attorney and former
deputy mayor of New York, talking about Joseph Lhota, a candidate for mayor (1/17/2013)

Burn bridges means do something that makes i1t hard or impossible to have a good relationship in
the future.

The phrase comes from a proverb (old saying), "Don't burn your bridges behind you," and an
older, 1700's expression, "burning your boats"—ending the possibility of retreat in a battle.

burn out

Because there's still so much to do with regard to long-term recovery, there's a real danger that the
volunteers themselves will become burned out. To prevent that, the Red Cross is taking steps to
keep volunteers from becoming exhausted. —NBC17.com (5/7/2011)

Talented young musicians run the risk of burning out early —The Washington Post (headline,
12/30/2011)

Under federal law, you can require your employees to work overtime shifts, although the American
Nurses Association cautions that mandatory overtime plays a key role in employee burnout. —
Chron.com (8/11/2013)

When people burn out, they become tired, discouraged and ineffective, usually because of
working too hard. This 1s a metaphor for things that burn out, such as fires and light bulbs.

The noun form, burnout, is used in the Chron.com example.

The metaphor may also be expressed as burn oneself out, as in this example from LIFE Magazine,
Jan 27, 1961: "Agee lived and worked intensely, unsparing of himself in whatever he did. And he
burned himself out physically."

The 1diom has been in use since the 1800's.
EEEEEN
burn the midnight oil

But Amazon has been burning the midnight oil, and what it came up with was the Fire, its own
color e-book reader. —The Times Leader (Wilkes-Barre, Penn., 9/29/2011)



"Our service went through an excruciating process to make sure that this will have minimal impact
on everybody," Poist said. "They really burned the midnight oil to try to make it as painless as
possible." —The Cornell Daily Sun (9/22/2011)

Sources tell us Ashton...was burning the midnight oil at FLUXX nightclub in San Diego early
Saturday morning... —TMZ (9/29/2011)

Burn the midnight oil usually means work hard.

It suggests working late into the night, but often is used in situations in which all the work may
have occurred during the day, as in the Times Leader and Daily Sun examples. In the TMZ
example, burning the midnight oil is mildly sarcastic, suggesting that Ashton was hard at work—
partying.

An ancestor of the phrase is in poetry by Francis Quarles, published in 1635: "We spend our mid-
day sweat, our midnight oil; We tire the night in thought; the day, in toil." The earliest example of
burn the midnight o1l in my searches is in a medical journal from 1840:

For the honor of the profession, for the good of humanity, I would say to all physicians, read
Magendie, if you are obliged to burn the midnight oil to accomplish it. —Boston Medical and
Surgical Journal (2/26/1840)

burst one's bubble

I hated to burst his bubble. But he's relatively new to New York...I felt obligated to inform him that
planting a live tree after the holidays in the Northeast, when the ground is often already frozen, may
not be that easy... —The Wall Street Journal (11/23/2011)

He attempted to join a pilot program for the Navy/Air Force, but his eyesight prevented him from
joining. "I wanted to be a pilot so bad," he told The Log. "That just burst my bubble." —The
Destin Log (11/19/2011)

"I don't want to burst your bubble over there, but the NCAA selection committee did make
Louisville the number one overall seed, so I'm not sure Louisville's a secret." —Rachel Nichols,
television sports reporter, telling former basketball star John Salley that he was not the first to
predict success for Louisville in the National Collegiate Athletic Association's tournament
(3/18/2013)

When something bursts your bubble, you are suddenly or unexpectedly disappointed.

The phrase 1s a metaphor for a soap bubble bursting. (The metaphor is also used in economics,
when bubble describes a steep rise in prices, which may fall quickly.)

Burst one's bubble has been traced to the 1800's, when it began as prick (or pierce, or break
through) one's bubble. Burst one's bubble is the ancestor of on the bubble.

EEEEEE
bury the hatchet

A federal appeals court ruled today that a settlement's a settlement—no do-overs for the
Winklevoss twins, who the court said knew what they were getting into when they buried the
hatchet with Facebook in 2008. —TIME (4/11/2011)

Egypt's military-appointed Prime Minister Kamal Ganzouri has called on protesters to bury the



hatchet and begin a national dialogue to ensure calm and stability after five days of clashes that left
at least 15 dead and over 800 injured. —Los Angeles Times (blog, 12/22/2011)

Adam Lambert says he and his reality star boyfriend have buried the hatchet after their drunken

brawl at a Finland gay bar last night ... blaming the whole thing on jet lag and vodka. —TMZ.com
(12/22/2011)

Bury the hatchet means make peace.

The phrase was born when English settlers observed that American Indians buried hatchets as
symbolic acts of peace.

A 1727 letter in "The Baxter manuscripts" reported that tribes in Maine pledged "to bury ye
hatchet and not to offer any hurt for ye futer for they ar in Good frindship wth the English."

butter up

... they've certainly not hired high-powered lobbyists to butter up members of Congress with
attention and campaign contributions. But they know others have. —The Washington Port
(2/25/2011)

The CEO buttered up her employees and partners, claiming it was them who had "kept HP
working" during the "craziness happening in the boardroom" and promised to make further
investments into "people"” in the future. —ITPro (2/16/2012)

There's his brother Pat (Ed Helms), a crass retail manager who opens the film trying to butter up
his wife (Judy Greer) with an elaborate breakfast in the hopes that she'll finally let him buy that
Porsche he's been eyeing. —movie review, NPR.org (3/15/2012)

Butter up means flatter; praise for the purpose of gaining something.

In the 1700's and early 1800's, butter (without up) was sometimes used with similar meaning. The
phrase suggests the slippery qualities of butter; it may also be related to spreading butter to soothe
burned or irritated skin.

butterflies in the stomach

"Fans here are crazy," he said this week. "Just cheering and acknowledgement will put butterflies
in my stomach." —USA Today (12/16/2010)

Mark-Viverito...confessed the thought of performing onstage before crowds of youngsters gave her
butterflies. —New York Daily News (12/23/2011)

Interviewing is typically perceived as one of the most universally stressful and traumatic
undertakings by the average job-seeker...Referred to as "anticipatory anxiety," it induces a serious
case of butterflies. —Times Herald Record (1/1/2012)

If you have butterflies in your stomach you feel nervous.

Sometimes the idiom is shortened to a case of butterflies, as in the Times Herald Record
example, or just butterflies, as in the Daily News example.

The USA Today example quotes a basketball player at the University of Kansas, talking about how
playing in front of a big crowd would make him feel nervous.

The precise origin is unknown; the idiom seems to have become popular around the 1930's. An



early example is in a newspaper article about golf:

Golf more than any other game requires nerve control. You have to get toughened up in
tournaments, learn to handle...stomach butterflies... —Vancouver Sun (9/8/1938)

EEEEEN
buy in, buy into

When Utah's Intermountain Healthcare system rolled out its plan, doctors feared losing control and
nurses feared getting into arguments with doctors. But once they saw the data, they bought in. —St.
Petersburg Times (12/6/2010)

Corbett's job approval ratings began to tick up in the latter half of the yea...even without voter buy-
in on some of his policies. —The Patriot-News (1/1/2012)

"Certainly, if people are going to buy into it, there has to be further input from the Senate and
obviously the House will move its own bill." —Senator Jeff Flake, talking about negotiations to
change immigration rules (3/31/2013)

When people agree with and support an idea, plan or program, they may be said to buy in.

Other forms of this expression are buy into (an idea), and the noun buy-in, which means agreement
and acceptance.

Buy sometimes has a similar meaning without the preposition in: "If am reasonable, he'll buy my
argument."

Buy in and buy into are used literally in a variety of contexts. In financial contexts they usually
mean invest, which is what they always meant before the 1980's, when the idiomatic usage gained
popularity.

EEEEEN

buy time

Senate negotiators agreed on a way to raise enough money to extend the expiring provisions for
two months...it would buy time for lawmakers to come up with an alternative both parties can
accept... —Los Angeles Times (12/20/2011)

"The only thing the regime 1s doing is buying time, thinking that in this time they might find a way to
put an end to the revolution." —Akil Hashim, retired Syrian army general (4/20/2012)

But as the administration buys time with an insistence that it’s conducting “a broad review,” close
U.S. partners already are taking much more decisive stances... —The Miami Herald (8/19/2013)

"The North Koreans certainly hope they're buying themselves more time. If the U.S. doesn't do
something more forcefully this time, the North Koreans—Ilike the Iranians—simply continue to buy
time building nuclear weapons and acquiring a ballistic missile capability." —Jan van Tol, a
retired U.S. Navy captain and military analyst (8/19/13)

To buy time is to do something that delays an unwanted event.
A partly literal example of buying time appears in a history of Rome printed in 1768:

Sertorius...[said] that he would buy time, which of all things is the most precious to those who
have great matters in view, he gave the Barbarians money, passed the mountains, and by his
expedition saw himself master of Spain. —The Roman History by Rollin and Crevier



by a nose, by the nose

If T had to choose a favorite, I would say the cheese blintz beat out the blueberry by a nose. —
Narberth-Bala Cynwyd Patch (6/30/2011)

A proposal to ban an anti-bleeding drug on race days in Kentucky lost by a nose on Monday... —
Associated Press (4/17/2012)

Sal obviously couldn't resist the temptation of being able to lead a new governor around by the
nose—to have breakfast at the Four Seasons and tell Deval Patrick what he wanted to see in an
emergency bond bill. —Boston Herald (6/16/2011)

They [the Republicans] are wasting time trying to stop Obamacare, and being led around by the
nose by the cretinous Ted Cruz. —Maureen Dowd, in an opinion column in The New York Times
(8/6/2013)

By a nose and by the nose both allude to the noses of animals but their meanings are very
different.

Winning by a nose means winning by the smallest margin possible. The phrase is most often used
literally, in horse racing, to describe a close finish, because the nose is the first part of horse to
cross the finish line.

To be led, or led around, by the nose is to be directed or made to obey, like an animal pulled by a
rope attached to a ring through its nose. If you can lead a governor around by the nose, you have a
lot of influence.

The Oxford English Dictionary traces by the nose back to the 1500's, and it appears in the first act
of Shakespeare's "Othello" (1622). By a nose goes back to the 1850's, but its metaphorical use,
outside of horse or dog racing, came after the mid-1900's.

by the book
...on court matters, the best policy is to behave by the book. —Miami Herald (11/8/2011)

Everything is by the book. I read all the books too, but at times you should use your common sense.
—Nicole Gay, mother, talking about raising children (8/9/2013)

Beware of contractors who do not obtain permits, warns John West, owner of JW Landscapes.
"With rooftops, especially, you have to play by the book," he said. "The building codes are there to
keep you safe." —Chicago Tribune (8/17/2013)

"All of that will depend on the method. If we do it by the book it can take a long, long time. If we
simply take them out to the desert and blow them up, it can be very quick." —Anthony Cordesman,
an expert on military strategy, talking about the destruction of chemical weapons in Syria
(9/17/2013)

Things done by the book are done strictly according to the rules.
When Shakespeare's Juliet told Romeo, "You kiss by the book," what did she mean?

In 1597, a reference to "the" book strongly suggested the Bible. Romeo had just said to Juliet, "Sin
from thy lips? O trespass sweetly urged! Give me my sin again." The meaning of Juliet's reply was
not, "You kiss by the rules" (which today would be a criticism) but more like, "Your kisses are not



sin, they are divine."

By the 1800's, the book in by the book was more generic. When Edgar Allen Poe used the phrase,
he meant by the rules:

To have a retentive memory, and to proceed 'by the book', are points commonly regarded as the
sum total of good playing. But it is in matters beyond the limits of mere rule that the skill of the
analyst is evinced. —"The Murders in the Rue Morgue" (1841)

by the same token

"It does happen that people...do not have a real case," said Gerald J. Williams, a Philadelphia
lawyer who has handled civil rights cases involving child abuse. "But by the same token, in this
kind of case, there are often a lot of people who have just been quiet about their encounters with
the defendant." —TIME (11/18/2011)

"Just because the data shows, on average, the federal government overpays, that does not mean that
every federal worker is overpaid," he said...By the same token, Sherk told readers he did think that
federal employees' pay was a fair place to start much needed budget cuts within the government.
—The Washington Post (blog, 11/10/2011)

...1f this 1s your worry about Germany, you should by the same token be very optimistic about the
prospects for Greece. —Reuters (11/9/2011)

"America's ability to project power all over the globe remains essential...By the same token,
America's traditional allies and friends in Europe and East Asia remain invaluable partners on
nearly everything we do." —Hillary Clinton, the day before her last day as U.S. secretary of state
(1/31/2013)

By the same token means "according to that thinking," or "for the same reason."

A somewhat related use of the word token is in, "Take this gift as a token of my esteem [high
opinion of you]. " In that expression, token means evidence or fact.

The Oxford English Dictionary traced "by the same token" back to the 1400's. By 1875, it's
possible that Mark Twain regarded it as a cliché and used it deliberately, for effect:

"In the space of one hundred and seventy-six years the Lower Mississippi has shortened itself two
hundred and forty-two miles. That is an average of a trifle over one mile and a third per year.
Therefore, any calm person, who 1s not blind or idiotic, can see that in the Old Oolitic Silurian
Period, just a million years ago next November, the Lower Mississippi River was upwards of one
million three hundred thousand miles long, and stuck out over the Gulf of Mexico like a fishing-
rod. And by the same token any person can see that seven hundred and forty-two years from now
the Lower Mississippi will be only a mile and three quarters long, and Cairo and New Orleans
will have joined their streets together, and be plodding comfortably along under a single mayor
and a mutual board of aldermen. —"Old Times on the Mississippi" by Mark Twain, in The
Atlantic Monthly (August, 1875)

by the skin of one's teeth

For retailers that have been hanging on "by the skin of their teeth," the potential for change has
been a long time coming, said John Heavener, president of the Georgia Retail Association. —



Atlanta Journal-Constitution (3/22/2011)

Ma and Pa, (grandma and grandpa) escaped the Nazis in Germany by the skin of their teeth in
1939. —Business Insider (4/4/2011)

Obama's Affordable Care Act passed by the skin of its teeth in 2010... —The Bakersfield
Californian (8/17/2013)

The skin of...teeth means the smallest possible margin. An escape by the skin of their teeth is a
narrow escape.

The expression is used frequently in sports, usually when a player or team wins by a small margin.
It 1s sometimes used when describing someone or something struggling to survive.

By the skin of one's teeth comes from the Bible: "I have escaped with the skin of my teeth," in the
Book of Job. We may guess that was a colorful way of saying escaped with nothing but my body,
or perhaps something was lost in translation from the Hebrew of centuries ago.

by the way

"T'll tell you the truth," Toby Perlman is saying on the phone from New York. "My husband gets
tons of those things." Her husband, by the way, is a revered violinist named Itzhak Perlman. —The
Plain Dealer (5/8/2011)

One of the small consolations of flying the Delta Shuttle out of LaGuardia is the absence, at the
Marine Air Terminal, of the Transportation Security Administration's patented Let's-Look-At-
Passengers-Naked-While-They-Raise-Their-Hands-Like-We're- Mugging-Them Machines. (This
is not, by the way, how the federal government refers to these devices.)—Bloomberg (1/2/2012)
"Are you freaking kidding me?" [ Anderson] Cooper (repeatedly) asked her, after turning around to
discover that [Kathy] Griffin had misplaced her clothes. "Lady Gaga's performance is over, and |

was inspired," she explained as Cooper tried to use the "no nudity" sign to cover her. "You've got
a rocking body, by the way," he noted. —CNN (1/2/2012)

"I want to thank every American who participated in this election, whether you voted for the very
first time or waited in line for a very long time. By the way, we have to fix that." —President
Barack Obama (11/7/2012)

By the way means incidentally: "This isn't my main point but I want to say it."

The phrase is common in conversation, and also is used frequently in writing because writers
often want their work to seem conversational. Sometimes, as in the Plain Dealer example, it is
used ironically—meaning that the statement is actually central to the main point, or is surprising or
startling,

The expression has been used since the 1500's. It apparently refers to the literal sense of way and
the idea of something encountered accidently or informally during a journey.

EEEEEE
call it quits

The restaurant decided to close on Sundays prior to the Labor Day weekend and finally decided to
call it quits this past week. —Rome (Georgia) News-Tribune (10/1/2011)

R.E.M., the alternative rock group that formed in Athens, GA, in 1980 and were inducted into the


http://bible.cc/job/19-20.htm

Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2007, has called it quits. —Pasadena Star-News (9/29/2011)

James Marsden and his wife Lisa Linde are calling it quits after 11 years of marriage. —Los
Angeles Times (10/1/2011)

"And just weeks ago, Barbara Walters said she is not going anywhere, but now a new report in

The New York Times says she is calling it quits." —Jake Tapper, television news anchor
(3/28/2013)

Call it quits means to end something or announce that something is ended.

The phrase may refer to the end of a business or marriage (as in the news examples), or to a daily
activity, as in, "It's raining too hard to keep playing golf. Let's call it quits."

Use of this expression began in the mid-1800's but the meaning was different: to stop a competition
or argument and declare things even. That was based on an older meaning of quits—even, or equal
with—which was used in the expression "cry quits."

Today the meaning of call it quits is closer to "give up." An expression with a similar meaning is
throw in the towel.

call on the carpet

Last year he was called on the carpet once again after delivering a sermon in which he said flatly
that "there should be women priests." —CatholicCulture.org (3/17/2011)

As part of my employment, I must file my taxes promptly each year. If I fail to do so, on the first
offense I will be called on the carpet with the potential of being fired. —Philadelphia Daily News
(12/8/2011)

Officials...were called on the carpet Wednesday to explain why the loan was made without
adequate screening, and whether political pressure was applied to accelerate the process. —
Tribune Media Services (9/16/2011)

If you are called on the carpet, you may be in trouble with an authority (the boss usually has a
carpet), and you must answer questions or face criticism.

It 1s similar to being called to task, taken to task, or called to account.

The expression comes from an older meaning of on the carpet (1700's and 1800's): under
discussion or official consideration. By the later 1800's, a person called on the carpet might have
been an official answering questions, or a servant reporting to an employer.

From a story in a children's journal published in London in 1875:

Whatever could have effected such a marked change in our hero? Had the head-master called him
on the carpet and given him a long lecture and a severe reprimand for neglecting his lessons? —
The Juvenile Instructor and Companion

call someone out

"...when a rather small group on one side is blocking any progress, you have to be willing to call
that group out if you want to get anything done." —Senator Charles Schumer (8/13/2011)

Romney praises Clinton in some of his ads for inaugurating work requirements, so Clinton can call
Romney out directly for inaccuracy. —The Washington Post (9/2/2012)



"Senator Ayotte is now getting a lot of heat...the daughter of the principal who was killed in
Newtown essentially calling her out for her vote on it." —Maria Cardona, political strategist and
commentator, talking about negative reaction to Senator Kelly Ayotte's vote against gun control
legislation (5/4/2013)

When you call someone (or a group) out, you challenge them, firmly and in a way that gets the
attention of others.

This should not be confused with call out or call out something—shout or shout something. The
phrase also has another relatively literal meaning, as in "call the army out to stop a rebellion," or
"call a plumber out to fix a leak"—which means call the plumber to come out to one's house. The
meaning is also different in baseball, where an umpire calls a player out.

Call someone out is relatively new: I have not found an example of the phrase used to mean a
challenge before 2000, or any persuasive theory to explain its origin.

calm before the storm

Gonzales said the nervousness went away after his first [parachute] jump six years ago. "It's more
of a calm-before-the-storm situation," said Gonzales, —Indianaoplis Star (8/17/2011)

Could the market's move today indicate that the worst is now over and the Dow's ready to start
climbing? Yes. Or could it be the calm before the storm, a brief tick up before the next leg down?
—The Motley Fool (8/11/2011)

"You can put glitter on your eyes. Big hair. The bigger, the better. It's fun. It's a nice relaxing time,
a calm before the storm..." —Carrie Underwood, country music singer, talking about preparing for
a performance (4/23/2012)

Before a storm, there may be a quiet period without wind or rain or snow. Calm before the storm
is a universal and powerful metaphor, and a cliché used in many situations.

The metaphor has been traced back as far as 1602.

"What is our vain mirth, but a little Sunshine before a storm? what is worldly and secure peace,
but a calm before a tempest?" —"Disce Vivere" by Christopher Sutton (1602)

"...a calm before a storm is commonly a peace of a man's own making; but a calm after a storm, a
peace of God's." —"Sermons preached upon several occasions" by Robert South (1715)

can of worms

Anderson also said there were questions over whether the district should impose penalties against
a student who 1s found to be an abuser outside school hours. "It would open up a whole new can of
worms," Anderson said. —Arizona Republic (7/2/2011)

...Mexico's cartels are criminal groups with no known political agenda, branding them terrorists
will open an international can of worms. —The Miami Herald (12/17/2011)

"...he [President Obama] has opened up a can of worms. There is no way we are going to disarm
Syria." —Charles Krauthammer, newspaper columnist (9/16/2013)

Open a can of worms means start something that may be complicated and troublesome. It might
cause more problems than ignoring the situation and doing nothing.



The expression is assumed to refer to worms used for bait in fishing. In a can, they look tangled
and complicated. But the origin of the phrase, apparently in the mid-1900's, remains unexplained.

carbon copy

A spokesman for Obama's 2012 campaign said Perry is offering a "carbon copy" of Republican
policies that favor the wealthy over middle-class Americans. —USA Today (8/14/2011)

Those involved in the hijackings may have gotten that experience in the Niger Delta, where thieves
tapping pipelines running through swamps steal hundreds of thousands of barrels of o1l a day.
"This is a carbon copy of a crime at sea that we're seeing on shore," Gibbon-Brooks said. —
Associated Press (11/3/2011)

He also takes a jab at Gaga by insinuating she is a carbon copy of Madonna yet tries to give off the
impression that she is "original." —Newsday (6/21/2011)

A carbon copy is an exact duplicate, a replica.

Carbon paper, placed between blank sheets of paper in a typewriter to make carbon copies, is
almost extinct. But the abbreviation "cc"—carbon copy—survives in e-mail.

Carbon paper was invented in the early 1800's, and by the 1900's carbon copies were part of
office routine. Carbon copies were easily distinguished from originals, and when the phrase was
first used figuratively, its meaning was a copy but not the real thing—much different from the
current meaning. Here is an early example:

Are you a carbon copy of a real result-getter—one of the cripples in the organization, with your
mind in a strait-jacket? —"By the Side of the Road" by F.D. Van Amburgh (1916)

cards on the table, show (one's) cards

"An open dialogue will lay all the cards on the table, and City Council can ultimately decide
what's best for downtown Columbia." —Columbia Missourian (6/23/2011)

"O.K., let’s lay all our cards on the table. "Jack Russell terriers are small and cute. Dobermans are
enormous and—handsome." —Filmmaker Martin Scorsese, arguing that Blackie, the Doberman in
"Hugo," should have been nominated for an award given to dog actors. (1/29/2012)

Senior negotiators who travelled from their capitals to Geneva this week said that leading
countries returned to the table with "more of the same" arguments..."Nobody is ready to show their
cards," one official said. —Reuters (9/16/2009)

"...we've gotten a little bit quicker and more comfortable, more willing to reach and show our
cards a bit more, inject a little more personality." —Adam Levine, a judge on the television
singing competition, The Voice (2/16/2012)

If all your cards are on the table, you are not keeping secrets or saving any action for later.
If you show your cards, you reveal your advantages, ideas or plans.

(If you show your cards, you do not keep an ace in the hole.)

These phrases, using card games as a metaphor for life, have been popular for centuries; examples
have been found from as early as the 1500's.



carrot and stick

U.S. policy toward Tehran, mostly comprising of carrot and stick, has so far failed to persuade
Tehran to halt uranium enrichment. —Council on Foreign Relations (9/23/2011)

Bequelin said China could take a carrot and stick approach to Lufeng, arresting ringleaders but
paying off the villagers. —Reuters (9/23/2011)

Such moaners do not understand that the carrot is a much more effective tool than the stick. —
Financial Times (10/4/2011)

"The NICS database is only as good as the records that are in it... We think the Congress needs to
use a carrot-and-stick approach and condition federal funds going back to the states to require them
to get the records into the system..." —Lawrence Keane, attorney for the National Shooting Sports
Foundation, talking about the database that prevents potentially dangerous people from buying guns
(4/9/2013)

Carrot and stick means threatening both reward and punishment.

The phrase is based on the idea of a donkey, mule or horse with a carrot held in front, and a stick
held in back. A carrot and stick approach means that both positive and negative methods are used
as motivation.

In some cases, carrot and stick are used separately to emphasize the contrast between two
methods, as in the Financial Times example.

The earliest example of carrot and stick in my searches comes from Litell's Living Age, a
periodical published in Boston in 1876: "It was this carrot and stick discipline to which Mr. John
Mill was subjected... "

EEEEEE
(the) cart before the horse

School board member David Lawson, a history teacher in New York state, said he doesn't want to
"put the cart before the horse." For online learning to be effective, all students need to first have a
technology foundation, Lawson said. —Danbury News-Times (11/16/2011)

He also noted that in order for more jobs to be created, the government needs to improve the
business climate. "They are putting the cart before the horse," he said. —The Jackson (Michigan)
Citizen Patriot (11/14/2011)

Because of Mr. Jeal's prioritizing of people over events, his tale frequently presents the cart before
the horse: We open with Livingstone's journey to confirm Speke and Burton's findings, only to dart
back several decades. —The Wall Street Journal (11/12/2011)

If you put the cart before the horse, you do (or place) things in the wrong order.

The phrase is based on the ancient idea that horses pull carts, not push them. Versions have been
traced to the 1300's, and i1t seems to have been translated into English from writings of the ancient
Greeks.

An American slang expression with similar meaning is ass backward (or ass backwards or bass
ackwards). These may mean all wrong as well as in the wrong order. Ass (when not referring to
the animal) is considered somewhat vulgar, and these phrases appear in print less frequently.



carte blanche

"The German position has to soften and if survival of the euro zone is at stake, the ECB has to be
given carte blanche effectively to buy bonds and print money." —CNBC (11/15/2011)

"It has piqued the imagination and interest of people who are asking if 9/11 gave carte blanche for
the government to do whatever it wants as long it says it's in the name of national security." —
Widney Brown, senior director of international law and policy for Amnesty International, talking
about Bradley Manning's leak of classified secrets (7/31/2013)

"...if we stand quietly by while a tyrant like Assad uses chemical weapons on his own people, that
we will be giving carte blanche to any dictator anywhere in the world to develop and use chemical
weapons." —Senator Jeanne Shaheen (9/3/2013)

If you have carte blanche, you have the power to make your own rules, or permission to ignore
rules.

Taken from the French, meaning blank paper, the phrase probably was familiar to the English in
the 1600's. By 1701, as this example illustrates, it also referred to a man's offer to a woman of
generous terms if she would be his mistress:

Women are like Commanders in small Garrisons, reject the Carte Blanche, and pretend to maintain
it to the last Man; but when your Approaches are made, and the Batteries play smartly upon 'em,
they'l hang out the Flag, and that Town is not far from Surrendring... —Letters of Wit, Politicks and
Morality (London, 1701)

carve out a niche, niche market, find one's niche, niche business

...blow-dry bars...don't cut or color hair; they simply wash, dry and style it...Most of the blow-dry
bars have tried clever branding to carve out a niche in the market. —The Wall Street Journal
(9/28/2011)

Despite the tough economy, junk hauling companies have wedged into a thriving niche market
between the trash truck that lumbers down the street and the sporadic donation pickup services
offered by charities. —Kansas City Star (9/30/2011)

Peter Fogel and Anna Collins...have found their niche: an Internet radio show in which they talk
about themselves and everyone else their age, laugh a lot and make money doing it. —South
Florida SunSentinel (9/23/2011)

Novick adds that while there is potential to grow, this is a niche business. "This program will
likely affect 1 percent of the fan population." —Bloomberg Businessweek (4/17/2012)

Carve out means cut or separate a smaller part from something larger, such as an industry or
business. In business, a niche is a specialized activity or service. Carve out a niche means create
a specialized business, or meet a demand that larger businesses have not met.

If you enter a niche market, a specialized area of business, you have a niche business. You may
be said to have found your niche, your special place in the world.

The phrases are metaphors based on niche, which since the 1600's has meant a small hollow or
space in a wall where a candle or art object may be placed.



An early example from a religious text:

If you ask in what aisle of the temple of fame,
You may carve out a niche for your lowborn name
—The British Millenial Harbinger (1853)

An early version of the business phrases, from a publication of the Vermont Department of
Agriculture:

There are hundreds of men in both primary and consuming markets, who may not be able to score a
tub of butter according to a scale of points, but can quickly place it in its proper market niche.
—"Marketing Farm Products" (January, 1914)

cash cow

The exhibition of Egyptian material in foreign museums...can be a cash cow for blockbuster-hungry
institutions. —The Washington Post (4/18/2011)

"It must be tough to be on the Microsoft Office team. Year after year, you're given the same
assignment: add new features to Word, Excel, PowerPoint and Outlook. New features that people
will pay for, but that won't turn Microsoft's cash cow into a bloated, sloshing mess." —David
Pogue, newspaper technology columnist (3/6/2013)

"Taco Bell has gone from a fix-it story to a growth story. It has momentum, and 1s a cash cow." —
Ned Dewees, investment manager (6/29/2013)

A cash cow is something that reliably produces money, like a cow producing milk. In business, it
may refer to a profitable part of a company that provides funds for other company activities.

The phrase has been in common use since the 1970's. An early example:

Bruce Ward, executive with Gunderson Bros., a large manufacturing firm in Portlant, said:
"Business is not a cash cow. You can't keep milking it to supply all of the community's needs." —
Eugene Register-Guard (2/6/1973)

cash in on, cash in

Some of the outsiders who came to cash in on the storm arrived with plans to prey on desperate or
impatient homeowners, members of the Arizona Roofing Contractors Association say. —The
Arizona Republic (10/2/2011)

Ms. Adams's food truck is also her primary source of income...Sitting on a bench in front of her
truck this summer, Ms. Adams said she fears that New York City restaurateurs trying to cash in on
Montauk's surging hipness could snag her spot next year. —The Wall Street Journal (9/1/2011)

A fumble, a fourth-down stop and an interception then helped the Friars take the lead. They didn't
cash in on two trips inside the 10-yard line, however... —ESPN (10/1/2011)

"Some people believe the Mayan calendar points to the end of the world tomorrow...The Mexican
tourism industry, they are cashing in..." —Suzanne Malveaux, television news anchor
(12/20/2012)

Cash in and cash in on mean take advantage of an opportunity. The usual topic is making money,
but sometimes the phrases refer to other kinds of success, such as scoring points in sports.



An early example of cash inon is in a 1907 advertisement for the "Sheldon Course in Scientific
Salesmanship":

Salesmanship is the foundation of all business. It is the vital principle in all human relations.
Scores of professional men have taken this course with profit. It taught them how to "cash in" on
their professional training and experience; how to inspire the confidence that is the basis of all
trade, professional and otherwise. —Northwestern Dental Journal (Chicago, December, 1907)

cast a shadow

Strauss-Kahn's arrest cast a shadow over a meeting of European finance chiefs in Brussels —
Bloomberg News (5/19/2011)

Despite the show of resilience, the debt crisis in Europe continues to cast a shadow over the U.S.
economy. —Reuters (12/27/2011)

Prince Philip, 90, had a coronary stent put in late Friday to fix a blocked artery...The illness has
cast a shadow over the royal family's traditional Christmas gathering... —Associated Press
(12/24/2011)

Literally, something that blocks light casts a shadow. Figuratively, as in the news examples , cast
a shadow means create (or created) a sense of gloom, bad feeling or pessimism.

Shadow comes from Old English and has many meanings, but it is not clear how long it has been
used in this way. The idea may have been inspired by Biblical references to the shadow of death.

A Jan. 18, 1858, New York Times article makes clear that the phrase was familiar to American
readers of that time: it said that the execution of England's King Charles I "cast a shadow" over the
crowned heads of Europe.

And "Pamela," a book published in London in 1776, refers to "hopes so charming, that they must, if
confirmed, irradiate many a gloomy Appearance, which, at times, will cast a Shadow over the
brightest and happiest prospects."

(the) cat's meow

Gishnock's industry also has a new program for green certification of building sites for
landscaping. "The future is moving us in a direction where sustainable landscape is going to be the
cat's meow," he said. —Evansville Gazette (7/5/2011)

"I thought I was the cat's meow. I learned real quick. It was a tough first year out here. It wasn't
fun." —Hunter Haas, professional golfer (7/1/2011)

So when did wristwatches suddenly become the cat's meow?... Samsung is planning to unveil its
latest bit of wearable tech in September. —San Jose Mercury News (8/19/2013)

To be the cat's meow is cool, in the colloquial sense of cool—well-liked, in vogue, the best. A
person or thing can be the cat's meow.

The cat's meow became popular in the 1920's. I could find no conclusive explanation of its origin.
Similar phrases began around the same time, all with the same meaning: the cat's pajamas, the
cat's whiskers, and the bee's knees.



Catch-22

"It's the old Catch-22 situation. Without a suit, how do you go for a job interview? But without a
job, how can you afford to buy a suit?" —Houston Chronicle (3/3/2011)

...they faced a kind of Catch-22: They were told there was no conclusive evidence to prove health
effects, because low-level exposure hadn't been studied. —The Wall Street Journal (12/23/2011)

"It really 1s a Catch-22 for us...the federal government, the state, everybody says, 'we're not paying
for the undocumented.'"" —Dr. Mark Purtle, vice president of Medical Affairs for lowa Health
System, explaining why hospitals put some immigrants on flights to their home countries.
(4/23/2013)

In "Catch-22," a novel by Joseph Heller, a bomber pilot asks to be relieved of duty because he is
mentally ill. His request to stop flying dangerous missions is denied because it proves he is not
mentally ill. The rules are written to make sure that everyone, crazy or not, will keep fighting.
After the novel became popular in 1961, a rule that seemed contradictory or paradoxical was
called a Catch-22.

People gradually forgot the origin, and now the phrase is often used to describe anything
contradictory or paradoxical.

catch fire

Will Amazon's Kindle Catch Fire in China? —headline in The Christian Science Monitor
(8/3/2011)

"The Wolverine" is an erratic affair, more lumbering than compelling, an ambitious film with its
share of effective moments that stubbornly refuses to catch fire. —Los Angeles Times (7/25/2013)

Economists say it is possible inflation can still catch fire i1f banks lend more aggressively and
money starts circulating more widely. —The Wall Street Journal (7/29/2013)

Literally, catch fire means start to burn. In figurative use, it means spread quickly, gain rapid
success or cause excitement.

In this example, an early version of the phrase is used as a metaphor:

The good man Bohemus had warmed his imagination a little by this vivid manner of representing
the argument. His soul catched fire, was seined with a sacred enthusiasm...—"Reliquiae juveniles:
miscellaneous thoughts in prose and verse" by Isaac Watts (1734)

chalk up

Some retail experts chalk up the aggressive expansion to the simple fact that it's Wal-Mart and
likes to be first. —Myrtle Beach Sun News (3/13/2011)

I chalk up a lot of my ignorance of red-blooded American football to my teenage years, which
were spent more in northern England than here in the wonderful land of Oz (and Dr. Naismith). —
The University Daily Kansan (3/13/2011)

"It’s impossible to chalk up any of this to a periodic loss of control." —Judge Amy Berman
Jackson, sentencing former Congressman Jesse L. Jackson Jr. and his wife, Sandra, to prison terms
for illegally spending campaign funds (the judge and defendants have the same last name but are



not related) (8/14/2013)

In its literal sense, chalk up means write with chalk. It is still used in sports to mean score or
earn: "the Mets chalked up 15 victories in April." But in the news examples it means attribute,
identifying the reason for something—or blame, if the connotation is negative.

An early printed example of chalk it up is in a 1917 novel, "Parrot & Co." by Harold MacGrath:
"You can chalk it up as revenge."

chances are, odds are

And even if you have a job, chances are you're having a tougher time paying the rising costs of
everything from groceries to gas. —President Barack Obama's weekly address (4/30/2011)

"If it gets attached to a bill that's not popular, chances are it won't pass." —The Miami Herald
(1/3/2012)

"Joe and I are both NRA members with A ratings with the NRA, so chances are, we probably see
things roughly the same way." —Senator Pat Toomey, referring to Senator Joe Manchin
(4/14/2013)

Odds are, however, that January optimism will wither...—The Washington Post (12/30/2011)

Whether your New Year's festivities include planning a big cocktail party or hosting a simple
dinner, odds are you'll want something to feed your guests over the hours as they count down to
2012. —Los Angeles Times (12/29/2011)

"Odds are students in Danville, Ky., are attending classes that do not look like the ones you
remember. They're learning how to make a guitar, design a presentation, debate an argument, and
more." —John Merrow, television news reporter (4/3/2013)

Chances are means it is likely. Odds are, when not referring to specific numbers, has the same
meaning.

Versions of these phrases, which use chance and odds in the sense of probability or likelihood,
have been traced to the 1500's. In 1625, Francis Bacon wrote: "If a Man watch too long, it is odds
he will fall asleepe."

change horses in mid-stream

None offered a concrete reason to change horses in mid-stream... —The Washington Post
(9/8/2010)

...there 1s something despicable about the way in which Swiss bankers change horses... —Slate
(2/25/2011)

"Plenty of people said to him, 'Change horses and go on camera," said one campaign insider who
asked not to be identified. "But he wouldn't do it." —Buffalo News (11/13/2011)

A proverb (old saying), Don't change horses in mid-stream, refers to making a risky change
before an important action is finished.

The expression is now often shortened to change horses.

The proverb seems to have been a favorite of President Abraham Lincoln. He was quoted using
versions of it at different times and in different situations. According to the Oct. 26, 1861 edition



of The Saturday Review, the way he put it on one occasion was, "it's not the time to swap horses
when you are swimming a river."

Lincoln was not the originator. In 1852, the proverb was familiar enough to the public to be the
basis of a joke:

The man who was crossing the river, and who was thrown from the boat, with a large horse and a
small pony—was emphatically "quick-witted." He seized upon the pony's tail, that being nearest to
him, for he could not swim a yard. Some one on the shore cried out, "Catch hold of the tail of the

big horse!" "No, no," he answered, "this isn't exactly the time to swap horses." —"Yankee
Notions" (New York, July, 1852)
EEEEEN

change tack

In the past we might have responded in a corporate voice, but our chief executive officer took a
different tack. He wrote a personal response in the comments, acknowledging that the blogger was
right and that we had to work to improve. —Bloomberg Businessweek(9/20/2011)

After an attempt to defund Planned Parenthood was blocked by the Senate and failed last week,
Republican senator Cliff Stearns tried a new tack: His House Oversight and Investigations

Committee demanded an audit of the non-profit organization's financial records dating back to
1998. —The Atlantic (10/3/2011)

How do you get disillusioned workers to change tack? —Fortune (10/3/2011)
Change tack means change direction.

Various phrases in which tack means direction, including a different tack, wrong tack and new
tack, allude to sailing. In sailing, tack is a boat's angle in relation to wind direction.

Tack has been used at least since the 1600's, both in sailing and in its figurative sense.
EEEEEN

chicken-and-egg
But the debate at times becomes a chicken-and-egg argument. —Boston Globe (3/23/2011)

There is no chicken-and-egg debate as to what comes first in D.C. "Our defense dictates our
offense; it does not go the other way," Williams-Flournoy said. —ESPN (3/22/2011)

...1t’s possible that moviegoers like trailers with male voices because they’re used to trailers with
male voices, a classic chicken-and-egg dilemma... —TIME (8/12/2013)

This idiom is based on a humorous philosophical question: Which came first, the chicken or the
egg? When a question or argument is called chicken-and-egg, it means there will be no definite
answer or conclusion.

The expression evolved from a similar expression, hen and egg, which was in use by the early
1900's:

To attempt to fix the origin of the railway trouble is as idle as to discuss the classic hen and egg
controversy. After centuries of debating this question, there is still lack of agreement as to whether
the hen or the egg first came into the world. —Municipal Engineering (Chicago, February, 1918)



chickens come home to roost

"The chickens come home to roost" beginning in 2014, Laszewski said in an interview, referring to
the point when top provisions in the health-care overhaul take effect. —Bloomberg News
(4/4/2011)

"Kinshasa has no control over what's going on in the east. Joseph Kabila's government has made
deals with Rwanda that were highly compromising and these chickens are coming home to roost."
—Stephanie Wolters, political analyst and journalist, on fighting between rebels and government
troops in eastern Congo (11/20/2012)

Chickens come home to roost usually means that bad consequences will result from bad actions.
But in the Bloomberg News example, it is used to predict when something will happen, without
saying it is good or bad. Shorter versions of the idiom are common, as in this example, which
leaves out the chickens:

"America's dangerous deficits have come home to roost," said Rep. Kevin Brady, vice chairman of
the House's Joint Economic Committee. —Fox Business (4/18/2011)

Robert Southey has been given credit for originating the idiom because the title page of his 1810
epic poem, The Curse of Kehama, contains this proverb: "Curses are like young chickens, they
always come home to roost." But the idea is much older. In "The Parson's Tale," Geoffery Chaucer
put it this way, in the English of 1380: "And ofte time swich cursynge wrongfully retorneth agayn
to him that curseth, as a bryd that retorneth agayn to his owene nest."

See also, what goes around comes around.
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chill out, take a chill pill

"After school my mom works late, so I come here and chill out, have some food and have fun," the
11-year-old said. —The Patriot-News (Harrisburg, Pa., 10/2/2011)

"This 1s the first season that I'm going home to just chill and relax over the winter," Brown said. —
Allentown Morning Call (9/17/2011)

Or should Red Sox fans take a chill pill? Nobody is better at overreacting than sports fans... —
Reno Gazette Journal (9/30/2011)

Chill out means relax and try to stay in a good mood. Sometimes out is omitted and chill is used
with the same meaning.

Take a chill pill also means relax. It is usually directed at someone who is unhappy or angry.
The earliest printed reference to these phrases in my searches is in a 1979 newspaper article:

He roamed the halls all day, stopping fights, and his phrase for simmering down tempers, "take a
chill pill," became a favorite saying of the Boys High five [basketball team]. —The New York
Times (2/24/1979)

The origin of chill pill could be related to the early use of drugs to treat students with learning and
behavioral difficulties, but that is a guess. The earliest printed example of chill out in my searches
is ina New York Times "On Language" column by William Safire (Oct. 26, 1980), which
suggested it might have been a variation of cool it, but did not mention the existence of chill pill.

Being cool can mean relaxed or unemotional, and "cool" it could be substituted for "take a chill
pill" in the Gazette Journal example. But cool it would not be used in the Patriot-News and



Morning Call examples.
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chip away

The scientists ... discovered that a certain type of neurodegenerative disease may chip away at the
ability to understand the social, physical and verbal cues that help people recognize indirect
language, such as sarcasm, and even deceit. —MSNBC (4/18/2011)

...Hawkins' staff has been chipping away at the audits. Hawkins has about 1,000 remaining
cases...She estimates 1t will take about six months to finish the audits. —Contra Costa Times
(12/22/2011)

Leaders used the courts, demonstrations, public opinion and economic power to chip away at the
South's segregationist policies. —The Washington Post (1/3/2012)

"We are continuing to chip away at this problem, step by step." —President Barack Obama, after
the House of Representatives approved a compromise on taxes and spending (1/1/2013)

Chipping away at something reduces it slowly, taking away small amounts.

In sports, the phrase often refers to a team gradually gaining after falling behind in the score
(chipping away at a lead).

The 1diom is based on the idea of removing small pieces, such as chips from a larger piece of
wood. Chip has been used as a verb at least since the 1400's, when it meant removing crust from
bread.
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chip in

By next year, those employees will chip in 9 percent of their salaries, which will save the city
$840,000 a year, officials said. —Sacramento Bee (4/22/2011)

Arnold said what's important to remember about these types of holiday programs is that everyone
chips in and helps. —Contra Costa Times (12/14/2011)

"Keep the stakes low and don't take it too seriously," advises Ghezzi, who chipped in a modest
$30 a month to her investment club. —Chicago Tribune (1/3/2012)

Chip in means contribute.

It is assumed to have originated in the 1800's in poker, a card game in which wooden chips (now
usually plastic) were used as money. The phrase has a different meaning in golf—making a kind of
shot—and when chip is a noun, which can have many different meanings.

EEEEEE
chip off the old block

Diana's sister, Jane, recently said after a weekend visit with William, that it was almost "spooky,"
and "just like being with Diana." She called him a "real chip off the old block." —Fox News
(4/15/2011)

Kenji Fujimoto, a former Japanese sushi chef for Kim Jong-I1, described the Swiss-educated Jong-
Un as a "chip off the old block, a spitting image of his father in terms of face, body shape and
personality." —Agence France-Presse (12/19/2011)



"Rand Paul is a chip off the old block. He stands for the same things Ron Paul stands for, and I
support him." —The Washington Post (1/2/2012)

"He was very proud of being his own man, and chafing at the idea that he's a chip off the old
block." —Laura S. Washington, political commentator in Chicago, talking about Jesse Jackson Jr.
(11/23/2012)

If you are a chip off the old block, you are similar to your parent—Ilike a piece (chip) froma
larger block of wood.

An example of this expression from 1621, cited by the Oxford English Dictionary, is a Biblical
reference from a sermon: "Am I not a child of the same Adam, a chip of the same block, with
him?"—an observation that all people are chips off an old block.

chip on one's shoulder

Northwood police Chief Glen Drolet tells the Concord Monitor that it's obvious whoever did this
"had a chip on his shoulder with the owner." —Associated Press (4/19/2011)

Juno Temple credibly plays Danielle, an Oklahoma teen in 1987 with a big chip on her shoulder.
As the school-tramp outcast, she mouths off [speaks improperly] in class and gets sent to remedial
school. —Omaha World-Herald (10/21/2011)

"If you have a chip on your shoulder, you can't bring it to this job," he said... —The Chronicle-
Telegram (Elyria, Ogio, 12/13/2011)

Having a chip on one's shoulder means being angry about something and refusing to forget it.

It is usually negative except in sports, where it often describes a player who is aggressive and as a
result, effective. Whether negative or positive, it usually suggests that the person has something to
prove or does not want to hide his or her angry feelings.

The origin is thought to be from the 1800's, when one boy would place a chip of wood on his
shoulder as a challenge and fight anyone who dared to knock it off.

chips are down

"I think they do believe the chips are down...Now we have a strongly pro-abortion administration
in power." —James Hitchock, history professor at St. Louis University, talking about Catholic
bishops who oppose abortion (5/4/2009)

"Germany will probably delay the process but is unlikely to block it when the chips are down." —
Stephen Lewis, economist (4/22/2010)

"It's something we did a few times last year when the chips were down and we had to win hockey
games after long road trips." —Peter Laviolette, coach of the Philadelphia Flyers (1/19/2011)

"So there should not be a shred of doubt by now. When the chips are down, I have Israel's back."
—President Barack Obama (3/6/2012)

When the chips are down means when a decision or action is required; or, when the situation is
difficult or challenging.

This expression alludes to card games, especially poker, where chips are used to represent money.
Sometimes, "when money is on the table" has a meaning similar to "chips are down."



President Obama meant that when the need was important, he would support Israel. (See have
someone's back.)

Printed examples of "chips are down" have been found from as early as the 1940's.

See also, push comes to shove.
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chow down

As they do every year, the less fortunate showed up at soup kitchens across the city this
Thanksgiving to chow down on some turkey, stuffing and the usual fare. —New York Daily News
(11/25/2011)

The good news is that the Bandera Burger and Benchmark Burger are on their respective

restaurant's menus, so even if you missed the event, you can chow down on the winners. —Chicago
Tribune (9/24/2011)

...certain fatty acids are released, and these cause a spike in amounts of a hunger-signaling
peptide...When this process was blocked in experiments, mice didn't chow down as much after a
period of fasting, and thus remained lean. —Los Angeles Times (8/2/2011)

Chow down means eat, hungrily or enthusiastically.

In the 1800's chow became slang for food, perhaps because of the name of a Chinese dog that was
a food source (for lack of another theory, rather than persuasive evidence).

Chow down originally meant report to the mess hall (cafeteria), and was U.S. Navy slang in World
War I, according to this history:

With the elasticity of the American spirit they adjusted themselves to this new manner of life and to
the ways of the Navy. Their language suffered an extraordinary sea change. They talked the lingo
of the bluejacket, which is not so much slang as a strong and racy sort of expression...To pipe
down for mess, or the call to meals, was shortened to "chow down"... —"The Corsair in the War
Zone" by Ralph D. Paine (Boston & New York, 1920)

clam up

But DiMattina clammed up when the feds asked about former Genovese underboss Venero (Benny
Eggs) Mangano, whom he's related to by marriage. —New York Daily News (11/10/2011)

When I like someone a lot I tend to clam up and not show my true self. —The Washington Post
(11/13/2011)

Even if your child complains about friends or school, don't dismiss what he's saying or try to talk
him out of what he's feeling. "That's the fastest way to get him to clam up again." —Parenting.com
(3/28/2012)

"We're told that he clammed up then...after reading the Miranda rights. Certainly [ would." —
Candy Crowley, television news anchor, talking about the suspect in the Boston Marathon
bombings (4/28/2013)

Clam up means refuse to talk.

Clams never have much to say, but this metaphor refers to the clam's defense: when disturbed it
closes its shell tightly.



Clam up was used with other meanings in the 1800's. An early example of the phrase used with its
current meaning is in a short story published in 1909 (caterwauling means howling like a cat): "I
mean that they started caterwauling, and as they refused to clam up I shoved 'em off." —"Concord
of Sweet Sounds" by James Barr (1909)

clean house

Many here—including members of a City Council accustomed to Mr. Daley, whom they rarely
bucked, and city workers, who fear that Mr. Emanuel will clean house, cut benefits and privatize
city services—are bracing for something Chicago, the nation's third largest city, has rarely known:
the unknown. —The New York Times (5/14/2011)

Presidents often have resorted to staff changes as a way to signal a new direction...Dissatisfied
with his campaign staff in 1980, Ronald Reagan cleaned house. —Los Angeles Times (10/9/2011)

While I disagree with a lot of the Occupy Wall Street movement, they do bring up one good point:
it is time to clean house in Washington. —Evansville Courier & Press (1/3/2012)

When it does not refer literally to washing windows, sweeping floors or other chores, clean house

may mean replace top administrators, end bad practices, eliminate what is unnecessary, or all
three.

Cleaning house as a metaphor for ending bad practices dates back at least to the late 1800's.
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cloak and dagger

Indeed, the Coca-Cola Company has for decades cultivated a mystique surrounding its trademark
formula, even calling it by the cloak-and-dagger name "Merchandise 7x." —The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution (2/16/2011)

"The Abduction From the Seraglio" [the opera by Mozart] will assume a cloak-and-dagger, early
20th-century ambience—- mixed in with a little 1930s screwball comedy—when it opens this
weekend at the Benedum Center. —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (4/26/2012)

This 1sn't really cloak-and-dagger stuff. There 1s nothing illegal or unethical about using the
Internet to learn as much as possible about your industry, your competitors, and even your
prospects. —CBS MoneyWatch (4/27/2012)

A cloak is a large, loose garment worn over other clothing. A dagger is a knife made for killing.
Cloak and dagger may involve secrets, mystery, spying or all three, but there is often an
additional hint of comedy.

Sometimes the phrase suggests that something is being treated too seriously, as in the Atlanta
Journal-Constitution example.

Charles Dickens was among the first, if not the first, to use cloak and dagger as a reference to
spying and intrigue:

"Where in the name of the gunpowder-plot did you pick up this?" said his master.

"It was given me by a person then waiting at the door," the man replied.

"With a cloak and dagger?" said Mr. Chester.

With nothing more threatening about him, it appeared, than a leather apron and a dirty face.
—"Barnaby Rudge" (1841)



close the book on

Patrick P¢lata resigned as Renault SA's chief operating officer Monday, as the French car maker
attempted to close the book on an embarrassing episode in which it falsely accused and wrongfully
fired three senior managers for alleged corporate espionage. —The Wall Street Journal
(4/11/2011)

"We have to do a much better job of demonstrating who we are as a company," Lou D' Ambrosio,
chief executive of Sears Holdings Corp., told me Friday as the struggling retail giant prepared to
close the book on 2011.—Chicago Tribune (12/31/2011)

"I think this enables Libya to close the book on 40 years of a nightmare."—Reuters (10/21/2011)

Closing the book on something is giving it an ending. It sometimes means ending an investigation
or stopping questions from being asked.

The 1diom has been used for at least two centuries. In August, 1929, The New York Times
published Assistant Attorney General Mabel Walker Willebrandt's 21-part series about
Prohibition. She said she wanted "to close the book on those pages of my life and work."

cobble together

Only three weeks after the idea was first publicly floated, China has cobbled together its own
peace prize and plans to award it Thursday - the day before the Nobel Committee honors an
imprisoned Chinese dissident in a move that has enraged Beijing.—Associated Press (12/7/2010)

Mr. Obama reiterated that the United States...was confronting the complexities of running the
military campaign with a multilateral force cobbled together quickly and without a clear
understanding among its members about their roles. —The New York Times (3/22/2011)

"Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid has to figure out a way to cobble something together that will
be able to get some Republican support in both the Senate and the House." —Brianna Keilar,
television news reporter (12/24/2012)

To cobble together is to make or repair something quickly, using whatever materials are
available.

Cobble, used for centuries to mean make or fix something in a rough or clumsy way, now is usually
followed by together when used as a verb. This early version is similar to the expression used
today (spelling changed to modern):

The Latins... [did not have] convenient single words to express that which the Greeks could do by
cobbling many words together. —"The arte of English poesie" by George Puttenham (1589)

cold comfort

True, it's not a full replay of the Great Depression, but that's cold comfort. Unemployment in both
America and Europe remains disastrously high. —The New York Times (12/11/2011)

Bronx attorney Joe Macaluso, whose firm specializes in elevator and escalator accidents, said
such fatalities in modern Manhattan buildings are a rarity...But that was cold comfort for Cindy
Hernandez, 40, of Brooklyn. The elevator horror makes her fear riding the ones at her midtown



office building.—New York Daily News (12/14/2011)

Sure, mergers-and-acquisitions activity seems to have picked up [increased] at the Fortune 500
level. That's cold comfort to small businesses that are simply looking for their sales to pick up. —
Philadelphia Inquirer (4/11/2011)

Cold comfort is something positive (such as good news) that does not do enough to encourage
someone who needs encouragement.

Versions of this expression have been found from the 1300's, and examples similar to modern
usage exist from the 1600's.
EEEEEE

cold snap, cold spell

Body glitter and goosebumps were the fashion accessories for many of the women on the red
carpet, as they braved the cold snap in sleeveless gowns. —Variety (2/28/2011)

A cold snap helped drive up the annual death toll to the second-highest on record for the
endangered sea cows. —The Miami Herald (1/4/2012)

A cold spell poses a real threat to the flowers. He lost 25,000 plants to the chill last year... —Los
Angeles Times (10/31/2011)

"What Snowden has done should not lead to a cold spell between our countries..."—Mikhail
Margelov, member of Russia's parliament (8/8/2013)

A cold snap is a short period of cold weather. A cold spell may mean the same thing, but a longer
period (such as a week or two) 1s more likely to be called a spell than a snap.

When not talking about weather, a cold spell may mean a period of unfriendly relations (in
politics) or a period of unsuccessful play (in sports, such as basketballs missing the basket).

In the Variety example, the women on the red carpet were attending the annual Academy Awards
ceremony in Hollywood, California, where they shivered in unusual temperatures below 45
degrees Fahrenheit.

The temperature was likely much lower when the Rev. Thomas Smith wrote in his journal during
February, 1776, that Portland, Maine, was having a dismal cold snap of weather. And in a poem
published in London in 1790, Robert Merry wrote:

Ah! sure, not even Death's cold spell
Could the fierce fury of my passion quell!

collateral damage

"Even though a strong majority of Americans support a pathway to citizenship for the 11 million
undocumented immigrants living in the country, it will remain a difficult legislative battle...there 1s
some risk that a failed legislative effort will trigger collateral damage to [President] Pefia Nieto's
image in Mexico." —report by the Center for American Progress (11/30/2012)

So, the SEALs [Navy soldiers] had to take the women and children out of the house to get them
away from the site of where the disabled helicopter was. You didn't want any collateral damage.
—Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (4/10/2012)

A bank loan that Scranton Parking Authority cannot pay is "collateral damage" of the political war



between the mayor and city council that nearly sunk the city last year... —The Times-Tribune
(8/22/2013)

Collateral damage means additional, unintended damage.

It is familiar to Americans as a military euphemism, an unemotional way to report that a bomb
killed innocent people nearby.

The adjective collateral, meaning on the side, has been traced back to the 1400's, but I could find
no helpful research on the origin of collateral damage. It was in use during the 1800's, mostly in
legal texts, referring to various kinds of damage, including the building of a road in a way that
blocked someone's front door.

come clean

A whopping 71% of voters said they favor the tax cap and a stunning 80% want lawmakers to
come clean about their business affairs. —New York Daily News (5/24/2011)

"When you come clean with voters, you truly have to come clean and it doesn't appear that he did."
—Joel Sawyer, political public relations consultant, talking about former Congressman Anthony
Weiner (8/2/2013)

Friends of Brewers outfielder Ryan Braun... said that Braun will soon come clean about everything
and apologize to those who got hurt along the way. —NBCSports.com (8/16/2013)

Come clean means admit all wrongdoing, make a full confession, reveal everything.
An older and now seldom-used version with the same meaning is make a clean breast of it.

An early example of a figurative use of come clean is in a labor union journal published in 1903:
"...we are pushing a quiet but very effective boycott against nine unfair places. It is only a question
of time when the remaining nine must come clean."

come full circle

It all came full circle for Harry Belafonte on Thursday night when "Sing Your Song" screened at
the Apollo Theater in Harlem... —Variety (10/11/2011)

... after more than eight decades of handing out Academy Awards, we've come full circle. Let's
call this the Retro Oscars. Billy Crystal was back. Silent movies were back. —The Orange County
Register (2/26/2012)

"So 1n some ways, this visit [by Japanese Prime Minister Abe] brings us full circle in the sense
that...the first leader to be received by the President in the Oval Office in 2009 was the Japanese

Prime Minister." —Danny Russell, senior director for Asia at the National Security Council
(2/21/2013)

"Norman Lear was a great first inspiration for me...And he's writing his memoir. So you know,
things come full circle." —Billy Crystal, comedian (9/11/2013)

If you come full circle, you return to the place where you started, as if you began and ended at a
point on a circle. Coming full circle may refer to an idea, a situation or an experience.

In William Shakespeare's King Lear (1623), Edmund says to Edgar, "The wheel has come full
circle, [ am here." Edmund, who is dying, means that his father's immorality, which caused



Edmund's birth, became part of his own personality and led to his death.
EEEEEN

come hell or high water
Martin famously vowed to tackle the deficit "come hell or high water." —Reuters (11/21/2011)

"The ECB has sent clear signals that come hell or high water that they intend to raise interest
rates," Bergsten said. —The Washington Post (3/24/2011)

In some cases, this clause will take the form of a "hell or high water clause" requiring a bidder to
make any divestitures and take all other steps necessary to satisfy the regulatory authorities and
close the deal. —The New York Times (3/21/2011)

"Come hell or high water—we had both—we're voting on Tuesday." —William Biamonte, Nassau

County, N.Y ., elections commissioner, referring to problems caused by Hurricane Sandy
(11/3/2012)

Come hell or high water means no matter what happens.

In a business agreement, a "hell or high water clause" (as in the New York Times example)
describes action to be completed even if there are serious obstacles.

The origin is unknown. The earliest known example of a version of the phrase is in records of an
1871 dispute over an election in an Arkansas Congressional district:

He said that it was understood before this, between him and Senator McDonald, that he was to go
to the United States Senate, and that "they might fight him as much as they were a mind to, but he
was going there in spite of hell and high water." —The Case of Thomas Boles vs. John Edwards
(3/22/1871)

come to a head, bring to a head

Yet the council was pressing for the administrative salary reductions even before it voted for the
revised budget. On Wednesday, the issue came to a head. "We are not IBM; we are not GE, so we
cannot afford to pay those competitive salaries," Morris said. —Bergen Record (3/31/2011)

A showdown brewing in Newark over the "co-location" of charter schools and district schools is
expected to come to a head tonight as hundreds of parents, students, teachers and city officials
debate the merits of a proposal to meld almost a dozen charter and district schools next year. —
The (Newark) Star-Ledger (3/22/2011)

KPMG welcomed an inquiry which it said would bring to a head the long-running debate on
competition and choice. —Dow Jones Newswires (3/30/2011)

Concerns about the water temperature had been raised throughout the week and were brought to a
head on Saturday when U.S. officials advised their swimmers not to participate —Reuters
(7/23/2011)

A struggle, issue or argument comes to a head or is brought to a head when it reaches a climax
or crisis. In the news examples, a public debate is the climax of a growing argument.

Examples of these and other phrases using "to a head" have been found from as early as the 1300's,
apparently metaphors for medical conditions such as a boil or abscess that comes to a head and
may burst.



come to grips with

"It will take all of us some time to come to grips with the full magnitude of the damages." —USA
Today (11/11/2011)

But even after Berlusconi goes, Italy will still need to come to grips with a $2.6 trillion pile of
debt and a moribund economy that has wallowed for years in low or negative growth. —The
Washington Post (11/9/2011)

"It's very hard to say you're mentally ill, and we are. The sooner you can come to grips with that,
the sooner you can begin to heal." —Houston Chronicle (11/9/2011)

"People here are still trying to come to grips with the magnitude of that explosion in this very little
town." —David Mattingly, television news reporter (4/18/2013)

Come to grips with means deal with, confront, or engage with (as in battle).
The origin may be an older phrase, at grips, meaning to be in close combat.

An early example of come to grips with is in a letter written in 1640 by the Rev. Samuel
Rutherford: "...ye shall find great peace when ye come to grips with death, the king of terrors."

comes with the territory, goes with the territory

Students at Tech say crime comes with the territory. "We go to school in downtown Atlanta; there's
going to be crime," said Ross Ferguson, 21, an Augusta native training to be a chemical engineer.
—Atlanta Journal-Constitution (10/31/2011)

Selma Blair knows how to pick her battles—and for the new mom, a daily run-in with the
paparazzi [photographers] isn't one of them! "If I were terribly rich and famous, I would say it
comes with the territory. But I'm just a regular actor trying to get a job." —People magazine
(11/1/2011)

"It doesn't bother me at all. Listen, you know, it's part of the game. It comes with the territory." —
Ana Navarro, Republican strategist and political commentator, after being criticized by Rush
Limbaugh and Donald Trump (3/22/2013)

Walcott gave a pep talk to several hundred employees gathered at the department's headquarters
and told them not to be discouraged by negative stories in the press. "That just goes with the
territory," he said. "I don't want you ever to get disheartened." —Associated Press (10/27/2011)

Something that comes with the territory is a disadvantage that should be expected. Goes with the
territory has the same meaning.

In the Journal-Constitution example, territory is used literally—in that place, crime is expected. In
the other examples, territory is used figuratively, meaning situation.

The earliest known example, and possibly the origin, is in Arthur Miller's 1949 play, "Death of a
Salesman." Willy Loman's friend says, "A salesman is got to dream, boy. It comes with the
territory."

common touch



Although she's as rich as King Midas, Oprah succeeds because she has the common touch. —New
York Post (5/22/2011)

"He could walk with Kings and still maintain a common touch." —Chuck Woolery, television
game show host, after the death of Dick Clark, host of the long-running variety show "American
Bandstand" (4/19/2012)

A cardinal since 2003, Erdo is known as an erudite scholar with a common touch. —Associated
Press (3/8/2013)

Common touch means an ability to please ordinary people, those without much money or power.

The originis "If...", a 1910 poem by Rudyard Kipling. Other words from the poem are sometimes
included, as in the Woolery quotation.

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,
Or walk with kings—nor lose the common touch,...
Yours is the Earth and everything that's in it,
And—which is more—you'll be a Man my son!

EEEEEE
connect the dots

McDermott said he didn't want to "connect the dots" between particular political statements and
recent threats or attacks. —The Seattle Times (1/12/2011)

At his year-end news conference, Ban said..."we must connect the dots—between climate change,
energy, food, water, health and education, and oceans." —Associated Press (12/31/2011)

"His speech laid the dots alongside each other without connecting them." —James A. Lewis,
senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (10/12/2012)

"And if you can't ultimately trust people, then you're in real trouble...You will be back in the same
kind of situation that we apparently had prior to 9/11, where you don't have the ability for people
with a broad enough access to connect the dots." —Robert Gates, former secretary of defense,
talking about government tracking of phone and Internet data (6/26/2013)

Connecting the dots is showing the relationships between separate things, which results in
understanding or seeing something new. The expression comes from games in which children draw
lines between numbered dots, creating a picture.

An early example of the phrase used as a metaphor:

His statements, like his songs, are unpunctuated puzzles. You connect the dots between images, and
become involved. —New York Magazine (8/5/1968)

cool it

President Obama's two most important allies in the region are on a collision course. It will not be
resolved by the State Department's injunction to Turkey and Israel to "cool it. " —The Washington
Post (9/16/2011)

Hailey and her girlfriend were travelling from Baltimore to St. Louis Monday when they started
smooching mid-flight and were told to cool it. —New York Daily News (9/27/2011)

"John Kerry's lobbying trip to Beijing earlier this month, pressing China's new leaders to use their



leverage to get the North to cool it." —Jill Dougherty, television news reporter, talking about
North Korea (4/30/2013)

When not used literally, cool it means calm down, or control one's emotions or behavior.

Cool has been used to talk about becoming less emotional at least since the 1400's. We may think
of the phrases cool down and cool off as ancestors of cool it, which has been in use since the
1950's.

Related phrases are chill out and take a chill pill.

corner the market
Once they've cornered the market, profits soar, Van Hassel explained. —Yuma Sun (8/6/2011)

...chocolate does not corner the market on flavonoids. A range of plant foods contain various
flavonoids... —Reuters (8/29/2012)

To corner a market is to acquire enough of something to control it and its price. Extended beyond
business, as in the Reuters example, the phrase means "have something exclusively."

This phrase dates to the 1800's. The idea is related to cornering an animal or enemy: chasing it to a
place where it cannot escape.

count one's blessings

"This 1s really about life safety. If you live in an evacuation zone and the order is given, you need
to leave. Delay can be deadly. If you return and your home is fine, count your blessings." —Boston
Herald (8/26/2010)

We should count our blessings that the economic ignorance that has led us to this point has at least
not led to default. —St. Petersburg Times (8/3/2011)

"The town of Granbury, Texas, 40 miles southwest of Fort Worth, [was] absolutely devastated [by
tornadoes]. Six people dead; the rest, counting their blessings." —Poppy Harlow, television news
anchor (5/18/2013)

When you count your blessings, you are thankful for what you have. If something bad happened, it
could have been worse.

This phrase is not in any version of the Bible, but was almost certainly inspired by the Bible's
many references to God's blessings. The earliest examples in my searches are in religious texts of
the 1800's. The Missionary Herald, published in Boston in 1829, included this: "My friend! look
around you, and count your blessings..."

cover bases, cover all bases

But for Tuesday's protest, James Cary, president of the local letter carrier's union (four different
national unions represent postal workers), wanted to make sure he had all his bases covered. So a
couple of weeks ago he approached the Muncie Board of Public Works and Safety to apply for a
right-of-way permit... —The Star-Press (Muncie, Indiana, 9/27/2011)

And physicians who join the Baptist universe also benefit from the company's considerable ability



to handle administrative tasks, he said. "It allows the physician to focus on what they do best, that's
to practice medicine," Sim said. "We will have all the bases covered." —Florida Times-Union
(9/24/2011)

Zink visited the Purpose Built Community in Atlanta and caught a vision for neighborhood
renovation covering all bases—crime control, better schools, home renovation and new
businesses. —Indianapolis Star (10/6/2011)

"This 1s a development that meets the needs of the community in terms of having a supermarket and
a community center. And the soccer field would be available to the public 365 days a year. I think
we are covering all the bases." —Steven Krieger, partner in a New York housing development
company (3/13/2013)

If all bases are covered, all important aspects are satisfactory—someone has paid attention, done
work, or solved problems.

This is a metaphor from baseball, where being ready to make a play at any base is an important
part of the game.

An early example of the metaphor is in "Partners in Providence," a novel by Charles D. Stewart
published in 1907, which contains a chapter titled, "Clancy Gets All Bases Covered."

Related phrases are touch base and touch all bases.

cracked up to be

Cutting back on salt might not be all it's cracked up to be for heart health. A new study suggests

reducing dietary salt intake may actually raise several risk factors for heart disease. —CBS News
(11/9/2011)

In "Maple and Vine," Jordan Harrison's exceptionally clever play about dealing with the present
by seeking refuge in a past that might have been something less than it was cracked up to be,
nostalgia is neither easily dismissed nor wholly glorified. —Chicago Sun-Times (11/2/2011)

Post-wedding bliss isn't all it's cracked up to be for Kris Humphries. —New York Daily News
(10/30/2011)

Something that is not what it's cracked up to be is not as good as its reputation suggests.

This phrase is almost always used in the negative: things are rarely said to be as good, or better,
than they are cracked up to be. To crack up, meaning to praise, was used in the 1800's, but now,
crack up has other meanings, such as:

"That cracks me up." (That makes me laugh.)
"He drove too fast and cracked up the car." (He had an accident.)

An early example of cracked up to be that is similar to current usage appeared in a New York
monthly magazine in 1822:

...there were several ladies whom he might have had, and whom, at one time or another, he had
determined to marry, "but...the more I hesitated, the less inclination I felt to try the experiment, and
I am now convinced that marriage s not the thing it is cracked up to be!" —The Port Folio
(December, 1822)



crazy about

Zorro was the puppy we kept from Abbey's litter. He and my daughter really bonded. She was
crazy about him. —The Seattle Times (10/10/2011)

The Army 1s crazy about smartphones, hoping to one day issue each soldier a secure phone like it
does a rifle... —Wired News (blog, 10/10/2011)

And if you have a job you're not crazy about, you can't stop believing you're worthy of something
better. —Chicago Tribune (10/9/2011)

When asked, Americans aren't all that crazy about mayors, governors, police chiefs, school board

officials, or anyone else who has and exercises some power over their lives. —Center for
American Progress (10/4/2011)

"I have never been crazy about all-white wedding dresses, for me at least." —Jessica Biel,
explaining why she wore pink when she married Justin Timberlake. (12/7/2012)

If you are crazy about something, you like it very much. If you are crazy about someone, you may
like the person very much, or depending on the context, be deeply in love. I might say, "I'm crazy
about Ann Patchett" because I enjoy reading her novels; if her boyfriend said it, he would talking
about her, not her work.

To be not crazy about something (or someone) is to not like it (or them) much. To be not all that
crazy about means the same thing. "All that," meaning very, is only used in the negative versions of
"crazy about" phrases.

The use of crazy in connection with liking or loving has been traced back to the 1700's. (Mad, a
synonym for crazy, has been used the same way but not as frequently in America as crazy.) A
popular song of 1892, "Bicycle Built for Two," began: "Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer, do!
I'm half crazy, all for the love of you!"

And in 1935, Fats Waller recorded:

I'm the world's most happy creature
Tell me, what can worry me?

I'm crazy about my baby

Baby's crazy about me.

crocodile tears

They detailed how the midtown hotel maid told bald-faced whoppers [lies] to investigators and
the grand jury, even shedding crocodile tears - making her a nightmare witness. —New York Daily
News (7/1/2011)

You may not think Jennifer Lopez is much of an actress, but the Bronx-born diva deserves an Oscar
for shedding those crocodile tears on stage at Mohegan Sun the other night. —Boston Herald
(10/25/2011)

"Blame the deficit scolds, who weep crocodile tears over the supposed burden of debt on the next
generation, but whose constant inveighing against the risks of government borrowing, by
undercutting political support for public investment and job creation, has done far more to cheat
our children than deficits ever did." —Paul Krugman, economist and newspaper columnist
(3/29/2013)



A person shedding crocodile tears is only pretending to be sad or upset.

The phrase 1s based on the idea that tears fall from the eyes of crocodiles while they are eating.
The legend that crocodiles would "weep" while eating men is very old, and the phrase is reported
to have existed in ancient Latin and Greek.

Scientists have observed that liquid does indeed fall from the reptiles' eyes. Although they have
not fully explained the observation, they are pretty sure it's not because the crocodiles are sad or
SOTTY.

References to crocodile tears have been in English literature at least since the 1500's. This
example is in Rudyard Kipling's "Just So Stories." It describes a crocodile deceiving a baby
elephant:

'Come hither, Little One,' said the Crocodile, 'for I am the Crocodile,' and he wept crocodile-tears
to show it was quite true. —"The Elephant's Child" by Rudyard Kipling (1902)

cross a bridge when one comes to it

It 1s uncertain how the plane will be removed from the field. "We'll cross that bridge when we
come to it," | he said. —The Poughkeepsie Journal (6/4/2011)

...he [Pakistani Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani] doesn't believe Washington is really going to
cut aid. If it does, he said, "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it." —TIME (5/12/2011)

The city manager didn't say what would happen if the Occupy Murfreesboro participants return to
the tents by noon today. "We'll cross that bridge when we get to 12 noon," said Lyons, whose
office has a view of Civic Plaza. —The Daily News Journal (Tennessee, 12/28/2011)

Don't cross a bridge till you come to it, a proverb recorded by the poet Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow in 1850, means don't deal with a problem until you have to.

The 1dea is sometimes used in shorter phrases, as in the Daily News Journal example, when
people are talking about dealing with a question or problem later.

cross one's mind

If you can think of it, he has it, as well as all sorts of things that would likely never cross your
mind.—CNBC (11/12/2011)

Iam 29. A question that crosses my mind frequently these days is: "What will the world look like
when [ am 79?"—NJ Press Media (1/2/2012)

"It never crossed my mind that I wasn't going to make it." —Albert Watson, who survived more
than 300 bee stings while hiking in Nevada. (5/14/2012)

"I had nothing to do with this...I don't know how my brother got away with it for so many

years... That would never cross my mind." —Onil Castro, brother of Ariel Castro, the man accused
of kidnapping three women and keeping them hidden for years in his home in Cleveland
(5/13/2013)

If something crosses your mind, you think of it briefly. An expression with similar meaning is pass
through one's mind.

An early example:



I should have esteemed myself a very happy Man; but whenever her Remembrance crossed my
Mind, as it frequently would, all the Acquisitions I made were Matters of Grief'to me, as [ was
sure I could never enjoy them with my lovely, charming Maid...— "The Life and Adventures of Joe
Thompson, Written by Himself" (London, 1751)

cross the Rubicon

"We want a state with peace. And I think they have to cross the Rubicon. They have to decide that
Israel is here to stay, and agree to live alongside it."—Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
interviewed by ABC News (9/23/2011)

And once large numbers of people cross the Rubicon from temporary unemployment to chronic
joblessness, they, their families, and their communities can be lost for good. —Reuters (Blog,
9/8/2011)

"What I also say is, we don't have a choice. We've crossed the Rubicon...we have eighteen to
nineteen billion dollars in debt and no funding mechanism for it." —Kevyn Orr, emergency
manager for the City of Detroit (7/21/2013)

Crossing the Rubicon refers to a decisive action or historic event, leading to permanent change.

The origin is Julius Caesar's crossing the Rubicon River from Italy into Gaul in 49 B.C., which
marked the beginning of the Roman civil war. The use of cross the Rubicon as a metaphor has been
traced to the 1600's.

EEEEEE
(one's) cup of tea

...this very British way of playing golf on wind- and weather-bitten shorelines will never, and was
never meant to be, everyone's cup of tea... —Associated Press (7/16/2011)

Though I'm a conservative, the charismatic and optimistic Palin isn't exactly my cup of tea. I
preferred the charismatically challenged and much more pessimistic Indiana Gov. Mitch Daniels...
—Chicago Tribune (6/17/2011)

...1If I had been an Anglophile...she would never have married me. Those types of people are not
her cup of tea. —TIME (4/28/2011)

If something or someone is your cup of tea, you particularly like that person or thing.

It is used more frequently in the negative. The Chicago Tribune example means that Anglophiles
are not her favorite people. But when the expression first became popular in the 1930's and 1940's,
it was often used positively. A positive example helped make the phrase more popular in 1951, in
the musical "The King and L," in which Anna sings to her students:

Getting to know you
Putting it my way
but nicely.

You are precisely
my cup of tea.

Although a United Nations study surprisingly placed the United Kingdom only sixth in per-capita
tea consumption (United Emirates was first), England 1s the most likely source of cup of tea. The
earliest known printed example is in "Christmas Pudding," a 1932 novel by Nancy Mitford: "I'm



not at all sure I wouldn't rather marry Aunt Loudie. She's even more my cup of tea in many ways."
EEEEEE

cup runneth over
...with the latest smartphone apps—oh, our cup runneth over! —Buffalo News (9/26/2011)

The loudest thing about Kvitova may be her game. When it comes to weapons—a fashionable
word in the tennis world these days—her cup runneth over. —USA Today (8/28/2011)

...his cup will be half full instead of half empty, and in fact, it may runneth over once Facebook
gets its business model honed. After all, not very long after Mr. Zuckerberg started the business in
his dorm room at Harvard the company has generated $1 billion in profit on $3.7 in revenue. —
BusinessInsider.com (2/3/2012)

If your cup runneth over, you have a surplus—much more than you need.

It has been a long time since people stopped saying runneth instead of run, but the word persists in
this familiar phrase. It comes from the King James Bible's version of Psalm 23:

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil;
my cup runneth over.

In modern English, it means: You prepare a feast for me in the presence of my enemies. You honor
me, anointing my head with oil. My cup overflows with a surplus of blessings.

cut a break, catch a break

Your employer may offer lower insurance premiums in exchange for taking a health-risk
assessment or cut you a break on the cost of a gym membership. —MarketWatch (4/6/2012)

...Barry Bonds caught a break from a federal judge Friday. —New York Daily News (12/16/2011)

...airline management could not "catch a break" between bad winter weather and soaring fuel
prices. —Reuters (4/12/2011)

Cut a break (or give a break ) means allow an exception to a rule; give favorable treatment. If

you catch a break, you are the one who receives the exception, favorable treatment or timely good
luck.

Catch a break often means have good luck, as in the Reuters example. The idea in such cases is that
God, or fate, is cutting the break.

Examples of phrases using break in this way have been found from the early 1900's.
EEEEEN

cut and run

"Newt Gingrich is my friend and I support his campaign for the presidency," [Georgia Governor
Nathan] Deal declared... "When the going gets rough, I don't cut and run on my friends." —Atlanta
Journal-Constitution (7/1/2011)

"...his campaign's few pronouncements on this subject are reminiscent of Richard Nixon's "secret
plan" to end the war in Vietnam, which turned out to be a plan to cut and run without ever admitting
as much." —CNN.com (4/23/1012)

Prime Minister John Key says New Zealand won't "cut and run" from Afghanistan after three Kiw1



soldiers were killed in a Taliban bomb attack. —Reuters (8/19/2012)

Cut and run means run away, as fast as possible. It often has a negative connotation, and
sometimes implies cowardice.

In centuries past, the fastest way for a ship to start moving was to cut its anchor line and run,
leaving the anchor behind. Charles Dickens used the phrase as a metaphor in "Great Expectations,”
1861: "I'd give a shilling if they had cut and run."

cut corners

"Employers have legitimate questions about a person's job performance, but they can get that
information the regular way, without cutting corners and violating people's privacy." —California
State Senator Leland Yee (2/23/2012)

"This 1sn't the time to be cutting corners on protecting our wildlife and environment." —Noah
Greenwald, director of The Center for Biological Diversity endangered species program
(2/27/2012)

"We don't cut corners. We don't work with frozen products. It is all here for you to see." —Robert
Siegmann, restaurant owner (3/8/2013)

"The result is factories striving to meet the demands of these brands and retailers by ignoring the
rights of workers, by cutting corners on safety." —Scott Nova, executive director of the Worker
Rights Consortium, talking about clothing factories in Bangladesh (4/26/2013)

Cut corners means do something in a way that is quick, easy or not following all rules.
The phrase 1s a metaphor for going too fast in making a turn, or taking a shorter route to save time.

An early example is in The Oxford Magazine, published in London in 1865: "I do not believe
either in what we used to call cutting corners or going short roads to places. The short road I have
always found is in the end the longest."

cut the mustard, cut it

"Going forward with the status quo [keeping things the way they are] is not going to cut it for the
American people who are struggling today." —Mitt Romney (presidential debate, 10/3/2012)

A one-size-fits-all approach doesn't cut the mustard, experts said. —Port Huron (Michigan) Times
Herald (3/27/2011)

"Part-time work generally doesn't cut it as far as having the income necessary to buy a new
vehicle," said Kim... —Bloomberg News (4/11/2011)

"We must match and train our work force for the jobs of today and tomorrow...A generic job
training program just doesn't cut it any more." —New York Governor Andrew Cuomo, in his State
of the State speech (1/9/2013)

In the news examples, cut the mustard and the shortened version, cut it, mean meet the
requirements to succeed.

It's not known exactly how the expression began or how success could be related to mustard.

From The Railroad Trainmen's Journal, February, 1898: ...if he could not "cut the mustard" he was
liable to "hit the grit" between stations...



This meant that if he was not strong enough to meet the requirements of the job, he might fall down
(hit the grit, an archaic expression meaning fall on the road).

cut to the chase

To cut to the chase, Le colis just isn't particularly funny, and that is something of a problem for a
film that's supposed to be a comedy. —Montreal Gazette (4/1/2011)

"What 1s more sensible, rather than pestering the regents, is to cut to the chase and go straight to the
governor and the Legislature," he said. "Those are the people they should be talking to." —San
Jose Mercury News (11/29/2011)

Land Rover's Goss cut to the chase Monday in his acceptance speech: "We're going to market the
hell out of this." —Associated Press (1/9/2012)

Cut to the chase means get right to the point, or go directly to the most important part.

It comes from early 1900's film editing, when the phrase meant, "End this scene here and start the
chase scene."

The figurative expression was in use by the 1940's.
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cut-and-dried

Critics of the law, however, argue the wages-and-benefits issue is not cut-and-dried. —Newsday
(6/21/2011)

The article the JJ-C wrote sounds like it's already cut-and-dried that he will be mayor of
Beardstown. He doesn't even live in city limits and hasn't for years. —Illinois Journal-Courier
(6/9/2011)

"It's really a pretty cut-and-dried rule. The public needs to have information about any public
official or potential public official's personal financial interests." —Gary Winuk, chief of
enforcement for the California Fair Political Practices Commission (7/29/2013)

In the Newsday example and Winuk quotation, cut-and-dried means simple and clear. In the
Journal-Courier example it means finished, settled, decided. The first meaning is more common; it
is possible for the phrase to have both meanings.

Cut-and-dried refers to the cutting and drying of herbs, or wood, depending on which
lexicographers you believe. The earliest example in my searches is from 1702.

EEEEEE
cutting edge, leading edge

The research, relayed to growers through universities and their cooperative-extension agents in the
field, has made Washington's fruit industry the envy of the world, on the cutting edge, profitable
while so many other industries falter. —The Seattle Times (10/9/2011)

Griffin Hall boasts at being on the cutting edge of both high technology communications and energy
efficiency. —The Kentucky Post (10/10/2011)

"That's why we've got the best universities and colleges in the world. That's why we have cutting-
edge research..." —President Barack Obama (4/18/2012)



"Getting away from fossil fuels to a renewable energy source is a very positive, very green thing to
do," Kelly told The State in 2006. "We are excited about being on the leading edge of this." —
Charlotte Observer (10/10/2011)

"And over 1,000 mayors across the country have signed agreements to cut carbon pollution in their
cities. These local and state officials are the leading edge in this effort, and we at EPA want to
build on and complement these efforts already under way." —Gina McCarthy, administrator of the
Environmental Protection Agency (7/30/2013)

Something that is cutting-edge or on the cutting edge is the most advanced. The phrase usually
refers to science and technology.

Leading edge is frequently used with a similar meaning. Both use the allusion to physical edges as
a metaphor for the first things to achieve an advance or change.

Examples of the figurative meaning have been found as early as the 1800's, but it became
widespread in the 1900's.

dark horse

In the debate surrounding the routes, a dark horse option has emerged in the form of a pipeline
backed by BP... —Reuters (11/15/2011)

Councilman James Kenney is...considered a dark-horse candidate to lead Council... —The
Philadelphia Inquirer (11/10/2011)

Mr. Santorum's campaign had less than $200,000 in the bank at the end of September...he remains a
favored dark horse because social-issues conservatives, who might not be inclined to support Mr.
Romney, have yet to coalesce around another candidate. —The Wall Street Journal (11/3/2011)

"I have a dark horse idea. I have the sense that the name is going to be Arthur." —Pamela
Redmond Satran, an expert on baby naming, after the birth of a son to Britain's Prince William and
Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge. (7/22/2013)

A dark horse 1s someone (or something) in a competition who is not expected to win.

The phrase is often used in political campaigns, as an adjective or noun: a dark-horse candidate
may be shortened to a dark horse.

In the past a dark horse meant a little-known contender, but now well-known candidates are called
dark horses 1f they have only a small chance to win. For example, in the 2011 U.S. presidential
campaign, news accounts referred to the well-known former House Speaker Newt Gingrich as one
of the dark-horse candidates.

The "favored dark horse" in the Wall Street Journal example seems like a contradiction, but it
means that some people at the time preferred Santorum to other dark horses.

Pamela Redmond Satran did indeed have a "dark horse idea." Soon after, the baby was named
George Alexander Louis, not Arthur.

The phrase comes from horse racing, and is related to in the dark—knowing nothing about. A

winning horse that is unfamiliar to most bettors can make a lot of money for the few bettors who do
know.

In early 1800's the expression only referred to horses. By the mid-1800's it specifically referred to
American presidential candidates who were nominated at party conventions after the previously



leading candidates failed to win enough of the delegates' votes.

dawn on

"It dawned on us that these were remains of Palestinian villages that had been depopulated in
1948. —The Harvard Crimson (10/24/2011)

"For years | had many questions about this Mark Twain, the first being, "Who is he?'" Ferrell said
upon accepting his bust from the chairman of the Kennedy Center, David Rubenstein. "Then it
dawned on me that, since I was a small boy, I thoroughly enjoyed his delicious fried chicken." —
TIME (10/24/2011)

Like the great novellas of Thomas Mann and Flannery O'Connor, this book manipulates...But then,
slowly, it dawns on the reader that its teller is not as in control of the facts as he first appears. —
Cleveland Plain Dealer (10/13/2011)

When an idea dawns on a person, he or she begins to understand it or be aware of it.

(A related expression, "The light dawns!," often used with sarcastic humor, means that someone
after long delay, finally perceives or understands something,)

An early example of dawn on was written by Harriet Beecher Stowe:

From her infancy, she had been surrounded with servants, who lived only to study her caprices; the
idea that they had either feelings or rights had never dawned upon her, even in distant perspective.
—"Uncle Tom's Cabin" (1852)

dead in the water

So if you're looking for work, you can't let yourself give up, or you're dead in the water. —
Chicago Tribune (10/9/2011)

Though the legislation appears dead in the water, it is likely to be revived often on the campaign
trail, as both sides are expected to hit each other over the state of the economy. —Newsroom
America (10/12/2011)

"...at the time that Kennedy was assassinated...his two top-priority bills, civil rights and tax cuts,
are really dead in the water." —Robert Caro, biographer of Lyndon Johnson (5/10/2012)

"Since then, the U.S. economy has continued to grow, although more slowly than we'd like—but
Britain's economy has been dead in the water." —Paul Krugman, economist and political
columnist (2/1/2013)

Except when it is used literally, dead in the water means not moving, like a boat with no power.
The phrase originally described boats with no wind in their sails.

In my searches, the earliest examples of the phrase referring to boats are from the 1830's. It was
used frequently in war stories during the 1940's, and its use as a metaphor began in the next
decade. This example, in a work of fiction, quotes a man in a hospital bed:

"We'll lick this thing yet. I may be dead in the water but I'm far from foundered." —LIFE
(7/2/1956)



dead ringer

Kraig Parker, who closed the concert, was a dead ringer for Elvis. —Forth Worth Star-Telegram
(7/2/2011)

The 1Phone 48 1s a dead ringer on the outside for the iPhone 4. —Houston Chronicle (1/14/2011)

He was a dead ringer for the FBI's composite sketch of the suspect. —Associated Press
(1/9/2012)

At times Thursday, Rinehart's deep, bluesy voice was a dead ringer for Caleb Followill's, right
down to the wounded whine. —Dallas Morning News (2/17/2012)

A dead ringer is a duplicate.

One meaning of ringer is a sneaky substitute. If my company allows a talented non-employee to
play on our softball team to help us beat another company's team, we call that player a ringer.

One meaning of dead is precise or exact. If your aim was dead-on, you hit the target.

Bring those two meanings together, and dead ringer means exact copy, or something that looks (or
sounds, as in the Dallas Morning News example) exactly the same.

Examples of this idiom have been found from as early as 1878.
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deep pockets

China has used its deep pockets to secure Latin oil supplies. Last year, China promised to lend oil-
rich Venezuela $20 billion as part of a deal to give Chinese firms access to its vast fields. —The
Wall Street Journal (3/19/2011)

Voters in Florida's largest county, Miami-Dade, go to the polls Tuesday to choose whether to
recall their mayor. The effort is being led by a deep pocketed local businessman who disagreed
with the mayor's budget. —National Public Radio (3/14/2011)

"I knew a lot of people with deep pockets and made calls, and I kicked in some of my own
money." —Octavia Spencer, actress and producer, talking about raising money to make the 2011
film, "The Help." (7/5/2013)

Having deep pockets or being deep pocketed is being wealthy.

This idiom has been in use for more than a century. The president of the University of California
said in a November, 1899, speech that civil service reform will be forced upon the government by
"square-shouldered, deep-pocketed merchants."

(Square-shouldered, suggesting a strong person with broad shoulders, is still used, but
infrequently.)

EEEEEN

derring-do

Richard Engel, NBC's man in the Arab world, delivered a story that was more a stunt of derring-
do than a news report, sneaking in and out of Syria to see how the liberation movement there 1s
able to keep the world informed of its protests. —The Washington Post (11/1/2011)

The mission of 7 Fingers, a Montreal team founded in 2002, is to bring the sort of derring-do
associated with super circuses down to street level... —The New York Times (8/9/2011)



Space program analysts say the flurry of interest is...destined to fade as NASA spends the next
decade focused on engineering instead of derring do. —USA Today (4/27/2011)

Derring-do means attention-getting acts of courage. (Some hyphenate it, some do not.)

The phrase 1s a spelling variation of "daring to do." From Chaucer's dorryng don (1370's) to
Spencer's derring doe (1579), to derring-do in Sir Walter Scott's "Ivanhoe" (1819), popular
literature helped the variation endure.

Derring is not used by itself—Ilike hunker, aback, gung, beck and shebang, almost-forgotten words
that survive only in idiomatic phrases.

devil's advocate

Behind the scenes, Biden sometimes plays the role of devil's advocate. While known for his public
gaffes, Biden is considered within the White House a knowledgeable voice on foreign affairs... —
Reuters (11/17/2011)

Clarence voters could have decided to keep him around, if for no other reason than to allow him to
play the devil's advocate to keep everyone else honest. —Buffalo News (9/20/2011)

O'Donnell said the church "is very strong" in its belief that any negative aspects of the potential
saint must also be revealed...Until 1983, the church would appoint someone to argue against the
cause—the "devil's advocate." The position was eliminated by John Paul in 1983. —USA Today /
Religion & Ethics Newsweekly (4/28/2011)

If you play devil's advocate, you take an opposing or unpopular side of an argument.

A person who begins a comment with, "Let me play devil's advocate," usually means, "Let me
present this opposing argument, so we may have a full discussion (but I may or may not agree with
this opposing argument)."

The origin of devil's advocate is the advocatus diaboli in the Catholic Church, the position
explained in the USA Today news example. The position was established in 1587. Examples of
the phrase used outside of Catholicism have been found as early as 1760.

diamond in the rough

Bruno bought Atkins Park Restaurant in 1983 as a "diamond in the rough." —The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution (11/10/2011)

Chemicals distributor Samchen Holdings Bhd is a "diamond in the rough," overlooked because that

particular sector 1s often ignored by analysts and fund managers who prefer bigger companies... —
Reuters (9/11/2011)

"Besides, you never know when you'll find a diamond in the rough, a piece [of clothing] that you
spend $20 or $30 on and end up wearing for years." —The New York Times (6/15/2011)

A diamond in the rough has good qualities or potential, which may not be obvious to everyone.
The phrase alludes to a valuable gem before it is polished.

In the past, diamond in the rough often described a person who was of good character but lacked
sophistication, or or had questionable associates. Now, as the examples illustrate, it often means
something with unrecognized potential.



Examples of diamond in the rough describing people have been found as early as the 1770's. This
one is in a London theater review:

Mrs. Robinson has made her appearance at Drury-Lane theatre, in the character of Juliet, and was
received with applause. If we may be allowed a comparison, she appears like a diamond in the
rough; and, we think, when she has received the polish of time and stage knowledge, she will be a
considerable ornament to the stage. —Town and Country Magazine (December, 1776)

EEEEEN
(the) die is cast

Perhaps the die was cast when Rowling vetoed the idea of Spielberg directing the series; she made
sure the series would never be mistaken for a work of art that meant anything to anybody—just
ridiculously profitable cross-promotion for her books. —New York Press (7/13/2011)

Before they're even old enough to walk—Iet alone fill out a resume—experts say the die i1s cast on
a baby's career success simply because of their name. —Fox Business (8/10/2012)

The band decides to honor Tommy's debt, but the die has been cast for their breakup. —Cape Cod
Times (8/18/2012)

A die is a cube with numbers from one to six on its faces. In games, when the die is cast (thrown),
the number facing up determines what happens next. In other contexts, when the die is cast, the
future 1s determined.

Dice (plural of die) games are older than the English language. Variations of the die is cast have
been found as early as the 1300's, and examples of its use as metaphor have been found from the
1600's.

different animal, no such animal

"Traditional game companies measure their audience in the millions," said John Taylor, managing
director and games analyst at Arcadia Investments Corp. "Social game companies like Zynga
measure theirs in the tens and hundreds of millions. It's a completely different animal." —Los
Angeles Times (5/31/2011)

For example, while a small winery is allowed in the General Plan, "if you go to the current zoning
ordinance, there's no such animal," he said. —Marysville, Calif. Appeal-Democrat (5/18/2011)

Facebook has announced its first real foray into online search—and tech enthusiast Rich Gorman

explains how it is an entirely different animal than anything yet devised by Google, Yahoo, or
Bing. —PRWeb (1/22/2013)

In the expressions no such animal and different animal, animal means a thing of a certain type.
No such animal has the same meaning as no such thing, but adds a little emphasis.

Similarly, "It's a different animal" is not far from the meaning of, "It's different," but adds a bit of
colorful language and emphasis. In the Los Angeles Times example, the phrase "completely
different animal" uses three words to do the job of one.

The use of animal to describe people of a certain type has been recorded as early as 1729, but the
use of phrases similar to these news examples began in the 1900's.



dig in, dig in one's heels, dig oneself into
"At this point, it looks like both sides are digging in." —Maria Bartiromo, commentator, referring
to negotiations between Republicans and Democrats on U.S. tax rates and spending (12/2/2012)

"Tens of thousands of people are here, these are the opposition factions...the president's supporters
[are] a short drive away from here. They are holding a demonstration. So what you have...are these
two sides digging in." —Reza Sayah, television news reporter, in Egypt (6/30/2013)

Time Warner Cable Inc. is digging in its heels in a dispute with several big media companies over
whether it can beam live TV channels to Apple Inc. —The Wall Street Journal (3/25/2011)

Russ Whitehurst, director of the Brown Center on Education Policy at the Brookings Institute, said
some states and districts have dug themselves into a hole by expecting greater gains in the final
years. —Associated Press (3/9/2011)

In the first example and similar contexts, dig in means refuse to change or argue more stubbornly.

Similarly, if you dig in your heels, you resist doing something, like a horse or donkey that resists
being pulled forward by keeping its legs and feet rigid. A seldom-used synonym is recalcitrate.

In the Wall Street Journal example, Time Warner, by digging in its heels, 1s refusing to change its
position. (The action is more extreme than dragging feet but less extreme than squaring off for a

fight.)

In other contexts, dig in may mean start an activity enthusiastically, such as working or eating.
("Ready to eat? Digin!")

If you dig yourself into a hole, you create a problem for yourself.

"Dig into" usually means reach into. ("He dug into his pocket to find a coin. " Or, "The film digs
into some difficult issues.")

An early example of digging in one's heels in the sense of refusing to change position:

Mr. Stimson's communication will be seen as a continuation of Geneva's pressure. Its first effect
will be to make the Japanese dig in their heels. After all, Manchuria 1s a question of supreme
importance to them. —The New York Times (11/6/1931)

dime a dozen

And while pumpkin beer is a dime a dozen this time of year, pumpkin-flavored booze can be tough
to come by. —Fox News (10/20/2011)

The problem is that from the perspective of an elite school, booksmart high achievers with lots of
extracurricular activities are a dime a dozen. —Forbes (10/20/2011)

Today, when I meet a guy with one lonely, dime-a-dozen tattoo on his body, I assume it showed up
during his college days. —Bellingham Herald (10/11/2011)

Dime a dozen means plentiful, easy to find, or cheap. It sometimes suggests poor quality, as in the
Bellingham Herald example.

The phrase was often used literally in the 1800's because the cost of a variety of things was a dime
a dozen. An article in the December, 1886, "Popular Science" magazine suggested to snake owners
that they procure a lot of rats, or good-sized mice, such as every mill-boy is ready to deliver for a
dime a dozen.



An early example of the phrase used without a specific reference to cost is ina 1906 medical
journal. It adds the word plugged, which refers to coins made less valuable by having holes filled
with cheaper metal. (A once-common expression, "not worth a plugged nickel," is now seldom
used.)

Thinking men in the profession could do much for science, by refusing to subscribe for these
Journals that are not worth a plugged-dime a dozen to an honest physician. —Transactions of the
Joint Session of the Oklahoma State Medical Association (May, 1906)

dip a toe in

After attending an event at the Sweet Auburn Curb Market near downtown Atlanta, Hinton began
thinking about opening a shop. The curb market, he decided, was the perfect spot to start. He
opened Bell Street Burritos at the market in September. "It's a good way of dipping one's toe in,"
Hinton said. —Atlanta Journal-Constitution (12/16/2010)

The potential for growth is one reason why Hewlett Packard dipped a toe in the water with the
introduction of the DesignJet 3D...—PC World (1/1/2011)

"This 1s the worst of all possible worlds. This is dipping a toe in...No one believes, including the
president...that these small arms are going to change the balance of this war." —Jeffrey Goldberg,
journalist, talking about U.S. involvement in Syria (6/16/2013)

If you're not sure i1f the water is warm enough to bathe or swim in, you dip a toe in, to check the
temperature. When it does not refer to swimming or taking a bath, dip a toe in means try something
without taking much risk.

See also, test the waters.

This example of dipping a toe used as a metaphor is the earliest I have found:

If ever an author hesitated and reflected, dipped his toe into the bath of publicity, and hastily
withdrew it again, loitered on the brink and could not be induced to plunge, it was the Rev. Gilbert
White. —"Gossip in a Library" by Edmund Gosse (1914)

EEEEEN
dirt bag

Within a matter of moments, they refer to various lawmakers as "traitorous pigs,
"Republican dirt bag." —Los Angeles Times (11/1/2011)

...a film starring actor Adam Sandler..."My character is kind of a dirtbag guy and he's in trouble,"
Sandler told Eisen. —Yahoo! Sports (11/4/2011)

Incarceration is a poor solution to these problems, he said, and can lead to further criminality. "We
want to keep them from going down the dirtbag path." —The Atlantic (11/20/2011)

nn

con artist" and

A dirt bag is a despicable person. Literally, it is a bag that collects dirt in a vacuum cleaner.
It is often spelled as one word, dirtbag.

An early example of the figurative dirt bag is in a news story about a policeman who was sent to a
special sale open only to disabled people at an Alexander's store. The sale was an act of kindness
and a holiday tradition, but the policeman had orders to give the store manager a summons for
operating on a Sunday.



"I felt like a Communist doing what I did," said the patrolman when he returned to the station
house. "Those people in the store must have thought I was some kind of dirt bag, I snuck out of
there by a side door. I'm disgusted." —The New York Times (12/4/1972)

EEEEEN
do a 180

A modest change is preferable to a 180 because the results tend to be more durable and can lay the
foundation for confidence and future success. —Honolulu Star-Advertiser (1/1/2011)

Thomas Gibson did a 180 when he took the role of a hardened FBI behavioral analyst in the CBS
drama Criminal Minds. His somber character Aaron Hotchner couldn't be more different from
preppy newlywed Greg Montgomery in Dharma & Greg... —The Miami Herald (12/28/2011)

"It was really kind of interesting that this week, we have gone 180. Now he's...actually going to sit
down and talk to members." —House Speaker John Boehner, talking about negotiations with
President Obama on spending and taxes (3/7/2013)

In a literal sense, do a 180 (a shortened version of do a 180-degree turn) means change to the
opposite direction. Do a 180 is used figuratively to mean a complete change in action or thinking.

Without a verb, as in the Honolulu Star-Advertiser example, a 180 means a complete change. The
expression has other forms, such as take a 180-degree turn, turn 180 degrees, and pivot 180
degrees. In the Boehner quotation, "gone 180" is unusual but has the same meaning,

An early example of the phrase used figuratively is in the Aug. 18, 1961 issue of LIFE Magazine:
"...negotiations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. suddenly did a 180-degree turnabout."

do a number on, do a job on

This winter really did a number on plants. I have seen plants that looked fine for several days after
the freeze start to drop leaves that originally looked fine.—Corpus Christi Caller-Times
(2/25/2011)

All that booze [alcohol] can do a number on your stomach lining too, irritating it and making you
feel like you want to hurl [vomit]. —Los Angeles Times (12/29/2011)

Mulgrew appears right now ready and willing to damn the city's children to the loss of more than
6,000 teachers and support personnel—more than 4,500 through layoffs. He's certainly able to do a
job on the kids. —New York Daily News (2/18/2011)

Do a number on and do a job on usually mean do harm or damage to.
Do a number on sometimes means attack or harshly criticize, even if the attack has no effect.

The origin is unknown. The earliest example I have found of do a number on used with its current
meaning is ina 1965 sports story:

When they last met, the Edmonton Oilers did a number on the Chicago Black Hawks—a lot of
numbers. The Oilers amassed 51 shots... —United Press International (1/15/1965)

do the trick
Over the decades, the film giant [Kodak] tried diversifying into pharmaceuticals, bathroom



cleaners and medical-testing devices. None did the trick. —The Wall Street Journal (8/11/2011)

For those whose only vision problem is presbyopia, cheap reading glasses may do the trick. —The
New York Times (4/1/2011)

"None of them by themselves will do the trick but all of them working together will ensure we
never have this problem again." —Senator Marco Rubio, talking about proposed changes in
immigration laws (4/14/2013)

Do the trick means solve the problem. In some cases, as in the New York Times example, it
means solve the problem easily and quickly. It suggests one meaning of trick as a noun: an act of
magic or skill.

The phrase has been traced as far back as 1819.
EEEEEN

dog and pony show

He called the hearing a "dog and pony show" and displayed a blown-up picture of a dog riding a
pony, to underscore his argument that the hearing was just a chance for Democrats to score
political points, without doing anything about high gas prices or a sensible energy policy. —The
New York Times (5/12/2011)

Retiree Bob Gray, a lifelong resident of Youngstown, said regulators who attended the event didn't
provide satisfactory answers. "I feel like my intelligence has been insulted," said Gray, 70. He
described the forum as "a dog and pony show." —Associated Press (1/13/2012)

Every teacher knows the feeling of having to put on a "dog and pony show" for the yearly principal
evaluation. —The Seattle Times (1/11/2012)

Now that the dog-and-pony-shows, er, conventions, are over, there's a certain feeling in the air. —
Los Angeles Times (9/7/2012)

In business, a presentation may be called a dog and pony show by people who are not enthusiastic
about being the presenters or the audience. Typically the presentation is elaborate, with a
maximum effort to persuade the audience. Sometimes the phrase is shortened to "a dog-and-pony."

Calling an event a dog and pony show often suggests that the event is an unnecessary waste of time,
done only to please high-ranking people.

In the past there were travelling shows with animals, like very small circuses, called dog and pony
shows. Examples of the figurative use of the phrase, describing other kinds of events, have been
found from as early as 1949.

EEEEEE
dog in this fight

Though I don't have a dog in this fight, Microsoft also quoted me in its brief, since as chairman of
the American Dialect Society's new-words committee I was responsible for making the
announcement that "app" had been selected as the society's 2010 word of the year. —The New
York Times (3/26/2011)

Two prominent atheists—popular philosopher Alain de Botton and popular science author Richard
Dawkins—are sparring over the wisdom of erecting a "temple for atheists" in London...I'm not an
atheist, so I don't have a dog in this fight. —The Washington Post (blog, 1/30/2012)



"You have a situation where people have a dog in this fight threatening to sue the city..." —
Milpitas Post (1/18/2012)

"As passionate as I sound, I haven't had a dog in this fight for decades." —Lane Filler, in an
opinion column in Newsday (8/20/2013)

If you have no dog in this fight, you are not taking sides in an argument. The expression is usually
used in the negative but there are exceptions, such as the Milpitas Post example.

No dog in this fight does sound like "an old Southern expression," as some Web sites call it, but
there 1s inconclusive support for it being Southern and no evidence that it is old, compared with
most idiomatic phrases.

The earliest example in my searches is from 1982, in an article that may have marked the beginning
of the expression's popularity. It is attributed to Tennessee Senator Howard Baker in a way that
probably explains the assumption that the phrase came from the South, rather than Baker's
imagination:

Last year, for example, when Senator Slade Gorton, Republican of Washington, wondered why the
majority leader was sitting out a debate, Mr. Baker offered one of his down-home epigrams: "Ain't
got no dog in this fight." —The New York Times (3/28/1982)

Another expression that is assumed to be Southern, perhaps incorrectly, is that dog won't hunt.

EEEEEN
dog-eat-dog
"Be careful," Dan warned. "Some of the vendors are dog-eat-dog." —Business Insider (4/7/2011)

And yes, it's always been a dog-eat-dog world, but I was always told that an education would set
you apart. —The Oregonian (4/15/2011)

Washington 1s a hard-nosed, inhuman place. One of the most telling quips about this dog-eat-dog
city 1s that if you want a friend, you should get a dog. —The Washington Times (1/12/2012)

"He [Obama] is basically trying to say 'If you want any security in your life stick with me. If you go
with these Republicans they're going to feed you to the wolves. It's going to be a dog-eat-dog
society." —Vice-Presidential candidate Paul Ryan (9/26/2012)

In a dog-eat-dog world, competition is brutal and people are willing to harm each other to get
ahead.

"Dog-eat-dog world" is the most common expression, but in other recent news examples, the
words dog-eat-dog have been followed by business, environment, industry, competition, morals,
philosophy, and day. Sometimes the phrase is used by itself, as in the Business Insider example.

The phrase has been used since the early 1800's.
EEEEEE

don't hold your breath, I won't hold my breath, hold one's breath

If you think gas prices will ever get back to below $3 a gallon, well, don't hold your breath while
you wait. —Naples Daily News (5/9/2011)

"So, I wouldn't hold my breath that whatever Israeli government that emerges is going to be able to
take major decisions on the Israeli-Palestinian issue." —Aaron David Miller, distinguished
scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Center (1/23/2013)



"I hope...that he apologizes for his choice of words," she said Thursday. "However, [ won't hold
my breath." —The Bergen Record (4/14/2011)

"Right now, 1.2 billion Catholics the world over are holding their breath." —Cardinal Christoph
Schoenborn, after Pope Benedict VXI announced his resignation (2/11/2013)

Don't hold your breath means don't wait for something that is unlikely to happen, or will take a
very long time.

I won't hold my breath means, "I don't expect this to happen soon, and it probably won't happen at
all."

The figurative use of hold one's breath means wait anxiously, as in the Cardinal Schoenborn
quotation.

The expression don't hold your breath has been used at least since the 1850's.
EEEEEN

don't get me wrong

Don't get me wrong—I enjoy German food and beverages as much as anybody, and I even have a
high tolerance for oompah music. My problem with any Oktoberfest not held in Germany is that,
well, it's not held in Germany. —The Columbus (Georgia) Ledger-Enquirer (10/1/2011)



Don't get us wrong. We love the Perkiomen Creek. But the old girl came too close as Hurricane
Irene churned through the valley last weekend. —The Mercury (Pottstown, Pennsylvania,
9/9/2011)

"Don't get me wrong. The President, as I've said clearly now over the past half hour, is very
closely evaluating options available to him. And we're fully aware about the worsening situation
in Syria..." —Jay Carney, press secretary to President Barack Obama (6/13/2013)

Don't get me wrong means don't misunderstand me, or have no doubt about this. When expressed
by or for a group, such as in a newspaper editorial, it's don't get us wrong.

The expression usually has the same meaning as make no mistake.

The earliest examples of don't get me wrong in my searches were published in 1911.
EEEEEN

don't know jack

"People don't know jack" about the particulars of the agreement, "but what you heard about the
process throughout was that it was horrible," says Joseph White, a political scientist at Case
Western Reserve University who studies budget policy. —USA Today (8/3/2011)

If the school is trying to teach children to solve bully problems diplomatically, they obviously
don’t know jack squat about how bullies operate. —DailyToreador.com (4/25/2012)

"Mary Gaitskill...makes the rest of us look like we don't know jack about the human soul." —Junot
Diaz, quoted in The New York Times (8/30/2012)

If you don't know jack about something, you don't know anything about it. Jack in these contexts
means anything. Jack sometimes has the same meaning in other phrases, such as, "You haven't done
jack for this business, you incompetent buffoon."

An older, vulgar version of this informal, colloquial phrase is "don't know jack shit." The Daily
Toreador example uses "squat" to sanitize the expression.

The earliest examples of the older phrase are from the 1970's.

Jack has been used in other contexts to express the idea of anything, or something generic: see jack
of all trades.

double-cross

...Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver and the union-front Working Families Party...are pressing the
governor hard to double-cross the electorate. Specifically, they want him to reverse course and
endorse renewing the "millionaires tax" before it expires on Dec. 31. —New York Post
(11/3/2011)

A woman who wanted her ex's new girlfriend dead pleaded guilty today to a murder-for-hire plot
in which she used stolen credit cards to pay for the services of a double-crossing, self-described
hit man. —Philadelphia Inquirer (9/9/2011)

"He left a trail of bodies," said Tom Duffy, a retired state police major in Massachusetts. "You did
not double-cross him. If you did, you were dead." —Associated Press (6/23/2011)

A double-cross is an act of betrayal. If you double-cross someone, you break a promise, harming a
person who trusted you.



An old meaning of cross was an act of dishonesty. Double was also associated with treachery, and
still is, in duplicitous (deceptive) and double dealing (being duplicitous;cheating). Combining
them added emphasis, as do other phrases that express a similar thought twice, such as above and
beyond, fair and square, and dribs and drabs.

The use of double-cross with its current meaning has been traced to the early 1800's.
EEEEEN

double-dip, double-dipping

On Wall Street, there is renewed talk of a double-dip recession. —The New Yorker (8/15-
22/2011)

There's been the massive crisis in Europe, and the attendant double dip. —Business Insider
(8/18/2013)

The double-dipping by the police retirees is legal because they're getting their pensions from the
Chicago Police pension fund, while their latest jobs are covered by a separate city pension
plan...Altogether, the double-dipping cops are getting $2.5 million a year in pension payments on
top of the $1.9 million in salary they're paid by the aviation department. —Chicago Sun-Times
(8/22/2011)

A double-dip recession comes after a short economic recovery, so that two recessions—periods
of negative economic growth—are close together. In the Business Insider example the phrase is
shortened and the word recession is omitted, but the meaning is the same.

Double-dipping often refers to a government retiree taking another government job while receiving
a pension. Sometimes the phrase refers to non-government jobs, and it may also describe a person
having two jobs with separate salaries.

The origin of both phrases is the double-dip ice cream cone, featuring two scoops of ice cream.
That became popular in the early 1900's. Double-dipping, referring to employees, has been traced
to the 1960's, and the earliest example of double-dip recession in my searches is from 1975.

double-take

In the 1962 James Bond film "Dr. No," Sean Connery does a double-take when he sees the stolen
Goya hanging in Dr. No's lair. —Los Angeles Times (8/20/2011)

It's not like I'm easily recognizable...When I'm traveling alone, I usually don't get that double-take
from fellow passengers saying, "Oh my God, it's that "Twilight' guy." —Peter Facinelli, actor
(4/23/2012)

Today, it is a rarity to hear something original and interesting from a Hollywood A-lister. So
political America did a double take last week when Ashton Kutcher gave an impromptu
motivational pep talk to a young audience at the Teen Choice Awards. —The Washington Post
(blog, 8/19/2013)

A double-take is a delayed, and often pronounced or exaggerated, reaction to something. In this
phrase, take means reaction or expression of emotion. The first take is no reaction, and the second
is a strong reaction. Double-takes can be funny and have been used many times in comedy.

Sometimes the idea of two "takes" is forgotten, and the expression simply means a surprised
reaction.



This is the earliest example from my searches:

"The young lady said you would pay for her groceries, Mr. Herbert?" said the cashier accusingly.
Hugh did a double-take, moaned and paid. He 1s convinced now he has never before seen the girl
and will never see her again. —Pittsburgh Press (8/4/1937)

double whammy

Every summer, it seems, consumers are hit with a double whammy—a rise in gas prices just when
they're most interested in taking road trips, and a rise in bacon prices just when they're most
interested in taking bacon and combining it with lettuce and juicy, ultra-fresh tomatoes. —TIME
(7/5/2011)

The Australian currency fell to a near six-week low against the U.S. dollar, hit by a double
whammy of weak Chinese and poor domestic data. —Reuters (9/3/2012)

"Sequestration—the automatic spending cuts that kicked in this month—is a double whammy for
the long-term unemployed. It takes money out of their pockets directly by cutting their federal
emergency unemployment insurance benefits, but it also makes it harder for them to find a job by
weakening the economy." —Chad Stone, chief economist, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
(3/8/2013)

A double whammy means two bad or unlucky things happening at the same time.

In the 1940's, putting the whammy meant putting a jinx on someone or something, causing bad
luck. Now the single whammy is nearly extinct. But the double whammy is common, the dreaded
triple whammy is infrequent, and the terrible quadruple whammy is rare but alive in the White
House, where President Barack Obama said:

"When you combine, what a lot of young people are going through, with college debt, and then
you're trying to get your first home started, and then you immediately start saving for your kids'
college education, and then you may have to also be helping out your parents with their
retirement—that's a quadruple whammy if I'm not mistaken." —CNN (6/9/2011)

down a notch, up a notch

The chefs seemed to scramble a bit when they were told to take things down a notch and create
something so basic and straightforward. —New York Daily News (12/8/2011)

It's been a process that brought us down a notch, made the notion of "working poor" real to a once-
privileged middle-class bunch. —Los Angeles Times (11/26/2011)

...economists nudged their forecasts down a notch with high unemployment likely to stunt growth...
—Reuters (7/14/2011)

His voice ratchets up a notch when discussing the company's training school... —The Washington
Post (12/14/2011)

"We never ate out ever, if we did, it was McDonald's. If it was a birthday or special celebration
and wanted to kick it up a notch and go a little bit more special, then it was Sizzler." —David
Choe, artist (6/30/2013)

Down a notch means to a lower level. Up a notch means the opposite.



Notches, grooves or nicks in a surface such as wood or metal, have long been associated with
measurement. Sometimes, as in the Los Angeles Times example, down a notch means a loss of
status; it is used with the same meaning as down a peg (sce entry below). But down a notch and up
a notch are frequently used in ways that down a peg is not. In the other examples, it refers to
adjusting the level of something.

Confusingly, the highest status or quality is top-notch but not top-peg.

The use of notch meaning to mean points on a scale of something measurable dates at least to the
1600's.

down a peg

With less than a month to go until the Iowa caucuses, Newt Gingrich and Mitt Romney continued to
battle this week for front-runner status, while some second-tier candidates took to the airwaves to
try to knock them both down a peg or two. —Fox News (12/12/2011)

Today, a more confident China is the world's second largest economy with a rapidly modernising
military, and has seen the United States taken down a peg as it struggles to turn its own economy
around. —Reuters (9/18/2011)

Down a peg means lower in status.

People or groups or businesses or nations may be knocked or taken or brought or pulled down a
peg, or down a peg or two.

Pegs have been associated with measurement and rank for centuries, but the precise origin of the
phrase is unknown. It has been traced to the 1500's.

Notches are also associated with measurement, but the meaning of down a notch may be similar to
or different from down a peg. It is not clear why people may be taken down a peg but not up, or
why the highest status or quality is top-notch, but not top-peg.

down in the dumps
...surveys that show consumers feel very much down in the dumps. —Reuters (10/27/2011)

"I would say six months ago, people were a little down in the dumps. We do think there's a little
bounce in our step around what happened last week," —Los Angeles Times (11/16/2011)

The reality TV star has been down in the dumps with the cancellation of her long-running TLC
show "Kate Plus 8"... —Hollywoodlife.com (8/31/2011)

Down in the dumps means sad, gloomy or depressed.

The origin of the phrase is unknown. Variations, such as "in a dumpe," had the same meaning in the
1500's. The use of dump to mean a pile of garbage or a place to put garbage came much later, in
the 1800's.

down pat, pat answer

They've got that routine down pat. It's a high-speed mixing and mashing of Christmas carols and
holiday songs. —Kansas City Star (10/24/2011)



But the amount of money we must have to get us by in life depends on how much we spend or need
cach year. And there's just no way to give a pat answer that will be appropriate for all investors.
—USA Today (8/3/2011)

With the physical part of the game down pat, Kreklow has been working with Rock Bridge Coach
Tatum Anderson on the mental part. —Columbia Daily Tribune (10/14/2011)

If the core message communicated to one's offspring is that talent is what makes someone great,
then they learn to accept that what they ultimately become is outside of their control...It is a pat
answer for one’s failure, an excuse for not trying harder. —chicagonow.com (8/26/2013)

If you have something down pat you have memorized or learned it so completely that you do it
easily.

This meaning of pat—ready, prompt or rehearsed—is also used (but less frequently) in pat
answer, a standard, planned statement.

Similar uses of pat have been traced to the 1500's; down pat to the 1800's.
EEEEEE

down the tubes, down the drain

"They don't care if your family doesn't get fed or your credit goes down the tubes." —The Atlanta
Journal-Constitution (4/26/2011)

"If you win an election and the country goes down the tubes, what have you done? You've done
nothing." —Reuters (11/9/2011)

The $95 million that BART [Bay Area Rapid Transit] has already spent on the planned 3.5-mile
line from the Coliseum Station to the airport would be money down the drain. —San Francisco
Chronicle (5/11/2011)

"To say that someone makes a conscious decision to have her life go down the drain is
preposterous.”" —Kevin Hill, a psychiatrist in charge of drug abuse treatment at Harvard Medical
School's McLean Hospital, reacting to Rick Santorum's characterization of Whitney Houston's
drug-overdose death as a moral failure (3/25/2012)

To go down the tubes is to fail, deteriorate or be discarded.

Down the drain is similar. It usually means wasted, like water that goes down a drain and into a
Sewer.

Both expressions developed during the 1900's, but based on examples I found, down the drain may
have come first.

down to the wire

"The budget impasse is looking more and more like a train wreck. It looks like this will go right
down to the wire." —Bloomberg News (7/14/2011)

"...this election was always going to be close and it will be close probably right down to the
wire." —Florida Congresswoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz, head of the Democratic National
Committee (5/27/2012)

"We're down to the wire now. In these next few days, Congress needs to make the right decisions
to avoid the fiscal disaster that awaits us." —Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta (12/18/2012)



In a horse race, the wire is the finish line. If the race is down to the wire, the finish is very close.

In the Bloomberg example, the speaker meant that debate over raising the U.S. debt limit was
likely to continue until the deadline, when the nation would have to stop paying some of its bills.

In the 1800's, the wire became understood to mean the finish line in horse racing. Now, many kinds
of activity, especially involving negotiation and competition, are said to go down to the wire if
they are not decided until the last possible time.

EEEEEE
dragging feet, foot-dragging

France and Britain had been calling for a no-fly zone for two weeks, he said Wednesday, but other
nations dragged their feet. —The New York Times (3/18/2011)

Both governments have persistently dragged their feet on reform commitments given to the euro
zone in return for financial support, in Italy's case via European Central Bank purchases of its
bonds. —The Wall Street Journal (11/7/2011)

Some legislators, furious that video gambling isn't yet producing revenue, blame the board for
bureaucratic foot-dragging. —Chicago Tribune (3/17/2011)

Self-serving, foot-dragging politicians aren’t protecting the interests of most Americans... —
Lompoc Record (8/30/2013)

Foot-dragging, or dragging one's feet, is acting slowly or taking no action, to avoid cooperating
or obeying an order.

The expression comes from an older, more literal meaning: walking like a very tired person who
cannot lift his feet above the ground.

On April 5, 1914, The New York Times reported that rebels under Francisco ("Pancho") Villa
entered Torreon, Mexico, "dragging their feet, many of them half-starved."

draw a blank

I'd love to know more about who chose this street name, when and why, and I tried to find out...
Several people at the City Planning Department drew a blank. —Omaha World-Herald
(4/21/2011)

His shaky grasp of foreign policy has astounded seasoned commentators...he drew a blank when
asked about the Obama administration's actions in Libya. —Associated Press (11/26/2011)

...certain traits are sustained by the long-term memory that lasts longer in Alzheimer's patients than
the short-term..."Show them a picture from two weeks ago and they draw a blank. But they can
pick themselves out in a 20-year-old photo." —Courier-Post (Charry Hill, N.J., 1/13/2012)

A person who draws a blank tries to think of something and fails.
In other contexts, frequently in sports, draw a blank means achieve nothing or score zero.

The 1dea behind this expression comes from lottery games in England centuries ago, when pieces
of paper were pulled from pots. Drawing a blank meant winning nothing.

Versions of draw a blank have been traced to the 1800's.



dribs and drabs

Rather than spill the beans [tell the secrets] all at once, the Times on Wednesday again released
the "news" of its payment-model game plan in dribs and drabs. —Marketwatch (3/2/2011)

"With respect to the latest article that in part I gather 1s prompted by Mr. Snowden's leaks, we're
still evaluating the article because the problem is that these things come out in dribs and drabs." —
President Barack Obama, talking about a report that the U.S. spied on communications of European
countries (7/1/2013)

But the funding for those improvements has come in dribs and drabs, meaning that some
homeowners have been waiting for the improvements for more than five years. —The Buffalo
News (8/27/2013)

Dribs and drabs means a little at a time.

An old meaning of drib was a small quantity, which survives today in dribble (fall or come out in
small amounts). The usual current meaning of drab—dull, colorless—has no role in this idiom,
which uses an older meaning: a small amount of money.

The use of dribs and drabs has been traced to the early 1800's.

EEEEEE
drink the Kool-Aid

An outspoken Arizona sheriff has responded to a letter from the mayors of three border cities who
asked him to tone down his comments on border security problems, saying, "feel free to drink the
Kool-Aid of Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano, U.S. Attorney Dennis Burke and
President Obama." —Fox News (2/16/2011)

"I'm not going to just drink the Kool-Aid," Lowenthal said. "They have to address these questions."
—San Jose Mercury News (1/14/2012)

No wonder Steve is in a swoon...he's a true believer, he's drunk the Kool-Aid —The Washington
Post (10/7/2011)

Drink the Kool-Aid refers to the tragic death of 913 cult members in Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978.
When their leader ordered them to drink poison, many did, and those who resisted were murdered.
Now, people who use the phrase usually aren't thinking about its origin. By drink the Kool-Aid
they mean, "accept what someone says faithfully."

EEEEEE
drop by, drop in

Sarah Palin did not visit lowa or New Hampshire on Thursday, and she did not drop by South
Carolina or Nevada. —The New York Times (2/17/2011)

And to make sure the owner isn't profiting from renting out the house without authorization,
government inspectors can drop by... —The Washington Post (1/15/2012)

Wherever you go, drop in on a village. Residents will be surprised but hospitable... —The New
York Times(1/6/2012)

...famous lodgers...have graced the hotel...presidents Andrew Johnson and Ulysses S. Grant
dropped in, too. —The Washington Post (1/13/2012)

In these contexts, drop by means visit informally, for a brief time, without a plan (and with or



without an invitation). Its meaning is the same as drop in, but drop by is more common when the
place is mentioned: drop by Rick's Casino, or drop by my house.

Drop in or drop by may be used by themselves, without specifying a place: "I'll be home today.
You are welcome to drop in." Or, "You are welcome to drop by."

Drop over (less frequently used) may have the same meaning.

Drop in has been used with this meaning at least since the 1600's; drop by is more recent,
apparently not common before the 1900's.

drop the ball

Cisco dropped the ball, and didn't do enough to add editing and web sharing functions. —Business
Insider (4/14/2011)

Basically, I've dropped the ball. I am 34 years old and only have about $40,000 in retirement
savings. —Austin American-Statesman (4/19/2011)

"I don't think President Obama dropped the ball. He repeatedly came back and...talked about Mitt
Romney's $5 trillion tax plan, kept mentioning it." —Debbie Wasserman Schultz, Democratic
National Committee chairwoman (10/5/2012)

"Well, I want to know how the FBI or the system dropped the ball when he was identified as a
potential terrorist." —Senator Lindsay Graham, referring to a suspect in the Boston Marathon
bombings (4/21/2013)

To drop the ball, an expression taken from sports, is to make a mistake or fail to do something.
The ball-dropper can be a person, group, country or business.

The opposite of dropping balls is the basis for metaphorical expressions of success, such as be on
the ball (competent, skillful or successful) and take the ball and run with it (take an idea or
possibility and put it into practice).

EEEEEE
dropping like flies

"Nintendo has done some pretty awful things - no software, poor pricing, poor PR, no sign of a
sustainable turnaround, software support dropping like flies," said JP Morgan analyst Hiroshi
Kamide of the failed 3DS launch. —Reuters (9/12/2011)

Cambodian factory workers at a plant that produces fashions for H&M are dropping like flies and
management says it's baffled. —New York Daily News (8/29/2011)

...In the Cretaceous period, reptiles the size of construction cranes started dropping like flies... —
The Philadelphia Inquirer (5/13/2011)

Dropping like flies means dying (or falling, or failing, or quitting) quickly, in large numbers.

Whether it means dying or something less dire depends on context. The H&M workers in the Daily
News example were fainting.

The origin is unknown. Evidence that the phrase was used by the early 1800's is in an English-
Spanish dictionary printed in 1809: "Caer como moscas, to drop like flies, when a distemper
rages, or many men are killed in the fight."



dry run

"Clearly, the Republicans' best chance for the district are without an incumbent in there," Moore
said, adding the special election to pick Wu's successor "could be seen as a dry run of the 2012
elections." —Tucson Citizen (7/26/2011)

In May, the launch pad had its first "dry run," a launch rehearsal that gave Russian and French
engineers the chance to practice procedures before the rocket lifts off. —PBS Newshour
(7/26/2011)

"And the likelihood is, these guys did sort of what we call operational surveillance. They did dry
runs before." —Frances Townsend, expert on security and counter-terrorism, talking about
suspects in the Boston Marathon bombings (4/19/2013)

A dry run is a test, to get experience. Rehearsal, used in the PBS example, has a similar meaning.

An older meaning of dry run is arroyo, a creek or stream that is at least temporarily without water.
I have found no connection between that meaning, which has been documented back to the mid-
1800's, and dry run as rehearsal, which began in the 1900's. There is speculation that dry run was
first a theatrical expression, but the earliest example in my searches calls it an army term:

A combination dress and undress rehearsal—a "dry run," in Army parlance—was staged by
officers here today. It demonstrated in detail what men of the first draft will face when they get
here next week. —The New York Times (11/22/1940)

ducks in a row

"Apple...talked about a security problem before it had all its threat-response ducks in a row." —
Paul Ducklin, executive at Sophos digital security company (4/11/2012)

"If you are one of those individuals who need some extra time to get all your ducks in a row, filing
a tax extension is the best way to go." —Justin Bowen, head of CouponBuzz.com (4/14/2012)

"If this allows them to get their ducks in a row ...then I think it's a good thing, If this is another
excuse of delaying what they should have done 23 years ago, that's a totally different story." —
James Dale, a gay man who was expelled from Boy Scouts of America, after the organization
delayed a decision on whether it would change its ban on homosexuals (2/6/2013)

If you get, or have, or put, or keep all your ducks in a row, you prepare well and attend to all the
details.

The origin of ducks in a row 1s unknown.

An early example of the phrase used as a metaphor is ina 1911 novel, "Miss Gibbie Gault" by
Kate Langley Bosher: "The work was done before to-night. You had your ducks in a row all right."

duke it out

And when these companies duke it out for market share, you know you'll be able to get a deal. So
why would I buy now? —The Wall Street Journal (12/21/2010)

While Republican presidential nominees duke it out on endless debates... —Los Angeles Times
(1/13/2012)



"Speaking of two TV heavyweights duking it out: For the past two weeks, Time Warner Cable has
blocked CBS programs from its subscribers in Los Angeles, New York City and Dallas." —David
Greene, radio journalist (8/16/2013)

Duke it out means fight.

Since the 1800's, dukes has been used as a synonym for fists. "Put up your dukes," meaning, "Get
ready to fight with your hands," is an antiquated expression now used mostly in comedy, but duke it
out is more frequent. It is sometimes literal, referring to fighting with fists, but often describes
verbal arguments or business competition, as in the news examples.

ear to the ground

Kendra Harris said her son escaped from Camp Sweeney in San Leandro early February. Since
then, she's had her ear to the ground to try and find him. —KTVU San Francisco (3/9/2011)

Longtime sport fishing advocate Frank Urabeck always has his ear to the ground when it comes to
Lake Washington sockeye. —The Seattle Times (2/26/2011)

"He's got a good ear to the ground. He's done very well taking care of the town, I believe."—
Waterville, Maine, Morning Sentinel (3/16/2011)

An ancient way of listening for the movement of animals was lying down with an ear touching the
ground. Now, keeping, or having, an ear to the ground means listening or watching carefully for
something. In the Morning Sentinel example, it also means being well-informed.

In 1856 this sentence used the phrase humorously, mid-way between its literal and figurative
senses:

Its voice has penetrated even to the White House, and if you put your ear to the ground you may
hear a sound, and thereby know that the knees of President Pierce and his cabinet are knocking
together with fear and trembling. —The New York Times (Sept. 18, 1856)

EEEEEN
early bird

Be the early bird. The first flight of the day is usually less likely to face delays, so if you're
booking a last-minute flight, try to get an early one. —The Miami Herald (11/21/2011)

As if doorbusters, early-bird specials and earlier store hours aren't enough to lure customers,
retailers are about to wave the magic wand that works almost every time: free stuff. That's free
merchandise. Free entertainment. And free food. —USA Today (11/22/2011)

Down at the donut shop, Dude Pendergraft looked forward to another predawn Monday of rolling
dough and making coffee for his early-bird pals. —The New York Times (5/28/2011)

The sock, which early bird backers can get for $159, features a four-sensors pulse oximeter, which
measures skin temperature and heart rate... The sock wirelessly transmits all of the data to your
smartphone, where an app helps you analyze the details and view your baby's current health status.
—New York Daily News (8/28/2013)

An early bird i1s someone who arrives or starts as early as possible.
An "early bird special" is a low price or a gift offered to customers, usually at a specified time.

The phrase comes from a proverb (old saying), "The early bird gets the worm"—being early is



rewarded. The proverb has been traced to the 1600's.

Despite the proverb and its various positive associations, being an early bird is not always good.
"No early birds, please" is often used in advertisements of private sales or other events, warning
people not to arrive before the scheduled time.

eat someone's lunch

Once, New Jersey's Gov. Christie said that Pennsylvania was "eating our lunch" when it came to
providing incentives to attract and keep companies. —Philadelphia Inquirer (4/5/2011)

Golfing with John Boehner 1s one thing, but trying to swim with a shark like Eric Cantor is
something else. First, he eats your lunch... —The Philadelphia Inquirer (10/6/2011)

More lighthearted drama from the cablers [cable companies] who are starting to eat the broadcast
networks' lunch. —Newsday (5/27/2011)

"While the U.S. dithers, other countries are eating our lunch. If we don’t want to cede the twenty-
first century to our economic and political rivals—China especially—we need to ensure that many
more young Americans emerge from high school truly ready for college and a career that allows
them to compete in the global marketplace." —Michael J. Petrilli, expert on education policy
(7/23/2013)

Eat someone's lunch means take something away in competition, or take advantage of someone.

The expression often refers to a company taking away a share of another company's business,
especially its most important business.

The origin is uncertain. Some people assume it is based on the idea of a bully at school taking
another child's lunch, but when referring to business the expression implies aggressive behavior,
but not usually illegal or bad.

eat your heart out

Union leaders take money from union dues and pass it to Democratic candidates. Once elected, the
politicians "negotiate" with the unions that helped elect them. In essence, the unions hire their own
bosses who face them across the bargaining table. Eat your heart out, Delta Air Lines union
members. —Minneapolis Star Tribune (2/27/2011)

Eat your heart out. For the past quarter-century, Stan Heimowitz has made his living working with
Marilyn and Elvis impersonators, cancan dancers, fire-eaters and a magician who can levitate
audience members right off the stage. —San Jose Mercury News (1/13/2012)

"Eat your heart out, Martha Stewart. Oprah Winfrey is back in the spotlight..." —Jake Tapper,
television news anchor (8/1/2013)

If you are told to eat your heart out, you are not being told to enact a scene from a horror movie.
It means suffer envy (wanting something that someone else has), and it is usually used with a
humorous tone.

In the past, the phrase also meant "torture yourself with your own emotions." This example is from
1863:

You may eat your heart out(figuratively), while waiting for the employment professional etiquette



will not permit you to seek. —Chambers's Journal of Popular Literature (7/4/1863)
EEEEEN
egg on (one's) face

A South Dakota legislator proposed a law requiring everyone in his state to buy a firearm to show
that government mandates are unconstitutional. He was left with egg on his face when it was
revealed George Washington had done exactly that. —The (Wilkes Barre, Pa.) Times Leader
(2/26/2011)

Real-estate guru Barbara Corcoran ended up with egg on her face when she got her Jacksons
mixed up. "...Corcoran mistook LLa Toya for her sister, Janet. Barb was greatly embarrassed." —
New York Post (3/5/2011)

"And obviously it puts egg on our face and we deserve any criticism we get." —J.P. Morgan

Chase chief executive James Dimon, referring to the company's trading loss of more than $2 billion
(5/11/2012)

"The debate has left egg on the face of the coauthor of one of the most influential papers on the
subject, Ken Rogoff of Harvard." —Jim Boulden, television news reporter, talking about the
argument over government spending (5/15/2013)

A person with egg on his face is embarrassed, exposed to ridicule.
This expression has been used since the 1930's, perhaps inspired by vaudeville shows.

A 1934 example is in the journal of the American Management Association: "If you try to sweep it
under the rug [hide it], everyone ends up with egg on their faces."

elephant in the room, 800-pound gorilla

The condition of these banks, since 2008, has been the elephant in the room, the big issue that
everyone is assiduously ignoring. —The New Yorker (10/10/2011)

"Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center's decision to forgo an expensive new cancer drug
reflects a much-needed willingness to address the elephant in the room: unsustainable costs in

cancer care." —Sandra Swain, president of the American Society of Clinical Oncology
(10/16/2012)

"The obese elephant in the room is that health care increasingly costs the taxpayers money." —W.
James Antle III, editor of the Daily Caller News Foundation (3/16/2013)

Starbucks Corp., the coffee market's 800-pound gorilla, just strolled into the kitchen, and it's
making things a little tight for Green Mountain Coffee Roasters Inc." —Marketwatch (2/17/2011)

"I think whatever they do 1s going to be drastic because you just can't go up against the 800-pound
gorilla, Apple." —Michael Decter, investment advisor, talking about Blackberry (8/12/2013)

The elephant in the room is a subject that is important or difficult, but no one wants to talk about
it.

The 800-pound gorilla is different: someone or something so big and strong that it gets what it
wants.

The expressions are sometimes confused, as in this example:

"Pettitte used human growth hormone but the 800-pound elephant in the room 1s, where did it come



from?" —Assistant U.S. Attorney Steve Durham (4/18/2012)

Durham's meaning was clear enough—"the question no one wants to ask"—but 800 pounds is not
large for an elephant. When former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee referred to the "800-pound
elephant in the room" in a Feb. 23, 2011, interview with the Associated Press, his meaning was
not clear. He may have been thinking about the gorilla.

When James Antle spoke of the "obese" elephant, he may also have been influenced by the heavy
gorilla, or he embellished the phrase to make a point about health care.

Perhaps in an effort to avoid such confusion, The New Yorker example includes its own definition.

Another source of confusion is the white elephant, which some speakers and writers have
mistakenly placed "in the room."

In my searches, the earliest example of elephant in the room with its current meaning is ina 1961
California court decision, which said that instructing a jury to ignore something might in some
cases be like "warning jurors they should not think about the elephant in the room." But such
examples are rare before the 1980's. Its precise origin is unknown.

800-pound gorilla probably comes from a children's riddle: "Q. Where does an 800-pound gorilla
sleep? A. Wherever it wants to." The earliest example of the phrase in my searches is from 1956:

Any legislation must overcome the vehement objections of the insurance industry, which more than
one congressional staffer has described as an "800-pound gorilla." —Congressional Quarterly

eleventh hour

Barbara Hershey describes herself as the "eleventh-hour actress" because she's often cast in a
movie at the last minute. And that's exactly what happened with her latest film, "Black Swan." —
Los Angeles Times (12/1/2010)

Late Friday, more than 2000 nurses at Montefiore Medical Center approved an eleventh-hour deal
with the Bronx hospital. —New York Daily News (1/3/2012)

"Why didn't the Senate Democrats act? Where was the President's plan? Why didn't they pass
something? And here we are, beyond the eleventh hour, looking at each other without having
acted." —John Boehner, speaker of the House of Representatives (3/3/2013)

The eleventh hour means the latest time possible.

Sometimes the eleventh hour may refer to a minute—if'it's the last possible minute that something
could happen.

The expression is an allusion to the Biblical parable of the laborers, who received a denarius
(coin) whether they started work at the beginning of the day or in the last hour.

And about the eleventh hour he went out, and found others standing idle, and saith unto them, "Why
stand ye here all the day idle?" —King James Bible (1616, Matthew 20:6)

exception that proves the rule

Like Tiger in his youth (and Johnny Miller and Tom Watson early in their careers), he makes a
mighty swipe... Such swings demand a lot from the body ... generally, they don't last forever.
(Watson may be the exception that proves the rule.) —The New Yorker (blog, 6/20/2011)



Gov. Andrew Cuomo of New York, a Democrat, has adopted a different course and one can hope
that he 1s a harbinger rather than the exception that proves the rule. —New York Post (2/23/2011)

Some analysts believe chances of lasting change are boosted if a country has at least some history
of democracy...The exception that proves the rule among the European states of the former Soviet
bloc is Belarus, a country with its own language but little history as an independent nation and long
dominated by Moscow. —Reuters (2/13/2011)

There is a lot of confusion about exception that proves the rule. Those who use it may have one
of three meanings in mind:

1) Assuming that every rule has an exception, this exception proves that the rule is valid. Even if
the assumption is true, the conclusion is illogical.

2) The exception tests or challenges the rule. This is based on an old, rarely-used meaning of
prove.

3) In legal argument, an exception to a rule can be proof that a rule exists. Example: If we know
that a few kinds of consumer products are not subject to sales tax in New York, we may assume
there is a rule saying that most products are subject to the tax. This is the origin of exception that
proves the rule fromthe 1600's.

The New Yorker and Reuters examples seem to use the second meaning. The New York Post
example seems to have the first meaning. Careful writers avoid the expression because itis a
cliché, and its meaning is seldom clear.

eye on the ball, eyes on the ball, eye off the ball

The official said the White House wanted to use the drone program smartly to pick off al Qaeda
leaders and the Haqganis. "It's about keeping our eyes on the ball," the official said. —The Wall
Street Journal (11/4/2011)

And central bankers are loath to seem to be responding to the latest ups and downs of financial
markets. They're supposed to keep their eye on the ball—in this case, the performance of the
underlying economy. —The Washington Post (8/9/2011)

"...the President's goal is that the Senate keep its eye on the ball and not allow those who clearly
have no interest in passing comprehensive immigration reform...to derail this process." —Jay
Carney, press secretary to President Barack Obama (6/13/2013)

"And that means there's still work to do and whenever we take the eye off the ball, then you get
birther movements." —Ken Burns, filmmaker, saying that America needs more progress against
racism (11/25/2012)

"You know, for most of the past two years, Washington has just taken its eye off the ball when it
comes to the middle class." —President Barack Obama (7/30/2013)

If you have, or keep, your eyes on the ball (or eye on the ball), you are focusing on what is
important.

The opposite, eye off the ball, means not focusing on what is important.

As millions of American children have been taught, you must "keep your eye on the ball" because
if your attention wanders elsewhere, you will be much less likely to hit the ball with your bat.
Similar advice has been given in golf and other sports. According to an 1891 guide, "Practical



Horsemanship and Riding for Ladies," even a polo horse "learns to keep an eye on the ball."

The expression was so widely used in sports during the late 1800's that people probably began to
use it metaphorically then, but the earliest printed example in my searches is in a 1905 English
technical journal about telephones: "It was found that people who did not "keep their eye on the
ball," to use a golfing phrase, frequently jabbed the receiver downward so that a point of the
switch-hook dented or bent the diaphragm."

(To be, or have a lot, on the ball has a different meaning,)

face the music, head in the sand

Now Andrew Cuomo is sitting in the governor's mansion, and he's threatening to shut the state
down unless they face the music. —CNN (1/21/2011)

Last week the new coalition government in Athens faced the music...The lawmakers agreed to
tough budget cuts viewed as necessary...—Houston Chronicle (12/13/2011)

"She stepped forward immediately...rather than releasing a statement, which a lot of celebrities do.
She faced the music head on." —Marvet Britto, public relations expert, talking about Reese
Witherspoon's apology after her argument with a policeman who charged her with disorderly
conduct in Atlanta, Georgia (5/3/2013)

"It's...sticking our heads in the sand that we're going to...rely on our dependence on foreign oil..."
—U.S. Representative Debbie Wasserman Schultz, chair of the Democratic National Committee
(4/8/2012)

But under no circumstances should you decide to walk away from the house; that's merely burying

your head in the sand and will have serious financial consequences for you—Chicago Tribune
(1/13/2012)

"Now, there are people who will be critical..."Oh, you shouldn't make these changes.' But you
cannot put your head in the sand and hope problems will go away." —Postmaster General Patrick
Donahoe, talking about a plan to end most Saturday mail delivery (2/6/2013)

Face the music means deal directly with something difficult or bad.
To bury, or keep, one's head in the sand is the opposite: pretend something bad does not exist.

The origin of face the music, which has been traced to the 1800's, is uncertain and disputed. Head
in the sand, also from the 1800's, is based on the idea that ostriches bury their heads when
frightened. That isn't true but the legend persists, and someone who refuses to face the music may
be called ostrich-like.

face time

Go for "face time" instead of just applying to online job ads, says Felix Claudio, 22, a Stony Brook
University senior majoring in engineering science. He's accepted an offer from Morgan Stanley,
where he interned last summer. —Newsday (4/3/2011)

"It's probably safe to say that Dennis Rodman, the American basketball player, has probably had
more face time with Kim Jong-Un than the president of China." —Jon Huntsman, former
ambassador to China (4/7/2013)



When you have face time with someone, you are both in the same place and can see each others'
faces. It is the opposite of talking on the telephone or communicating online. In 2010, Apple
introduced FaceTime, which lets people see video of each other when talking on their iPhones. If
Apple's product is successful enough, the brand name may change the meaning of the idiom or
discourage people from using it at all.

Another meaning of face time is time that a person is shown on television, as in this example:

The popular afternoon host on WFAN (and simulcast on the YES Network) has reduced his face
time from 36 to 24 shows per year. —FishbowINY.com (4/22/2011)

Printed examples of these phrases can be found from the late 1970's. They were in more frequent
use by the 1980's.

See also, face to face (next entry).

face to face

"It's not easy to come and face so much pain and suffering, and come face to face with the people
who you grew up thinking that they caused it." —Tyme Khleifi, a Palestinian violinist in the West-
Eastern Divan Orchestra, which includes Israelis, Palestinians and Arabs from other countries
(2/5/2013)

...travelers who do not live in or near a city where an American consulate is located may have to
spend hundreds of dollars in travel expenses for mandatory face-to-face interviews. —The New
York Times (1/16/2012)

"A lot of students feel this overwhelming sense of disillusionment," said Sylvia Ellis, associate
professor of history at Northumbria University. "This is the first time that many of them have come
face to face with the fact that politicians will let them down."—The Washington Post (12/8/2010)

When she leaned down to look underneath the bed she came face-to-face with Lacroix. Lacroix
had slipped into the house through a window... —The Berkshire Eagle (1/14/2012)

Going toe-to-toe or head-to-head means fighting or competition, but face to face means getting
close. In its more literal uses, face to face means meeting in person, as in the Khleifi quotation and
New York Times sentence, or being physically close to a person, as in the Berkshire Eagle
example.

In the Washington Post example, come face to face means confront. If the sentence were written
this way— "...many of them have faced the fact that politicians will let them down"— the meaning
would be the same, but "come face to face with" adds a bit of emphasis.

Face to face comes from ancient Greek and Roman phrases translated into English. Examples in
English have been found from as early as the 1300's.

face value

His statement to police, if taken by jurors at face value, contained enough admissions of gross
negligence to amount to a manslaughter confession, prosecutors said. —Los Angeles Times
(11/3/2011)

"At face value we applaud the decision, but we will be attempting to learn more about the impact



the new plan has for our residents." —William Cromie, town manager of Evesham, Pennsylvania,
talking about an Environmental Protection Agency plan to clean up polluted land (7/16/2013)

"This might be the end of it because the veterans groups that we heard from seem to be accepting
CBS' apology at face value." —Nischelle Turner, television news reporter, talking about the
network's apology for a scene recorded in Vietnam for "The Amazing Race," an entertainment
program (3/25/2013)

Literally, face value is the amount printed on something, like a bond or a ticket to an event.

Figuratively, if you take something at face value, you accept it without questioning it or
considering other possibilities.

Printed examples of face value used figuratively appear in the 1880's. Here is one:

"Jean Monteith is a big woman," observed Mr. Tinsley... "about the biggest woman I know." Maud
opened her eyes. "Why, she don't come up to my shoulder, father, anything like, and I don't believe
she weighs a hundred pounds." Maud was a literal young woman; she took things at face value.
—"Jean Monteith" by M.G. McClelland (1886)

fair game

Everything 1s fair game for the dirtiest political fighting. Any idea is twisted and shot down, just
because it came from the other side. —Appleton Post-Crescent (9/11/2011)

Past presidents had long been considered fair game for moviemakers... —Politico (9/11/2011)

That means that most of Alaska will be spared the possibility of raining space debris, but the rest
of North America is fair game. —cnet (9/8/2011)

"...the journalists are seen as fair game. In some cases, they're seen as lucrative kidnapping
targets." —Rajiv Chandrasekaran, reporter for The Washington Post, talking about journalists
working in places where there is conflict (8/18/2013)

Fair game usually means allowed, permitted, or accepted.

One literal meaning of the phrase is a game played fairly, by reasonable rules. But the figurative
expression, as in all the examples, is based on the idea that some animals (game) may be hunted
legally.

The earliest example in my searches, from a weekly publication in England, makes that idea
explicit:

...when none but fools are contemptible, they may be hunted down as fair game. —The Literary
Register (1773)

EEEEEN
fall guy, take the fall

Connolly insists he was made the fall guy because he wouldn't falsely testify that other agents were
taking bribes or feeding information to the Irish gang. —Associated Press (3/24/2011)

Every financial crisis requires a fall guy, but Fabrice Tourre didn't cause the housing bust. —
Peggy Noonan, in an opinion column in The Wall Street Journal (8/2/2013)

"Biundo said Monday the financial problems were caused by other partners involved in his former
restaurant ... He said that as president of the company, he took the fall for the unpaid bills." —The



(Allentown) Morning Call (3/22/2011)

...he was forced to apologize before Congress after a socialite couple, Tareq and Michaele Salahi,
talked their way into a White House state dinner although they were not on the guest list...Sullivan
was forced to take the fall alone. The Salahis refused to appear... —Chicago Tribune (4/17/2012)

A fall guy is someone who is blamed when others are guilty or at fault. The fall guy may be
innocent, or guilty but not the only one who should be punished. The expression has also been used
to describe a victim, someone others take advantage of.

Take the fall means be the one punished when others are guilty. The person may be blamed
unfairly or take the fall deliberately for a purpose, such as protecting others or refusing to tell a
secret.

Fall guy began as late-1800's American slang. The earliest example in my searches is an 1893
newspaper headline, and a 1917 example defines its meaning:

IS SONTAG A FALL GUY? The Renowned Bandit Spins a Yarn...Illinois Train Robber
Captured. He Believes a Woman Gave Him Away —The Weekly Ledger (Tacoma, Washington
10/6/1893)

Fall guy! Ernie had heard the expression; he knew what it meant. Easy mark, simpleton and toy! —
Munsey's Magazine (February, 1917)

Take the fall began later. An example is ina 1938 newspaper column by Westbrook Pegler:

Jim [Farley] took the fall for that, although the country knew that Jim wouldn't have ordered those
boys into the air, unprepared as they were, on his own account. —The Toledo News-Bee

(5/9/1938)

fall on deaf ears

Her pleas fell on deaf ears with the police as well, and she was tossed into a cell at the 94th
Precinct station house. —New York Post (1/14/2012)

Iran's warning to its Gulf Arab neighbors not to raise oil output...appeared to have fallen on deaf
ears. —Reuters (1/16/2012)

Rep. Charles Rangel's tears fell on deaf ears Thursday as a House panel recommended he be hit
with a harsh censure for violating ... House ethics rules. —New York Daily News (11/18/2011)

When a statement or argument falls on deaf ears, no one will listen to it.

The Daily News example is unusual. It suggests that crying (tears) was part of Rangel's
unsuccessful argument. Usually, words are what fall on deaf ears.

A related phrase, turn a deaf ear, means refuse to listen.

The deaf ear phrases have been traced to the 1800's. Using deaf to mean unwilling to hear, rather
than unable to hear, has a longer history. Shakespeare wrote in "Timon of Athens" (1623): "Oh,
that men's ears should be to counsel deaf, but not to flattery."

fall through the cracks

However, that plan seems to have fallen through the cracks as Long Beach officials dealt with
massive budget deficits and saw unprecedented turnover among top department heads. —Long



Beach Press-Telegram (4/13/2011)

They came with expectations, and hopes of accessing earthquake related assistance. Instead, they
fell between the cracks, forgotten or ignored. —The Miami Herald (1/17/2012)

"We have had a lot of violent act by loners, by people who have slipped through the cracks of
society." —David Brooks, columnist and commentator (4/19/2013)

Something that (or someone who) falls through the cracks is forgotten, overlooked or neglected.
Fall between the cracks and slip through the cracks have the same meaning.

The phrases often refer to the failure of a system or bureaucracy.

A centuries-old English expression, fall between two stools, is similar, but the origin of through
the cracks is unknown. It came into use during the mid-1900's.

famous last words

Famous last words, but given the talent involved, this sounds like a can't-miss proposition. —
Delaware News Journal (3/17/2011)

"This will never amount to anything," my dad pronounced, according to family lore. Famous last
words. Whistler now is a world-class ski resort—with prices to match. —The Seattle Times
(3/19/2011)

Famous last words, when not referring literally to a person's last statement before death, means
"this may turn out to be completely wrong," as in the Delaware News Journal example; or "this
turned out to be completely wrong," as in the Seattle Times example.

The expression is based on famous stories of people being spectacularly wrong, such as Civil War
General John Sedgwick saying, "They couldn't hit an elephant at this distance," shortly before he
was fatally wounded.

feeding frenzy, blood in the water

This is about a president whose opponents are flush from their victory in the deficit wars. They
smell blood in the water. It's a feeding frenzy. —The Philadelphia Inquirer (8/19/2011)

This activity, with the understated name of "high-frequency trading", turns into a machine feeding
frenzy every time stocks start to gain any momentum. —TheStreet.com (9/2/2011)

In addition, many entertainment giants are taking aim at Netflix, smelling blood in the water.
They're making available cheaper or even free-of-charge services that cut into what Netflix has
been marketing successfully for many years. —Marketwatch (9/2/2011)

As trading losses mounted, other Wall Street firms smelled blood in the water and made bets
against JPMorgan's position. —Los Angeles Times (8/14/2013)

Feeding frenzy originally referred to fish, especially sharks, getting so excited while feeding in
groups that they sometimes attack each other. Around the 1970's the phrase began to be used as a
metaphor, describing news media activity and other topics.

Blood in the water, which attracts sharks, is part of a similar metaphor. It refers to a situation in
which competitors (often in business or politics) see a weakness and prepare to take advantage.



The phrases gained popularity in and after the 1960's, reflecting public fascination with magazine
articles and television programs about shark behavior. That fascination reached a peak with the
1975 movie "Jaws."

feet of clay

"Have all my gods got feet of clay? That is the question every Indian is asking," said marketing and
branding guru Suhel Seth. "For the first time, you have a crestfallen India that doesn't have an
inspirational icon to look up to." —The Washington Post (3/10/2011)

The search for heroes as role models can be disappointing sometimes when you discover they
have feet of clay.—St. Augustine Underground (March 2011)

[Steve] Jobs' feet of clay extended well past his knees...His womanizing, his denial of his own
daughter, his willingness to mix it up in the corporate snake pit—all on screen. —review of the
movie "Jobs," Religion News Service (8/20/2013)

Someone who is worshipped or admired, and then found to have a weakness or defect of
character, may be said to have feet of clay.

The expression, which has been in use at least since the 1800's, is based on a quotation from the
Bible:

And as the toes of the feet were part of iron, and part of clay, so the kingdom shall be partly strong,
and partly broken. —King James Bible (1611)

few and far between

"Applications from 16- to 19-year-olds are few and far between," said Ronald Johns, who owns
seven McDonald's franchises around Bakersfield. —Bakersfield Californian (6/12/2011)

In this distant outpost, where only about 10 families live in the Indian village and 24 others were
counted in the 2010 census for Furnace Creek, tutors are few and far between. —Los Angeles
Times (1/19/2012)

Luckily, our disagreements were few and far between with no serious wounds. —Cody Enterprise
(1/18/2012)

Few and far between means seldom, infrequent. When time is not involved, it may refer to small
numbers, as in the Los Angeles Times example.

The earliest known examples of the phrase come from the 1700's, when the visits of angels were
said to be few and far between.

EEEEEE
field day

Insurance salespeople are having a field day with the fear of the common investor... —Reuters
(12/21/2011)

"These websites [selling illegal guns] can be a 24-7 field day for felons, and, until today, nobody
was paying any attention," Mr. Feinblatt said. —The Wall Street Journal (12/15/2011)

Tabloids [newspapers] have a field day with Kim Kardashian's 72-day marriage. —USA Today



(12/1/2011)

Field day means a time of opportunity, profit or advantage. The phrase suggests, often with a tone
of criticism, that someone has something to celebrate.

In the 1700's, a field day was scheduled for military exercises. From the 1800's the phrase was
also used to mean an organized day of outdoor events, or a day of celebrations.

An example of a figurative use is ina 1915 memoir:

Sunday afternoons repeated themselves, letter by letter, week by week, year by year. The
bookcases were always locked, all traces of newspapers and magazines vanished, and the great
Family Bible had a field day. —"My Own Past" by Maude M.C. Foulkes

fight fire with fire

Wolff tried to curb his natural instincts and not fight fire with fire, but instead to appease her. —
New York Magazine (5/6/2011)

Mr. Paul 1s happy to fight fire with fire, however, calling Mr. Gingrich a "chicken-hawk"... —
Financial Times (1/5/2012)

"The Zetas are trying to take over the country... It is a situation of fighting fire with fire and I think
that you are going to see much more of that as the cartels engage them." —Mike Vigil, former Drug
Enforcement Administration official, talking about gangs in Mexico (4/18/2012)

If you fight fire with fire, you use the same tactics that were used against you.

The expression may have been inspired by Shakespeare ("be fire with fire," from King John, 1595)
and by the practice of setting "backfires" to stop forest fires.

In an 1837 Congressional debate, A.G. Harrison of Missouri may have been among the first to use
backfires as a metaphor for using an opponent's tactics: "I am prompted by a principle of strict
justice, and also by a principle which we set upon in the West, to fight fire with fire, when the fire
has seized upon and is consuming our large and extensive prairies." The metaphorical fire he
alluded to was government regulation of public land.

ficht tooth and nail

"It is shocking that our little river is so polluted, and GE, which is responsible for the problem, has
fought tooth and nail to avoid cleaning it up."—Litchfield County Times (1/18/2011)

Unions gave every sign they plan to fight Cuomo tooth and nail. —New York Post (1/17/2011)

"Instead of fighting tooth and nail to lock him up for the equivalent of several life sentences, the
U.S. government should turn its attention to investigating and delivering justice for the serious
human rights abuses committed by its officials in the name of countering terror." —Widney
Brown, senior director of international law and policy for Amnesty International (8/21/2013)

Even "extreme fighting" events do not allow biting or scratching. If you fight tooth and nail, you
do everything possible to win.

Examples of this expression have been found from as early as the 1500's.



filthy rich

They'll have to settle on being tall, handsome and only filthy rich. For most people, that would be a
welcome fate but identical twins, Cameron and Tyler Winklevoss—along with college business
partner Divya Narendra—thought they had a good shot at becoming insanely rich. —CBS News
(4/11/2011)

Don't be greedy. Even if your goal is to get rich, you don't have to get filthy rich. —USA Today
(4/26/2012)

But he’s tough to love—filthy rich and scary stern... —Salon (3/30/2012)
Filthy rich means wealthy.

Filthy rich may have been inspired by the biblical filthy lucre, money made in dishonest ways. It
usually has a negative connotation, but it often does not imply illegality, immorality or
uncleanliness.

In the CBS News example, "only" filthy rich 1s a humorous allusion to the three men who sued
Mark Zuckerberg for a share of Facebook but failed to become as rich as Zuckerberg.

The earliest examples are found at the beginning of the 1900's, and often use the phrase as a noun
referring to wealthy people. From "A Certain Rich Man," 1909, by William Allen White: "He
laughed viciously and went on, 'Sometimes I think we filthy rich are divided into two classes:
those of us who keep mistresses, and those of us who have harmless entanglements with preachers
and college presidents.""

finest hour

"We learned a lot," Jobs said today. MobileMe "wasn't our finest hour." —Bloomberg News
(6/6/2011)

But it was the ultimate victory of Martinez that proved to be "Dancing [ With the Stars]'s" finest
hour. —Buffalo News (11/29/2011)

Her detractors would argue that expectations had been so lowered that all Palin had to do was
show up...She did more than that, articulating an anti-elitist line of attack against Barack Obama...It
remains, arguably, her finest hour on the national stage. —Los Angeles Times (10/7/2011)

"This was not our finest hour." —Robert Greifeld, chief executive of Nasdaqg OMX Group Inc.,
discussing problems with the start of trading in shares of Facebook (5/20/2012)

Finest hour means the best experience or achievement.
In this phrase hour means time, not a specific period of 60 minutes.

The expression refers to a 1940 speech by Sir Winston Churchill: "Let us therefore brace
ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that if the British empire and its Commonwealth last
for a thousand years, men will still say, '"This was their finest hour.'

Later, when Churchill wrote the second book of his history of World War II, he named it "Their
Finest Hour."

fingers crossed


http://bible.cc/titus/1-7.htm

People buy long-term care insurance crossing their fingers they'll never have to use it —
Minneapolis Star Tribune (4/13/2011)

The river reached about 2.8 feet above flood stage Wednesday near Fountain City..."I think we're
going to be OK," Kafer said. "Right now we've got our fingers crossed." —Winona Daily News
(4/14/2011)

"Everyone keep their fingers crossed that I have a baby girl." —Danielle Cunningham, who was a
subject of "16 and Pregnant," a reality TV program, referring to her second pregnancy
(11/26/2012)

Some people cross two fingers of one hand for good luck. In the news examples, it's likely that
nobody actually has fingers crossed, but they hope they will have good luck.

The 1dea that a cross may help avoid evil is very old, but the earliest example of the fingers
expressions that my searches have found is from 1895.

A related practice—mostly by children—is keeping fingers crossed behind one's back, for the
purpose of warding off punishment or guilt when telling a lie.

fire in the belly

Beckman said that "term limits actually limit choice," and said he felt people should be allowed to
continue in office "if they continue to have the fire in the belly" to serve." —Naperville Sun
(12/30/2010)

...he thought Carter was delivering a message that spoke to the fire-in-the-belly attitude students
need to develop if they want to find a job. —USA Today (12/2/2011)

"He's been a good vice president...he's got the fire in the belly." —Bill Richardson, former
governor of New Mexico, talking about the possibility of Joe Biden running for president in 2016
(4/8/2013)

People with fire in the belly have a strong desire to succeed.

They may be called hungry or driven or ambitious. They may be said to have motivation or
gumption or spunk or get-up-and-go.

Fire in the belly has been traced as far back as the 1880's. Its origin is unknown.
EEEEEE
fishing expedition

"We're not going to just open up the books and let people go on a fishing expedition." —Robert
McNair, owner of the Houston Texans football team, after contract negotiators for the players
demanded financial records from the National Football League (3/22/2011)

"The probe is a fishing expedition because no charges have been filed against my client." —Idrees
Ashraf, lawyer for Husain Hagqani, former Pakistani ambassador to the United States (1/8/2012)

"The defendant wants the court to approve a fishing expedition. The court declines the invitation to
do so." —Judge Carlos A. Samour Jr., in a written decision denying a request for the mental health
records of prosecution witnesses in the case against James Holmes, accused of killing 12 people
and injuring 70 in a Colorado movie theater in 2012 (8/16/2013)

Fishing expedition means a search for evidence of wrongdoing, without having specific questions



to answer or accusations to prove.

In a 1910 speech to the American Bankers Association, an expert on bankruptcy law told his
audience that information requests were treated differently in bankruptcy court than in other courts.
In other courts, said, "His Honor will gather about him his robes of ermine and sententiously
declare, 'Fishing expeditions are forbidden.' But in bankruptcy the very first thing that happens is
that we are all invited to go 'fishing,' to go fishing for the truth." —Harold Remington (Los
Angeles, California, October, 1910)

fit as a fiddle

Fit as a fiddle at 82, Jelf loves to strum his guitar with his band, Ed and Friends. —St. Louis
Suburban Journals (3/15/2011)

"He 1s completely healthy, happy and fit as a fiddle." —Hollywood Reporter (10/12/2011)

When you're turning 96 and still as fit as a fiddle, people are invariably going to ask your secret.
—AOL News (9/23/2011)

Fit as a fiddle means healthy and vigorous.
What is healthy about a fiddle (a violin used for informal music)? No one is quite sure.
The phrase has been traced back to the 1600's, when it was also expressed as fine as a fiddle.

flash in the pan

Do you think America has turned the corner on its unemployment problem or is this a flash in the
pan? —The Washington Post (blog, 12/19/2011)

So, does this make her a legitimate recording artist now, and not just a flash in the pan? Is this her
"moment," or is Rebecca Black here to stay? —TIME (7/18/2011)

The goal is to highlight not just consumer flash-in-the-pan ideas, but actual developments that
could impact your business. —inc.com (8/5/2013)

Flash in the pan means lasting a short time and not succeeding or having much effect.

The phrase originally described priming powder in a gun, when it ignited with a flash but failed to
make the gun fire a shot. An early example of the expression used figuratively:

For 1f it be but an Emperor you meet with, then you are but to Salute with Breath; that is, to flash in
the Pan only: But if a King, then Greet is the word, and you let off all the Thunder and Lightning;
that 1s, you fire all your upper and lower Tier; for King is a more thundering Title than Emperor.
—'"Notes and Observations on the Empress of Morocco" by John Dryden (1674)

EEEEEN
flesh and blood

And a somewhat embarrassed city began to realize in Frazier's death what it had not during his
life—that he was a flesh-and-blood heavyweight champion who deserved as much respect and
remembrance as the celluloid [cinema] hero named Rocky... —The New York Times
(11/14/2011)

"Never dare to stand up for me, your own flesh and blood." —TIME (11/7/2011)



"To be wholly dependent on your employer for the welfare of your flesh and blood is to know fear
like few wealthy people ever know it." —Dennis Lehane, fiction writer (5/17/2013)

"We cannot only have large-scale and state-owned enterprises. That is only the skeleton of the
economy," Long told the conference, on the 10th anniversary of China's WTO entry. "We need
thousands upon thousands of small and medium-sized private enterprises. They are the flesh and
blood of the Chinese economy." —Reuters (11/13/2011)

Depending on context, flesh and blood may mean human, as in the New York Times example; or
family, when it is one's own flesh and blood as in the TIME example and the Dennis Lehane
quotation; or the essential, living part of something, as in the Reuters example.

The phrase is Biblical. It has been traced all the way back to Old English, in a translation of the
Bible believed to have been written around the year 1000. The King James version of the Bible
has numerous mentions of "own flesh and blood," meaning family, as well as examples such as
this, meaning people:

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the
rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places. —Ephesians 6:12,
King James Bible, Cambridge Edition (1611)

EEEEEE
flesh out

"We've had a lot of fun with just trying to flesh out the characters in different ways," said actor
James England. —WECT-TV (Wilmington, N.C., 12/8/2011)

Historians like to say that every war story helps flesh out the bigger picture, even the stories of
clerks and truck drivers and cooks. —The Sacramento Bee (12/10/2011)

"There will be many difficult details to work out, and [ Senator] Rubio's vision of some new legal
status along the path to citizenship has to be fleshed out." —Tampa Bay Times editorial
(1/15/2013)

When used literally, flesh out means add flesh; make fatter. More frequently, as in the news
examples, flesh out means add details to—Ilike putting flesh on a skeleton.

When people write, "flesh out the details," they may not realize that means, "add details to the
details."

In past centuries flesh had different meanings when used as a verb. The meaning in flesh out, put
flesh on a skeleton, has been traced to the 1600's. Back then, flesh was used by itself, without the
preposition:

...the subject is but dull in itself...and therefore this bare skeleton of time, place, and person, must
be fleshed with some pleasant passages. —"The History of the Worthies of England" by Thomas
Fuller (1662)

EEEEEE
flip out, wig out, freak out, flip one's lid, flip one's wig

It does no good to flip out every time someone does something that is illegal or just stupid. —The
Coloradan (6/17/2011)

Our world is overrun by "dog whisperers" who believe they hold the secret to taming wigged-out



dogs. —Albuquerque Journal (6/24/2011)

"Don't freak out. It's not going to hit us. That's what we're told anyway." —Ashleigh Banfield,
television news anchorwoman, referring to an asteroid approaching Earth (2/15/2012)

"I just don't like other people doing my laundry. It freaks me out." —Carrie Underwood
(5/19/2012)

To flip out is to go crazy: have an emotional breakdown or act in that manner. A related
expression with similar meaning is flip one's lid. Like freak out, flip out often is a vivid,
exaggerated way to describe a situation that is not serious or life-threatening.

To wig out is to have an extreme emotional reaction, displaying anger, unhappiness or both. Flip
one's wig has a similar meaning, and perhaps is the source of wig out, or it may be based on an
old, mostly forgotten meaning of the verb wig, to scold severely.

To freak out is to have an emotional reaction. It sometimes refers to a positive emotion. (""She's
freaked out about winning first prize.") The expression was widely used in the 1960's, meaning a
mental breakdown in reaction to hallucinogenic drugs, but now refers to many more situations,
most of them less extreme.

EEEEEN

flip side

But sometimes the flip side of boat ownership seems daunting. The cost of purchasing a vessel.
Finding storage space. The routine maintenance. —Charlotte Observer (5/27/2011)

Latin American rival Hochschild warned of the flip side of higher prices—double-digit cost
increases. —Reuters (1/18/2012)

"Leaks related to national security can put people at risk...Now, the flip side of it is we also live in
a democracy where a free press, free expression, and the open flow of information helps hold me
accountable, helps hold our government accountable, and helps our democracy function." —
President Barack Obama (5/16/2013)

The flip side is the other or opposite side of something,

The phrase alludes to two-sided things: coins and phonograph records. When vinyl records were
made with one song on each side, the featured song was on one side and a secondary song was on
the flip side.

Examples of flip side referring to phonograph records appear in the 1940's. Examples of the
phrase used metaphorically begin appearing in the 1960's. It is sometimes, but not frequently,
spelled as one word, flipside.

flotsam and jetsam

...the ship sank two miles from shore, forcing them to cling to life-jackets, life-rafts and other
flotsam and jetsam for 16 hours until rescuers arrived. —New York Daily News (7/5/2011)

...millions of tons of plastic trash that somehow ends up in oceans around the world every
year...the flotsam and jetsam of everyday life: picnic plates, bottles, cigarette lighters, toys,
spoons, flip-flops, condoms. —The New York Times (5/22/2011)

...the people are smart enough and dedicated enough to sort through all the flotsam and jetsam



presented to them and make, often enough, the right decisions. —The Salt Lake Tribune (9/2/2011)

In the context of the Daily News and New York Times examples, flotsam and jetsam means
assorted things discarded or lost, which float around in the sea. On land, flotsam and jetsam may
be similar to odds and ends, different or not-matching things that come together accidentally.

Usually things called flotsam and jetsam are garbage or unwanted. Used figuratively in the Salt
Lake Tribune example, the phrase refers to worthless ideas. It has a similarly uncomplimentary
tone when referring to people.

Like other forgotten old words in idiomatic phrases (hunker, aback, gung, beck and shrift, for
example) flotsam and jetsam had meanings of their own centuries ago, referring to things floating
in the sea and things thrown off boats. They were used together by the early 1800's and in
figurative uses by the later 1800's.

fly in the face of, in the face of

"But I think it really flies in the face of what lowans expect and what our traditions are here," she
said during a telephone conference call with reporters this morning. —Radio lowa (7/27/2011)

The findings fly in the face of current recommendations... —Chicago Tribune (7/25/2012)

"To delay that in any fashion just seems to, you know, fly in the face of common sense." —Dan
Simon, television news reporter, after an Asiana Airlines flight attendant said the pilot told her to
wait before evacuating passengers after the plane crashed in San Francisco (7/9/2013)

"It 1s unfortunate Ambassador Rice had to make this decision in the face of such unfounded and
unfair character attacks." —Representative Karen Bass of California after Susan Rice withdrew
from consideration for secretary of state. (12/13/2012)

To fly in the face of something is to contradict or oppose it.
In the face of means against or exposed to something harsh, like a storm.

Centuries ago "fly" in the phrase meant attack, as a dog might jump to attack a person's face. But it
has been used metaphorically, not referring to physical conflict, at least since the 1600's. In my
searches, the earliest metaphorical example 1s from a sermon:

"For he that resisteth, saith the apostle, flies in the face of God." —"Two sermons [on Ps. xxi, 1]
preach'd on the ninth of September 1683," by William Hughes

fly in the ointment

Vodafone finally will receive a ...$4.58 billion payment in January... One fly in the ointment is that
Verizon Wireless has said nothing about a permanent resumption of payments, which were stopped
in 2005. —The Wall Street Journal (7/30/2011)

Much of the change in sentiment 1s due to an improved U.S. economic outlook after a string of
stronger data...The euro zone debt crisis remains a fly in the ointment... —Reuters (1/7/2011)

I can appreciate my children, home, job, friends and extended family more without the pressure of
a miserable marriage on my back. I love my life. The fly in the ointment is extended family and
close friends who keep pressuring me to ...try to meet men. —The Washington Post (1/22/2012)

A fly in the ointment is a small problem that can spoil or ruin something larger.



In the Wall Street Journal example, Verizon's payment was good news to Vodafone, but the
uncertainty about future payments was a small problem that had the potential to become serious.

The metaphor comes from the Bible, which says that a person known for wisdom and honor can
have his reputation spoiled by "a little folly," just as dead flies can make an ointment smell bad.

fold the tent
Deficit Panel Folds Its Tent —The Wall Street Journal (headline, 11/22/2011)

I asked him what he thinks the Supercommittee should do. "Go away," he said. "Just admit they
don't know what they're doing and fold their tent." —The Washington Post (blog, 11/18/2011)

But the new cafe and the stage therein brought an infusion of fresh talent, and that fresh talent
refused to let Hyder fold the tent. —Seattle Weekly (11/2/2011)

Fold the tent means put an end to an activity.

Originally the phrase meant end an activity and leave a place. Now, physical location may not be
involved. A related metaphor, also based on leaving an encampment, is more frequently used when
talking about places: pull up stakes.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow used the phrase figuratively in the last stanza of a poem, and he may
have been the first. I have found no earlier examples.

And the night shall be filled with music,
And the cares, that infest the day,
Shall fold their tent, like the Arabs,

And as silently steal away.
—"The Day Is Done" (1844)

follow suit

"The Senate did their part. Now it's up to the House to follow suit—to put aside partisan posturing,
end the gridlock, and do what's right for the American people." —President Barack Obama
(3/24/2012)

"For more than 30 years, the Episcopal Church has prayed and studied to discern the evidence of
God's blessing in the lives of same-sex couples. It is now only fitting that the National Cathedral
follow suit." —The Very Rev. Gary Hall, dean of Washington National Cathedral, announcing that
same-sex weddings would be celebrated at the Cathedral (1/9/2013)

"The markets largely had been expecting a downgrade and possibly other agencies may follow
suit." —Charles Bean, Bank of England deputy governor, talking about Moody's agency reducing
the U.K. bond rating (3/3/2013)

Follow suit means do what was done previously.
In a card game, following suit means playing a card of the same type as the one played before.

Examples of the phrase referring to card games have been found from the 1600's. A figurative
example is in a letter dated Dec. 4, 1766: "The great duty of conversation is to follow suit, as you
do at whist."
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foot in one's mouth

After years of putting his foot in his mouth, Bob Baffert has come up with something he likes to
call "The 10 Minute Rule." He'll talk to the media about whatever they want, but only for 10
minutes. After that, he says, he tends to say stuff he later regrets. —Los Angeles Times (5/5/2011)

The British comedian shoved his foot in his mouth moments after the curtain rose. "It's going to be
a night of partying and heavy drinking," he said in his opening monologue. "Or, as Charlie Sheen
calls it, breakfast."...he went on to offend the entire cast of The Tourist. —TIME (11/1/2011)

"I'm very excited, but slightly terrified as well," said Harry Lloyd, a British actor..."There are kind
of a lot of opportunities to put your foot in your mouth tonight," Lloyd said. —USA Today
(7/10/2011)

If you put your foot in your mouth, you say the wrong thing, which may embarrass you, insult
someone or both.

The origin of this phrase is unknown. The earliest example in my searches 1s from 1854:

Lately it seems as if John Mitchel, every time he opens his mouth...puts his foot in it. But in to-
day's Citizen he opens it to advantage, and puts his fist into the faces of some of his detractors very
squarely. —The New York Times (2/18/1854)

foot in the door

Get your foot in the door and it will open wide. This is a good day to makes a sales presentation...
—Daily horoscope, Tribune Media Services (1/11/2012)

Although Google got its foot in the door first in the U.S. with its payment platform Google Wallet,
competition is coming. —CNBC (1/8/2012)

"We have found at St. Joseph Medical Center that once a person gets their foot in the door, they are
hooked on health care." —Fritz Guthrie, vice president for marketing and public relations at St.
Joseph Medical Center in Houston, talking about people who get entry-level jobs (8/23/2013)

A foot in the door prevents the door from closing, and gives someone a chance to succeed in
getting in.

Here is an example of the literal meaning from an 1873 novel:

"Mr. Adrian insists upon seeing you, and refuses to leave without doing so. He has got his foot in
the door, sir." —"Mad Dumaresq" by Florence Marryat

for a song

Atlanta is the feature city, where a nice home 20 minutes from downtown formerly selling for
$242K is now going for a song at $52K. —Seeking Alpha (4/25/2011)

Favorite place to shop? "Inexpensive tailoring towns like Islamabad, where you can find talented
craftspeople to make just about anything for a song." —The Washington Post (blog, 8/1/2013)

She 1s able to pick up fabrics and costumes for a song, like the pants worn by Jack Nicholson in
"Batman," which she bought at an auction for $3. —Los Angeles Times (8/14/2013)

For a song means for a very small cost.



The phrase dates at least as far back as the 1600's; it 1s found in Shakepeare's All's Well That Ends
Well.

One guess i1s that its origin is related to poor people singing in return for something to eat.

for all intents and purposes

There are more than one billion clams in Raritan Bay, but for all intents and purposes, oysters have
been wiped out there, victims of overharvesting and pollution. —Associated Press (10/2/2011)

You probably don't recall such a situation because, for all intents and purposes, it doesn't exist in
this state. —The Inter-Mountain (Elkins, West Virginia, 9/23/2011)

If by some miracle there were to be peace with Israel next week, it could only be with the
Palestinians of the West Bank. Gaza to all intents is out of the equation. —Reuters (5/3/2010)

For all intents and purposes means in practical terms, or in reality.

An older version, to all intents and purposes, is still used and is sometimes shortened, as in to all
intents in the Reuters example.

The first version of the phrase was published in 1546 in an act of British Parliament that (for all
intents and purposes) gave King Henry VIII unlimited power to interpret laws. That version, to all
intents, constructions, and purposes, appeared in many legal documents afterward. William
Safire observed in his New York Times "On Language" column that "the synonyms were married
in a phrase" to give lawyers "a comfortable feeling of nailing down a meaning."

for crying out loud

Who knows whether any of this portrayal is true -- it's an E! reality show, for crying out loud. —
Newsday (11/22/2011)

As he has throughout the crisis, Adams went on Twitter after the eviction, part in frustration, part
in hopes of inspiring. "For crying out loud, F-O-C-U-S!!!" he exclaimed—willing to waste tweet
space on punctuation if it would help. —Los Angeles Times (11/19/2011)

"...there are some great pit bulls," he said. "It's all the way you raise them and what you do with

them, for crying out loud. I could take a poodle and make it the terror of the neighborhood." —
Chicago Tribune (8/27/2011

For crying out loud is an exclamation added for emphasis, such as for heaven's sake, gosh darn
and many others.

Like many euphemisms (words changed to avoid offending people), for crying out loud is based on
the sound of the word it avoids in the phrase "for Christ's sake."

An early example is in a 1924 novel by Harry Charles Witwer, "Love and Learn": "For crying out
loud," butts in Hazel impatiently.

for keeps

Later, she delivers a puppy with the Rin Tin Tin pedigree to a family in Boston and imagines that
it might remain with her for keeps. —Chicago Tribune (9/23/2011)



They said they would retire—for keeps this time—and possibly have a baby. —Reuters
(2/17/2011)

...once he takes an interest in a cause, it's for keeps. —Tri-City Herald (4/29/2012)

If you play a game of marbles for keeps, the winner takes permanent possession of the marbles.
The reference to the puppy in the Tribune example is similar: she would keep the dog permanently.
In the more figurative Reuters and Tri-City Herald examples, there is no object to be kept; for
keeps means permanently.

The earliest example in my searches is in a collection of stories published in 1854:

"Jim Billings, are you in downright earnest? and do you want to marry my Jule for keeps?" —"The
Americans at Home" (1854)

EEEEEN
forbidden fruit

"It used to be that rock was the forbidden fruit, you had to seek it out. Now music is everywhere, in
everything you do." —USA Today (9/16/2011)

The first group of travellers have been to orphanages, medical facilities, art museums, music
performances and tobacco farms and have walked the streets of Old Havana, in a first taste of the
forbidden fruit that Cuba has been for five decades under the U.S. trade embargo against the
country. —Reuters (8/17/2011)

Fisher and Forehand say they immediately noticed each other on their study-abroad trip -- and
Fisher says she was hardly the only one who noticed Forehand. "Walker was the forbidden fruit,"
she says. —The Washington Post (4/2/2011)

Forbidden fruit means something that gives pleasure but is not allowed or is discouraged.

In the King James version of the Bible (1611) Adam and Eve received this warning: "But of the
fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God hath said, Ye shall not eat of it, neither
shall ye touch it, lest ye die."

By the middle 1600's, forbidden fruit was used frequently in reference to the story of Adam and
Eve, and as this example suggests, its use as a metaphor was hard to resist:

The first sin was committed by eating the forbidden fruit, and now every sin is the eating of some
forbidden fruit. —"An exposition upon the Book of Job" by Joseph Caryl (1658)

foregone conclusion

A day after officials announced that they would begin clearing out the Occupy L.A. camp Monday
morning, there was a sense at the City Hall camp Saturday that eviction was a foregone conclusion.
—Los Angeles Times (11/26/2011)

Rep. Karl Allen, a state lawmaker and lawyer, told the teens about the effort that it takes to finish
four years of college and three years of law school. Many teens assume that it's a foregone
conclusion that they'll end up in jail, Allen said. —The Greenville News (11/25/2011)

Councilman Dan Deceder said closing the pool was "a foregone conclusion ... not completely
because of economic reasons, but, more importantly, because of safety reasons." —Beaver County
Times (11/23/2011)



A foregone conclusion is an inevitable event—something that happens, or will happen, no matter
what else is said or done.

Foregone, infrequently used except in this phrase, means gone before, or happened before.

The earliest known example, in Shakespeare's Othello (c. 1616), has led to much discussion
because its meaning is not clear. In examples from the 1700's and later, foregone conclusion means
a decision made before, or a prejudice; that meaning is seldom used now. Here is an early
example with meaning similar to the current usage:

A developed life, like an epic poem, has its beginning, its middle and its end; its opening scenes,
its advancing conduct and its foregone conclusion. —Charleston Medical Journal and Review
(January, 1860)

fork in the road

Mr. Keeshan said he found himself at a familiar fork in the road. "Should I be honest, or tell them
what they want to hear?" —FEast Hampton Star (7/21/2011)

Everything I believe about the teachings of Jesus and the way he wanted us to treat people seems a
complete contradiction to what I hear the Catholic Church leadership say about gay people. It's
certainly not what I feel most Catholics believe or support. I guess this is where faith and religion
meet a "fork in the road" and choices must be made... —Patriot-News (Harrisburg, Pa.,
7/17/2011)

"It's a fork in the road...I'm 64 years old...I'm looking for a new career." —John Catsimatidis,
billionaire and owner of a supermarket company, talking about running for mayor of New York
City (2/12/2013)

A fork in the road is a time or place when it is necessary to make a decision. It alludes to what
happens when a road splits and a traveler must choose a direction.

Fork has been used to mean the branch of a river or road since the 1700's. (It may also refer to
land, as in the North and South Forks of Long Island, New York.) A connection between road forks
and decisions was made in 1826, in heated U.S. Senate debate over a bill to establish a uniform
system for bankruptcy. Senator Robert Hayne of South Carolina said that even if it caused a
permanent rift with another senator, he would vote for the bill "when we come to that fork in the
road."

from scratch

In the long term, Miller said it would be more "efficient" and "economical" to start from scratch
and build a new facility where the current parking lot is—similar to the way Citi Field was built to
replace Shea Stadium. —New York Daily News (12/15/2011)

The U.S. military built the Anbar security forces almost from scratch after the Sunni Awakening
movement in 2007 succeeded in defeating the al-Qaeda in Iraq insurgency. —The Washington Post
(12/17/2011)

My Italian dad was a home cook who made bread and pasta from scratch by hand weekly.—
Business Insider (12/17/2011)

"We started from scratch." —Daniel Graf, mobile director of Google Maps, referring to Google's



new maps application for iPhones. (12/13/2012)

From scratch means from the beginning, without some advantage or experience, or (in cooking)
with basic ingredients.

From scratch was used in sports in the 1800's, meaning starting without a handicap or advantage.
Scratch referred to a starting point, a line scratched in the ground. A handicap would be a line
ahead of the starting point. An early example of starting from scratch is in a New Zealand
newspaper:

Harris's next victories were at the Christmas sports, at Red House, Northcote, where he carried off
[won] the 440 yards handicap hurdle race, and the 440 yards handicap flat race, starting from
scratch, as he nearly always did from this time and forward... —Grey River Argus (3/17/1870)

from the get-go

In interviews, Peretz has been telling people that from the get-go, he and his screenwriters
envisioned Rudd as the lead in Our Idiot Brother. —The Philadelphia Inquirer (8/21/2011)

It sounds like you have been more than accommodating to him from the get-go... —Buffalo News
(8/20/2011)

"The real truth is, the people who were there in Tripoli and in Benghazi knew this was a terrorist
attack from the get-go." —Congressman Darrell Issa (5/12/2013)

From the get-go means from the beginning. Although its precise origin is unknown, it seems
related to get going—get started. (It 1s sometimes hyphenated, sometimes not.)

From the get-go comes from African-American speech, and most of the early printed examples are
in African-American publications of the 1960's. The earliest example I found in a mass-circulation
newspaper is a quotation froma WNET interview with the Latino writer Piri Thomas, whose
autobiography about growing up in Harlem, "Down These Mean Streets," was a best-seller in
1967:

"Nobody tells a kid that you don't belong. Let our children share. Stop teaching them the petty
stinking hates. Children know love from the get go, from the very beginning." —The New York
Times (11/17/1968)

from the ground up, in on the ground floor

So, he opened K-Beach Small Engine Parts & Service in 1995 and began building a business from
the ground up. —The Republic (Columbus, Indiana, 9/29/2011)

"I'm nominating Penny Pritzker to serve as my Secretary of Commerce. Penny is one of our
country's most distinguished business leaders...She's built companies from the ground up." —
President Barack Obama (5/2/2013)

McClure said he wanted to get in on the ground floor of video game production here and had an
idea to develop a game... —Crain's Detroit Business (9/11/2011)

"It was a unique opportunity for me to grow and shape a newly created position, as well as be in
on the ground floor of a dynamic, fee-based wealth management and financial planning firm." —
The Daily News (Memphis, Tenn., 9/7/2011)



From the ground up means completely, from the beginning.

In on the ground floor means included in something from the beginning, especially when it will
increase the chance of future success.

The earliest printed examples of these phrases are from the 1800's. One is in a short piece of
magazine fiction, "The Founders of Globe City" by J.O. Culver:

"If the land don't advance a thousand per cent. in two years," said Chinny, "I'll eat a gopher...Land
is land; that's one of the satisfactions o' comin' in on the ground-floor. —Putnam's magazine
(November, 1868)

from the horse's mouth

Here is a diagnosis of what's wrong with health care in America, straight from the horse's mouth:
There's too much. In a new poll of primary care physicians, nearly half of them said their patients
received too much medical care and more than a quarter said they were practicing more
aggressively than they'd like to. —Reuters (9/26/2011)

In a message coming straight from the horse's mouth...Motorola has promised to update its Android
handsets to the newest version of the software... —TIME Techland (10/25/2011)

"I felt like I did enough, but to hear it from the horse's mouth was pretty satisfying." —Chicago
Tribune (3/25/2011)

From the horse's mouth means from the best possible source of information, the source with the
most knowledge or authority. Straight from the horse's mouth means directly from the
authoritative source.

Unfortunately there is no authority or horse who can tell us the origin of this expression. An early
example is ina 1913 novel:

"I got a tip yesterday, and if it wasn't straight from the horse's mouth it was jolly well the next thing
to it." —"The Bishop's Purse" by Cleveland Moffett and Oliver Herford (1913)

fuddy-duddy

And Brian Reid, who had been hired as Google's director of operations in 2002 at age 52, filed
suit against the company after he was fired in 2004, claiming he was commonly referred to as "old

man" and an "old fuddy-duddy" and was told he was not a "cultural fit." —Computerworld
(9/1/2011)

The new ambassador was the fuddy-duddy, the man whose favorite way to end an evening was
with a glass of milk, a bowl of stewed peaches and a good book. —The New York Times
(5/19/2011)

I don’t consider myself, at age 55, some fuddy-duddy. I have continued to listen to music
throughout my life, trying to stay hip so I can relate to the youth of today. —McPherson Sentinel
(4/9/2012)

In the late 19th Century, a fierce controversy raged... Either Brahms was the only real composer
and Wagner was a raving lunatic, or Wagner was a visionary and Brahms an old fuddy-duddy. —
The Grunnion Gazette (4/26/2012)



A fuddy-duddy is a person with old-fashioned ideas and habits, someone who might be likely to
spoil the fun. (See also, stick-in-the-mud.)

The origin is unexplained. It may be related to an older expression, duddy fuddiel, a ragged
fellow. In my searches, the earliest printed example appears in an 1871 American magazine,
Overland Monthly, in which fuddy duddy is the name of a pair of horses. Another example,
published in 1875, is closer to the modern meaning:

There was an old gentleman who lived in a house which sat upon the spot where Captain Cutter's
house now stands. He went by the not very classical name of old "Fuddyduddy." His business was
repairing carriages. —The New Gloucester Centennial by T.H. Haskell (1875)

funny farm, loony bin

Although the state has become the freeway-clogged, Hollywood-saturated, fiscally bankrupt funny

farm that it is today, it's still home to some of America's most productive and fertile farmland. —
The Atlantic (6/28/2011)

"It was something I had to do," he told The Times then. "I had this dream for 20 years, and if |
hadn't done it, I would have ended up in the funny farm." —Los Angeles Times (11/4/2011)

It was, in essence, a product that seemed to be designed to drive editors right into the loony bin. —
The Motley Fool (7/2/2011)

Police said they told Shaw to drop the knife, but he stepped towards them, holding the knife two to
three feet away from an officer's chest. Police said Shaw eventually complied and dropped the
knife and said, "Take me to the loony bin." —The Times Leader (1/18/2012)

Funny farm and loony bin are slang expressions meaning psychiatric institution.
The origin of funny farm, apparently during the 1950's, is unknown.

Loony bin, which has been traced as far back as 1919, may come from lunatic asylum, a phrase
used rarely now except in historical articles.

game changer, game changing

"I think what Mitt Romney needs is a game-changer in the first debate." —David Gergen, political
consultant and former presidential advisor (9/23/2012)

Google still makes gobs of money—nearly $30 billion a year—from its search advertising

business and has some of the best minds in the industry working on game-changing technologies.
—Los Angeles Times (4/1/2011)

"The real game changer in transportation is better fuel mileage." —Phiiladelphia Inquirer (blog,
1/19/2012)

"...once we establish the facts, [ have made clear that the use of chemical weapons is a game
changer." —President Barack Obama, talking about fighting in Syria (3/20/2013)

Game changer and game changing are used frequently to describe plays (or players) that change
the outcome of sports events. In business, politics or other activities, game-changing means having
an impact so powerful that the effects are wide and long-lasting,

The earliest example of game changer in my searches is ina 1989 sports story: "There isn't anyone



who could play defense, rebound and become a game-changer like him." The phrases spread
beyond sports during the late 1990's.

See sea change and paradigm shift.
EEEEEE

game of chicken

Throughout the day, members of both parties played a game of chicken, seeking to force the other
to give in as the deadline of midnight Friday approached. —The New York Times (4/8/2011)

In fact, by turning dealmaking into a game of chicken, the debt ceiling favors fanaticism. —The
New Yorker (7/25/2011)

"There is this political game of chicken taking place in D.C. between the various parties in
Congress." —Lousiana State Senator J.P Morrell (2/21/2013)

A game of chicken, or playing chicken, means a dangerous test of who will yield (give in) first.
Calling someone chicken is accusing him of lacking courage; being a coward.

The phrase "game of chicken" was made popular by a scene in the 1955 movie "Rebel Without a
Cause." In a game played by rebellious teenagers, they drive cars toward a cliff and jump out
before the cars go off the cliff. The driver who jumps last wins the game.

gear up for

The National Republican Congressional Committee ended the month with $13.8 million in the
bank, as the political parties gear up for the 2012 election—(11/1/2011)

All 700 California school districts that operate elementary schools are gearing up for the change.
—San Jose Mercury-News (11/27/2011)

Occupy D.C. protesters emerged from their makeshift homes in McPherson Square, hung their
clothes out to dry and geared up for the days—or weeks or months—ahead. —The Washington
Post (11/24/2011)

"Both sides in the gun debate are gearing up for a fight over tighter controls." —Chris Wallace,
television news anchor (1/13/2013)

Gear up for means prepare for; get ready for.

Gear 1s most frequently used when talking about equipment, or machinery. An ancestor of that
word is yare, an Old Germanic word that meant ready.

It was not until the 1880's and the popularity of bicycles that gear up was born. It meant using gears
to make the driving wheel go faster than the pedals. An early example of the phrase used beyond
that context is in a trade journal printed in Philadelphia:

It is reported that the small manufacturers of Brooklyn are making all the money today...[and bigger
manufacturers are not], because of the systematic routine and inability to gear up for small orders...
—American Review of Shoes and Leather (December, 1920)

get a handle on

Hope that Europe is getting a handle on its debt crisis has grown in recent days... —Reuters



(12/6/2011)

Four years ago, they figured out his real name; two years ago, they got a handle on where he lived.
—USA Today (5/2/2011)

"We should start with spending and debt because, if we don't get a handle on that, nothing else
matters." —Senator Mitch McConnell (1/22/2013)

To get a handle on a problem is to understand it and be able to solve it, or get the problem under
control.

In sports, getting the handle or finding the handle means holding or catching the ball. If "he
couldn't find the handle," he dropped the ball or failed to catch it.

In my searches, this is the earliest example of get a handle on used with its current meaning;

There you began to get a handle on the real cause. —The Implement Age (Philadelphia,
2/11/1909)

get hammered

"I kept telling the captain we're going to get hammered by this storm and he scoffed at me." —
Santa Cruz Sentinel (12/24/2011)

The show's performance is especially crucial to NBC because virtually its entire new fall slate got
hammered in the ratings. —Los Angeles Times (1/18/2012)

"The West Coast 1s getting hammered by its third storm inside one week." —Ashleigh Banfield,
television news anchorwoman (12/3/2012)

The literal meaning of hammered is hit with a hammer. In the news examples, hammered means hit
hard.

In sports get hammered often means lose by a large margin. A slang meaning, less often seen in
the news, 1s get drunk or affected severely by drugs.

Some figurative uses of hammer have been traced to the 1400's. An early example of get
hammered:

You don't know the work on deck, you get hammered by the mates... —The Northwestern Miller
(Minneapolis, 10/24/1900)

get off the ground, get off the dime

Unlike the other pro-democracy movements, Algeria's demonstrations have yet to get off the
ground. —Associated Press (3/4/2011)

The arena never got off the ground, but the new dorm and recreation center were completed in
2009 and 2010... —The Sacramento Bee (1/20/2012)

Relatively small changes in contributions and benefits would fix the problem, but the crisis is not
imminent and nobody will get off the dime. —Columbia, Missouri, Daily Tribune (2/26/2011)

...public officials couldn't seem to get off the dime. The bathrooms should have been installed a
long time ago... —Palm Beach Daily News (11/12/2011)

Get off the ground means get started. It is often used in the negative, as in the Sacramento Bee



example.
Get off the dime means stop delaying and do something.

One researcher traced get off the dime to 1920's dance halls, where couples were told to move
around instead of standing in one spot. A related use of dime, the smallest American coin, is stop
on a dime.

Airplanes first got off the ground in 1903, and by the following decade get off the ground had taken
flight as a metaphor:

There were some verbal aviators at the caucus with speeches to fly who never got off the ground.
—~Collier's (6/7/1919)

get one's act together

"Do I think Washington, D.C. needs to get its act together and enact stricter gun control laws at the
federal level? You bet I do." —Dan Malloy, governor of Connecticut (12/17/2012)

"People were losing patience with Greece. In the end they got their act together and it's definitely a
positive." —Markus Huber, a financial trader, talking about passage of spending reduction by the
Greek parliament (2/13/2012)

"The opposition, as it showed last time around during the election process, was terribly
disorganized. Is there any indication that...they can get their act together...with one candidate who's
going to represent that secular, liberal side of the society?" —Michael Holmes, television news
anchor, talking about Egypt (7/4/2013)

If you get your act together, you prepare to work or perform competently. The phrase is often
used negatively, implying that the work or other activity needs improvement.

This phrase probably began as slang in the entertainment business. An early printed example is in
Billboard Magazine's review of an album by the Supremes published June 19, 1971: "The trio has
really got its act together, and are sounding more exciting than ever."

get one's arms around, wrap one's arms around

Raycom's plan called for the Metro to expand to 16 football-playing schools with two eight-team
divisions or four four-team divisions..."It would have changed the face of college athletics," said

Dave Hart... "But the presidents just couldn't get their arms around it." —Sporting News
(9/28/2011)

He added that what Europe hasn't done yet is "put in place the financial capacity to make that
work." Geithner said Europe 1s going to move more quickly and with more force. "They're going
do what they need to do to get their arms around this," Geithner said. —Bloomberg Businessweek
(10/6/2011)

"No election [in Afghanistan]...is going to be something that Thomas Jefferson would wrap his
arms around. This is Afghanistan and we've got to be very careful about not getting overly
ambitious." —Richard Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations (1/11/2013)

"It's a phenomenon that I don't think we have totally gotten our arms around, but we see it again and
again." —Ray Kelly, New York City Police commissioner, talking about young Islamic men



becoming radical and violent. (4/21/2013)

If you get your arms around someone, you are giving a hug. But if you get or wrap your arms
around something, you understand it well enough to be comfortable with it. You may get your arms
around an idea, as in the Sporting News example, or a problem or challenge.

The connection between arms around and understanding is hundreds of years old and can be
found in the word fathom. One meaning of fathom, since the 1600's, is understand: I can't fathom
why they're doing this. Another meaning, which has been traced to the 1300's, is encircle with the
arms. For hundreds of years, to wrap one's arms around something and to understand were
represented by the same word, and easily associated in the minds of English speakers.

get one's head around, wrap one's head around

Zahau's ex-husband, Neil Nalepa, said he was still "trying to get my head around" his former
wife's grisly death. —New York Post (7/19/2011)

It also happens to be the simplest mortgage to get your head around...Put simply, it's a 30-year term
loan with a fixed rate. —Zillow.com (11/2/2011)

But even after the firm won some awards for the progressive arrangement, clients couldn't quite
wrap their heads around the idea. —TIME (12/5/2011)

If you get your head around something you understand it. Wrap your head around has the same
meaning.

It is often used in the negative, as in the TIME magazine example.

Originally British, the expression is now widespread in the United States. Examples have been
found as early as the 1920's, but the earliest U.S. examples I have found are from 1980.

get someone's goat
If high gas prices get your goat, you are not alone. —KOMO, Seattle (6/25/2011)

"Here's what really gets my goat: dancing on the Devil Dog's coffin." —Bill Flanagan, author and
television executive, after the announcement by bankrupt Hostess Brands, Inc., that it would stop
making Twinkies, Devil Dogs and other well-known snacks (11/18/2012)

Bureaucratic political appointees are the scourge that really gets my goat. —News Herald
(Panama City, Fla., 1/13/2012)

Get someone's goat means make them angry.
The origin of this expression i1s unknown.

The earliest example I could find is from October, 1905, in Public Opinion, an American weekly
magazine: "Well, that gets my goat," gasped Alice when we recovered speech.

get the ball rolling, keep the ball rolling

If approved, the school district will get the ball rolling on those projects by requesting approval
for planning and design from the School Facilities Commission.—Gillette, Wyoming, News
Record (3/21/2011)



Now the Coliseum is back on the agenda because city leaders finally got the ball rolling on the
Coliseum City plans. —QOakland Tribune (12/16/2011)

After the iPod, Apple kept the ball rolling with the iPhone. —Seeking Alpha (3/10/2011)

To get the ball rolling is to get something started. To keep the ball rolling is to make something
continue happening.

Examples of this phrase have been found from as early as the 1700's.

get to the bottom

"I'm not going to stop until we get to the bottom of it." —Senator Lindsay Graham, saying he would
block President Obama's appointments for the department of defense and Central Intelligence
Agency until Obama answered questions about the September, 2012, attack on the U.S. consulate
in Benghazi, Libya (2/10/2013)

...there were few genuine revelations or anything that would have allowed the committee to
conclude that they had finally got to the bottom of the scandal. —TIME (7/19/2011)

"Investors need to feel that the people in charge are getting to the bottom of the problem and trying
to resolve the problem, not just coming up with some convenient solution." —Reuters
(11/15/2011)

Get to the bottom of something means get a complete explanation, a full understanding,

The meaning of bottom in get to the bottom is the essential nature. That meaning is also used in
the phrases at bottom and at the bottom. Examples of bottom with that meaning have been found
as early as the 1500's.

Get to the roots and get the lowdown have similar meanings. The bottom and the lowdown
recall the time when people on boats lowered rope or long sticks into the water to learn how far
down the bottom was.

get traction

Michele Dunne, an expert at the Carnegie Endowment for Peace, noted that the Western-educated
Saif Gadhifi has pushed such reforms previously, but they have not gotten much traction. —CNN
(2/20/2011)

The new numbers suggest that California's economy 1s gaining traction as it steadily replaces more
of the 1.3 million jobs lost in the 2007-2009 recession. —Los Angeles Times (1/20/2012)

Steven Spielberg's "War Horse" never really got the traction expected... —San Jose Mercury
News (1/19/2012)

When the wheels of a car spin on ice or snow, the car does not have traction and it cannot move.
When a plan or an idea gets or gains traction, it begins to move or have success.

An early example of get traction as a metaphor is in the Jan. 3, 1964, issue of LIFE Magazine: "the
Alliance [for Progress] has, we believe, begun to get traction... "

get under (someone's) skin



When an American negotiator got under the skin of a North Korean military official, the military
man calmly responded that he knew where the American diplomat lived. —Los Angeles Times
(11/22/2010)

Unless you're somebody that I care about, it's pretty hard to get under my skin. —USA Today
(12/8/2011)

...Santorum and Romney, two men who proved particularly adept at getting under Perry's skin. —
Austin American-Statesman (1/19/2012)

If I get under your skin, I make you feel an emotion that you cannot ignore. I might make you angry
(like the military official in the Los Angeles Times example) or make you fall in love.

The phrase inspired Cole Porter's popular song in 1936:

I'd tried so not to give in
I've got you under my skin.

Other examples of the phrase have been found from as early as the 1890's.

get wind of

But when Vanderbilt students got wind of the deal, some of them balked at the idea of their school
partnering with a nation where homosexuality is a crime, pro-democracy activists have been

jailed, foreign laborers have few rights and it is 1llegal to teach about the Holocaust in public
schools. —The Tennessean (4/28/2011)

"When we get wind of missing cookies and empty milk jugs, we know Santa has been through our
neck of the woods." —The Catskill Daily Mail (12/25/2011)

If people on Twitter or Google+ get wind of your special day, the chances of you receiving a few
"Happy Birthdays" in your stream increases substantially. —Forbes (11/23/2011)

To get wind of something is to find out about it in an unofficial way.

In the Tennessean example, If Vanderbilt had made a public announcement about its deal with the
government of Abu Dhabi, the newspaper would have reported that the students reacted to it, not
that they got wind of it.

The expression has been used since the early 1800's. It also could mean "get a small amount of
knowledge of something"; a hint, as an animal might gain knowledge by sniffing the air, but
examples of that meaning are less common now.

get with the program

...peer pressure is used as a positive force so students pressure one another to get with the program
and behave. —Austin American-Statesman (11/8/2011)

Since then, Harris has come under pressure from the Obama administration to get with the program
and agree to a settlement. —Los Angeles Times (11/21/2011)

"As we're struggling to overcome the fiscal cliff, we're calling on Republicans to get with the
program and get with what the majority of Americans believe." —Toledo, Ohio, City Council
President Joe McNamara (12/8/2012)

Get with the program means accept the prevailing way of thinking; or participate fully in the



mission ordered by superiors.
If you are not acting like a team player, you may be told to get with the program.

Get with the program may be among the expressions that started in African-American communities.
The earliest printed example in my searches is in a letter to Ebony Magazine in 1965.

...the sooner you people get with the program and realize this, the sooner we can get together and
work out things. —Ebony (October, 1965)

give a piece of one's mind

I once got a phone call from a mom who was absolutely furious. She thought her daughter had been
left out of a Girl Scout event I was involved with. This mom gave me more than just a small piece
of her mind. I could picture her reaching through the phone lines to try to strangle me. —Napa
Valley Register (3/7/2011)

But I sure as hell gave him a piece of my mind. I gestured. I honked. I combined swear words in
new and creative ways. It was quite a display. —Yakima Herald (12/21/2011)

If you've ever wanted to give one of Bravo's "Real Housewives" a piece of your mind, your
chance 1s coming up: The cabler is launching the Real Housewives Live Tour, bringing cast
members from the show's various editions together for three live dates this fall. —Variety
(8/15/2011)

If you give someone a piece of your mind, you are angry and telling the person why you are
angry. Scolding often has the same meaning.

Examples of this expression have been found from as early as the 1500's.

give and take

"There may be some give and take. That's always fun and entertaining, [ know." —Mitt Romney,
before a debate among Republican candidates for president (1/25/2012)

"Any free trade agreement involves give and take." —Ed Fast, Canadian trade minister
(5/17/2012)

"Now, of course, there will be rigorous debate about many of the details, and every stakeholder
should engage in real give-and-take in the process." —President Barack Obama (1/29/2013)

Give and take may mean debate or exchange of ideas, as in the Romney quotation. It may mean
compromise, as in the Fast quotation. Or, it may mean both, as in the Obama quotation.

Examples of variations of this phrase have been found from as early as the 1500's. In
Shakespeare's Richard III (1597), the Duke of Norfolk says to Richard, referring to the coming
battle, "We must both give, and take, my lord."

EEEEEN
give in, give out, give up

"Hassan Rouhani has already said that he is willing to consider a change of tactics, a way of
talking to the United States and other Western powers. But I don't think he 1s ready to really
compromise or give in." —Thomas Erdbrink, Tehran bureau chief for The New York Times



(6/17/2013)

The workers became trapped 12 stories up for more than an hour above a street Friday afternoon
after their scaffold gave out.— Associated Press (3/5/2011)

"There is an opportunity for North Korea to give up a path that has resulted in isolation and
impoverishment for North Korea." —Jay Carney, press secretary to President Barack Obama
(4/11/2013)

In these three expressions, prepositions change the meaning of give:
To give in is to say yes to a request or demand, reluctantly or after resisting.

If English followed logic, give out would be the opposite of give in, but it's not. Depending on the
context, give out may mean distribute ("We give out $25 worth of candy on Halloween.") or it may
mean break or collapse, as the scaffold did in the Associated Press example.

Give up means stopping an action, as in giving up the fight or giving up smoking. It can also
describe allowing something to happen or be taken away: "The union will give up some of its
benefits." Used alone it means stopping a struggle or an effort to do something: "I give up. Tell me
the answer." See also, call it quits; throw in the towel.

glass ceiling

"And even though she worked hard and was good at what she did, she ultimately hit a glass ceiling
and was passed over for promotions time and again because she was a woman." —Michelle
Obama (e-mail to campaign supporters, 11/14/2011)

"There is a glass ceiling in politics. We only have seventeen percent...women in the House and the
Senate." —Norah O'Donnell, CBS News Chief White House Correspondent (5/13/2012)

"...you look forward to the day when we will have a woman president and the glass ceiling is
finally shattered...there will just be more and more opportunities..." —Steve Schmidt, political
analyst and Republican campaign strategist (3/10/2013)

Glass ceiling means an invisible barrier that prevents the careers of some people from advancing.
It most frequently refers to discrimination against women.

The phrase began to be used with that meaning in 1984. By 1986 it was widespread. A March 24,
1986, special report in The Wall Street Journal had this cover headline: "The Glass Ceiling: Why
Women Can't Seem to Break The Invisible Barrier That Blocks Them From the Top Jobs."

gloom and doom

For all the gloom and doom about what happens if the United States defaults on its debt, you have
to give the House Republicans credit for fighting hard for serious reductions in spending, —The
Daytona Beach News-Journal (6/29/2011)

The story in New York is not all gloom and doom for the president. He has hosted a string of sold-
out fundraisers with financiers in the city. —Los Angeles Times (9/30/2011)

McGahee said a number of deals fell through...leaving Duluth with lots of vacant space and few
interested renters or buyers. "There was gloom and doom and despair everywhere." —Atlanta
Journal-Constitution (1/5/2012)



"When I was there just a few weeks ago, everything was gloom and doom. The Taliban were
exhibiting extraordinary ferocity and reach and going after international charities, even going after
the International Red Cross..." —Pamela Constable, newspaper journalist, talking about
Afghanistan and the Taliban's offer to negotiate for peace. (6/18/2013)

Gloom and doom means severe pessimism; warnings that things are going wrong or will go badly
in the future.

We may guess that the phrase became popular because the words sound good together, but the
origin is uncertain.

An early example from a poem published in London:

Would we but be
Unbowed and proud
And choose to use
Those powers in hours

Of gloom and doom.
—"The Heart's Hope" by Lady Emmeline Stuart-Wortley (1838)

gloves off

In the new issue of Us Weekly, she took the gloves off. "Eddie is a compulsive liar, cheater and a
home wrecker," she told the magazine. "And he has been an absentee father." —Newsday
(8/24/2011)

Though he opposed waterboarding, a report in Newsweek on Monday noted that he had been
quoted as saying "we do have to take the gloves off in some areas." —Chicago Tribune (5/3/2011)

"During those last three weeks, Mitt [Romney] really took the gloves off. He put aside efforts to be
likable." —Ben Coes, novelist and political strategist (4/5/2012)

This year, with one son going into the treacherous, teachers-take-the-gloves-off seventh grade... —
The Washington Post (8/16/2013)

If you take the gloves off, you use the strongest tactics and act without restraint.

An earlier version of this phrase, handle (someone) without gloves, was in use at least as early as
the beginning of the 1800's. A transcript from 1802 of hearings regarding cattle diseases in
Nebraska refers to a demand that the U.S. secretary of agriculture "place this work in the hands of
men who will handle the matter without gloves."

Today, the origin of "gloves off" phrases 1s presumed to be boxing: an allusion to old-style fighting
with bare hands. But most boxing was not done with gloves until later in the 1800's, which casts
doubt on that explanation. A more likely possibility is that the phrase referred to gentlemen in
general—not boxers—removing their gloves to prepare for rough action.

EEEEEE
g0 belly up

"We have one solar power company that went belly up for 2.1 billion." —Newt Gingrich
(5/27/2012)

The firm went belly-up after Corzine decided to risk pretty much everything on European debt. —



New York Post (2/1/2012)
...more than 40% of first marriages go belly-up. —TIME (4/29/2011)
Go belly up means die. It alludes to fish and other creatures that turn on their backs when dead.

The phrase belly up was used as a verb with the same meaning but is rare today; more common is
belly up to (the bar, the food table, etc.), meaning to get close so that one's belly is touching.

Examples of belly up used figuratively have been found as early as the 1920's.

g0 cold turkey

The Floyd County utilities administrator quit smoking Nov. 18, spurred by the free turkey the
county was offering employees who participated in the American Cancer Society's Great
American Smokeout. "I went cold turkey to win a turkey," Hulsey said. —Rome (Georgia) News-
Tribune (11/24/2010)

Whether they quit "cold turkey" or with nicotine replacement therapy, smokers need to feel that
their lives will be better smoke-free. —The New York Times (1/18/2012)

Nobody's saying we should go cold turkey, but we need to start taking serious steps to curb our
dependence on unsustainable resources. —Barrie Examiner (1/19/2012)

If you go or quit cold turkey, you end an addiction completely and quickly, not gradually.

The phrase originally referred to drug addiction, and now is extended to figurative cases, as in the
Barrie Examiner example.

How the expression was invented is unknown. The earliest examples appear around 1920.

A plan called by the addicts "cold turkey"—abrupt withdrawal (practiced in Kings County
Hospital, and without a death)—is not only possible but practical. It does occasion some
suffering... —monthly bulletin of the New York City Department of Health (February, 1920)

g0 down with the ship

"If the euro fails, then Europe fails," Merkel often says. She might add that she and Sarkozy would
be likely to go down with the ship. —Reuters (10/3/2011)

But Syria's captains of industry are asking whether they must "go down with the ship", as one puts
it. Some are taking their children out of private schools in Damascus to send them abroad. —The
Economist (6/30/2011)

Sears shares are bouncing at nine-year lows, as bad news continues to surprise investors...But the
magical thinking plays on, as shareholders are apparently determined to go down with the ship. —
Townhall.com (8/23/2013)

Go down with the ship is a simple metaphor, which compares an event to the act of dying on a
sinking boat.

As in the Reuters and Economist examples, it often refers to a person in a leadership position
having a negative experience, sometimes by choice, and compares that to the demise of a ship's
captain. In other uses, it may refer to victims of a bad situation.

An early example of go down with the ship as a metaphor is in "The History of Rationalism," an



1865 book by John Fletcher Hurst, which said the church should not be viewed as a "sort of a life-
boat hanging round a wreck that may carry off a few women and selfishly-affrighted men, leaving
the bolder, braver, larger portion to go down with the ship... "

EEEEEN
go figure

On the one hand we talk about how our nation has fallen behind others in the proficiency of our
students. Then we hear about cutting pre-kindergarten programs. Go figure. —The Moultrie
(Georgia) Observer (3/2/2011)

...5,000 girls in 19 states who got pregnant unintentionally and subsequently gave birth between
2004 and 2008. Half had not used birth control and a third explained their reasoning by saying they
didn't think they could get pregnant. Go figure. —TIME (1/20/2012)

Many diners are uneasy about the whole process. Yet, it is claimed, surveys indicate most
Americans still prefer the tipping system rather than an assigned gratuity amount. Go figure. —
Buffalo News (11/30/2011)

Go figure means try to explain that.
It usually refers to something the writer believes is contradictory or 1llogical.

Go figure 1s a shortened version of "go figure that one out." The earliest example in my searches is
in a letter to Abigail Van Buren, author of the syndicated Dear Abby advice column:

He would like me to go to work (for the money) but wants me at home whenever he is home, and
he works a rotating shift. (Go figure that one out!) —McNaught Syndicate (3/16/1962)

go for broke, go all out

Hundreds of Japanese-American veterans of World War II were honored Saturday with a parade
in Honolulu...Those in the parade Saturday wore hats with the names of their units on them, and
some included the saying "Go for Broke," which had been the motto of the 442nd Regimental
Combat team. —Associated Press (12/17/2011)

"Nonetheless, we doubt that banks in the region's most troubled economies will go for broke and
purchase vast quantities of their governments' debt..." —The New York Times (12/20/2011)

Occasionally it's a little too easy to get lost in the casual pace of the [rap music] album when some
go-for-broke madness would be welcome. —The Washington Post (12/12/2011)

One TV pundit speculated Semenya didn't go all out for gold because she didn't want to create any
controversy. —Associated Press (8/11/2012)

Go for broke means try with all one's effort, not worrying about risk.
Go all out has a similar meaning but go for broke puts more emphasis on disregarding risk.

The origin of go for broke is unknown. Judging from search results, its use in print began in the
1930's, and its adoption by Japanese-American soldiers in World War II gave it more prominence.
This example, from 1944, suggests that go for broke was not well known enough by then to be
printed without using another slang expression to explain it. (The other phrase, "shoot the works,"
is now seldomused.)

"Go for broke" is the motto of the loyal Japanese-Americans who compose the 442nd Combat



Team of the U.S. Army. The expression is the equivalent of "Shoot the works."—Popular Science
(November, 1944)

go great guns

...Land Rover (and especially Range Rover) is going great guns and reporting record sales and
profits... —Automotive News (6/23/2011)

...the price of key commodities like copper have been going great guns. —The Wall Street Journal
(1/18/2012)

Maria Klawe, President of Harvey Mudd College, says her institution is going great guns... —
Forbes (11/15/2011)

Go great guns means advance quickly and successfully.

The origin is unknown. The earliest examples I have found are in English dog-racing reports from
the 1860's, in which successful greyhounds were said to be going great guns. An older expression,
blowing great guns, referred to violent storms.

EEEEEE
g0 haywire

His trip to the moon in Apollo 13 went haywire 16 years ago, but Hanks is set to blast off into
space once again - in a film based on a toy. —Columbus Dispatch (6/20/2011)

I am extremely appalled at even the thought of establishing a resort casino in our town...This is not
economic development. This is development gone haywire. —Northwest Florida Daily News
(1/19/2012)

The airline's loyal customers, however, were quick to jump on Facebook to complain last fall
when its reservation system went haywire. —The Bend Bulletin (1/17/2012)

Boston's emergency departments have seen a recent increase in people with vomiting and
diarrhea...So, what's making so many gastrointestinal systems go haywire? —WBUR-FM (Boston,
1/6/2012)

"Investors around the world will ask if the United States of America is in fact a safe bet. Markets
could go haywire." —President Barack Obama, warning Republicans not to oppose an increase in

the U.S. debt limit (1/14/2013)
Go haywire means go out of control, with unexpected and usually negative developments.

In the 1800's, the wire wrapped around bales of hay was widely available and used for many
purposes, as duct tape is today. By around 1900, haywire (like duct tape) was associated with
solutions that were cheap, easy and unsophisticated. It's not clear how go haywire was given its
current meaning. It's been suggested that the phrase may have developed because haywire was
easily tangled and hard to untangle. Maybe, but long strips of duct tape also can be hard to manage,
and we don't say that things "go duct tape."

g0 In circles, run in circles, talk in circles

"It seems to be going in circles and is getting frustrating for the homeowners," she said. "We want
to hear things taken into account that we've talked about in previous meetings." —Orange County



Register (7/6/2011)

Tensions are mounting tonight as talks between Republican and Democratic leaders seem to be
running in circles. —KTNV-TV (Las Vegas, Nev., 7/24/2011)

Players and team executives, if they don't run from steroids questions, answer by talking in circles,
so as not to say anything controversial. —The Washington Post (7/9/2011)

To go in circles or run in circles is to do something without making progress or accomplishing
anything. These are shorter versions of go around in circles and run around in circles.

Similarly, talking in circles means talking without making a clear point or answering a question.
An early example of running around in circles:

They are aiming in no direction. They are running around in circles of transient thought and feeling.
They are changing their purposes continually, and are never doing much... —Plymouth Pulpit:
Sermons of Henry Ward Beecher (1872)

g0 overboard, go too far

Most brand-name laptops have 3 to 4 gigabytes of memory, which should be fine for most students.

Don't go overboard trying to get more memory, advanced software and other top-level features. —
Omaha World-Herald (8/30/2011)

The clouds from Hurricane Irene had barely dissipated before a chorus of critics began suggesting
that television networks had gone overboard hyping the storm before and during its march up the
East Coast. —Associated Press (8/29/2011)

"Do you think that the military and the police went overboard here, that they were excessive?" —

Hala Gorani, television journalist, interviewing Hazem el-Beblawi, interim prime minister of
Egypt (7/29/2013)

A number of advocates have questioned whether the NYPD's policies have gone too far as the
[police] department put many innocent people under scrutiny while hunting for terrorists. —
Associated Press (9/7/2011)

"Did he go too far in calling Jay Carney, the president's press secretary, a paid liar?" —Wolf
Blitzer, television news anchor, asking Senator Lindsay Graham about a comment by Congressman
Darrell Issa (6/4/2013)

If you go overboard, you do something too much, to an extreme. Go too far often is used with the
same meaning.

Overboard—out of a ship and into the water—is found in some of the oldest English texts, but |

have not found examples of go overboard, in the sense of going to extremes, earlier than the
1930's.

g0 that route, go there

Of course, many teams and head coaches will not take kindly to their employees joining a union,
and it could set up a standoff..."We really don't want to go that route, but what we have said is we
just want to be treated with respect and dignity like you have done for the last number of years,"
Kennan said. —Boston Globe (2/20/2011)



"I wouldn't suggest to anyone to go that route." —Jesse James, custom bike and car builder,
talking about his troubled personal life (4/9/2012)

"If there is any thought being given to expanding oil drilling into the Everglades, my suggestion to
the governor is quite simple: Don't go there."—Kirk Fordham, chief executive of the Everglades
Foundation (1/1/2011)

"The court just, for whatever reason, doesn't want to go there at this point." —Pete Williams,

television news correspondent, talking about the U.S. Supreme Court and allowing gay couples to
marry (3/31/2013)

In the context of the news examples, go that route means take that action, and go there means take
that action or discuss that topic.

Both expressions are often used in the negative, but go that route may be positive, as in, "If we're
going that route, you have my support.”

Route in these phrases means a way of doing something, a course of action. It has been used that
way for hundreds of years. Go there expresses a similar idea in a more conversational, colloquial
way. It may turn out to be a linguistic fad—popular for several years and then forgotten.

EEEEEE
go-to

In today's tough employment market, one company has become the go-to option for the frustrated
job seeker: Starbucks. That's a problem for McDonald's as it seeks to beef up its workforce for
what's expected to be another year of sales growth. —Detroit Free Press (4/10/2011)

At this point in her young life—she i1s only 22—Julia Nunes' ré;sumé; could highlight her
experience working as "the go-to baby sitter for all of Rochester"... —Rochester Democrat &
Chronicle (1/22/2012)

[Senator Bob] Corker's strong position also has made him a go-to guy for congressional leaders
and the White House alike, one of the few people in a deeply partisan Washington who can afford
to bargain without seeming to compromise his political future. —USA Today (8/19/2013)

"True Blood" star Rutina Wesley...filed divorce docs to end her 8-year-marriage to actor Jacob
Fishel ... citing the go-to reason—irreconcilable differences. —TMZ.com (8/20/2013)

Go-to, when used as an adjective, means best or most reliable. It is often used in go-to guy (or
woman, person, etc.), a person who knows the most about something or 1s most likely to get
something done.

Go-to has been used with this meaning since the 1980's.

g0 to bat for

"I've said before, I don't believe that any single party has a monopoly on good ideas. And I will go
to bat for whatever works, no matter who or where it comes from." —President Barack Obama
(White House transcript, 2/28/2011)

Iran, while not having many allies willing to go to bat for it in the region, can still put up a fight.
eurasiareview.com (1/15/2012)

"...when I casually mentioned a week before that I was going to wear a tie, [ was told by one of the



organizers that was not allowed. So my sponsor, Chee Pearlman, had to go to bat for me on that.—
Chip Kidd, book jacket designer, talking about his appearance at the TED conference (4/5/2012)

Go to bat for someone or something means give active support.

The expression apparently comes from baseball (rather than cricket, since the earliest examples
are American). In baseball, go to bat for can mean substitute for another player, or take a turn
batting for the team. In either case, the player tries to hit the ball and score. How the figurative
phrase began is not clear. An early example is ina 1917 magazine:

Do you suppose a man like Brockton is going to pick up a girl at a luncheon table and go to bat for
her, and expect nothing in return? —Photoplay Magazine (Chicago, May, 1917)

Another expression that means give support is put in a good word.
EEEEEN

go to the dogs

...the financial system that rules our economies is going to the dogs. —Business Insider
(1/14/2011)

Stan and Dorothy Solomon of Albany, both retired teachers, attended the rally with their collie, Sir
Lancelot, who was wearing a tie-dyed shirt with a peace sign. "He thinks this state and this country
are going to the dogs," Stan Solomon said. —Manchester Union-Leader (4/3/2011)

If there's one thing most people can agree on these days it's that political reporting has gone to the
dogs. —The New Yorker (blog, 1/10/2012)

Go to the dogs means become less valuable or desirable, like leftover food scraped off plates and
fed to dogs.

Go to the dogs is frequently used when talking about dogs, in attempts at humorous wordplay.

The inferiority of dogs to humans is the basis of go to the dogs and other expressions, such as treat
like a dog, a dog's life and in the doghouse.

A 1702 "Ecclesiastical History of New England" tells of a man feeling much guilt, who shouted,
"That he was damn'd, and that he was a Dog, and that he was going to the Dogs for ever."

g0 viral, viral marketing

Authorities began frantically searching for Jimenez in November after two videos shot with cell
phones went viral on the Internet. —Houston Chronicle (2/15/2011)

"The Kid President is Robby Novak. He is a 9-year-old boy from Tennessee...His video went
viral." —Carol Costello, television news anchor (4/1/2013)



Viral marketing only works if you have something that people are willing to share with their
friends. A funny video works only if you can tie it into your product, otherwise it's just a funny
video. Social networks are a good platform for viral marketing. —Bangor Daily News
(10/21/2011)

For cash-strapped startups, viral marketing campaigns deliver myriad benefits. They're cheap and
hip. —Investor's Business Daily (8/16/2013)

When something is passed from person to person and spreads quickly, it goes viral, like the
spreading of a virus.

In viral marketing, advertising is spread from one person to another, like a disease. Another
expression that describes this process is word of mouth.

See also, guerrilla marketing.
It is not clear who coined go viral and viral marketing. These are early examples:

Yes, this style of grass-roots marketing is time-consuming. But when well executed, it results in
"viral marketing," with consumers spreading the word among themselves. —Direct Marketing
(7/3/1998)

Have the idea behind your online experience go viral, bringing you a large chunk of the group that
you're targeting without your having to spend a fortune advertising your new service. —Fast
Company (7/31/2000)

EEEEEE
God is in the details, the devil is in the details

The devil is in the details, of course. There are troubling reports that the agreement may
disproportionately cut defense spending. —The Washington Post (7/31/2011)

"The devil is in the details and the details are being worked out." Eduardo del Buey, United
Nations spokesman (8/13/2013)

"You can't point to any one specific element. God is in the details," explains Leo. "A burrito has so
many components, and any one recipe or technique being done incorrectly will throw off the whole
thing." —New York Daily News (7/30/2011)

"God is in the details. We were rigorous about everything." —Mitch Glazer, executive producer
for the television series Magic City (4/29/2012)

Odd as it may seem, the devil is in the details and God is in the details have the same meaning;
Success or failure depends on small parts of the activity or thing.

The original sentence is attributed to the architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe™:

While emphasizing the fundamental principles of architecture, Mies reminds them [students] that
"God is in the details." —LIFE (3/18/1957)

Sometime during the next decade, the devil found his way into the expression:

"The devil is in the details," says a senior French civil servant who has spent most or the past
decade in fruitless haggling over various projects for British membership in the Common Market.
—Hartford Courant (7/14/1969)

In my survey of recent examples, the devil appeared in the phrase 23 times more frequently than
God. One might guess this means that the devil has been hard at work. A more serious explanation



is that many people prefer not to use God in everyday expressions. But that trend has not prevailed
in other expressions: There was a move toward Thank goodness it's Friday in the 1950's but
thank God it's Friday dominates now. More likely, the phrase usually refers to details that are
troublesome, or involve difficult work, so it seems natural to associate them with the devil.

*Mies may have been translating "Le bon dieu est dans le detail" (the grace of god is in the
details). That is widely attributed to Gustave Flaubert, but no one seems to have recorded where
or when Flaubert said or wrote that.

going forward

"We need to...compete for new subscriber opportunities, and going forward we're really focused
on customer profitability." —Peter Bissonnette, president, Shaw Communications, Inc.
(4/13/2012)

"This 1s a good report. It is telling us that the housing market is improving and there is no reason to
think that this will not continue going forward." —Patrick Newport, U.S. economist at HIS Global
Insight (10/17/2012)

"I don't think the study is definitive, but it... is clearly something we need to pay attention to going
forward."—USA Today (9/23/2011)

"He's encouraged by some of the progress that we've seen, on gun violence, on immigration
reform, on Capitol Hill, and he hopes to build on that moving forward." —Jay Carney, President
Obama's press secretary (5/7/2013)

Going (or moving) forward means in the future.

This phrase 1s hackneyed (used too much, uninspired) and often redundant: The extra words are
unnecessary when it is clear that the speaker is talking about the future. Nevertheless, going
forward became more frequent around the late 1990's and is especially common in business and
politics. It is a variation of an older expression, from this day forward (or this moment, this time,
this year, etc.) meaning from now on.

gold standard

But a digital driver's license—or a $24 non-driver ID from the Motor Vehicle Commission—is the
gold standard for identification. —The (Bergen) Record (9/25/2011)

In many cases, one chemotherapy drug is the "gold standard," he said, so a shortage would be more
critical. —Duluth News Tribune (9/24/2011)

"Well, our effort here is to distinguish ourselves by ensuring that our businesses, American
businesses, as they enter the Burmese market, really set a gold standard for good practices in labor
affairs, in human rights for workers, et cetera..." —Victoria Nuland, spokesperson for the U.S.
State Department (11/30/2012)

"The people I work with are pretty much the gold standard of the industry." —Billy West, voice
actor, talking about the Futurama television series (6/19/2013)

The gold standard is the best. It 1s the standard by which all other things in a category are
measured or judged.



The phrase originated in the 1800's, referring to the use of gold to determine the value of money.
An early example of the phrase used in other contexts is in a trade journal published Feb. 15,
1902, the Poultry Keeper, in which W.H. Mercer of Detroit described a variety of chicken "that
must be the gold standard for business."

good riddance

Libya may be teetering. If this is the end of the despot Moammar Gadhafi's 40-year regime, good
riddance. —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (2/22/2011)

"There is a growing chorus of voices in Pakistan that this American alliance is not a good thing for
the country," said Ayaz Amir, a political commentator and lawmaker. "There are a whole lot of
Pakistanis who would say good riddance; we will manage on our own." —Los Angeles Times
(7/12/2011)

Dear Year 2011: Goodbye and good riddance. Don't let the door hit you in the behind on your way
out. Or, rather, let it hit you. You deserve it. —Tribune Media Services (1/1/2012)

Good riddance is an unfriendly way of expressing pleasure about the departure of something or
someone.

Some idiomatic expressions are versions of longer phrases. This one was in use before the longer
good riddance to bad rubbish.

Riddance, the act of getting rid of, has been traced to the 1500's. It is now used more frequently in
good riddance than by itself. The earliest known example of good riddance used with its modern
meaning is in Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida (1606).

grain of salt

So while these numbers should be taken with a grain of salt, some trends are worth celebrating. —
Lexington Dispatch (3/4/2011)

Economists based in Buffalo say the report should be taken with a grain of salt, since some of
Brookings' conclusions are based on forecasted or estimated data. —Buffalo News (1/22/2012)

"We should point out, in a situation like this, after a big story like this, oftentimes there are people
who call in all sorts of threats...I think all of this...should be taken with a grain of salt." —
Anderson Cooper, television news anchor (4/17/2013)

In ancient times a grain of salt was believed to protect against poison. Today, taking something
with a grain of salt means intelligent skepticism: protection against information that may be wrong
or misleading.

Examples of the figurative use of grain of salt have been found as early as the 1600's.
EEEEEE

grease palm, grease the skids, grease the wheels

Getting caught, it seems, did not diminish his penchant for greasing palms: It is by paying off his
jailers that he was able to buzz about Asia. He confessed to having left and re-entered prison this
way 68 times. —The Wall Street Journal (1/12/2011)

"We contend our client didn't get paid because he wouldn't grease anybody's palm." —The Atlanta



Journal-Constitution (1/10/2012)

Democrats are hoping that a show of compromise on the 2011 budget will grease the skids for the
looming painful vote on raising the debt ceiling. —TIME (2/14/2011)

"It's going to require a lot of coaxing effort, an enormous amount of Saudi money to grease the
skids and American support to help make it happen." —Bruce Riedel, a former Central
Intelligence Agency analyst, talking about making peace in Yemen (2/22/2012)

...further intervention by the central bank is widely anticipated by analysts, as the bank moves to
grease the wheels of a flagging economy. —Dow Jones Newswires (1/11/2012)

Michel Martin talks with reporter Ana Maria Salazar, who says even big companies have to
grease the wheels in Mexico. —National Public Radio (4/26/2012)

Greasing palms may be illegal or not. It may mean paying bribes (as in the Wall Street Journal
example) but in other contexts it can mean tipping generously—when the tip is intended to get
something in return. When you are just showing appreciation for good service, you are tipping, not
greasing palms.

Grease the skids means ease the way for a desired action or decision.

Grease the wheels means provide money or support so that things go smoothly. This is a
metaphor for lubricating the wheels of a machine.

The meaning of grease the wheels and grease the skids is often similar.
Figurative expressions using grease have been traced to the 1400's.

grit one's teeth, through gritted teeth

Some Republicans gritted their teeth when Mrs. Bachmann gave her own televised rebuttal to
President Obama's State of the Union address; the party had picked Representative Paul D. Ryan of
Wisconsin to give the official response. —The New York Times (7/16/2011)

There was no Mrs. Weiner standing stoically by her man's side, enduring a humiliation not of her
making, smiling weakly through gritted teeth, playing the good wife. —Anchorage Daily News
(6/21/2011)

"In Iowa and Nebraska, the full House delegations did vote for the farm bill...in some cases,
gritting their teeth and voting for a bill they didn't like." —Amy Mayer, radio reporter (6/27/2013)

People grit their teeth when they must endure something they do not like. Grit in this expression
means grind, holding the teeth together and moving them. Someone who smiles through gritted
teeth feels like frowning, not smiling.

Examples of these phrases can be found as early as the 1700's. Another expression involving
unpleasant feelings and the teeth is set teeth on edge.

guerrilla marketing

...this generation likes to be wowed and is particularly receptive to outrageous guerrilla-marketing
approaches... —Memphis Daily News (10/19/2011)

This weekend, Warren towed Shasta Cascade's airstream trailer to the Art and Pumpkin Festival in
Half Moon Bay, the self-proclaimed world pumpkin capital. "We're getting into guerrilla



marketing," Warren said. "We're the only tourism destination there." —Redding Record
Searchlight (10/16/2011)

Van Voast views her toplessness as a form of guerrilla marketing or, as she put it, "a human logo
for marketing." —The Daily Beast (9/30/2011)

Guerrilla marketing uses inexpensive or creative methods to promote products or businesses.

The phrase is a metaphor alluding to guerrilla fighting—military tactics that small forces use
against larger ones. Guerrilla comes from a Spanish word that literally means small war.

Phrases using guerrilla in military contexts have been used since the early 1800's. The earliest
example of guerrilla marketing in my searches is a 1980 article in New York Magazine, which
may have adopted the phrase from Modern Grocer, an industry newspaper.

Sloan's [supermarket chain] is a pioneer in urban-guerrilla marketing, the kind of marketing that,
the study says, heralds the rise of the independent grocer across the land. —New York Magazine
(3/17/1980)

See also, viral marketing, go viral.

gut check

Jefferson County got a gut check last week when the Alabama Supreme Court declared the county's
occupational tax invalid.—The Birmingham News (blog, 3/21/2011)

As the 82nd Texas Legislature reaches its midpoint, lawmakers are facing a gut check moment: Do
they push through the $10 billion in planned cuts to public schools, or do they protect classrooms?
—The Austin Chronicle (3/11/2011)

"I do think we need to have a little bit of a gut check, and look at ourselves as an organization. Are
we open? Are we open-minded? Are we open to feedback? Are we open to criticism?" —Jon
Pike, city council member in St. George, Utah (8/1/2013)

A gut check may be an event that tests someone's courage or resolve (as in the Brimingham News
example). Or, it may be a pause in an activity to think about what is happening, as in the Jon Pike
quotation. The Austin Chronicle example includes both meanings.

This is the earliest example of gut check in my searches:

The Cowboys are fast drawing the reputation of the neighborhood bully who does ok against the
weaker guys but failed the gut check when another team of equal ability toes the line. —Associated
Press (12/27/1969)

See also, the phrases below.

gut reaction, gut feeling, gut call, go with one's gut

"Of course! They have more, so they should pay more." However, this gut reaction does not take
into account some important facts of life that come into play whenever a state implements a
"millionaire's tax."—Camden Courier-Post (3/27/2011)

How can Larry Page's opinion be so different than the market's gut response? —The Motley Fool
(1/19/2012)



"Most people have a gut feeling that something has gone terribly wrong, but that doesn't mean that
they understand what is happening." —Reuters Fool (1/21/2012)

"I think you sit there and talk about what's going to be wise, but sometimes you have to make a gut
call." —The Plain Dealer (9/14/2011)

"I went with my gut and reconnected with the reasons I started in music: the love, the passion, the
need to create." —USA Today (6/6/2011)

Gut reaction and gut response mean a response made without thinking. A variation with the same
meaning is gut-level response.

These expressions also are based on gut as the center of emotion:

Gut feeling: idea or emotion formed without thinking; intuition. A variation is a feeling in one's

gut.
Gut call: decision using instinct more than thinking,

Go with one's gut: take action or make a decision without thinking; act on instinct.
An early example of gut reaction:

Shortly before he died three years ago, Dr. O'Connor translated his "gut reaction" to the San Juan
tragedies into a research project...—New York Times News Service / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
(8/6/1963)

Also see: gut check (above), hate one's guts.

had it with, fed up with

Knoxville Force coach Derek Broadley has just about had it with some of his players. —Knoxville
News Sentinel (6/19/2011)

"I think the American people have had it with calculations based on what's good for one party and
what's bad for the other party. We need to solve this problem." —Congressman Steve Israel,
referring to arguments about changes in immigration law (7/14/2013)

"The general public is reaching the point of being fed up, and I think this will push it over the
edge." —Kristen Rand, legislative director for a group promoting gun control, referring to the
killing of 20 children and six adults in Newtown, Connecticut. (12/15/2012)

"It was just one of those days when I was fed up with everything," Trevathan told the judge
Wednesday. —Burlington Free Press (7/7/2011)

When you have had it with something, or you are fed up with it, you are tired of it and want it to
change or stop.

When you have had it with or are fed up with someone, you want their behavior to change or you
want to stop seeing them.

The meaning of had enough of is similar.

Fed up suggests having eaten too much of something. The phrase fed up to the eyelids was used in
the 1800's.

EEEEEN
half-baked



His character flaws—his impulsiveness, his grandiosity, his weakness for half-baked (and not
especially conservative) ideas—made him a poor Speaker of the House. —National Review
(12/14/2011)

A majority of Austin school trustees are...continuing to force a half-baked charter proposal on
parents, students and taxpayers... —Austin American-Statesman (12/14/2011)

"We cannot allow a half-baked law administered by an agency embroiled in scandal to impact one
of the most personal facets of our lives." —Congressman Jack Kingston, an opponent of the 2010
health care legislation (8/23/2013)

Half-baked means unfinished or not well thought out, like food rejected because it was not cooked
enough.

It has been traced to the 1600's and also referred to people—calling them mentally defective or
foolish—but the phrase 1s no longer used that way.

EEEEEE
half-hearted, wholehearted

Investors are already skeptical of European leaders' ability to act after two years of half-hearted
emergency measures to solve the sovereign debt crisis... —Reuters (11/15/2011)

Los Angeles has waged an intermittent and sometimes half-hearted campaign to lure the National
Football League back to the city, by far the nation's largest without a football team. —Los Angeles
Times (6/19/2011)

"They've apologized for their past and upsetting people, though people are seeing it as a half-
hearted apology." —Nick Valencia, television news reporter, talking about a Christian group that
said prayer could help people stop being homosexuals (6/20/2013)

South Carolina Gov. Nikki Haley says she'll do whatever is right for the region on the proposed
dredging of the Savannah River, which has whole-hearted support from Gov. Nathan Deal. —The
Atlanta Journal-Constitution (11/6/2011)

Since his election as Taiwan's president in 2008, Mr. Ma has pursued warmer relations with
China, but not always with the wholehearted support of his own party. —The New York Times
(11/1/2011)

Half-hearted means weak; lacking one's full dedication or enthusiasm.

Wholehearted (which may have a hyphen but more frequently is written as one word) means
completely devoted or dedicated to something.

Earlier versions of wholehearted were familiar in the 1600's. The King James version of the Bible
(1611) frequently refers to a perfect heart, which in later translations became wholehearted
devotion. It says that God's servants walk before thee with all their hearts.

Half-hearted also has been traced back to a 1611 example—in an Italian-English dictionary—but
its meaning 1s different: cowardly. (This meaning of heart, courage, is still in use, especially in
sports.) Ina 1683 example, half-hearted is more like the opposite of wholehearted.

And certainly, either he is but half headed to his own Principles, or he can be but half hearted to
the House of David. —"An Impartial Collection of the Great Affairs of State" by John Nalson
(1683)

Half-headed, meaning stupid or half-intelligent, is no longer in use.



hand over fist

What they're upset about, rather, 1s a Congress that spends the taxpayers' money hand over fist
without fully thinking things through. —New York Post (12/11/2010)

You could have two hotels side by side, one of which makes money hand over fist, the other of
which goes bankrupt,"—Reuters (11/4/2011)

Oil companies...are already making money "hand over fist," he said... —Los Angeles Times
(6/29/2011)

Hand over fist means quickly. It usually refers to money in large amounts.

The expression may have come from fishing and boating, Sailors pulled in nets or ropes one hand
over another, an activity that sometimes required speed. But if that is the origin, it is forgotten
when people speak of losing or spending money hand over fist.

An early example of the phrase with its current meaning:

Are the money-catching, penny-saving, tin-peddling, notion-vending, never-idle Jonathans of the
East to be forever making money, hand over fist, and getting rich as Croesus, while we, the
highminded gentlemen of the South, who are above touching our fingers to anything in the way of
labor or business, are daily becoming poorer and poorer, and hastening with the speed of lightning
to the goal of ruin? —"A Yankee Among the Nullifiers" by Asa Greene (New York, 1833)

hands down
He's the best player on the market, hands down. —New York Daily News (12/13/2010)

"Hands down, 2010 has been the best year of my life so far," she said. —Los Angeles Times
(12/15/2010)

Leah Rampy, 62, of McLean, Va., has learned to be extroverted at work, but "if I had my choice of
an evening at home reading a book or partying, the book would win hands-down." —USA Today
(1/23/2012)

Hands down means easily, without any doubt.

The phrase might seem to suggest that no one would raise a hand to question or disagree. But that
is not its origin. In horse racing during the 1800's, a jockey whose horse was far ahead would
relax his grip on the reins when crossing the finish line. This was called winning hands down or
with both hands down.

People began using the expression as a metaphor around the 1880's. In this example, the writer
made sure the allusion to horse racing was clear:

...In the article of Alderman he wins in a canter, and with both hands down. —Punch (London,
7/7/1883)

hang in there

Teach your children to hang in there when the going gets tough, but know when to let them throw in
the towel [quit]. —msnbc.com (3/16/2011)



A dream job sweeps you off your feet. It starts to have ups and downs, but you hang in there. Then
one day you realize you've driven home in tears every night for six months. —The Washington
Post (12/29/2011)

[ always keep telling myself, "Hang in there, what you're doing is important and it does make a big
difference..." —The New York Times (1/25/2012)

Hang in there means keep trying or participating; persist. Hang in has the same meaning.

It is the opposite of throw in the towel, which means quit. The phrase hang on sometimes has a
meaning similar to hang in. But in other contexts hang on may mean hold something, don't hang up
the phone, or please wait.

Hanging in usually occurs 1n a difficult situation. In the msnbc example, "when the going gets
tough" means when the activity becomes difficult.

The earliest example of hang in there in my searches is in a 1942 review of top-selling records:

Meanwhile, it manages to hang in there and remains within challenging distance. —The Billboard
(Cincinnati, Ohio, 3/28/1942)

happy as a clam, happy as a lark

Now, that is exactly what I'm doing with this new business, and I am as happy as a clam. —The
Coloradoan (5/11/2011)

But on Sunday she looked happy as a clam when she arrived in Nice Airport with her brother. —
TMZ.com (9/3/2012)

"If I had no servers to worry about, I'd be as happy as a lark." —Greg Lush, chief information
officer of a California facility management company (3/11/2009)

"It was frustrating for us, but he's happy as a lark." —The Virginian-Pilot (5/11/2011)

As happy as a clam means very happy. No one really knows if clams are happy, or exactly why
this expression has been popular since the early 1800's, but it is believed to come from longer
phrases, happy as a clam at high tide and happy as a clam at high water. At high tide it 1s harder
to dig clams up and eat them. Another version, happy as a clam in mud, also makes sense: digging
down into soft mud is a clam's main defense.

Happy as a lark also means very happy.

The origin i1s unknown; without specific evidence, it has been assumed to be an allusion to the
lark's pleasant song. English literature is full of references to larks, mostly for other reasons, such
as their habit of rising and singing early. "Stir with the lark tomorrow, gentle Norfolk," said
Shakespeare's King Richard III.

happy camper

"I complained via both email and phone to Target customer service but got nothing other than a
'standard sorry' email back. Needless to say, | am not a happy camper, and my faith in Target has
reached a new low." —San Jose Jose Mercury News (1/9/2012)

The deputy mayor who will replace publishing executive Cathie Black as head of New York City's
public schools told cheering Department of Education staff members Thursday that he was a



"happy camper" who didn't plan to revamp his predecessor's plans. —Associated Press
(4/8/2011)

Sprinkel won 65 percent of the vote to Jackson's 35 percent in the race for Seat 2. "I'm a very
happy camper. [ am thrilled..." said Sprinkel, a 62-year-old educator. —Orlando Sentinel
(3/8/2011)

"He told her that, tomorrow morning, we're going to invade Grenada...She wasn't a happy camper."
—James Baker, former secretary of state, talking about a 1983 phone call between President
Ronald Reagan and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (4/8/2013)

Happy camper means happy person.

The phrase 1s often used in the negative, as in the San Jose Mercury News example and the James
Baker quotation.

Most camps are for the young, so happy camper and not a happy camper suggest a young person,
likely to express happiness or unhappiness in a loud way.

Based on my searches, this expression began to gain popularity during the 1980's, after the
October, 1980, issue of Boy's Life magazine observed: "a well-fed camper is a happy camper."

happy medium

The first two ticket holders, Andrea Sabino, 29, and Jon Tirpak, 28, opted for the Clearview since
it was a happy medium between their own neighborhood and the chaos across the river. —The
Jersey Journal (7/15/2011)

It was not that long ago that new homes came in three varieties: production (tract), semicustom and
custom ... The semicustom builder was the happy medium, offering a greater range of floor plans
and a host of product choices. —Chicago Tribune (7/15/2011)

...the ride quality hits a happy medium between comfort and handling that fits the character of the
car perfectly. —review of the 2013 Chevrolet Malibu Eco, FoxNews.com (4/26/2012)

A happy medium is something (a place, amount or choice, for example) that is better than the two
extremes it comes between. Similar ideas are in the golden mean of ancient Greece, the doctrine of
the mean (middle) of Confucius, and the middle way of Buddhism, asserting the beauty of
moderation.

Happy medium has been traced as far back as 1778. Happy median is a common mistake, which
happens because median means middle and sounds like medium.

hard (tough, easy, etc.) to swallow

"There's a lot of loyal BlackBerry users, but outage problems like this that affect their entire
customer base are hard to swallow." —KXII-TV (Ardmore, Oklahoma, 10/12/2011)

Bank of America announced plans Thursday to charge debit card users $5 a month...Consumers,
already pummeled by a brutal economy, may find the fee tough to swallow, especially for those
who don't have many banking options. —San Jose Mercury-News (9/29/2011)

The portion is heroic, which makes the $13 price tag a little easier to swallow. —The Washington
Post (10/16/2011)



Something that is hard to swallow or tough to swallow is hard to accept.

In these and similar phrases swallow means accept—a meaning that has been traced to the 1500's.
See also, bitter pill to swallow.

EEEEEN
hard and fast

The Malloy administration and the unions are scheduled to continue negotiations through the
Mother's Day weekend, but there is no hard-and-fast deadline if progress is being made. —The
Hartford Courant (5/6/2011)

The hard and fast rule is never put your hands on another man's phone. —Los Angeles Times
(1/25/2012)

Even if work schedules and after-school endeavors make it impossible to establish a hard-and-fast
starting time, you're wise to tackle homework as early in the evening as possible. —Chicago
Tribune (1/17/2012)

Hard and fast means fixed, unchanging or absolute.

Hard and fast originally referred to ships when they were on shore or beached. It was used in the
1800's to mean in a fixed position. From an English magazine in 1821: They've got me here "hard
and fast."

hard feelings

That position has prompted hard feelings from the town board, which has protested the county
approval in the past. —The Record-Courier (Gardnerville, Nevada, 12/9/2011)

...[In 1975] 90 percent of the Portuguese settlers fled. A bloody 27-year civil war followed...the
Portuguese want to come back. The Portuguese or Portuguese-descended population in Angola

increased to 91,900 in 2010 from 21,000 in 2003. Portuguese commentators insisted there were no
hard feelings. —The New York Times (11/19/2011)

It seems like there are no hard feelings involved in the split, with band members writing that it was
simply time to part ways. —TIME (9/21/2011)

Hard feelings means lingering anger or resentment.

This phrase uses an old meaning of hard—harsh, cruel, or severe—that has recently come back
into colloquial fashion ("that's hard, man").

According to search results, the use of hard feelings began in printed publications around 1800.
The earliest example of "no hard feelings" in my searches is from a letter dated Sept. 4, 1822:

He said that they entertained no doubt of my sincerity, and hoped that [ would have no hard
feelings towards them, for they were my friends. —The Christian Repository (1823)

hard line, hard-liner

Taking anything less than a hard line with Pakistan will only make us look weak...—New York
Post (9/28/2011)

Faced with high public concerns over food and product safety, China has been taking a hard-line



approach to offenders of safety violations. —Reuters (9/6/2011)

He's a hard-liner on social issues and immigration and supports huge cuts to the federal
government... —The Washignton Post (9/26/2011)

"When he first started, he had some political folks around him that could have mediated some of
this. It's been replaced, his inner circle, with real hard-liners." —Congressman Mike Rogers,
talking about Kim Jong-un, leader of North Korea (4/9/2013)

A hard line is an opinion, position or policy that refuses to compromise or make an exception.
Someone who takes a hard line is a hard-liner.

Printed examples of hard line have been found starting in the early 1960's.

Stating the point beyond which one will not compromise is drawing a line in the sand.

hard sell

The Weather Channel, which turns 29 on Monday, was initially a hard sell. After all, who would
tune in for something they could find out by looking out the window? —Los Angeles Times
(4/28/2011)

As a result, Ford Country has minimized the "hard sell." There aren't hordes of salesmen circling a
customer the second they step on site. There is no pressure or aggressive sales push. —Las Vegas
Review-Journal (4/29/2011)

Paul and Julia became great mates in the OSS, but Paul was a hard sell for anything more. It was

after the war, Conant said, that Paul began to understand what Julia meant to him. —Kansas City
Star (4/28/2011)

"Aliriza says the Turkish prime minister will be making a hard sell." —Michele Kelemen, radio
journalist, talking about Prime Minister Erdogan's meeting with President Obama to ask for more
U.S. involvement in Syria (5/16/2013)

In the Los Angeles Times example, a hard sell is an idea that is difficult to persuade others to
accept.

Another meaning is aggressive, high-pressure sales tactics, as in the Las Vegas review-Journal
example, or arguing forcefully for something, as Erdogan did with Obama.

A third meaning is a person who is hard to convince, as in the Kansas City Star example.

Sell is an old word in English, but using it to mean persuade or convince has been traced only back
to the early 1900's.

hardball, play hardball, softball question

Cook County Board President Toni Preckwinkle is playing hardball with the unions: She wants to
stop paying workers for holidays, lunch hours and personal days, and thinks they should work
more hours. —Chicago Tribune (10/16/2011)

A judge is playing hardball with the Columbia University students rounded up in an alleged dorm-
and fraternity-based drug ring last year. Manhattan Supreme Court Justice Michael Sonberg
yesterday barred two of them...from applying for a program that would have kept them from having
felony records. —New York Post (10/12/2011)



Insurers and hospitals are locked in hardball contract negotiations this year as hospitals look for
ways to recover declining Medicare and Medicaid payouts. —Palm Beach Post (10/3/2011)

After the defense attorney had his chance to cross-examine Long, lead prosecutor Cherie Krigsman
threw the witness a softball question. —Sarasota Herald-Tribune (10/14/2011)

Hardball means tough.

The board president in the Chicago Tribune example and the judge in the New York Post example
were being tough, and the negotiations in the Palm Beach Post example were tough negotiations.
The opposite, softball, is usually not used in the same way, with this notable exception: the
opposite of a hardball question (a tough question) is a softball question (a question that is easy to
answer).

Hardball and softball are among many popular metaphors based on American sports. (Confusingly,
a softball is just as hard as a standard baseball or "hardball," but it is larger and less dense,
making it somewhat less likely to cause injury.)

In my searches, the earliest examples of play hardball and softball question used as metaphors
were published after 1970.

hate one's guts
Those of you who hate my guts, well, you're forgiven. —Los Angeles Daily News (9/25/2011)

Instead of being married, he's divorced. Instead of having nice kids, he has a couple of brats, most
notably a teenage daughter who hates his guts. —San Francisco Chronicle (6/16/2011)

Both sides seem to be oblivious to the fact that most football fans hate their guts ... —Philadelphia
Daily News (3/17/2011)

Hating someone's guts is not much different from hating, but expresses the idea with more
emotion.

The gut, the part of the body containing digestive organs, is in several phrases that involve
emotion. See gut reaction, gut feeling, go with one's gut, and gut check.
EEEEEN

have a clue

As for those who may not have a clue just who Snooki is, well, her response is honest: "If you
don't know me you must live under a rock." —The Journal News (10/25/2011)

"I was at a time in my life, I didn't have a clue of who I was or what I wanted to do." —Norton
Juster, author (10/25/2011)

"Greenwald says that he's got it all and now 1s an expert on the program. He doesn't have a clue
how this thing works." —Congressman Mike Rogers, talking about Glenn Greenwald, whose
reports in The Guardian newspaper revealed U.S. government tracking of phone and Internet data
(6/9/2013)

If you don't have a clue about something, you don't know anything about it.
Saying that a person doesn't have a clue or is clueless often means the person is incompetent.

When trying to solve a mystery or puzzle, having a clue usually comes before finding a solution.
Not having a clue means making no progress at all. "I haven't a clue" 1s an emphatic way of saying,



"I don't know."

From the early to mid-1900's, these phrases usually referred to police investigations. Examples
referring to other subjects can be found by the 1950's.

have a lock on

No political party should have a lock on the fastest-growing segment of the California electorate.
—San Diego Union-Tribune (9/22/2011)

Democrats have long been thought to have a lock on Jewish voters. —CBS News (9/21/2011)

Some multivitamins are designed for bodybuilders and weightlifters. But that group does not have
a lock on the need for vitamins. —EI Paso Times (9/11/2011)

To have a lock on something is to have firm control of it (as in the Union-Tribune and CBS News
examples), or to dominate it, excluding others (as in the El Paso Times example). These are
figurative meanings based on the literal phrase: having a lock on a door establishes control over
its use.

Locks—the kind that open with keys—have been in the language ever since Old English. But |
could find no examples of the figurative locks before 1953, when Billboard Magazine said: "The
redhead and his friends have a lock on Wednesday 8-9 p.m."—a reference to Arthur Godfrey's
show on CBS television, when the show dominated audience ratings.

have someone's back

"It's great to know someone always has your back." —Miranda Lambert, country music artist,
talking about her husband, singer Blake Shelton (8/22/2011)

"...we have your back...we consider Israel's security of extraordinary importance to us..." —
President Barack Obama (3/20/2013)

"He has always had my back. There are times when I think of Rex more like a son." —Chad
Lehman, a police officer in Columbus, Indiana, talking about his police dog (8/3/2013)

If someone has your back, you can depend on that person for the support or protection you need.
The expression comes from "watch someone's back," to protect a friend from an attack.

Printed examples have been found from as early as the 1970's, but are more numerous from the
1990's and later.

EEEEEE
have teeth

It was an agreement with teeth... Facilities which fell short of the required standards risked losing
their export licenses. —BBC News (9/14/2011)

Whether or not the new agency has teeth or ultimately does much to stem endemic corruption
remains to be seen. —Los Angeles Times (8/28/2011)

Unfortunately, the ban lacks teeth because it is a directive issued by the city parks department—
and not an ordinance passed the Austin City Council. Therefore, police officers can't issue
citations for smoking... —Austin American-Statesman (9/15/2011)



If a law, group or agency has teeth, it has the power to punish, so that people will not ignore it.

This metaphor is among many that have been used over the centuries, based on the idea of biting
and hostility. The teeth of a storm, referring to the fury or power of a storm, is an example.

Francis Osborn came close to the modern expressions in 1673 when his essay mentioned "fear of
the Iron-teeth of the Law."

head over heels

Elaine Zubeck and Larry Zenga of Sound Beach in Suffolk County are head over heels over their
little Coco. 'Dogs are children in fur coat,’ Zubeck writes. —New York Daily News (12/2010)

After he's caught and sent to prison, he meets and falls in love—we're talking obsessive, head-
over-heels love—with fellow convict Phillip Morris. —The Washington Post (12/10/2010)

The "Big Miracle" star is so head-over-heels with her fiance, art consultant Will Kopelman, that
she's considering converting to his Jewish faith... —New York Daily News (1/26/2012)

Whether you're in love with a dog or a person, head over heels means infatuation, an extreme case
of love.

This figurative meaning is used frequently. When used literally, head over heels means flipping
over; tumbling.

The original expression, heels over head, has been traced to the 1400's. An early example of head
over heels describing love is in a play performed in London in 1811:

...she was but a peasant like myself, and might have been a peasant still, if by good luck the Count
had not rescued her from the giant Hacho, and instantly fallen head over heels in love with her
himself. —"The Knight and the Wood Demon" by Matthew G. Lewis

heads I win, tails you lose

Opponents say this effectively ends collective bargaining, because the employer always is able to
come out on top. Republican State Sen. Bill Seitz, who voted against the bill, called this a "heads I
win, tails you lose" proposition. —Reuters (4/1/2011)

"Two Florida men cost broker-dealers $2 million, while snatching $600,000 in illicit profits for
themselves...the SEC says...It was 'a classic heads I win, tails you lose scheme,' the SEC's New
York regional director said in a statement." —Courthouse News Service (10/27/2011)

"...a blistering opinion handed down Feb. 29 by a Delaware judge makes a convincing case that
Goldman Sachs’s heads-I-win, tails-you-lose approach to business hasn’t changed at all." —
Bloomberg BusinessWeek (3/15/2012)

Heads or tails is the choice made before flipping a coin to make a decision. Heads I win, tails you
lose, a children's joke since the 1800's, usually means setting rules so that one side always wins.
This creative variation, describing General Electric's strategy for avoiding taxes, means that the
company wins and the United States loses:

But its top tax executive, John Samuels, said at a conference last year that the ability to defer taxes
on overseas profits gives companies an incentive to shift them abroad. It's "a heads-I-win, tails-I-
break-even situation," Samuels said. —Pro Publica (4/4/2011)



Break even means finish without winning or losing.

heads up

In a heads-up that appears before you type in your credit card data, customers are alerted about
"additional hotel specific service fees or incidental charges or fees that may be charged by the
hotel to the customer at checkout." —The New York Times (9/10/2011)

"Our people are there. They are in position to move, but we've got to have good intelligence that
gives us a heads-up that something is going to happen." —Defense Secretary Leon Panetta, talking
about the response to the 2012 attack on the U.S. mission in Benghazi, Libya (2/3/2013)

He now heads up 911 communications in Gaston County. —Gaston (N.C.) Gazette (9/10/2011)

But it was Parker Oliver and Dan Perse who produced the most heads-up plays of the evening —
Broomfield (Colo.) Enterprise (9/9/2011)

"We weren't scoring enough points," said Miller, who started at quarterback the past three games.
"When we got down 24-0, I just told the guys. 'Keep our heads up. I know we can do this. We have
the will. We have the heart.' We just got it done." —Richmond (Ind.) Palladium-Item (9/10/2011)

In addition to its literal meaning, referring to the position of the head, heads up has several
figurative meanings:

A warning, as in the New York Times sentence and Leon Panetta quotation. If someone shouts,
"Heads up!" it means there is something to watch out for immediately, like a flying ball or falling
object.

If you head up something, you are the leader or top executive, as in the Gaston Gazette example.

A heads-up play is alert and skillful, as in the Broomfield Enterprise example. The phrase, which
may describe a person as well as an action, 1s used frequently in sports.

Keep our heads up in the Palladium-Item example means stay confident. If the players were
discouraged, they might hang their heads (tilt their heads down).

Examples of the last meaning have been found in the early 1800's; the others in the 1900's. The first
meaning—warning—did not become popular until the 1980's.

EEEEEE
(the) heebie-jeebies

With President Obama's job-approval rating hitting a new low in the latest Gallup Poll,
progressives have good reason to feel the heebie-jeebies. —Albany Times-Union (8/22/2011)

It's a creepy girl robot head. At first glance, she'll give you the heebie-jeebies. But once you find
out what she can do, she's kind of cool (still creepy though). You see, this robot head can read
music and sing. —CBS (8/15/2011)

Eerie whines and menacing thuds echo through the football field-sized chamber. Even a casual
visit to the Houston Museum of Natural Science's under-construction Hall of Paleontology can
bring on the heebie-jeebies. —Houston Chronicle (4/25/2012)

If something gives you the heebie-jeebies, it makes you feel anxious and uncomfortable.

The origin of the phrase is believed to be a 1923 newspaper cartoon, which spelled it "heeby
jeebys" and did not make its meaning clear. I suspect that when more printed archives are digitized



and made searchable, an earlier origin will be discovered.

EEEEEE
high off the hog, high on the hog

Paula Deen, the queen of down-home cooking, now runs a diverse culinary empire... But she didn't
always live high off the hog. —Miami Herald (2/25/2011)

People do not need to live high off the hog with new high-end vehicles and name-brand clothes
while our children suffer with lower-quality education. —Kennebec Journal (1/17/2011)

The Republican governors believe most Americans support their view that the public-sector
unions are living too high on the hog, as they say down South. —Philadelphia Inquirer
(3/20/2011)

They should be looking for ways to help the poor and middle-class Americans who are still
struggling, not how to pamper those living high on the hog. —Tribune Media Services (9/15/2011)

"Those eligibility requirements are...something like a total income of $28,000 a year for a family
of four. That is not people who are living high on the hog." —Lori Silverbush, documentary film
producer, talking about the U.S. food stamp program (6/6/2013)

If your lifestyle costs a lot of money, you are living high off the hog. You are also living high on
the hog, which has the same meaning.

In the news, examples of both appear in all regions of the United States.

The original expression was high up on the hog, referring to the fact that better pork came from
the upper parts of the pig. This example was published one year later than the earliest in my
searches:

Southern laborers who are "eating too high up on the hog" (pork chops and ham) and American
housewives who "eat too far back on the beef" (porterhouse and round steak) are to blame for the
continued high cost of living, the American Institute of Meat Packers announced today. —The
New York Times (3/4/1920)

The logical opposite, living low off the hog, is rarely used.

high road

But Democrats, for all their internecine squabbles, have the discipline to take the high road
rhetorically. —National Review Online (7/15/2011)

The former Utah governor was President Obama's ambassador to China, and now he's trying to
take his former boss's job away. He says it's possible to do that and keep on the high road, and we
encourage him to show how it's done. —The Providence Journal (7/15/2011)

Cobb [County, Georgia]has the opportunity to take the high road and show the rest of the country
how it should be done. It remains to be seen if we do so. —The Marietta Daily Journal

(7/30/2013)
Taking the high road is choosing to act in a way that is noble, virtuous, good or nice.

High road meant main road in the 1700's and is now echoed in the word highway. High road as a
metaphor for better behavior was used in the U.S. presidential campaign of 1948. Now it is not
limited to politics but still is used frequently in that context. In this example from 1956, there is a



coy reference to the opposite of the high road, mudslinging.

The Presidential campaign at the moment is moving along a level which in current parlance is
called "the high road," with only short and occasional descents to where the mud is. —The New
York Times (9/22/1956)

EEEEEN
hissy fit

...the movie is most worthwhile as a portrait of a celebrity having a creative, self-aware hissy fit.
—Boston Globe (8/23/2011)

She also came to a pricey settlement with an eBay employee who she allegedly shoved in a hissy
fit. Hey, mood swings happen. —Dow Jones Newswires (8/31/2011)

"Karl Rove's hissy fit over the Chrysler ad underscores exactly how bleak his party's vision has
become." —Salon (2/6/2012)

"Russell threatens Camille with a lawsuit, which sends the whole group into a hissy." —The
Hollywood Reporter, referring to an episode of the television series, "Real Housewives of
Beverly Hills" (12/19/2011)

A hissy fit is a tantrum, an outburst of anger. The phrase is meant to ridicule, and usually suggests
that the outburst lacks an important or justifiable cause.

An older version is throw a hissy, as in the Hollywood Reporter example. Hissy fit is now more
common.

Throw a hissy was noted in books on American slang in the 1930's and 1940's, but I could find no
examples in printed text during that time. Hissy fit became popular in the later 1900's. Ina 1996
"On Language" column for the New York Times, William Safire suggested that hissy may have
come from hysterical.

hit home

The tragic, devastating news from Japan hit home here on the High Desert Friday, with some
struggling all day to get hold of loved ones and friends possibly affected by the devastation. —
KTVZ, Bend, Oregon (3/11/2010)

It was just a firehouse chat with the guys of Engine 54 in lower Manhattan. But President Obama
delivered a message he hopes will also hit home with every American in this week of national
catharsis: "You're always going to have a president and an administration who's got your back." —
Associated Press (5/9/2010)

"The changes have been here for us—not just now," Robert J. Stevens, Lockheed's chairman and
chief executive, said Thursday in response to a reporter's question about whether budget changes

are starting to hit home. "It's been very real for us for a while." —The Washington Post
(1/26/2012)

If something hits home, you understand it or take it seriously because of your own experience; or,
you understand it and agree with it.

This expression has been traced to the 1500's.



hit the ceiling

When Rand did find out about it, she hit the ceiling and summoned Branden to her apartment and
fired him and called the spouses in for another group powwow and screamed and slapped
Branden's face multiple times... —The Awl (4/12/2011)

"I hit the ceiling," she said. "I was so mad. I had to read it two or three times."—Treasure Coast
Newspapers (1/21/2012)

Investors wondering when stocks' non-stop ascent would hit the ceiling are finally finding out. —
USA Today (8/21/2013)

In the context of the first two news examples, hit the ceiling means have a fit of anger.

In other contexts, hit the ceiling may mean hit the limit, such as the legal limit on U.S. national debt,
or hit a high point, as in the USA Today example.

(The phrase is also used literally, referring to the ceilings of structures.)

Hit the ceiling has been used figuratively to mean react in an extreme way, as in this early
example:

The doctor says if my skin grafts take hold I will not be much disfigured. But every time anyone
strikes a match near me I hit the ceiling. —Recreation / Journal of the American Canoe
Association (January, 1901)

See also, Go through the roof.

hit the ground running

The building covers 80,000 square feet on a 17-acre site. The jobs are projected to pay an average
of $42,000 a year. "We were just looking for the best location, and the site on Strasburg Road in
Warren County is perfect for optimum operation," Ray said. "This building allows us to hit the
ground running." —Northern Virginia Daily (11/4/2011)

Meyer hit the ground running at the start, meeting with dozens of regional business leaders to better

understand the community and learn more about the issues that concern them. —Appleton Post-
Crescent (11/4/2011)

I think students should work during their time at law school to volunteer, intern, do part-time work
at various agencies, solo practitioners, small firms, and put themselves in a position where they
can really hit the ground running coming out of law school. —U.S. News (11/3/2011)

To hit the ground running means to be active and productive from the start.

Candidates for political office often promise they will hit the ground running, and employers like
to hire experienced people who can hit the ground running.

From the early 1900's (and perhaps 1800's but examples are rare) the phrase was used literally to
describe people jumping or falling and beginning to run immediately when their feet reached the
ground. The earliest example of the expression used figuratively, in my searches, is from 1937:

It is no secret that Major Dixon, like Bill Brandon after his defeat at the hands of Tom Kilby in
1918, "hit the ground running," and it is taken for granted, barring some development of a

sensational nature, that he will be on the gubernatorial ballot again in 1938. —The Tuscaloosa
News (5/25/1937)



hit the nail on the head, nail it

The Accuweather folks have been smug since they hit the nail on the head prophesying the Feb. 2
blizzard. —The Herald-News (Joliet, Illinois, 10/18/2011)

The reader hit the nail on the head with her comment about the rudeness of customers handing
crumpled bills to salesclerks. —The Washington Post (11/2/2011)

With his watercolor Three Boys, Joe Hardesty hits the nail on the head, reminding us that the
weight of ideas 1s induced by nothing but our minds. —The Cornell Daily Sun (10/25/2011)

Hit the nail on the head means get something exactly right. The phrase usually expresses
agreement with a statement or idea.

This expression has been traced back as far as the 1400's.

When used as a verb, nail can have many different meanings. Sometimes, nail it has a meaning
similar to hit the nail on the head. In these examples, nailed it means got it right:

"There's a sense of freeness to this ad; they really nailed it." —Adweek (10/13/2011)

Then there's the tried-and-true Valentine's Day combo -- flowers and candy..."Color and fragrance
are important, then if you add chocolate in there, you've really nailed it for Valentine's." —Tri-
City Herald (2/14/2012)

EEEEEE
hit the sack, hit the hay

He was ready to put his feet up, watch the rest of the round on television, get something to eat and
hit the sack. —The New York Times (2/18/2011)

And, despite her hectic schedule, she's more than happy to hit the sack early. —Denver Post
(1/11/2012)

Researchers found that even after people hit the hay, late-night text messages or cell phone alerts
can jolt them awake. —amNY (3/6/2011)

Last night, around 10 p.m., when MSNBC said Iowa was too close to call, I decided to hit the hay.
Might as well get some sleep and greet the results in the morning —The Washington Post (blog,
1/4/2012)

Compared with past centuries, few people now sleep on sacks filled with hay, but some still refer
to going to bed as hitting the sack or hitting the hay.

An 1891 collection of Harvard songs contains these lyrics:

We would put fourteen away
Just before we hit the hay—
Those little old hot dogs that Rammy sold!

hold a candle to

As a tablet, though, the Fire can't hold a candle to the best tablets available today... —PC World
(11/15/2011)

It's been an exhausting few weeks for this food reporter as she drove all over Long Island eating



fruit pies...One thing I gleaned from all my...research...is that most bakery pies can't hold a candle
to homemade. —Newsday (10/20/2011)

Everybody knows Father's Day doesn't hold a candle to Mother's Day when it comes to dollars
spent on flowers, brunches, candy, greeting cards, long-distance phone calls and all the rest. —
Houston Chronicle (6/19/2011)

Hold a candle to means compare with or compete with. If something can't hold a candle to
something else, it is inferior.

The phrase 1s always expressed in the negative, as in can't or doesn't hold a candle to.

Centuries ago, someone who "held the candle" for someone else was a servant. If John could not
hold the candle for James, John was too inferior to be a servant to James.

Examples of hold the candle meaning unworthy of comparison have been found as early as the
1600's. A version of the modern idiom is part of a much-quoted poem written by John Byrom in the
1760's:

Some say, compar'd to Bononcini,
That Mynheer Handel's but a ninny;
Others aver that he to Handel

Is scarcely fit to hold a candle.

hold their own

Three weeks into their fitness makeover, four contestants are holding their own—though sticking to
their plan can be a challenge on special occasions. —Miami Herald (2/4/2011)

"With gangs, we want to try to reduce that group influence...So the question is 'how well can you
hold your own against the group?'" —Associated Press (1/7/2011)

"Tianlang Guan, he's the youngest player in Masters history, 14, in eighth grade, holding his own."
—Brooke Baldwin, television news anchor, talking about the annual Masters golf tournament
(4/11/2013)

When not used literally (such as when you hold your own birthday party), hold one's own means
succeeding, or doing as well as others.

Similar phrases have been traced to the 1300's.

hole up

Gingrich, who suffered through his own bouts of scandal earlier in his career, said Cain needed to
hole up somewhere and figure his way out of this mess. —The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
(11/2/2011)

Sa'aid...delayed proceedings by holing up on the French Comoros Islands in the Indian Ocean. —
Reuters (1/10/2011)

"We had no information that the suspect was still holed up in this particular area. He managed to
elude us by being just slightly outside of the perimeter that we set up." —Edward Davis, Boston
police commissioner, after the capture of a suspect in the Boston Marathon bombings (4/19/2013)

Hole up means hide in a safe place (like a hole).



It is reasonable to ask why we don't say "hole down." The answer is we don't know. The
prepositions up and down are often confusing when used with various verbs. For example, when
most things burn completely they burn up, but buildings burn down.

Hole, as a verb meaning make a hole, has been in use since Old English. It was used without up to
mean go into a hole from the 1600's. Examples of hole up have been found as early as 1875.

home in, hone in

Police in Indonesia's most conservative province raided a punk-rock concert and detained 65
fans...It's not clear why police decided to hone in on punks. —Associated Press (12/14/2011)

Read the top journals and publications in your chosen field....Study the company's strategy and

hone in on key aptitudes such as learning agility, motivating others and flexibility. —Newsday
(12/7/2011)

The aim is to home in on cancer cells and minimize damage to other cells and tissues. —Reuters
(12/10/2011)

"There are so many questions surrounding the investigation of the Boston bombings...they have
homed in on a couple crucial images of two men who were hovering by the finish line." —Erin
Burnett, television news anchor (4/18/2013)

Hone in means focus on, or move directly toward. Home in has the same meaning.

Hone in is a mistake, or, as the Oxford English Dictionary says diplomatically, apparently an
alteration of home. Hone means sharpen, as in honing a knife edge.

Home in began as "home on" during the early 1900's. The earliest example of home in in my
searches 1s in the November, 1951, Popular Mechanics magazine, in an article mentioning planes
that could "home 1n and land on an aircraft carrier."

Was George Plimpton first to make the mistake, when "honing in" appeared in his 1965 book,
"Paper Lion"? A one-letter error could be the fault of a typographer rather than Plimpton. But the
popularity of "Paper Lion" may have influenced others. In my searches, the number of "hone in"
examples increased steadily between 1965 and the present.

home run

Our first priority is quality patient care. If we can help in anyway to encourage people to go into
this profession that is a home run for everybody. —The Baltimore Sun (9/9/2011)

Tullow Oil has hit a home run with this discovery, said Bank of America Merrill Lynch in a
research note. —Dow Jones Newswires (9/9/2011)

"...he doesn't have to hit a home run, but Romney has to be at the end of the debate Wednesday
night, a clear alternative who 1s considered as a potential President..." —former House Speaker
Newt Gingrich (9/30/2012)

"It was supposed to be a home run, a can't-miss investment for the lucky few...Within days, the

stock had sunk." —Zain Asher, television news reporter, talking about Facebook stock
(7/31/2013)

A home run is a big success.



Home run, the best hit in baseball, is one of most frequently used among many American sports
metaphors. But in the 1850's, home run was a version of home stretch, the last part of a horse race,
and also meant the last part of other kinds of races or trips, especially of boats.

An early example of the modern use of home run is in the Sept. 27, 1893, Chicago Tribune:
"Springer scored a home run today. He got Dr. JL Wilcox of Springfield nominated for Internal
Revenue Collector of the Eighth District."

EEEEEN
hop, skip and jump

A hop, skip and a jump away from Romney's Boston campaign headquarters, New Hampshire is
where Romney announced his candidacy on June 2. —CBS News (11/3/2011)

In the president's mind, it's probably only a hop, skip and jump to blaming Netanyahu. —The New
York Times (5/17/2011)

The opening-night party was held a happy hop-skip-and-jump across the street from the theatre at
Copacabana, a convenience that overrode any press complaints about this being the third opening-
night party to be held there this week. —PLAYBILL (4/26/2012)

A hop, skip and jump means not far.

Most people would not travel more than a few feet with one hop, skip and jump. When it refers to
distance, as in the CBS News and PLAYBILL examples, the phrase is an inexact way of saying the
distance is short. In the New York Times example, it meant that the President was not far from
deciding that Netanyahu was to blame.

The phrase sometimes refers to the triple jump in athletic competitions, in which contestants try to
go the longest distance with one hop, skip and jump. An older version, hop, step and jump, is
sometimes still used in athletics but not in figurative contexts.

The expression has been traced back to 1713 in athletics, and in figurative uses later. In her 1897
memoir, Mary Ashton Rice Livermore wrote:

A Bible recitation followed, which was a veritable pot-pourri, the minister going on a "hop, skip,
and jump" from Genesis to Revelation in his selections, and interlarding the whole with a vast deal
of Scripture of his own manufacture. —"The Story of My Life" (1897)

horse trading

Mr. Maliki defended his political horse trading with rival factions, many of which are seen as far
apart on several substantial policy issues. —The Wall Street Journal (12/28/2010)

...competing maps were filed and threats were made—before horse-trading and backroom deals
led to the resolution. —Chicago Tribune (1/20/2011)

In recent weeks, however, there have been signs that parties are starting to horse-trade over
policies. The Brotherhood is floating specific proposals for tax changes and other reforms. —
Reuters (1/18/2012)

"This 1s about horse trading." —David Brooks, columnist and commentator, referring to
negotiations about taxes and spending (11/13/2012)

When it does not refer to buying and selling horses, horse trading means difficult negotiation and



compromise.

It often implies hard bargaining in which morals or principles are not considered. But it may also
be neutral or positive, when compromise is viewed as needed and helpful.

The phrase has been used figuratively since the 1800's.

hot commodity

"He's a hot commodity, and the candidates clearly think his endorsement would be significant." —
The New York Times (5/17/2011)

I'm just going to go out and put on the best show that I can and be as entertaining as possible, and

make myself known as a hot commodity that can make them a lot of money. —USA Today
(11/14/2011)

Packers tickets have always been a hot commodity. The team has been sold out on season tickets
since 1960, and a waiting list now stands at 93,000 names. —Reuters (12/20/2011)

A hot commodity 1s something or someone that people want and value highly.

The phrase 1s used figuratively in the news examples: sports tickets and people are not normally
thought of as commodities, like oil or soybeans traded on a commodity exchange.

The earliest example of hot commodity found in my searches is from 1944:

[ am trying to write a story about Lee Bowman, an actor who is now a very hot commodity in
Hollywood. —Los Angeles Times (12/31/1944)

house of cards

Turbulent winds are blowing through the Arab world and American-backed houses of cards may
fall. —Bloomberg News (2/8/2011)

In 2008, the house of cards collapsed. We learned that mortgages had been sold to people who
couldn't afford or understand them. —President Barack Obama, State of the Union Address
(1/25/2012)

"That's how the house of cards fell and Americans lost trillions of dollars." —Senator Al Franken,
talking about the 2008 financial crisis (5/13/2013)

A house of cards is likely to fall down or fail, like a house made with playing cards.
Examples of this metaphor have been found from as early as the 1600's.

hunker down

Board of Elections and campaign workers in Suffolk and Nassau Counties hunkered down Friday
morning for another day of ballot counting in two key races on Long Island with no clear winner
yet. —Newsday (11/2010)

Tripoli was largely shut down Monday, with schools, government offices and most stores closed,
except for a few bakeries, said residents, who hunkered down in their homes. —Associated Press
(2/2011)



If hunkering down with a big fat bowl of ice cream and a side of Oreos sounds like the perfect way
to end every day, you're half right. It could be the end. —Washington Examiner (3/12/2011)

"When you don't know, the best thing to do is hunker down." —Senator Lisa Murkowski, talking

about businesses not investing because of political debates about government spending
(2/25/2013)

Hunker is almost never used by itself, but is common in the expression hunker down, which
means, take a defensive position, or stay in one place to focus on doing something.

A literal meaning of hunker down, to squat near the floor or ground, has been traced to the 1700's.
Its current meaning was not common until the 1970's. An early example is in the Oct. 27, 1967
issue of LIFE Magazine: "The President is said to be subdued these days, inclined to "hunker
down" and let the Vietnam criticism beat over him."

icing on the cake

"The government is really now bringing in a lot of fiscal discipline into the country. If this indeed
happens, it would really be icing on the cake." —Bloomberg News (2/28/2011)

The icing on the cake has been unrest in the Middle East, which has pushed the price of oil up to
worrisome levels. —The New York Times (blog, 2/25/2011)

The icing on the cake for many fans will be watching Moore accept the award from someone who
played a pivotal role in her career: Dick Van Dyke —Buffalo News (1/29/2012)

Cake is sweet, and the icing on top makes it sweeter. That is the literal meaning of icing on the
cake.

Figuratively, icing on the cake usually means something additional that makes a good thing even
better. Sometimes, as in the New York Times example, it means one more similar thing, or one
more event in a series. In such cases, sweetness is not involved.

Literal uses of icing have been traced to the 1700's. An early example of icing on the cake used as
a metaphor is in a story in the weekly magazine edited by Charles Dickens:

He's merely an ornamental part of the business, like the icing on the cake. —All the Year Round
(6/19/1886)

in a flash

A trip they won't forget in a flash [headline]... Thirty-two US Airways passengers emerged rattled
but safe after a lightning strike diverted their plane to Long Island MacArthur Airport Friday
afternoon. —Newsday (1/7/2011)

In court on Wednesday, Mr. Brownstein said, "In a flash, my horrendous judgment has taken
everything from me." —The New York Times (1/11/2012)

What happened next seemed to unfold in a flash. —Associated Press (1/30/2012)
In a flash means very quickly; almost instantly, like a flash of lightning,

Using an expression in both its literal and figurative senses is common in newspaper headlines, as
the Newsday example illustrates. The headline means the passen