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​About the Author: Jackie Bolen
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I taught English in South Korea for 10 years to every level and type of student. I've taught every age from kindergarten kids to adults. In my spare time, you can usually find me outside surfing, biking, hiking, or snowshoeing. I now live in Vancouver, Canada.

In case you were wondering what my academic qualifications are, I hold a Master of Arts in Psychology. During my time in Korea, I completed both the Cambridge CELTA and DELTA certification programs.

I truly hope that you find this book useful. I would love it if you sent me an email with any questions or feedback that you might have.

YouTube: www.youtube.com/c/jackiebolen

Pinterest: www.pinterest.ca/eslspeaking

Facebook: www.facebook.com/eslspeaking

Email: jb.business.online@gmail.com 

Have some fun learning about the history of 101 common idioms and expressions! Some of them even go back thousands of years. This book is written in, “American English.” 
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​A bee in my bonnet
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Intro: Have you ever been annoyed or angry about something and you kept thinking about it, and thinking about it? You had a bee in your bonnet. 

Other forms: A bee in her/his/your bonnet. 

Meaning: When a person talks or focuses too much (obsesses) about something. If a bee is in your bonnet (a hat), it buzzes and might sting you; this can be like a thought, feeling, etc., that continually buzzes around your mind. Some people can ignore a bee buzzing around their head, and others can only focus on the bee.

Origin: Likely came from the earlier Scottish idiom, “A head full of bees.” It was first seen in the 1500s in England and Scotland.  This means that you can't think straight or clearly. Over time, the idiom and meaning changed a little bit to the current form.  

Fun fact: In the 1500s, people in both England and Scotland referred to a certain kind of hat as a “bonnet.” Later, people in England started calling it a cap, while people in Scotland still called it a bonnet. 
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​Turn a Blind Eye
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Intro: Have you ever ignored something? Perhaps someone said something mean to you, but you pretended not to hear them. In that case, you were turning a blind eye. 

Other forms: Turned/turning a blind eye (depends on the sentence). 

Meaning: To ignore something.

Origin: It comes from a British military leader, Admiral Nelson, who was blind in one eye. In the early 1800s, he received orders to stop an attack on enemy ships. He looked through a telescope with his blind eye and said that he didn't see flags telling him to stop, so he went ahead with the attack. The attack succeeded and Nelson was promoted.

Fun fact: The person who told Admiral Nelson to stop the attack ended up being fired! 
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​A dime a dozen
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Intro: Can you think of some things that are not very valuable because they're so common? “A dime a dozen” is a good way to describe them. For example, antique dishes at a garage sale. They're nice, but usually people don't want to pay money for them. Or, people who just graduated from college but don't have much work experience. They're a dime a dozen.

Other forms: None. 

Meaning: Something that is very common; not of a special value. Used in a negative way. 

Origin: First seen in the 1800s in the USA when you could often buy a dozen (12) things for $0.10 (a dime), for example, apples, buns, and eggs.

Fun fact: A dime a dozen used to be a positive thing—it meant you were getting a good deal. These days, it's used in a negative way to describe something without value. 
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​Back to square one
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Intro: Have you ever had to start over on something? Maybe it was a project at work. If it doesn't work out, you can say that you're back to square one. 

Other forms: None. 

Meaning: Starting at the beginning again.

Origin: It came from the days when people listened to soccer on the radio. Square one refers to the goal area. The commentator would often say back to square one because of all the passes back to the goaltender and free kicks when the ball goes out of bounds. It was often said with frustration because it's boring to just pass the ball back to the goaltender instead of going on the offensive and moving up the field. 

Fun fact: Some people think that this idiom might come from a game like “Snakes and Ladders,” where you might have to go back to the first square if you land on a snake. 
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​Straight from the horse's mouth
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Intro: Gossip is when you talk about someone behind their back. Instead, why not get the information straight from the horse's mouth? This means directly from the person involved. It's better, right? 

Other forms: None. 

Meaning: A way to describe information that can be trusted because it comes straight from the person involved. 

Origin: Came from horse racing in England in the 1100s. Gamblers wanted to win money, so they talked to the horse trainers and people in the stables to find out the inside information about the horses. This information is straight from the horse's mouth. 
Fun fact: Another theory is that it came from looking in a horse's mouth to determine its age based on the condition of the teeth. 
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​Beat around the bush
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Intro: Do you know someone who takes a long time to say what they mean? Or they don't want to talk about the real problem in a situation? These people beat around the bush—they don't speak plainly and clearly. 

Other forms: Beating around the bush.

Meaning: Avoid talking about something important or not getting to the main point directly. Some people do this because they're not good communicators. Others do this because they're avoiding a difficult topic (for example, telling someone that they failed a test). 

Origin: From the early 1400s. Rich men used to hire people to beat near the bushes when they went hunting to scare the birds so that they could shoot them. They beat “around” the bush and not the bush directly because it could be dangerous to hit a bee's nest, for example. 

Fun fact: These days, people often use dogs that are trained instead of sticks to scare birds out of bushes when they go hunting. 
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