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Idioms

Idioms are groups of words that really don't mean what they say. What they actually say can sometimes seem silly, as the pictures in this book show.

Idioms are confusing because each one has a special meaning. If you don't know the special meaning, you won't understand what someone is saying.

This book tells you the real and special meanings of thirty popular idioms. Not all word experts agree on where certain idioms come from or even on exactly what some of them mean. But here are the explanations most people know and accept.

If you want to find out about other idioms you have heard or read, the books listed on the last page may help you.
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Now she is really in a pickle!




IDIOM

In a pickle

MEANING

In trouble. In an unpleasant situation.

Years ago, people didn't have refrigerators to help keep vegetables and meat from spoiling. They sometimes put them in a large barrel filled with vinegar or brine. This was called "pickling." Imagine someone sitting on the lid of a pickle barrel. Ooops! He falls in. Now he's in big trouble.
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Whenever he performs, he gets

butterflies in the stomach!



IDIOM

Butterflies in the stomach

MEANING

A weird feeling caused by fear or

nervousness

A big spelling test is about to start. Or you're stepping up to bat. Or it's your turn to go on stage to sing.

You're tense. You're scared. You feel a fluttery sensation in your stomach. Are butterflies in there? Of course not! Your nervousness just makes it feel as if a million wings were flapping inside of you.





[image: [Image]]
 

She certainly opened a can

of worms this time!




IDIOM

Open a can of worms

MEANING

Start a lot of trouble

that will be hard to stop

If you actually opened a can of worms, all the worms would get out and you wouldn't be able to get them back in. They would be squirming all over, and some people would be running and squealing. You certainly would have started a lot of trouble, wouldn't you?

Today, people use this expression to mean causing trouble that is difficult to handle.
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"Every time you go to a garage sale, you

come home with another white elephant!"



IDIOM

White elephant

MEANING

A totally useless possession

that you'd like to get rid of

A long time ago in Siam (now Thailand), a white elephant was a sacred animal.

When the King of Siam was angry at someone, he gave him a white elephant as a "present." The white elephant could never be made to work. It would live only in pampered luxury. Its new owner would probably run out of money caring for it. Some present!

Today at a flea market or school fair, you might see people selling "white elephants." Don't look for any light-colored pachyderms. White elephants are just some junk that people don't want anymore and would like to sell to you.
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"Swim away! Don't bury

your head in the sand!"



IDIOM

Bury your head in the sand

MEANING

Pretend that danger doesn't exist

when it really does

For a long time people had the mistaken idea that the world's biggest bird, the ostrich, buried its head in the sand to hide from danger. People believed the ostrich thought that if it couldn't see its enemy, the enemy couldn't see it.

The ostrich is really an excellent fighter. If you got one angry, it would fight you with its beak and powerful feet.

If you see an ostrich with its head down, it's not hiding from its enemies. It's just looking for seeds or berries to eat.
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"You shouldn't have counted your

chickens before they hatched!"



IDIOM

Don't count your chickens before

they hatch.

MEANING

Don't make plans based upon something

that hasn't happened yet.

Not all plans turn out the way we think they will. For example, not all eggs hatch. If a farmer counts five eggs in a nest, it doesn't mean he's going to have five baby chicks. If he advertises FIVE CHICKS FOR SALE, he may be in for a disappointing surprise if only three eggs hatch.
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"There he goes again, putting the

cart before the horse!"



IDIOM

To put the cart before the horse

MEANING

To get the order of things backward

If you try to walk a tightrope before you've taken any tightrope walking lessons, or if you eat dessert first, then the main course, you've got things in reverse order. You're "putting the cart before the horse."

A farmer who actually put his horse behind the wagon instead of in front of it wouldn't get very far, would he?
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"He's always putting his foot

in his mouth!"



IDIOM

To put your foot into your mouth

MEANING

To say something that you

shouldn't have said

If you don't watch where you're walking, you could put your foot right into something disagreeable. If you don't watch what you're saying, you could say something that might offend someone.

Naturally your foot wouldn't actually be inside your mouth when you were committing this social blunder. But the idea is the same. Your mouth is where the unpleasant words came from, and because you weren't careful, you "put your foot" right into it.
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He keeps beating around

the bush!



IDIOM

To beat around the bush

MEANING

To avoid coming directly to the point

Suppose you are a hunter of small animals. One runs into the bushes. To get it out, you should beat on the bush with a stick. But you don't actually do that. You beat all around the bush but not right on it.

If you talk all around a subject without ever coming to the point, you're "beating around the bush."
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Things just seem to go in one

ear and out the other!



IDIOM

In one ear and out the other

MEANING

Going through the mind

without leaving an impression

There's plenty inside a person's head. Nothing could really go "in one ear and out the other." But if someone isn't paying attention to what is being said, then words do seem to pass right through that person's head without being heard.
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Being caught up a tree

is no fun!




IDIOM

Up a tree

MEANING

In difficulty. In trouble.

This phrase comes from raccoon hunting. Dogs would chase a raccoon and force it up a tree. Then it was helpless.

Have you ever felt trapped in an impossible situation? You just couldn't think how to get out of it. Then you know how it feels to be "up a tree."
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"I said to keep your

shirt on!"




IDIOM

Keep your shirt on.

MEANING

Stay calm.

Years ago shirts used to shrink after they were washed and became tighter. If a man got into a fight, his tight shirt would make it difficult for him to move his arms freely. So men took their shirts off at the beginning of a fight, so they could throw some good punches.

Today, if somebody tells you to "keep your shirt on," he or she is saying, "Don't get angry. Stay calm."
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"Her eyes are bigger than

her stomach!"



IDIOM

Your eyes are bigger than your stomach.

MEANING

You ask for a lot of food,

but then you can't eat it all.

In real life, of course, your stomach is much, much bigger than your eyes. But suppose you ask for all this food: two hot dogs, a slice of pizza, a glass of soda, a bag of popcorn, an ice-cream cone, and a large chocolate doughnut. It looks good. But you can't possibly finish all that because your stomach is full. You would realize what it means when someone says, "Your eyes are bigger than your stomach."
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He got it straight from

the horse's mouth!



IDIOM

Straight from the horse's mouth

MEANING

Information gotten from the most reliable

source

This is old horse slang. Suppose you want to buy a horse and you ask how old it is. How can you be sure the seller is telling the truth?

Easy. Just look into the horse's mouth. If you know a lot about horses, you can tell approximately how old a horse is by the size and shape of its teeth. And you could be sure
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