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INTRODUCTION

There are many phrases in English which are not meant to be taken literally. If we hear that someone has ‘kicked the bucket,’ for instance, we don’t think that the person concerned has actually kicked a bucket. We know that the reference is to someone who has died. Most of the time we use such phrases without much thought, but there comes a time when we ask ourselves – why do we say that? Why do we ‘let the cat out of the bag,’ ‘get down to brass tacks,’ take a ‘busman’s holiday’? This book sets out to explain the origins of these and similar metaphorical phrases, showing how they have evolved through the centuries.

Some people might argue that such phrases should be avoided by a careful speaker or writer because they are clichés. This comment usually implies that a hackneyed phrase has been used in a lazy way, that a more original way of expressing the thought could have been found. But frequency of use does not automatically create a cliché. Just as one word correctly describes a specific object or idea, so a particular phrase may be the correct one to use in specific circumstances. Formulaic phrases such as ‘Good morning,’ ‘How do you do?’ ‘Merry Christmas,’ ‘Many happy returns of the day’ are, in one sense, hackneyed phrases or clichés which are constantly used, but it would be absurd to say that every speaker should find another way to express such ideas. A great many other phrases are also prompted by situations that regularly occur. The children’s misbehaviour once again makes it necessary ‘to read the Riot Act.’ An approaching examination means that one must ‘keep one’s nose to the grindstone.’

It is phrases of this type which some would call clichés. Others see them as the linguistic equivalent of philosophical shrugs, an acceptance that familiar circumstances, albeit unpleasant ones, have once again arisen. The familiar words that are used can be rather comforting to both speaker and listener. The underlying message is: at least we are not dealing with the unknown; this is a well-enough known human situation to have its own linguistic convention.

Children learn a number of set phrases at an early age which enable them to cope with recurring situations. ‘Finders keepers!’ traditionally establishes ownership of something they stumble across. If they are taunted in the playground because they are too clever or too stupid, too tall or too small, too fat or too thin, cry too easily, have red hair, wear glasses or generally offend others by being different in some way, they need to be able to respond quickly with a suitable retort. This may be no more than ‘Same to you with knobs on,’ ‘Do me a favour – drop dead,’ or ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.’ Only the verbally gifted will be able to rely on the inspiration of the moment and say something original. The average child will be content to use any appropriate phrase which deflects the verbal attack and perhaps gives him the last word. Situational phrases, in other words, are recognised as being useful from a very early age. Genuine clichés are probably those phrases which contribute nothing to the meaning of what is being said and give no psychological comfort to speaker or hearer. Some people constantly preface a sentence with ‘I must admit that,’ ‘I must confess that,’ ‘To tell you the truth,’ ‘The fact is,’ ‘As a matter of fact,’ or ‘Let’s face it.’ These are merely verbal tics which distract and irritate the listener. While such phrases should be avoided, a large number of metaphorical idioms have an essential part to play in spoken and written English. Many of them are as interesting as they are useful, and, as the literary quotations in this book demonstrate, they can often be used imaginatively by good writers and speakers. The stories which lie behind their origins also reveal much about our social and linguistic history. These are phrases which thoroughly justify their role in the language, and there is certainly no reason to be ashamed of them.

A

Achilles Heel Achilles was a legendary warrior, the chief hero on the Greek side in the Trojan War. He had been plunged into the Styx by his mother while still an infant, making him invulnerable except in the heel by which he was held. When Paris was told by Apollo of this one weakness, he shot an arrow into Achilles’ heel and killed him. The story is recalled in the name of the Achilles tendon, which is just above the heel.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge made metaphorical use of the Greek tale, referring in 1810 to ‘Ireland, that vulnerable heel of the British Achilles!’ Since then the phrase has been generally applied to any weakness in someone or something that is otherwise strong. In one of his letters, for example, George Bernard Shaw says that ‘divorce is the Achilles heel of marriage.’ In 1972 the Catholic Herald was of the opinion that ‘it is this refusal to condemn which is the Achilles heel of contemporary Christian psychology.’ The Achilles heel of the American physicist Julius Oppenheimer, according to one commentator, was his ‘overriding loyalty to his friends.’ Another writer said of Trotsky: ‘By his verbal artifices, he only discloses his own Achilles’ heel.’

Airs, Put on The word ‘air’ has many different meanings, one of which refers to a person’s manner and appearance, to the aura that surrounds him. In a famous music-hall act, Fred Gilbert used to strut around the stage and sing:

As I walk along the Bois Bou-long,

With an independent air,

You can hear the girls declare,

‘He must be a millionaire!’

You can hear them sigh and wish to die,

You can see them wink the other eye

At the man who broke the Bank at Monte Carlo.

To have an ‘air’ about one, independent or not, has always been acceptable. In its plural form the word immediately suggests unacceptable behaviour. Since at least the early eighteenth century, to ‘put on’ or ‘give oneself airs’ has been irritating to others. In 1712 Sir Richard Steele was already writing, in an issue of The Spectator, ‘This Creature came among us only to give herself Airs, and enjoy her full Swing in being admir’d.’ Modern writers use the same expression to refer to someone acting in an affected, haughty manner. In The Masters C.P. Snow writes: ‘Do you think I’m going to vote for a man who’s taking it for granted he’s been elected and is behaving like the Master before the present one is dead? And whose wife is putting on airs about it already?’ Harper Lee, in To Kill a Mockingbird, has a black American say: ‘What if I talked white-folks’ talk at church, and with my neighbours? They’d think I was puttin’ on airs to beat Moses.’

By chance the Oxford English Dictionary quotes an American lexicographer’s comment that ‘there are only a few dozen words and phrases that are uniquely Negro, such as “dicty”, which means trying to put on airs and act upper class without having the basis for doing so.’ Further comments demonstrate the dislike of such behaviour in other cultures. Rosten’s Joys of Yiddish, for instance, has an entry on haimish, defined as ‘informal, cozy, having the friendly characteristics that exist inside a happy home, unpretentious; putting on no airs.’ ‘Jews’, Rosten adds, ‘put a high value on being haimish.’ L. Lane, in his ABZ of Scouse, says that ‘Lady Muck of Muck Hall’ is ‘a woman who puts on airs, has a condescending manner and is regarded as excessively conceited.’ P.W. Joyce, in English as we Speak it in Ireland, glosses ‘shoneen’ as ‘a gentleman in a small way: a would-be gentleman who puts on superior airs. Always used contemptuously.’ The last comment is interesting in that it refers to a man. In literature it is usually a girl or a woman who is putting on or giving herself airs.

Apple of One’s Eye In modern times it is usually children who are referred to in this expression. ‘He had an heir of his own,’ writes Trollope in Doctor Thorne, ‘who was the apple of his eye.’ In Nancy Mitford’s Love in a Cold Climate a daughter is described as ‘such a treasure, so much the apple of their eye.’ A thousand years earlier a writer might have expressed the same idea by using exactly the same phrase. It occurs, for instance, in King Alfred’s translation of Boethius, made in the 9th century. It can also be found in all the early translations of the bible. We can safely say that ‘apple of one’s eye,’ meaning one’s most cherished possession, is one of the oldest phrases in the English language.

In spite of this, a young girl who happens to remark in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Wives and Daughters that ‘the squire looks upon him as the apple of his eye’, is given a stern lecture. ‘Molly! Molly! pray don’t let me hear you using such vulgar expressions. When shall I teach you true refinement – that refinement which consists in never even thinking a vulgar, commonplace thing! Proverbs and idioms are never used by people of education. “Apple of his eye!” I am really shocked.’ This is meant to demonstrate the pretentiousness of the speaker, not reflect Mrs Gaskell’s own views.

The phrase seems to compare the object of one’s affection with a Cox’s pippin, say, but its origin is rather different. It goes back to the days when our ancestors referred to the pupil of the eye, which was thought to be not only round but solid, as the eye’s apple. The apple of the eye was its essential part, making sight possible. Those who first described a person as the apple of their eye were therefore saying that the person was as dear to them as their ability to see. Modern parents who use the phrase would probably not argue with that.

As Cool as a Cucumber ‘As cool as a cucumber’ is a well-used phrase, both in everyday speech and in literature. John Gay recorded it in 1732, referring to it as a ‘new simile.’ In the 19th century it is found in the works of writers like Thomas de Quincey and Oliver Wendell Holmes. H.G. Wells, in Kipps, has: ‘The way you caught on about that slop was something worth seeing. Bif! Right off. Cool as a cucumber.’ Mary McCarthy mentions ‘Hen sitting opposite, cool as a cucumber’ in The Groves of Academe. A character in Vera Caspary’s Laura says: ‘She was as cool as a cucumber when the boys got there. Opened the door and pointed to the body so calmly you’d have thought it was an everyday thing for her to find her boss murdered.’

The earlier expression applied to a person, especially a woman, was ‘cold as a cucumber.’ The reputation cucumbers had in the 16th century was summed up by Sir Thomas Elyot in The Castle of Health. He reported there that eating them gave rise to a ‘cold and thick humour,’ which in turn ‘abated lust.’ Since cucumbers are notoriously associated with flatulence, that may also have acted as a damper on passion. For whatever reason, cucumbers continued to be the vegetable equivalent of a cold shower throughout the 17th century. A young man in Beaumont and Fletcher’s play Cupid’s Revenge refers to young maids as ‘cold as cucumbers.’ As late as 1736 we find in W.R. Chetwood’s The Voyages, Travels and Adventures of W.O.G. Vaughan: ‘I have, once more, made my Addresses to Isabella, but she’s as cold as a cucumber.’ At this time the normal pronunciation of cucumber was cow-cumber. Although there is no connection between the animal and the vegetable, it is possible that the renowned placidity of cows affected the way people thought about cucumbers.

In modern times there has been a further development. ‘There’s my friend Jo, calm as a cucumber, just went for her two weeks’ holiday and came back with a baby,’ says someone in Susan Barrett’s Moses. Truman Capote uses the same simile in My Side of the Matter: ‘So just as calm as a cucumber I arose.’ This may have been influenced by the phrase ‘cool, calm and collected.’ The abbreviated form ‘cuke,’ for half a cucumber, has also given rise in modern times to the occasional ‘as cool as a cuke.’

‘As cool as a cucumber’ remains by far the most frequently-used form, so much so that some writers look for alternatives. ‘As cool as you please’ is possible. Harold Pinter in his Birthday Party, has: ‘Why is it that before you do a job you’re all over the place, and when you’re doing the job you’re as cool as a whistle?’

As Dead as a Door-nail In D.H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers there is a scene where a man says: ‘Tha’d drop down stiff, as dead as a door-knob.’ ‘Why is a door-knob deader than anything else?’ asks his son. ‘Eh, I dunno; that’s what they say,’ is the reply. The earlier expression, already in use in the 14th century, was ‘as dead as a door-nail.’ This was the phrase known to Shakespeare, put into the mouth of Jack Cade in Henry the Sixth Part Two. The rebel leader comes face to face with Alexander Iden, and tells him: ‘I have eat no meat these five days, yet come thou and thy five men and if I do not leave you all as dead as a doornail, I pray God I may never eat grass more.’ Dickens also made use of this form in A Christmas Carol, where it is said that ‘old Marley was as dead as a door-nail.’

Door-knob or door-nail, the question posed by Paul in Sons and Lovers still applies. Perhaps any word beginning with d- which named an inanimate object would have served, since alliteration has always been important in such similes. Doornails were more familiar to our ancestors than they are to us: they were the studded nails used to strengthen and decorate outer doors in former times. Some scholars believe that the specific door-nail referred to in the saying was the one used as a striker plate for the door-knocker. Since this was constantly being struck on the head it was thought to be deader than most things. The later change to ‘door-knob’ reflects the increasing rarity of studded doors and door-nails.

As Sure as Eggs is Eggs This roundabout way of saying that something is certain has been used since the early 19th century, normally in its ungrammatical form. ‘I shall come out bottom of the form as sure as eggs is eggs,’ says a pessimistic schoolboy in Tom Brown’s Schooldays, by Thomas Hughes. Earlier, in Dickens’ The Pickwick Papers, Sam Weller quotes the phrase. Sam’s understanding of grammatical rules is hazy, but there may be another reason for the ‘is’ that occurs where the ‘are’ should be. It has been suggested that the original statement was mathematical – ‘as sure as X is X’ – and that this was misunderstood by those to whom algebra was even more of a mystery than grammar.

Some writers spoil the fun of the phrase by ‘correcting’ it. Richard Barham, in his Legend of Jarvis’s Jetty, writes: ‘If you should jump from off the pier, you’d surely break your legs Perhaps your neck, then Bogey’d have you, sure as eggs are eggs’.

This saying could be extended to say that egg-like objects are not always eggs. This is of some concern to seaside golfers, whose balls are likely to disappear mysteriously from the fairway. In some cases they have been carried away by seagulls who have made an embarrassing mistake.

As the Crow Flies Mary Lavin writes, in A Memory: ‘It was just possible Emmy knew nothing of his existence. Yet he doubted it. As the crow flies he was less than two miles away.’ This expression has been used since the beginning of the 19th century, obviously based on the idea that crows always use the shortest straight-line route between two points. As motorists constantly discover to their cost, twenty miles ‘as the crow flies’ can easily become thirty when they are obliged to follow the roads. Aircraft would seem to have an advantage in this respect, but even they follow air lanes which may take them out of their way.

The only question that arises with this useful phrase is: does a crow really use the shortest route? Technically, say the bird-experts, a ‘crow’ is a carrion-crow, which is not particularly renowned for its sense of direction. It is the rook which appears to fly in a straight line when it heads for home. Both the carrion-crow and the rook belong to the genus Corvus, as do the raven and jackdaw. Laymen are likely to refer to any of them, especially rooks, as ‘crows,’ but pedants – and bar-room smart alecs – might insist that this phrase should really be ‘as the rook flies.’

Many country people are more concerned with the height at which rooks are flying, rather than their direction. It is commonly said that when they fly high in the evening, the next day’s weather will be fine. Low-flying indicates that wind and rain are on the way.

At a Loose End A Frenchman in Nancy Mitford’s Love in a Cold Climate says: ‘Now I am at a loose end with time on my hands. Do I not know wonderful English?’ He can certainly claim to have a good knowledge of English phrases. ‘Loose ends,’ referring figuratively to anything left undecided or unfinished, have been talked about since the 16th century, the metaphor probably drawn from weaving or the making of nets. These are the loose ends we still commonly refer to, often implying that something needs to be done about them. Colin Wilson writes in The Outsider: ‘The reader is left feeling oddly up in the air about it all. No happy finale, no dramatic tying up of loose ends.’ John Buchan had said earlier in Mr. Standfast: ‘By the middle of 1915 most enemy spies had been gathered in. But there remained loose ends, and somebody was very busy combining these ends into a net.’

Since the middle of the 19th century the singular ‘loose end’ has been used of a person who has nothing special to do at the moment. Such a person is, as it were, dangling in the wind, serving no particular purpose. Early speakers and writers, especially Americans, were likely to say that someone was ‘on a loose end,’ but by 1860 George Eliot was writing in The Mill on the Floss: ‘When I’ve left off carrying my pack, and am at a loose end.’ ‘At a loose end’ is now the usual form in this sense, while ‘loose ends’ are what need to be tidied. Henry Miller, in Plexus, seems to combine the two phrases and give them a new sense when he writes: ‘He’s at loose ends. Hates his work, loathes his wife, and the kids bore him to death. All he thinks of now is tail. And boy, does he chase it!’

At Loggerheads ‘Loggerhead’ probably means ‘with a log-like head,’ a log being taken as the type of something thick and shapeless. Metaphorically, a person described in the 17th century as a loggerhead was stupid, a blockhead. ‘You whoreson loggerhead,’ says Berowne in Shakespeare’s Love’s Labours Lost, ‘you were born to do me shame.’ He is speaking to Costard, whose name in itself – derived from a large type of apple – would have indicated to an Elizabethan audience that he was thick-headed. At one time there were British pubs called ‘The Three Loggerheads,’ with signs that showed two wooden heads. The stranger who was unwise enough to ask at the bar what had happened to the third loggerhead soon discovered that the joke was on him.

As with most insulting terms, loggerhead could become almost affectionate when used between intimates. ‘Let us retire, and lay our two loggerheads together,’ says a speaker in Samuel Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison. In The Antiquary Sir Walter Scott writes: ‘I have been following you in fear of finding your idle loggerhead knocked against one rock or other.’ Sheridan’s A Trip to Scarborough has Tom Fashion saying to his servant: ‘Come, Lory, lay your loggerhead to mine, and let us contrive his destruction.’ Lory replies: ‘Here comes a head, sir, would contrive it better than both our loggerheads, if she would but join in the confederacy.’

Loggerhead came to have another association with pubs in the 18th century. It was the name given to a poker with a thick head which was used to mull drinks such as flip, a mixture of beer and spirits. Oliver Wendell Holmes remarks in Elsie Venner that ‘three or four loggerheads (long irons clubbed at the end) were always lying in the fire in the cold season, waiting to be plunged into sputtering and foaming mugs of flip.’ Larger versions of these pokers, with a ball or bulb at the end, were used outside the pub to liquefy tar and pitch.

Various large-headed animals, fish, moths and birds have earned the unofficial name of loggerhead. There was also at one time a game called loggerheads, a loggerhead in this context being ‘a spherical mass of wood, with a long handle, and the game consisted of an attempt to hurl this towards a fixed stake, in such a manner as to leave it as near as possible.’

In ordinary English speech, ‘loggerhead’ has survived most strongly in the phrase ‘at loggerheads,’ used to describe people who disagree about something. In one of his Times’ articles, Alan Coren mentioned a radio programme in which two people ‘argued the fraught toss over the RAC’s advice to family motorists in this jammed holiday season to avoid taking motorways to their destinations.’ As he pulled into a motorway service area, wrote Coren, the two speakers were ‘still at shrill loggerheads.’ In the 18th century such a statement would probably have indicated that the people concerned had come to blows. Tobias Smollett writes in Gil Blas: ‘I expected every moment to see them warm, and to go to loggerheads, the usual end of their dissertations.’

Other 18th century references make it clear that to be at loggerheads formerly meant to be engaged in a physically violent quarrel. The most likely origin of the phrase, therefore, is that the contenders made use of the loggerheads which mulled alcoholic drinks, or perhaps the wooden loggerheads of the game, to threaten or strike one another. At the very least, as F.D. Downey expressed it in Our Lusty Forefathers, when they were ‘at loggerheads’ they were metaphorically ‘shaking flip-irons in each other’s face.’

At One’s Wits’ End ‘By three o’clock on a Saturday,’ says a character in Wilfrid Sheed’s The Critic, ‘I’m at my wit’s end.’ He makes use of a phrase which has been serving a useful purpose since the 14th century. It occurs, for example, in William Langland’s famous poem Piers the Plowman, a revised version of which dates from 1377. It is common in literary texts from then onwards. Coverdale’s translation of the Old Testament, in 1535, rendered a passage in Isaiah 20 as: ‘They shall be also at their wits end,’ though a recent translation makes this: ‘They shall be dismayed and confounded.’ Randle Cotgrave, editor of a French-English dictionary in the early 17th century, equated the phrase with being ‘bedunced,’ which was another way of saying that one was utterly perplexed about what to do next.

Something that perplexes authors is whether to write ‘wit’s end’ or ‘wits’ end.’ Some simply avoid the issue and omit the apostrophe. Most modern dictionaries advocate ‘wits’ end,’ but many writers clearly feel that a person it at the end of his wit, using the word in the sense of ‘ability to think.’ The alternative view is that if someone no longer has his wits about him, he is no longer able to use his mental faculties. Fanny Burney, in Cecilia, becomes thoroughly confused and speaks of two ladies who ‘are quite, as one may say, at their wit’s ends.’ The implication is that they have only one wit between them.

Eric Partridge disapprovingly lists both wit’s end and wits’ end in his Dictionary of Clichés, but the phrase usefully sums up a despairing state of helplessness in the face of severe problems. The English are rather fond of the expression, as they reveal in an unusual way. In many a suburban street a house can be found that is named Witsend, Wytzend, or something similar. The householders seem to accept that life constantly poses problems, but suggest that sometimes the only thing to do is smile in the face of adversity.

B

Baker’s Dozen By tradition, a ‘baker’s dozen’ is thirteen. The first known reference to the phrase occurs in John Cooke’s play Tu Quoque, published in 1599. It is then found in later writers such as John Cleveland and Henry Fielding. One 19th century scholar explained the origin of the phrase by saying that market traders ‘on purchasing their bread from the bakers, were privileged by law to receive thirteen batches for twelve, and this would seem to have been the extent of their profits.’ A different explanation was offered by John Hotten in his Dictionary of Modern Slang, another 19th century publication. His entry reads: ‘Baker’s dozen, this consists of thirteen or fourteen; the surplus number, called the inbread, being thrown in for fear of incurring the penalty for short weight.’

Modern traders probably think of the baker’s dozen principle in terms of good customer relations. The giving away of a something extra with a large purchase has certainly survived into modern times, even if ‘baker’s dozen’ itself is less often heard. At one time it was commonly used in contexts where ‘a dozen or so’ might now be preferred. A report in the magazine Field in 1891, for instance, said that ‘a baker’s dozen struggled on to the finish, but if our deer had stood up for another mile or two, the number would have been still further reduced.’ Blackwood’s Magazine had earlier used the phrase in more dramatic fashion: ‘“The Pacha has put twelve ambassadors to death already.” “The devil he has! and I’m sent here to make up the baker’s dozen!”’

Bargepole, Wouldn’t touch with a A certain Lady Monkswell noted in her diary for December 1893 ‘It will be a long while before any political party touches Home Rule again with the end of a barge-pole.’ Taken literally the comment is absurd, implying as it does that at some time in the past the question of Home Rule has been touched with the end of a barge-pole, but the intended metaphorical meaning is clear. It will be a long time before any political party will want to associate itself again with the debate about Home Rule. Politicians will want to stay well clear of the topic.

No earlier literary use of the barge-pole metaphor has been found, but it was no doubt in general use in the latter part of the nineteenth century. It has always been used exclusively in a negative sense, expressing a strong dislike and stating that one will have nothing to do with a person or thing. The barge-pole reference is not very logical as it stands, it would make more sense if it was ‘wouldn’t touch even with a bargepole’, but it successfully conjures up an image of physically distancing oneself from someone or something.

Writers make good use of ‘would’t touch with a barge-pole’ and its variants. John Fowles, in The French Lieutenant’s Woman, has a character say ‘I woulden touch er with a bargepole!’ A little later occurs ‘Yesterday you were not prepared to touch the young lady with a Bargee’s tool of trade.’ An article in Harpers Bazaar (1972) has ‘The mare gave the stallion she was nominated to such a hell of a time he wouldn’t touch her with a barge-pole.’ While ‘barge-pole’ is generally popular, many writers prefer to specify a pole of a particular length. ‘The young feller he used to come sometimes an’ just shake hands with her, but otherways he wouldn’t touch her with a forty-foot pole,’ writes T. Collins, in Such is Life. P. Erdman, Silver Bears, has ‘No respectable bank would touch our business with a ten-foot pole.’ ‘Ten-foot’ tends to be the preferred form for American writers and speakers. ‘I haven’t seen her since November. She’s got this ten-foot pole she’d like to keep me away with’. Judith Guest Ordinary People. Canadian writers use either version of the phrase or both. Margaret Laurence, for example, in The Diviners, has someone say of a snake, ‘I wouldn’t touch that creature with a ten-foot pole’. A dozen or so pages later another person is made to say of a man, ‘I wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole’. Mordecai Richler, Joshua Then and Now, has ‘I gave him a chance when none of his so-called friends would touch him with a barge-pole’.

Ruth Rendell decides to modernise the phrase in Talking To Strange Men: ‘He wouldn’t touch Martin Hillman now with a two-metre-long pole and he would give Mungo similar advice.’ By contrast E.M. Forster, in Howards End, reverts to an earlier form: ‘I wonder what you’ll think of the place. I wouldn’t touch it with tongs myself’. This was the normal form of the saying from the fourteenth century onwards, understandably so, tongs being rather more familiar household implements than barge-poles. Poles of one kind or another only began to be mentioned at the end of the nineteenth century, but they clearly conjure up a stronger image than tongs and have replaced the earlier expression.

Beat About the Bush To ‘beat about the bush’ is to approach a subject in a roundabout way and avoid getting to the point. The allusion is to bat-fowling, or bird-batting as it was also known. This involved hunting birds at night when they were roosting in bushes. The bushes would be disturbed by bats or clubs and the birds netted or stunned as they tried to escape. Henry Fielding describes the activity in Joseph Andrews for those of his readers who may be ‘ignorant of it (as perhaps if thou hast never travelled beyond Kensington, Islington, Hackney, or the Borough, thou mayst be).’ It is, he says, ‘performed by holding a large clap-net before a lantern, and at the same time beating the bushes: for the birds, when they are disturbed from their places of rest, or roost, immediately make to the light, and so are enticed within the net’.

The beaters would no doubt disturb many bushes before lighting upon one that contained the birds. They would have been beating about the bush until they discovered the bush that really mattered. The fact that the person who beat the bush was not necessarily the one to catch the birds led to another metaphorical expression which has not survived. ‘Beat the bush’ at one time meant ‘to do work for the benefit of others.’ There is also a clear connection between bat-fowling and the proverbial ‘a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.’

For the bush-beaters it was a case of trial and error, but ‘beat about the bush’ often implies that a speaker is deliberately evading the issue. The phrase has been in frequent and constant use since the 15th century, and literary examples are found on all sides. ‘Would you introduce her to your wife?’ asks Lord Augustus, in Oscar Wilde’s Lady Windermere’s Fan. He continues: ‘No use beating about the confounded bush. Would you do that?’ ‘There didn’t seem much point in beating about the bush. In a way it was a relief to say it to someone’, is in John Welcome’s Stop At Nothing. Similar instances occur in Lucky Jim, by Kingsley Amis, A.J. Cronin’s Shannon’s Way, Zane Grey’s Betty Zane and The Penny Box, by Alice Dwyer-Joyce. ‘It’s no good beating about the bush, Penn,’ says the villainous character in the latter story. ‘You know what I’m after.’

Bee in One’s Bonnet, A To have ‘a bee in one’s bonnet’ is a relatively modern way of describing an idea that is something of an obsession. Joanna Trollope, in The Rector’s Wife, has: ‘He got a bee in his bonnet about her the minute he got here.’ A character in Peter Cheyney’s Call it a Day asks: ‘What’s the matter with you, Johnny? Have you got some other bee in your bonnet?’ In the 16th century the equivalent expression was ‘bees in the head’ or ‘bees in the brain.’ ‘Who so hath such bees as your master in his head?’ asks someone in Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister, a comedy which had been staged by 1553. Other speakers at the time referred instead to ‘maggots in the brains’ or ‘maggots in the head.’ ‘Are not you mad, my friend?’ says a character in John Fletcher’s Women Pleased. ‘Have not you maggots in your brains?’ Evidence that this version was well used is found in 18th century dictionaries. By that time a slang meaning of ‘maggot’ was ‘a whimsical fellow, full of strange fancies.’ Maggots rather than bees still prevailed in the early 19th century. Sir Walter Scott, in The Antiquary, has: ‘For a’ the nonsense maggots that ye whiles take into your head, ye are the maist wise and discreet o’ a’ our country gentles.’

To ‘have a bee in one’s bonnet’ is first recorded in 1845, in the works of Thomas de Quincey, though it was probably used in speech well before that time. It has now completely displaced references to maggots. Some writers hint at how many bees are involved. ‘Hindemith,’ wrote a music critic in the 1930s, ‘is young and impetuous enough to have one or two bees in his musical bonnet.’ Sinclair Lewis, in Babbitt, feels no need to mention the bonnet at all: ‘Ted’s new bee,’ says a character, ‘is he’d like to be a movie actor.’

Lewis is right to assume that his readers will know what is meant by ‘bee’ in this context. To have ‘a bee in one’s bonnet’ must be one of our best known expressions, conjuring up a rather more amusing and acceptable image than the earlier ‘maggots in the brains.’ In German, incidentally, one would speak about having a ‘grass-hopper in the head.’ Probably every language needs a phrase that refers to a whimsical obsession. As Ince says in C.P. Snow’s The Affair: ‘Everyone’s got some bee in his bonnet.’

Before You Can Say Jack Robinson ‘Before you can say Jack Robinson,’ meaning ‘in a short space of time,’ seems to be disappearing from everyday speech, though it was still to be found in literary texts of the 1950s. ‘If I tell him you’re our man, you’ll get a letter from him before you can say Jack Robinson’ says an elderly character in C.P. Snow’s The Affair. Nancy Mitford’s Noblesse Oblige has: ‘That picture will appear at Christies before you can say Jack Robinson, though there is no necessity whatever for such a sale.’

The phrase was well-used for two hundred years on both sides of the Atlantic. The earliest printed record occurs in Fanny Burney’s Evelina (1778), where Captain Mirvan announces that he is willing to ‘lay ten pounds to a shilling’ that he could throw the foppish Mr Lovel headfirst into a public bath. Another man present says: ‘Done! I take your odds!’ The captain then says: ‘Why, then, ‘fore George, I’d do it as soon as say Jack Robinson.’ Mr Lovel manages to escape his ducking, and soon afterwards makes sneering remarks about the unintelligibility of the captain’s ‘sea-phrases.’ This is the only hint we have that ‘before you can say Jack Robinson’ may originally have been a naval expression. Nothing else is known of its origin. Searches have failed to reveal any notable person called John or Jack Robinson who lived in the 18th century. In the absence of any suggestions worth treating seriously, one can only suppose that the name was chosen at random.

In America the phrase seems to have been associated with rural life rather than sailors. The Oxford English Dictionary quotes ‘If I was to sick them on your old hoss yonder, they’d eat him up afore you could say Jack Robinson’ from a text of 1845. Log of a Cowboy, published in 1903, has: ‘Before you could say Jack Robinson our dogies were running in half a dozen different directions.’ Mark Twain, in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, writes ‘a magician could call up a lot of genies, and they would hash you up like nothing before you could say Jack Robinson.’

An alternative phrase with the same meaning is ‘before you can say knife.’ This first appears in 1893, in Rudyard Kipling’s Many Inventions: ‘We’ll pull you off before you can say knife.’ It is possible that this began as a jokey replacement of ‘jack knife’ for ‘Jack Robinson,’ but it has taken on a life of its own. In Both Ends Meet, a play by A.Macrae, a character remarks: ‘With a couple like that you’ll be in a lawsuit before you can say knife.’ Malcolm Muggeridge says in Infernal Grove: ‘Like alcoholics after taking the cure – never another drop; well, just a taste perhaps, and then, before you could say knife, back on the meths.’

Other writers have found more personal ways of expressing the thought contained in this phrase. In The Tempest, when Prospero asks for some people to be brought before him, Shakespeare has Ariel say:

Before you can say come, and go,

And breathe twice, and cry so, so,

Each one, tripping on his toe,

Will be here with mop and mow.

A less poetic version in George Colman’s John Bull is ‘before you can say parsnips.’ P.G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster says what one might expect, and in Eggs, Beans and Crumpets we find: ‘You have simply got to get your atmosphere right. Chance your arm with the mise en scéne, and before you can say what ho, you’ve made some bloomer.’

Beg the Question In his discussion of logic, Aristotle uses the phrase petitio principii when he refers to basing an argument on an assumption that is not yet proved. In the 16th century the Latin words were sometimes translated as ‘petition of principle,’ but this clearly meant little to English readers. Later writers treated the original phrase as if it were petitio quaesiti and made it a ‘begging of the question.’ This again is hardly satisfactory. ‘Begging’ is normally associated with asking for alms, and it is difficult to see how its meaning can be stretched to ‘take for granted without good cause.’

The Latin word petitio is a noun derived from the verb petere. In different contexts this can variously mean ‘aim at, attack, make for, seek, look for, ask, stand for office, lay claim to.’ The last of these meanings would seem to be more appropriate in petitio principii, but ‘beg the question’ has been in use for centuries and is clearly here to stay.

Be in the Same Boat What appears to be the first example of ‘we’re in the same boat,’ with the figurative meaning of ‘we’re in the same position or circumstances,’ occurs in The Cricket on the Hearth. This was published by Charles Dickens in 1845. Later, but not earlier, instances of the phrase in one form or another are easily found. For example, when the young hero of Tom Brown’s Schooldays, by Thomas Hughes, protests that his face is muddy he is told: ‘Oh, we’re all in one boat for that matter.’ Dickens almost certainly originated the phrase, though in his poem The History of Judith, published in 1584, Thomas Hudson has the lines:

Have ye pain? so likewise pain have we;

For in one boat we both imbarked be.

This is presumably the coincidental use of a metaphor, anticipating what was later to become familiar in a simpler form.

Some modern writers extend the boat reference in one way or another. An elderly man in E.F. Benson’s Miss Mapp tells his friend: ‘We’re in the same boat: I don’t say I like the boat, but there we are.’ Anthony Trollope, in Doctor Thorne, makes a character say: ‘We are in the same boat, and you shan’t turn me overboard.’ Other writers clearly have a rather large boat in mind when they use this phrase. In A Travelling Woman, John Wain writes: ‘The admission only puts you in the same boat as everyone else.’ ‘We are all in the same boat, old and young,’ says someone in E.M. Forster’s Howards End. Sean O’Faolain, in Lovers of the Lake, has: ‘We are all in the same old ferryboat here.’

A similar slang phrase that came into use at the end of the 18th century was to ‘row in the same (or in one) boat.’ This had the meaning ‘to conspire unfairly with other people’. An author who made use of the saying in 1801 felt obliged to add in parentheses: ‘pardon the vulgarity of the expression!’ The phrase was later abbreviated to ‘row in,’ as in Peter Allingham’s Cheapjack: ‘I think these boys had better row in with us. We may as well stick together.’ The Daily Telegraph had earlier reported in 1897: ‘It’s very likely the sellers and the general public concerned in auction sales are anything but satisfied with the results of sales by auction where a “knockout” is arranged, and especially where the auctioneer “rows in” with the crew.’

Below Par Most of us would think of ‘below par’ as a golfing expression, but it only became so at the beginning of the 20th century. It was then that an American golfer from Plainfield, New Jersey, devised the golf handicapping system, which is based on a par score. Earlier, ‘below par’ was a phrase mostly used in financial circles. Shares and bills were below par if they were being sold below their nominal value. In Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, for instance, there is a reference to exchequer bills that ‘would not circulate under nine per cent below par.’

The ‘par’ in this expression represents a Latin word meaning ‘equal.’ The same word led to French pair. A girl who is working as an au pair is supposedly on terms of equality with, on a par with, the members of the family.

By the 18th century, ‘below par’ was being used more generally of anything that was not up to its normal standard. A speech by a member of parliament, or an author’s new novel, might be below par. The phrase was also commonly applied to a person’s health, sometimes in the form ‘under par.’ ‘Sir James is certainly under par,’ writes Jane Austen, in Lady Susan. This usage continues, as indicated by Aldous Huxley in Brave New World Revisited: ‘Whenever anyone felt depressed or below par, he would swallow a tablet or two of a chemical compound called Soma.’

‘Below par’ is thus a negative expression in many contexts, and slightly ambiguous when applied to golf. A golfer who has had a bad day may be entitled to say that his round was below par, even though his score was well above par. This development of widely different meanings in individual words and phrases is by no means unusual. One might almost say that it is par for the course.

Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea The origin of this proverbial saying seems obvious enough. It sums up the position of someone who must choose between two courses of action, neither of which will lead to a satisfactory outcome. The ‘blue’ of the saying, incidentally, is a relatively modern addition: in earlier forms it is simply ‘deep sea’ or even ‘dead sea.’

Laurence Urdang, in his Picturesque Expressions, suggests that the origin of the phrase is more complicated than it seems. ‘Devil’ was formerly a nautical term, referring to the seam in the hull of a ship which ran along the water line. Urdang therefore suggests that a sailor who was ordered to do repair work to the ‘devil’ was placed in a very perilous position. This may be so, but he did not have to make an impossible decision, as the saying has always implied. There is probably no need of such a fanciful explanation. For our ancestors, the thought of being cast into the arms of the devil as they imagined him was as unwelcome as the thought of drowning.

Beyond the Pale The general relaxation of social conventions in recent years means that this phrase is now seldom heard. In former times, a man who was told that he was ‘beyond the pale’ had broken the unwritten rules of society. By behaving badly he had metaphorically stepped outside a boundary fence, marked by a ‘pale’ or stake. Alfred Jingle in The Pickwick Papers, a man who has little respect for decorum, is told by Mr Pickwick: ‘I consider you a viper. I look upon you, sir, as a man who has placed himself beyond the pale of society, by his most audacious, disgraceful, and abominable public conduct.’

A minor variant of the expression is ‘outside the pale.’ Richmal Crompton, in William Again, has: ‘He was a pariah, outside the pale, one of the “swanks” who lived in big houses and talked soft.’ Ivy Compton-Burnett also prefers this form in A House and its Head: ‘You have put yourself outside the pale of other men.’

Big If, A A character in Face To Face, by Edward A. Rogers, says: ‘If, and this is a big if, we have some product for you to throw in which they’ll swallow.’ Similarly, someone in Proteus, by Morris West, tells a colleague: ‘I’m trying to spring Rodolfo Vallenilla from gaol in Argentina. If I can – and that’s a big “if” – I’ve still got to get him out of the country.’ This ‘big if’ is now commonly used and is an interesting phrase, not merely because it makes the point that the condition introduced is an important one which may not easily be met. The expression is a complex mixture of spoken and written language. When someone talks about a ‘big if,’ ‘if’ must be visualised as if printed in capital letters, for emphasis. This actually happens in No Thoroughfare, a work on which Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins collaborated. It includes the passage: ‘I have spoken with Mrs Goldstraw, both in his presence and in his absence, and if anybody is to be trusted (which is a very large IF), I think she is to be trusted to that extent.’

We also make this connection between speech and writing when we specify that a word we are using begins with a small or capital letter. Generally speaking, ‘small letter’ indicates a more general or less serious use of the word; ‘capital letter’ makes it specific. It is a way of distinguishing between ‘conservative’, say, and ‘Conservative’, ‘catholic’ and ‘Catholic’, ‘liberal’ and ‘Liberal’. The examples that follow illustrate a further range of uses:

‘When I say the truth about evil, I don’t mean to give the word a capital E. I don’t mean to speak as if I thought there was such a thing as Evil, a disembodied absolute capable of existing on its own.’ (John Wain, A Travelling Woman.) ‘At least he was fighting on the right side.’ ‘Do you mean right or Right?’ (Mary Wesley, The Camomile Lawn.) ‘Oh, ‘tis a fine little voluble tongue, mine host, that wins a widow.’ ‘No, ‘tis a tongue with a great T, my boy, that wins a widow.’ (Thomas Middleton, A Trick to Catch the Old One.) ‘Kate had mentioned that her aunt was Passionate, uttering it as with a capital P.’ (Henry James The Wings of the Dove.) ‘You’re not out of trouble but I’m just beginning to spell it with a small t.’ (W. Garner, Big enough Wreath.)

Bird,The To be ‘given the big bird’ was originally actors’ slang. It compared the hissing noise made by an audience to the sound made by a flock of geese, and indeed was sometimes referred to as ‘being goosed.’ Hissing, as it happens, was not always a criticism of poor acting – in melodrama it could be a compliment on an actor’s portrayal of a villain – but ‘the big bird’ seems always to have referred to genuine disapproval. The phrase lives on in actor’s language, though the word ‘big’ has been dropped. Modern audiences also tend to boo rather than hiss, but they leave the actor in no doubt as to their feelings.

Outside the theatre, to give someone the bird took on the general meaning of ‘be derisive or dismissive.’ If your partner had ‘given you the bird,’ then he or she had probably ended the relationship. An employee could be given the bird by being sacked. As for expressing disapproval of someone in a general way, to give someone the bird in American slang now refers to an obscene gesture rather than a noise. It is the equivalent of ‘the finger,’ whereby the middle finger is held up while the others are folded down.

Bite the Bullet ‘Bite the bullet’ was a well-known phrase in the first half of the 20th century, but it is now seldom used. In Rudyard Kipling’s The Light that Failed, one man says to another: ‘Bite on the bullet, old man, and don’t let them think you’re afraid.’ The expression derives from the practice of giving a wounded soldier a bullet to clench between his teeth in order to distract him from the pain
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