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English is haunted.

The phrases people use every day, without hesitation, without a second thought, carry inside them the long wreckage of other worlds. Old trades, forgotten punishments, markets that no longer exist, ships that have not sailed for centuries, theatres that burned down before anyone living was born. The language has kept all of it, preserved in casual speech the way an insect is preserved in amber, recognisable but no longer alive in the way it once was.

When someone says they will bite the bullet, they are not thinking of surgery without anaesthetic, or of soldiers pressing their teeth against lead to keep from screaming. When someone talks about a scapegoat, they are probably not thinking of the Book of Leviticus, or of a community's sins loaded symbolically onto the back of a living animal and driven into the wilderness. When someone says they've been taken aback, they are not imagining a tall ship caught by a sudden reversal of wind, sails pressed backwards against the masts, the crew lurching off balance.

The phrases have travelled so far from their origins that the origins have gone invisible. That is what this book tries to reverse.

A word of honest warning is necessary here. Phrase origin books have a long tradition of enthusiasm outrunning evidence. Colourful explanations circulate for decades, sometimes for centuries, before anyone bothers to check whether they are true. Many of the most enjoyable origin stories are wrong, or partly wrong, or possible but unprovable. The acronym explanations are almost always false. The dramatic single-event stories are usually simplified beyond recognition. The military and naval origins are frequently borrowed from phrases that predate any war they are supposed to explain.

This book will tell the stories. But it will also be honest about what the stories are worth. Each entry carries an origin confidence marker.

Strong Evidence

The origin is well supported by early written records or by scholarly agreement.

Likely Origin

The explanation fits the evidence and is reasonable, but some uncertainty remains.

Uncertain Origin

Several possible explanations exist and none has been fully established.

Disputed Origin

Scholars or sources disagree, and competing explanations each have some backing.

Popular Myth

The famous story is widely repeated but the evidence is weak, late, or almost certainly false.

The pleasure of this subject has always been the chase. Finding the thread that leads from a casual modern phrase back through centuries of usage, watching the meaning shift and the original context fall away, noticing the moment when something that once meant one precise thing began to mean something much larger and looser. That chase is what the book tries to share.

The facts are interesting enough without invention. The true histories are, more often than not, stranger than the myths.
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The Ghosts in the Grammar

Every language carries its dead with it.

The English language in particular is a vast and disorganised archive of everything that has ever happened to the people who spoke it. Invasions left vocabulary behind. Trades that vanished two hundred years ago left their tools in common speech. Punishments that civilised nations eventually agreed were too brutal to continue left their marks in expressions that now appear in newspaper headlines and birthday cards.

Idioms survive because they work. They compress experience into a recognisable shape. To say that someone is barking up the wrong tree tells a small, complete story in six words. To say that information came straight from the horse's mouth implies authentication, reliability, direct access to the source, again in a handful of words. Idioms do efficiently what a longer sentence does laboriously, and human conversation, which has always needed to move quickly, has kept the best of them alive for that reason alone.

But idioms also survive because people do not always examine what they are saying. They inherit phrases from parents who inherited them from grandparents, who heard them from people who were already using them second-hand. The original image fades. The original context dissolves. What remains is the shape of the phrase, its rhythm, its feeling of authority, its sense of being a known and trusted thing. Language is conservative in this way. People trust what sounds familiar.

Why Origin Stories Are So Appealing

There is a particular pleasure in discovering that a common phrase has a surprising history. It is the pleasure of recognition followed by revelation. The reader already knows the phrase, already uses it without thinking. And then they learn where it came from, and the familiar thing suddenly looks different. The same feeling a traveller gets when they discover that the unremarkable road they have been driving on was once a Roman road, still following the same line across the landscape that it followed two thousand years ago.

This pleasure is real, and it is the engine that drives the phrase origin genre. But it has a shadow side. Because the pleasure is so strong, readers and writers both want the origin stories to be as satisfying as possible. And satisfaction, in this context, usually means a single clear story with a good dramatic moment and an obvious connection to the modern meaning. The beans were literally spilled. The bullet was literally bitten. The ice was literally broken.

The actual history of language is rarely that clean. Words drift. Metaphors layer on top of earlier metaphors. Phrases are borrowed, adapted, shortened, and reshaped by thousands of individual speakers across hundreds of years. The point of origin is not usually a single dramatic moment. More often it is a gradual coalescence of meaning around an image that many people independently found useful.

That does not make the history less interesting. It makes it more interesting, because it is more human.

The Problem with Acronyms

A large proportion of false origin stories explain a phrase as an acronym that was later forgotten. These stories are almost always wrong, for a simple reason. The phrases nearly always appear in written sources long before the claimed acronym was invented. The acronym explanation is a modern fabrication applied backwards to a phrase that predates it by centuries.

Port Out, Starboard Home, supposedly the origin of posh, is a good example. The story is that wealthy passengers on ships between Britain and India paid extra for cabins on the shaded side of the vessel. The acronym POSH was stamped on their tickets. It is an elegant story. Unfortunately, the word posh appears in British slang before any such ticketing system existed, and no ticket or document bearing the acronym has ever been found. The Oxford English Dictionary, which has been tracking English usage more carefully than any other institution for well over a century, does not accept the story.

Acronym myths persist because they are memorable and because they seem to explain why a word sounds like it does. But etymology does not work that way. Words were not usually built from initials. They grew from older words, from sounds, from other languages, from mishearings and misspellings and the ordinary daily pressure of usage. The acronym explanation is almost always a story invented to fill a gap.

The Question of Evidence

When historians and etymologists talk about the origin of a phrase, they usually mean the earliest dated written occurrence they have been able to find. This is not the same as the first time anyone said it. Speech is older than writing, and the gap between a phrase first being spoken and first being written down could be years, decades, or in some cases much longer.

The Oxford English Dictionary is the most authoritative source for English usage, and even its definitions are revised regularly as new evidence turns up in digitised archives that previous scholars could not access. A phrase that was believed to originate in the eighteenth century is sometimes pushed back into the seventeenth once someone locates a new printed source. The dates are firmer than they used to be, but they are still moving.

This book uses the best evidence available, draws on the OED and on established etymological resources, and is honest about the gaps. Where the evidence is strong, that is stated. Where the evidence is weak, or where the most popular explanation does not hold up to scrutiny, that is also stated. The aim is not to spoil the pleasure of the subject. The aim is to deliver a version of that pleasure that can be trusted.

How to Read This Book

The entries are arranged by origin world rather than alphabetically. Animals come first because animal phrases are the most immediately familiar and the most varied. Food and kitchens follow, then law and crime, theatre, the sea, war, trade, the body, religion, class, and several more territories. Reading in order will give a cumulative sense of how many different corners of old life have sent their vocabulary forward into modern speech. But the book is also designed for browsing. Any entry will stand on its own.

Each entry states the modern meaning, names the origin confidence level, tells the history as clearly as the evidence allows, and notes any contested alternative stories where relevant. The entries do not pretend to be comprehensive. They are portraits rather than case files.

At the back of the book is a bibliography pointing to the sources and reference works that informed the research. Readers who want to go deeper will find in those books not only more phrases but more of the old worlds those phrases came from.

The language is full of those worlds. They are waiting in everything we say.
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Chapter One: Beasts, Birds, and Creatures in the Language
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English is teeming with animals.

Cats fall from skies. Dogs have their days. Horses speak. Pigs hide in sacks. Geese lead expeditions that go nowhere. Herrings turn red. The creatures of the language behave in ways no actual creature would, and they have been behaving this way for centuries, carrying inside their impossible actions the residue of old markets, old hunts, old superstitions, old social arrangements, and a great deal of comic imagination about the nature of human folly.

Animal phrases stuck because animals were close. For most of English history, people lived alongside horses, pigs, dogs, and cattle in ways that are difficult to imagine now. The behaviour of animals was not a specialist interest. It was daily life. When a phrase reached for an animal to make its point, every listener knew exactly what was meant.

The chapter that follows is full of phrases that still sound like they are about animals but are almost never really about animals. They are about markets and money, superstition and status, gambling and gossip, and the ordinary pleasure that people have always taken in finding the shortest possible route between a thought and its expression.

1. Raining Cats and Dogs

Meaning today: Raining very heavily.

Uncertain Origin

Few phrases have attracted more inventive explanations than this one. The most popular involves medieval streets flooded by heavy rain, with the bodies of dead animals swept along by the water. Another version points to thatched roofs where cats and dogs allegedly sheltered, tumbling down when the thatch became saturated. Both stories are colourful, both are structurally improbable, and neither can be verified.

Written evidence dates this one to the seventeenth century. Jonathan Swift used it in a work of 1738, and a form close to the modern version appears in Richard Brome's comedy The City Wit around 1652. These dates make the thatched-roof story difficult to sustain as a literal explanation, since the phrase was evidently already figurative in use.

A more plausible route may lie in older expressions using cats and dogs as symbols of stormy weather, drawing on Scandinavian or Germanic traditions where these animals were associated with wind and rain. Norse mythology linked cats to storms and dogs to wind in ways that may have coloured English figurative speech long before the phrase was fixed in writing.

The honest answer is that nobody knows for certain. The phrase is vivid, physically absurd, and precisely memorable for that absurdity. It has persisted for at least four centuries on the strength of being perfectly suited to the sensation of being caught in a genuinely terrible downpour.

2. Let the Cat Out of the Bag

Meaning today: To reveal a secret, usually accidentally.

Likely Origin

Markets were full of small frauds, and the pig-in-a-poke was one of the most common. A buyer would pay for a piglet sold in a sealed sack, trusting the seller's word about the contents. A dishonest seller might substitute a cat for the piglet. If the buyer was cautious enough to open the sack before handing over money, the cat would leap out, the deception would be exposed, and the market fraud would be undone.

The connection to its sister phrase, buying a pig in a poke, supports this market origin. Both phrases describe variations on the same deceptive practice. To let the cat out of the bag was to expose what had been hidden. Over time the market context faded and the phrase broadened into a general expression for the accidental disclosure of any secret.

The earliest clear printed evidence dates to the eighteenth century, which fits comfortably with the marketplace world the phrase appears to describe. The image retains enough physical force to stay vivid even when the original context is long forgotten.

3. Cat Got Your Tongue

Meaning today: Said to someone who is unusually silent or reluctant to speak.

Uncertain Origin

Several origin theories circulate for this phrase, none of them well documented. One suggests that ancient punishments involved cutting out a liar's tongue and feeding it to the royal cats. Another links it to sailors being flogged with a cat-o-nine-tails, rendered speechless by pain. Both are dramatic, both lack supporting evidence, and both have the characteristic feel of an origin story invented to fit a phrase rather than discovered by following a historical thread.

American sources first record it clearly in the mid-nineteenth century. It seems to belong primarily to American English in its early recorded history. The simplest explanation may be the most plausible. Cats were associated with mystery, silence, and watching. The image of a cat taking someone's tongue may have been a piece of teasing directed at quiet children rather than a reference to any historical practice.

The truth is that the phrase's origin is not well established. Its staying power comes from the image, which is unsettling in exactly the right way to make a silent person feel conspicuous.

4. Curiosity Killed the Cat

Meaning today: A warning that being too inquisitive can lead to trouble.

Strong Evidence

The earliest recorded form of this proverb was slightly different from the version in use today. Ben Jonson used the phrase in his 1598 play Every Man in His Humour, but there the word was not curiosity but care, meaning worry or anxiety. The original proverb was that care killed the cat. This older form reflected a belief that cats wore themselves out with constant worrying and watchfulness.

The shift from care to curiosity appears to have occurred gradually over the nineteenth century, possibly as the perceived character of cats changed in popular imagination from nervous and wary to prying and inquisitive. By the twentieth century, the curiosity version had largely displaced the older phrasing.

The addition of the reassuring counter-phrase, but satisfaction brought it back, is a later popular development without classical roots. Generations of cat owners have added it to soften the warning, but it was not part of the original saying.

5. Look What the Cat Dragged In

Meaning today: Said of someone who has arrived looking dishevelled or unexpected.

Likely Origin

Cats have a well-documented habit of presenting their owners with dead or half-dead prey. Mice, birds, small rodents, and the occasional creature of uncertain species have been deposited on doorsteps, kitchen floors, and in some cases directly on sleeping humans across centuries of domestic cat-keeping. The behaviour was presumably as common and as unwelcome in earlier periods as it is now.

The phrase uses this habit as a vehicle for contempt. Comparing an arrival to something a cat might drag in through a door combines an insult with an image of the unwanted, the unsavoury, and the slightly gruesome. It implies that the person so described is not exactly a welcome guest.

The expression entered American usage in the early twentieth century and has remained in use on both sides of the Atlantic. Its longevity is partly owed to the affectionate comic contempt that the cat-keeping world has always maintained for what cats choose to consider gifts.

6. Fight Like Cats and Dogs

Meaning today: To argue or brawl intensely, with sustained hostility.

Likely Origin

The antagonism between cats and dogs, where it exists, is not really about natural enmity. Dogs often want to chase small animals that run. Cats often run. The resulting conflict is a product of instinct meeting instinct rather than any deep-seated inter-species hatred, but the impression it creates, a noisy, hissing, chaotic, self-renewing dispute, is vivid and familiar.

The phrase uses that impression as shorthand for any human conflict characterised by noise, repeated episodes, and a failure to reach resolution. It emphasises not just intensity but the circular, inconclusive quality of the fighting. People who fight like cats and dogs are not fighting to settle something. They are fighting because that is the mode their relationship has entered.

The pairing of cats and dogs in proverbial contexts is very old, and the contrast between the two animals as a symbol of persistent quarrelling appears in various forms across several European languages, suggesting a shared metaphorical tradition rather than a single point of origin.

7. Dog Days

Meaning today: The hottest days of summer, typically in July and August.

Strong Evidence

The dog days have nothing to do with dogs seeking shade, panting in the heat, or becoming dangerous in hot weather, although all of these associations have been suggested at various points. The phrase is astronomical in origin, and a great deal older than most people realise.

Sirius, the brightest star visible from most of the northern hemisphere, is part of the constellation Canis Major, the Great Dog. During the hottest weeks of the ancient Roman summer, Sirius rose and set with the sun. Roman writers believed that its appearance close to the sun added extra heat to the season, and the period of its heliacal rising became known as the dies caniculares, the days of the dog star.

The timing of Sirius's heliacal rising has shifted slightly over the centuries due to the precession of the equinoxes, so the ancient calendar and the modern one no longer precisely align. But the phrase survived its astronomical context entirely intact, carrying into contemporary speech a direct connection to Roman calendars and the star-conscious world of the ancient Mediterranean.

8. Go to the Dogs

Meaning today: To deteriorate badly; to fall into ruin or decline.

Likely Origin

Dogs occupied a lower social position in much of European history than they do in the contemporary world. While certain breeds were valued for hunting, guarding, or herding, dogs in general were associated with the margins of settled life. Food unfit for people was said to go to the dogs. People in disgrace, ruined households, and declining institutions were described using the same downward motion.

English writers used it from at least the sixteenth century as a general expression of decline, corruption, or collapse. The image implies a fall not merely to a lower level but to the lowest level available, below the threshold of what is considered respectable or useful.

The modern association of dogs with comfort and affection has not displaced the phrase, which survives with its original connotation intact. Most people using it today are not thinking about dogs at all.

9. Every Dog Has Its Day

Meaning today: Everyone will enjoy a period of success or good fortune at some point.

Strong Evidence

This proverb appears in English by the mid-sixteenth century and was well established by the time Shakespeare referenced it in Hamlet, where the Prince uses a version of it in Act Five. The phrase has the structure of a folk proverb and may have entered English from earlier Latin or Continental sources.

The meaning has remained stable over several centuries. The proverb offers a form of consolation by suggesting that luck, favour, and success are distributed across time rather than permanently allocated to the already fortunate. Even the lowliest creature, the suggestion runs, will have its moment.

The dog in this context is the lowest-status animal in the familiar range, so the proverb's logic is: if even a dog gets its day, then nobody can be entirely without hope. Erasmus recorded a Latin version of the saying, which suggests the sentiment is older than its English form and belongs to a wider European proverbial tradition.

10. Barking Up the Wrong Tree

Meaning today: Pursuing the wrong course of action; directing effort or blame at the wrong target.

Strong Evidence

American in origin, it belongs to the world of hunting with dogs. Coon hunting, which involved chasing raccoons through woodland at night, used dogs trained to chase their quarry up into trees and then bark at the base until the hunter arrived. In darkness and dense woodland, a dog might sometimes bark at the base of a tree that the raccoon had already vacated, having jumped to a neighbouring branch or slipped away during the chase.

The dog would be expending energy, making noise, and signalling confidence, all directed at entirely the wrong location. The image transferred readily into everyday language as a description of misplaced effort.

The earliest printed examples appear in American sources from the 1830s, and the phrase was fully established in written English by the middle of the nineteenth century. It remains one of the clearest examples of a phrase whose origin is both documented and directly visible in its modern meaning.

11. Hold Your Horses

Meaning today: Wait; slow down; exercise patience.

Likely Origin

Horse-drawn transport was the primary means of moving people and goods across distances for most of recorded history. Anyone handling horses, whether driving a carriage, working in a race, or simply managing a team, would have needed to physically restrain animals that could and frequently did move faster than circumstances required.

American English was using it from the early nineteenth century in what was likely a literal sense in its earliest uses, addressed to drivers or riders who needed to rein in their animals before proceeding. The figurative extension to any situation requiring patience or restraint followed naturally from the physical reality it described.

A version of the phrase appears in Homer's Iliad in ancient Greek, which has led some writers to claim a classical origin. The connection is loose. The modern English phrase developed independently from its own cultural context, even if the underlying image of restraining an eager horse is a very old human experience.

12. Straight from the Horse's Mouth

Meaning today: Directly from the most reliable or authoritative source.

Likely Origin

Horses' teeth are one of the more reliable indicators of a horse's age. An experienced horse trader or buyer could examine the teeth and determine roughly how old the animal was, making the mouth a source of direct and trustworthy information that could not be easily faked or misrepresented by a seller. The phrase "don't look a gift horse in the mouth" rests on the same knowledge.

If information came straight from the horse's mouth, it bypassed the sellers, the middlemen, and the interested parties, all of whom had reasons to misrepresent what they knew. The horse itself, examined directly, could not lie.

Early twentieth-century sources place it firmly in the horse racing world, where inside information about a horse's condition, training, or prospects was a matter of considerable financial interest. The racing context made the image especially pointed: the most reliable information about a horse came from those who handled it daily, not from those who merely watched it run.

13. Dark Horse

Meaning today: A candidate or competitor who is little known but may unexpectedly succeed.

Strong Evidence

Horse racing provided much of the vocabulary of competitive uncertainty, and the dark horse came directly from the track. A dark horse in racing was one about whose form and ability little was publicly known. Without reliable information, bettors could not accurately assess the animal's chances, which made such horses both a risk and, occasionally, a source of surprise victories.

Benjamin Disraeli used the phrase in his 1831 novel The Young Duke in a racing context, and it moved into political use during the same century. By the time of American presidential politics in the nineteenth century, a dark horse candidate was one who entered the field without a clear public profile and emerged, often from a deadlocked convention, as an unexpected compromise choice.

James K. Polk, nominated in 1844 when the Democratic convention could not agree on a leading candidate, is often cited as the first genuine dark horse president. The term now extends well beyond racing and politics into any context where an unknown competitor outperforms expectations.

14. Wild Goose Chase

Meaning today: A fruitless or pointless pursuit; a search that leads nowhere.

Strong Evidence

The origin is not what most people expect. A wild goose chase was originally the name of a horse race, not a hunt. The race format, which appeared in the sixteenth century, required competitors to follow a lead horse at set distances, maintaining formation in a line that resembled geese in flight. The course was not fixed in advance, which made the race difficult to predict and strategise around.

Shakespeare used the phrase in Romeo and Juliet in a context that implies the audience would have recognised it as something specific rather than as a straightforward image of hunting geese. Over the following century the racing context faded, and the image of futile pursuit after wild geese, which do not tend to be caught, took over as the dominant reading.

By the eighteenth century the phrase was being used to describe any hopeless or unprofitable pursuit, and the
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