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INTRODUCTION

The expressions that litter the English language have long fascinated me. And I’m not alone in this. While researching my last book, Red Herrings and White Elephants, I began to think it might well prove popular, if the conversations I was having at the time were anything to go by. Like most, these were peppered with the strange idioms we all use every day without thinking. Now I had tuned in to them, they stuck out like a series of sore thumbs.

I soon became notorious for my constant interruptions, wondering where a particular expression comes from and why we use it. This had the unfortunate side-effect of my not being invited to many dinner parties any more because if I was there the conversation tended to veer, often for hours, between why there should be ‘more than one way to skin a cat’ to discussing who was ‘dressed up to the nines’ or, if I was feeling brave enough, ‘looking like a dog’s dinner’.

One of the first questions people always ask me is: ‘How do you go about researching the origins of all of those expressions?’ I am often tempted to reply that it takes months of painstaking cutting and pasting from the internet to produce a book like this. The research took a fair bit of time, it’s true, but it turned out to be the most rewarding part of the process.

The hardest part was to think of a phrase in the first place. There are probably over two thousand idioms we all use on a regular basis and yet when you sit down and try to think up a few dozen, it is almost impossible. I have discovered that the best way is to consciously listen out for them. However, don’t try this at home. I haven’t had a conversation, read a book, or watched TV without a notebook to hand for over two years now.

Researching this book, I have waded through thousands of bizarre treatises, reference books and English histories in many libraries. Most notably I have been lucky enough to have access to the libraries of the Houses of Commons and of Lords, which have provided many answers. And the material has come from many other unexpected places such as, for example, George Orwell’s social commentary Down and Out in Paris and London, which has inadvertently provided illuminating examples of some popular idioms in action (see, for instance, Sleep on a Clothes Line and Toe-rag).

This time round I decided to research single words as well as phrases. And I was soon Mesmerized by the hashish-smoking Assassins, the activities of the Lynch Mob, what the Cakewalk was all about and what a Toady got up to. Along the way I discovered fascinating stories behind some good old expressions such as to Bell the Cat and Apply Morton’s Fork, which hopefully might now make a comeback. (See what you think.)

As with Red Herrings the idea was not to provide a definitive English-language guide but to choose the words and phrases with the most interesting origins. That is why you won’t find expressions like ‘as tough as old boots’ or ‘as alike as two peas in a pod’ in here because the origins of these are obvious. But if you are hoping to Butter Someone Up after you have found yourself Drinking at the Last Chance Saloon, then try giving them Shaggy Dogs and Black Sheep. A Little Bird Tells Me that Before You Can Say Jack Robinson, you might just become the Bee’s Knees once more.

Albert Jack, Cape Town, July 2005

www.albertjack.com


MONEY (OR THE LACK OF IT)

To Blackmail somebody is to demand money by threats, usually to expose secrets. This word originated from the Highlands of Scotland in the 1600s. The ‘mail’ in blackmail is the old Scottish word for ‘rent’, usually spelt either maill or male, which in turn evolved from the Old Norse word mal, meaning ‘agreement’ or ‘contract’. In those days, tenants paid their rent in silver coins, which used to be known as ‘white money’, but in the 17th century the chiefs of the Highland clans began a protection racket threatening farmers and traders with violence if they didn’t pay to be protected from other clans. This informal tax, or additional rent, soon became known as ‘black money’ or ‘black rent’, being the opposite of white rent. Hence ‘blackmail’ became part of the English language as a word used to describe the practice of obtaining money by threat of violence. Those unable to pay would have their stock confiscated and this would then be sold on the Black Market.

There is another suggestion for the origin of the expression Black Market. Centuries earlier, in medieval England, mercenaries and freelancers would travel the country and sell their fighting skills to the lords and noblemen who were raising armies. They were hardened soldiers who lived rough for most of the time and, subjected to the elements and seldom polished, consequently their armour often oxidized into a blackish colour. These men became known as the Black Knights. Sometimes, at the local festivals, they would take part in jousting exhibitions and the victor would win his opponent’s weapons and armour. The Black Knights usually triumphed, but rather than carry around extra sets of armour, they would sell them locally on what became known as the ‘black market’. Take your pick, but I feel the Scottish origin is the most likely source.

To be Dressed Up to the Nines means to be wearing our finest suit or evening gown. Some suggestions for the origin of this phrase lead us to tailoring and the belief that it takes nine yards of material to make the perfect three-piece suit. But that seemed a little bit weak to me, so I looked further and found most sources insist it began as ‘dressed up to the eyes’, which has been corrupted over the years. Still not convinced, I decided to work backwards and look for all the possible uses of the word ‘nine’, discovering a little gem in the process. In the precious metals industry, the finest gold and silver are never classified as 100 per cent pure, but as 99.99 per cent; hence the finest metals are known as ‘the nines’. It is my belief that ‘being dressed up in your nines’ means to be wearing your finest jewellery. Further evidence to support this theory lies in the archive of the Royal Gloucester, Berkshire and Wiltshire Regimental Museum in Salisbury. Queen Victoria’s favourite regiment was the Wiltshire (Duke of Edinburgh’s) 99th Foot. Stationed at Aldershot, they were always chosen to guard the Royal Pavilion in Brighton, consequently becoming known as ‘the Queen’s Pets’. The officers’ dress code included an unusual amount of gold lace on their uniforms; hence they were regarded as being ‘dressed up in their nines’ for royal duty.

To be Taken to the Cleaners means you have been the victim of a con and, as a result, lost most or all of your money. During the 1800s, the expression ‘to be cleaned out’ was in regular use to explain a situation where a person had been ‘stripped clean’ or ‘cleaned’ of their possessions, either by fraud or as a result of gambling losses. The phrase changed slightly during the 20th century with the introduction of dry cleaners, and from then on any careless person could be ‘taken there’.

*

To Apply Morton’s Fork is a phrase that was used for centuries to describe a situation where a person has no choice whatsoever. Very few people know the expression these days as the American equivalent (see Catch-22) has largely replaced it, but it is about time it made a comeback and we started to use it again on this side of the pond. During the late 15th century (long before Joseph Heller wrote Catch-22) John Morton (1420–1500) was the Archbishop of Canterbury and a minister in Henry VII’s government. His job was to raise money for the king in the name of ‘loans’ from the English nobility, and he used what he called his ‘fork’ as a method of finding out if a person had spare money to lend the king. It went something like this: Morton claimed that if a person looked obviously rich, then they would have enough money to loan to the king. If, on the other hand, they appeared outwardly poor, then Morton reasoned they were not spending their wealth on themselves and were probably hiding something from him. Such folk must have money stashed away and therefore (you guessed it) would have enough hidden wealth to give money to King Henry. God help those who didn’t pay up.

If something is offered for sale as Cheap at Half the Price it is being sold as a bargain. Many people have been baffled by this sales tactic, and with good reason too. ‘If it would be cheap at half of this price, then make it half of this price instead of suggesting it is expensive at this price, and then I might buy it,’ they might say. Some go even further and claim the phrase should be ‘cheap at twice the price’, meaning it would still be a bargain if the price were doubled. But all of that is to miss the point completely.

During the Second World War, when basic items were hard to obtain and inflation was causing problems for everybody, many shops could charge whatever they liked for everyday goods such as food, clothing and toiletries. However, street traders and market stallholders were usually able to offer the same items for sale at half of the price listed in the major stores. This led to their advertising slogans and signboards offering goods cheaply and at ‘half of the price a buyer might expect to pay elsewhere’. We only need to re-word the phrase slightly to understand their meaning. ‘Being sold cheaply here at half the price you will pay anywhere else’ would have prevented any confusion in our understanding of the phrase today. But it doesn’t trip off the tongue in quite the same way, does it?

A Skinflint is a miserly person, who has deep pockets and short arms. He, or she, doesn’t readily pay for anything if it can possibly be avoided. Skinflints are not poor people, they are just mean. In the old days, the term ‘to skin a flint’ was used to describe driving a hard bargain, or making a tight deal. Similar terms used to exist, such as the Latin phrase lana caprina (‘goat’s wool’) and ‘the fleece of an egg’. Goats don’t have wool, of course, and eggs have no fleece. Each are as meaningless as the skin of a flint (a flintstone has no skin), but of the three of them only the word ‘skinflint’ seems to have survived, meaning somebody who would gather and keep worthless items, yet be reluctant to let go of them (i.e. miserly).

To call a person a Toe-rag is mildly offensive, although these days it is considered cheeky rather than insulting. The first recorded use dates back to 1875 and a book called Experiences of a Convict (1864) by J. F. Mortlock, who states: ‘Stockings are unknown, so some luxurious men wrapped round their feet a piece of old shirting, called, in language more expressive than elegant, a “toe-rag”.’ By ‘stockings’ Mortlock means ‘socks’, which had been a luxury that vagrants and tramps, for centuries prior to that, were unable to afford. Instead, to avoid the discomfort of wearing worn-out old boots next to their skin, they would tear strips of cloth from the tails of their old shirts and wrap them around their feet, in place of socks. Often these were the only items of clothing a person in this situation would ever wash. George Orwell brought this practice to wider public knowledge in Down and Out in Paris and London (1933): ‘Less than half the tramps actually bathed (I heard them say that hot water is “weakening” to the system, but they all washed their faces and feet, and the horrid greasy little clouts known as toe-rags which they bind around their toes.’ This was quickly picked up and used in cockney rhyming slang to describe a ‘slag’ (convict or lag). In the 1970s, the London based police series The Sweeney regularly used the phrase ‘toe-rag’ to describe a trouble-maker. In fact, this popular programme often used rhyming slang throughout. Even the title derives from ‘Sweeney Todd (flying squad)’.

The quaint old English expression That’s Just the Ticket means ‘just what I needed and at just the right time’. Some believe the phrase derives from a corruption of the French word étiquette. The idea is that the right way to proceed comes from ‘etiquette’, or the formal procedures and customs that ensure matters run smoothly. But there is another, more likely, suggestion dating back to before the Second World War when ‘meal tickets’ were handed out to the needy in exchange for essential items such as food and clothing. During and after the war, ration books were distributed and it is easy to imagine a shopkeeper exclaiming, ‘That’s the ticket!’ when the correct one was produced for a certain transaction. The French word étiquette can also be translated as ‘ticket’; hence ‘that’s the ticket’ actually means ‘that’s the right etiquette’ across the Channel.

To be Stony Broke means to be hard up, out of cash or near financial ruin. This expression was in regular use by 1886 and reminds us of the darker side of the great Victorian empire when craftsmen and skilled workers, finding themselves in debt, would have their tools repossessed and their stone benches broken up if they failed to make repayments. They also used to send such poor wretches to debtors’ prison where they could be sentenced for up to two years, with repeat offenders being given hard labour (breaking rocks or stones). I wonder why they just didn’t cut their hands off and make it impossible for them to work ever again to repay their debts.

Someone who is Browned Off is not a happy person and is extremely fed up with a situation. According to some research, this expression has its roots in the colourful London slang from between the two World Wars. In those days, the slang word for a penny piece was a ‘brown’, and if a person was annoying someone in any way, particularly on the street, they might be given a penny and simply told to go away. The recipient of the coin had thus been ‘browned off’, which gives the phrase we use today the hint of rejection it has about it.

During the first half of the 20th century, small coins were pressed out of a hard-wearing nickelbrass alloy, which is how the term Brassed Off became used as an alternative to ‘browned off’. And this is where the word Nickel, used in America for a coin of small value, comes from. In Britain, the coin of least value, also made out of a brass alloy, used to be the farthing. This led to the expression ‘without even a brass farthing’ being used to indicate poverty. In his book Naaman the Syrian, His Disease and Cure (1642), Daniel Rogers includes the line: ‘As bare and beggarly as if he had not one brasse farthing’. Meanwhile, two centuries later, Sir Walter Besant and James Rice used ‘I care not one brass farthing’ in their novel The Seamy Side (1880).

When everything ends up Even Stevens it means it has been divided up equally. This could refer to the result of a sports match or the way a financial reward has been shared out. Jonathan Swift wrote in his Journal to Stella (1748): ‘Now we are even, quoth Stephen, when he gave his wife six blows for one.’ But the origin of the expression is much more likely to derive from the Dutch word stuiver, meaning ‘small money’ or something of little value. In the early 1700s there was certainly a low-value coin circulating the Cape, which was under the influence of the Dutch East India Trading Company, and it is also known that in England, at around that time, the slang word for coins was ‘stevens’. During the 1800s, associated expressions came about, such as ‘Steven is at home’, meaning a person had funds. In the circumstances, it would appear the phrase arose thanks to a simple piece of rhyming slang.

When a business venture has Gone South, it has failed completely and the investment has been lost. The South Sea Scheme, also known as the South Sea Bubble, was a stock investment plan dreamt up by Sir John Blunt between 1710 and 1720. The idea was to buy out the British national debt by encouraging investors to pay £100 per share for a stake in a South Seas trading company. No sooner had they been issued than the shares increased ten times in value, but in 1720 the share scheme famously collapsed, bringing financial ruin on thousands of people in the process. This is also the source of the expression The Bubble Has Burst.

To Have No Truck with a person or a situation is to avoid them completely and have no dealings at all with them, especially in business matters. The root of this expression is the Old French word troquer, meaning ‘to barter’. There was a time, centuries ago, when employees in England would be paid all or part of their wages by what was known then as the Troquer System. Instead of being given hard cash, workers would receive goods, tokens or other items that they could trade or exchange. It was a traditional bartering method, but, as it was open to corruption, the government introduced a series of measures throughout the 19th century that effectively put an end to the practice. This was mainly because, by then, many workers were refusing to ‘have any truck’, meaning they would not work with employers who imposed the Troquer System.

*

Whoever is Holding the Purse Strings is the one in control of the budget and financial spending, either in a household, a business or in government. Originally, purses were leather pouches drawn closed at the top by a string. This was often then hung around a person’s neck or tied to a belt around the waist. The person who had the money pouch tied to them was, quite literally, holding the purse strings.

A Lame Duck is a person (or venture) with no influence and no future, having been incapacitated by misfortune, perhaps of their own making. The expression has been in use since 1761 and is said to have been applied to a defaulter on the London Stock Exchange who could not pay his debts and would have to ‘waddle’ out of Exchange Alley in the City of London in disgrace. However, the expression became widely used after the publication of William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1847–8), in which the ambitious Mr Osborne, doubtful about the financial security of Amelia’s father, states: ‘I will have no lame duck’s daughter in my family.’

‘I could Sleep on a Clothes Line’ is something we might say when we are so tired that we could sleep anywhere at all. Many people believe this naturally relates to the idea that an exhausted person can even sleep pegged on to a clothes line, untroubled by the idea they might fall off. But there is, in fact, a proper explanation. Although the Victorian era produced great wealth for some, many families still lived in poverty and thousands were forced to sleep rough in towns and villages across the land. In the mid 19th century, workhouses, doss houses and other cheap forms of accommodation began to spring up and these were usually dirty, overcrowded and very uncomfortable. The cheapest of all were the lodge houses, which were so cramped inside that people had to sleep sitting on a long bench, wedged in next
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to each other. As even the most dog tired still may have had trouble sleeping in an upright position, lodge owners would string a penny rope (clothes line) along the front of them at chest height, stretch it tight and folk could then spend the night slumped over that. Early the following morning, the clothes line would be cut or untied, waking the guests as they all crashed to the floor in front of them. George Orwell describes one of these lodgings, known as ‘Twopenny Hangovers’, in his book Down and Out in Paris and London (1933): ‘At the Twopenny Hangover, the lodgers sit in a row on a bench; there is a rope in front of them, and they lean on this as though leaning over a fence. A man, humorously called the valet, cuts the rope at five in the morning. Apparently they are more comfortable than they sound.’

To Make Ends Meet is to live frugally, just about within your means. In this context, the word ‘meet’ is an early accounting term meaning ‘to match’ or ‘to balance’, in other words make the income column match the expenses column on an accounting sheet so that the ends of each column (i.e. the total sum in each case) match each other (‘meet’) and the accounts balance. The first reference to the expression in print can be found in 1662 when Thomas Fuller wrote of Cumberland: ‘Worldly wealth he cared not for, desiring only to make both ends [of his balance sheet] meet.’ Nearly 90 years later, the phrase was clearly in common use, as we find in Tobias Smollett’s Roderick Random (1748): ‘He made shift to make the two ends of the year meet.’

To Stump Up a Payment means to make a payment, or hand over money, sooner rather than later. ‘Stumpy’ was the slang word for money during the 1800s, and ‘to stumpy up’ or ‘stump up’ was a regularly used phrase for paying rent or other bills that were due immediately.

*

A Tip can be either a small extra payment to show gratitude for good service or a piece of exclusive information and advice. In Believe it or Not (1928), a collection of linguistic curiosities, the author, J. R. Ripley, suggests the word is an acronym for ‘To Insure Promptness’ and that the payment should be made at the start of the evening, not at the end. This is the way I always tip waiters and bar staff and it usually works very well. In regular use in England since the 1600s, the word is probably Scandinavian in origin where it once meant ‘to fall over’ (which is where the expression ‘tipsy’ comes from). The word has also been used to mean ‘to hand or pass over’, which is more likely to be the original source of the term. This is also how we find the origin of ‘tip’ in the sense of ‘to pass, or to hand over’ advice in order to give a person an advantage, usually in a business or sporting context.

When something is Up to the Mark it is acceptable to us; when it is Not Up to the Mark it is unacceptable. The ‘mark’ is seen as a recognized standard, and that is exactly what it was initially. Since 1697, when the Britannia standard was introduced, all gold and silver has been stamped with a ‘hallmark’ by the assay office to prove its authenticity. All precious metals, where the purity satisfied the examiner, would receive a hallmark as a sign to buyers and jewellers that the metal was genuine. Any falling short of the required standard was rejected as ‘not up to the hallmark’. At first, all precious metals were inspected at Goldsmiths Hall in London, and it was the Goldsmiths hallmark that buyers would be looking to see stamped in the surface. Over time this inspection process was carried out in varying locations, so the ‘Goldsmiths’ part of the term was subsequently dropped, and the idiom ‘up to the hallmark’ was eventually shortened to the more familiar ‘up to the mark’.


ALL AT SEA

When you give a person, or perhaps a situation, a Wide Berth you are avoiding them at some distance. At sea a berth is the place in which a ship drops anchor, and berths are allocated to all boats in a harbour. But any boat, large or small, will float around on the tide in any direction, to the limit of its anchor rope. Therefore when anchoring your vessel for the night, it would be wise to give the other boats in the harbour a wide berth lest they move on the tide and collide with yours.

Someone who is Footloose and Fancy Free is regarded as single and able to enjoy themselves by flitting around from one place to another without any responsibility to another person. The ‘foot’ here is the bottom part of the sail on a boat; if this became detached from the boom, the lower half of the sail was regarded as ‘footloose’ as it flapped around aimlessly in the wind (‘fancy free’). The expression has been in regular use since the 18th century to describe single people having fun (probably not at sea, though).

To be caught between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea is not advisable as there is no easy way out. On board the traditional wooden ships, sailors would regularly have to seal the seams between planks with hot tar to prevent them from leaking. The ‘devil’ seam was the highest one adjacent to the waterways (or gutters) closest to the side of the ship. This was the longest seam on a boat and the most prone to leaking, so inevitably needed the most attention. In heavy seas or during battle, a sailor may slip, or be knocked, into the seam and find himself trapped halfway down the side of the ship, between the devil seam and the ‘deep blue sea’. And that was no place to find yourself in at all.

When we get a new job, we are quite often assigned to a person who Knows the Ropes, so we can learn from them. This is a simple phrase to explain, as the origin again derives from the old sailing ships of the 17th and 18th centuries. These ships were propelled by vast sails, which were all connected together by an intricate webbing of ropes. The ropes were in constant use as boats changed course, increased their speed, slowed down and navigated their way on both the high seas and in harbour waters. The ropes were just about the most important part of a ship and it took a vastly experienced and capable seaman to understand how they all worked and what they were connected to. Looking at pictures of those old ships, it would be easy to imagine one setting sail for an exotic, far-away location, then end up buried in the harbour wall. Only the most trusted and competent sailor would be assigned to ‘learn the ropes’ and a true master would then teach them.

Anybody who has ever travelled on the London Underground at rush hour knows what Choc a Block feels like. Passengers are rammed in and have nowhere to move. On the sailing ships of days gone by, blocks of rigging tackle would often tangle with
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each other and become tightly fixed together. At sea this was known as ‘choc a block’ and the expression passed from there into wider English usage to describe any tightly packed situation.
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When drinking with friends, it is not unusual for someone to announce ‘Bottoms Up!’ as the session begins. Many imagine this to be the action of draining a glass so that the bottom is raised higher than our lips. Not so; in fact, events in history once again provide the root of this well-known phrase. During the 18th and 19th centuries, English press gangs would coerce drinkers in London’s dockside pubs into joining the armed forces, usually the navy. Men who accepted the ‘King’s shilling’ were deemed to have willingly contracted to join the navy, and this led to unscrupulous behaviour by the commissioned press gangs. One of their dishonest techniques was to drop a shilling into the pint pot of a drunk or unsuspecting man, which would go undetected until the poor chap had drained his tankard. Once the shilling was discovered, the press gangers claimed to others that this was proof a payment had been accepted, and the victim would then be dragged away to wake up the following morning on board
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