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A Picture Paints a Thousand Words 
This term which means a story told by pictures as well as a vast amount of descriptive text comes from the quotation 'One picture is worth ten thousand words', Frederick R. Barnard in Printer's Ink, 8 Dec 1921 retelling a Chinese proverb. . 

A Doubting Thomas 
A site visitor wrote the following reguarding this idiom: 
This saying originated from the Bible. It is the story about when Jesus returns (after his crucifixion) and visits his disciples (Joh 20:19). All of the disciples are there except Thomas (Joh 20:24). When the others tell Thomas that they had seen Jesus he doesn't believe them and makes the comment, (Joh 20:25) "But he said unto them, Except I shall see in his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I will not believe. Then Jesus makes a believer out of him when he returns eight days later and sees Thomas and says, (Joh 20:27) Then saith he to Thomas, Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands; and reach hither thy hand, and thrust it into my side: and be not faithless, but believing. (Joh 20:28) And Thomas answered and said unto him, My Lord and my God.

A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand 
This term's origin comes from the bible 

(Matthew 12:25). 'And Jesus knew their thoughts, and said unto them, Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; and every city or house divided against itself shall not stand'.

A Leopard Can't Change His Spots 
When people state that they can't change who they are--their nature--they sometimes use the phrase "A leopard can't change his spots" (it's used in much the same way as "you can't teach an old dog new tricks"). The phrase about leopards is descended from the Bible, in the book of Jeremiah: "Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?" (Jer 13:23)


Absent Without Leave 
A military originated term which is often shortened to AWOL. Not present without permission is what this term has come to mean.

All Your Base Are Belong To Us 
The phrase "All Your Base Are Belong to Us" is from a Japanese video game called Zero Wing. It was a bad translation that turned into a joke among gamers. It now appears on many websites having nothing to do with video games.All Your Base 

Apple of My Eye 
Often daughters or sons are referred to as the "apple" of their parent's eye. This phrase originates from King David, who wrote in Psalm 17 to ask God to remember and love David as His child: "Keep me as the apple of Your eye, hide me in the shadow of Your wings." (Ps 17:8).

Emails from site visitors :

Email: This can't be the origin of "apple of my eye" because in the original hebrew it doesn't say that. Literally it is "the little man of my eye." Since it has the same idiomatic meaning, it is translated "apple of my eye" into English. "apple of my eye" doesn't come from Psalms. Sorry. 

B
Back Seat Driver 
This idiom comes from the habit many people have of giving too much advice (unwanted advice) to the driver of an automobile from the backseat. this idiom means 'someone who watches and criticizes'


Back To Basics 
This term which means to retract to the way it used to be and with decency/values *originated in 1993 when the UK prime minister John Major said during one of his speeches, 'It is time to get back to basics: to self discipline and respect for the law...

*A website visitor who is in his/her 40's claims to have used this term well before 1993

*This from another website visitor:
Try doing it till 1992 and it gives 600+ occurances and so on...USage does seem to jump between 1992 and 1994, but the usage of any othe3r term lik "Back Seat Driver" jumps in the same proportion, which probably reflects only the proliferation of the Net, and discards any theory of John MAjor giving the word an Impetus! Cheers, and hope it helps.

-Rahul.


Back To Square One 
Meaning back to the beginning this idiom was first heard on football radio commentaries during games.Football isn't easy to commentate on on the radio so they had the idea of splitting up the field into notional numbered squares so that listeners could be told where the ball was. Whenever the game restarted after a break it was 'back to square one'.


Bad Hair Day 
A bad hair day is one of those days when nothing seems to be going right. Originated in the 1992 movie Buffy the Vampire Slayer. This was the exact lines from the film:

Buffy (Kristy Swanson) to the one-armed vampire Amilyn (Paul Reubens):
"I'm fine but you're obviously having a bad hair day." 

This from a website visitor: 
I don't know when Jane Pauley retired from the anchor position on the Today show,
but during their final goodbye, he referred to Jane as having had good hair days and bad hair days. This reference may predate the Buffy the Vampire Slayer reference that is now listed on your site.


Baker's Dozen 
A regular dozen is twelve, but a baker's dozen is 13. Years ago in England there were strict penalties for those who gave short weight. During this era Bakers were usually not educated and terrible counters. So to avoid any penalties, the bakers would give 13 instead of 12 or a dozen, just in case they miscalculated.

This from a website visitor:
The Baker's Dozen comes from Colonial America where bakers were hung for making the loaf light. That is why they give 13 instead of 12. Additionally, they decided to use the Avoirdupois pound instead of the Apothecary. The Avoirdupois weight is the French standard of dry measure. All of our dry measures in America today (tsp, tbsp, cup, etc.) are Apothecary except the pound which is still Avoirdupois. The Avoirdupois pound is 30 grams heavier than the Apothecary measure.

This from another website visitor:
I think this actually originated from the fact that even though you follow the same exact recipe, two batches can turn out differently (weather, humidity, etc.) So to be sure that the batch is ok, the baker adds one extra to be tasted when the baking is complete - leaving a full dozen to sell


Ball and Chain 
Believed to have originated in Britain, this term has come to mean 'wife'. Originating from the presumption that a man's wife has held him down thus, keeping him from doing the things he really wanted to do in life.

Emails from site visitors :

Email: The ball and chain referred to a device used to ground hitch a buggy horse where there was no hitching post available. The driver would set the weight on the ground and affix the end of the short chain to the bridle. The weight was sufficient to make the horse believe it was a solid post. A similar device was employed to slow a hunting dog that ranged too far. The drag would slow the animal sufficiently to avoid flushing game out of gun range.


Balls to the Wall 
Dating back to the 1950's, this refers to nn all-out effort. The phrase originated from an aviation term. On airplanes, the throttle control handles and the fuel mixture are often topped with grips that are ball shaped, thus referring to pilots as "balls." If you push the ball forward close to the front wall of the cockpit your result would be a top speed.

We recieved an email from a site visitor concerning this idiom:
I have never heard the explanation that you gave for balls to the wall and I am a pilot. That doesn't mean it isn't true, but it doesn't sound right. My understanding is that the phrase comes from the automatic speed control for a diesel-generator such as those used on submarines. There is a hydraulic governor, which maintains the diesel at constant speed regardless of the load on the generator. Inside the governor, round counterweights are attached to a vertical drive shaft. The weights (balls) are on hinged arms. As the engine spins, the drive shaft spins and slings the balls outward toward the walls of the governor housing. The faster the engine turns, the closer the balls get to the wall, i.e., engine at high speed, balls to the wall. The ends of the arms opposite the balls were attached to a shaft, which moved a needle valve against or away from its seat, thereby controlling fuel flow. As the engine speed increases (generator load decreasing), the balls move out, forcing the needle into the seat, restricting fuel flow, and slowing the engine back down. Through various springs and other devices, this allows the engine to maintain an almost constant speed as the load on the generator changes.

We recieved an email from another site visitor concerning this idiom:
I am a retired U.S Navy aircrew man who spent 17 years flying on Lockheed P-3 aircraft and the term we used for max speed usually on take off's is balls to the wall. Like the in the first explanation "balls to the wall" the throttles for the four engines have ball shape grips. The pilots will tell the flight engineer to set the throttle for take off, which are balls to the wall. When pushed far forward toward the fire wall is max throttle. "Balls to the Wall", is a very old saying in the U.S. Navy P-3 community


Barking (Mad) (Up the wrong tree)

(Barking mad) - Shortened from barking up the wrong tree. From the early days of hunting with dogs who went to a tree without any quarry in it. It means to be reaching the wrong conclusion when told something, but has come to mean someone rather insane or having strange ideas.


Beeswax 
This term which dates back to the 1930's is commonly found in the phrase 'none of your beeswax'. It actually has nothing to do with 'wax'. It is just an intentional malapropism for business.

The following is a theory sent in by a site visitor:
I just thought I would offer some information. My U.S. History teacher (who 
knows thousands of little weird facts about all colonial life) told us that 
"Mind your own beeswax" was a phrase used by women in the colonial period. 
Women would stand next to the fire stirring wax to make candles together. 
They had to be careful not to let the wax or fire burn their huge dresses or 
hair. So when someone would comment on the job another was doing, they used 
the phrase "mind your own bee's wax". Now, mind you, I canâ€™t prove it, but it 
seemed legitimate to me and worth a thought :o). Anyways, love the site. (I 
would love to know where the phrase "wet behind the ears" comes from though; 
my friends and I were discussing it the other day) Also, maybe a bigger 
"send in meanings/request an idiom" button would be helpful; it took me a 
while to find your link. Thanks. â€“Ashley

Another site visitor emailed this: 
This phrase was coined many centuries ago when women used bees' wax on
their faces to smooth the skin. If they say too close to the fire,
without the protection of a winged-bakc chair to block the heat from
their faces, the wax would start to melt. At times it would be noticed
that one of the women would be staring at another so she would say,
"mind your own beeswax." If a woman would smile with bees' wax on her face it would crack. Hence, the phrase, "to crack a smile."


Big Apple 

Dating back to the early 1920's, this term refers to all horse racetracks around the city of New York. These tracks were the "big" money courses and the word "apple" refers to the prize. A few years later the term was used by musicians to describe the whole city. In the 1970's the term was used in a NYC tourism ad campaign and became famous.


Blackmail 
The word "blackmail" became popular in the 1800's and comes from the clan chieftains who ran protection rackets on farmers in Scottland. If the farmers didn't pay the mail (an old term for rent), the chieftains would steal their cattle and crops. Since this was considered evil, it was considered "black". 


Blind leading the blind 
Another common phrase is the "blind leading the blind", by which it is meant that the person in charge of the situation knows no more about it than those whom he is leading. This is Biblical in origin, coming from Jesus: "Let them alone; they are blind leaders of the blind. And if a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall in a pit.".


Blue Moon 
The term Blue Moon means something that happens rarely, as in "once in a blue moon". It is rare that in one calendar month you would see a second full moon or "blue moon". This is an event that is seen as absurd and can never occur. Although the moon is never actually "blue", unless alot of dust is kicked up into the atmosphere, then the moon can almost appear blue. Some events in history that have caused this effect and made the moon appear as blue include: The eruption of Krakatoa in 1883, late Indian monsoons in 1927, and forest fires in Canada in 1951.

*This from another website visitor:
Blue moon is actually an astronomical term when there are two full moons in a month. Also, when there are two new moons in a month, that's called a Black Moon.


Blue Sky 

This is from a website visitor:
Ones outlook on life or business situation is all "Blue Sky" no clouds to block the view. A very foolish outlook for when your looking at "Blue Sky" you will not seehazards in your path.


Brass Monkey 
The following idiom was sent in by one of our website visitors...

This from a website visitor:
History: The Brass Monkey - In the heyday of sailing ships, all war ships and many freighters carried iron cannons. Those cannon fired round iron cannon balls. It was necessary to keep a good supply near the cannon. But how to prevent them from rolling about the deck? The best storage method devised was a square based pyramid with one ball on top, resting on four, resting on nine, which rested on sixteen. Thus, a supply of 30 cannon balls could be stacked in a small area right next to the cannon. There was only one problem -- how to prevent the bottom layer from sliding/rolling from under the others. The solution was a metal plate called a "Monkey" with 16 round indentations. But if this plate were made of iron, the iron balls would quickly rust to it in the salt air environment. The solution to the rusting problem was to cast the monkey out of brass. Thus the "Brass Monkey." Few landlubbers realize that brass contracts much more and much faster than iron when chilled. Consequently, when the temperature at sea dropped too far, the spacing between the indentations and the indentations themselves would shrink so much that the iron cannon balls would come right off the monkey. Thus, it was quite literally, "Cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey!" And all this time, you thought that was an improper expression, didn't you?

This from another website visitor:
Don’t let anybody convince you of this. It’s rubbish. There’s no evidence that such brass plates existed. Although the boys bringing charges to the guns from the magazine were known as powder monkeys and there is evidence that a type of cannon was called a monkey in the mid seventeenth century, there’s no evidence that the word was ever applied to a plate under a pile of cannon shot. The whole story is full of logical holes: would they pile shot into a pyramid? (hugely unsafe on a rolling and pitching deck); why a brass plate? (too expensive, and unnecessary: they actually used wooden frames with holes in, called garlands, fixed to the sides of the ship); was the plate and pile together actually called a monkey? (no evidence, as I say); would cold weather cause such shrinkage as to cause balls to fall off? (highly improbable, as all the cannon balls would reduce in size equally and the differential movement between the brass plate and the iron balls would be only a fraction of a millimetre). What the written evidence shows is that the term brass monkey was quite widely distributed in the US from about the middle of the nineteenth century and was applied in all sorts of situations, not just weather. For example: from The Story of Waitstill Baxter, by Kate Douglas Wiggin (1913): “The little feller, now, is smart’s a whip, an’ could talk the tail off a brass monkey”; and from The Ivory Trail, by Talbot Mundy (1919): “He has the gall of a brass monkey”. Even when weather was involved, it was often heat rather than cold that was meant, as in the oldest example known, from Herman Melville’s Omoo (1850): “It was so excessively hot in this still, brooding valley, shut out from the Trades, and only open toward the leeward side of the island, that labor in the sun was out of the question. To use a hyperbolical phrase of Shorty’s, ‘It was ’ot enough to melt the nose h’off a brass monkey.’ ” It seems much more likely that the image here is of a real brass monkey, or more probably still a set of them. Do you remember those sculptured groups of three wise monkeys, “Hear no evil, See no evil, Speak no evil”? Though the term three wise monkeys isn’t recorded earlier than the start of the twentieth century, the images themselves were known much earlier. It’s more than likely the term came from them, as an image of something solid and inert that could only be affected by extremes.

Break A Leg 
This phrase dates back to the 1920's and is superstition against wishing an actor good luck. Many people think the origin comes from when in 1865 John Wilkes Booth, who was an actor, broke his leg while leaping to kill President Linoln during a play at the Ford's Theatre. But, this does not really seem like it is related to good luck. Some stage actors think it has to do with bending your knee when you bow, like at the end of a successful play.

A site visitor wrote the following reguarding this idiom:
In a short view of your idiom site came up with a couple of errors at once. Break a leg---Booth didn't jump to kill Lincoln, Booth, having shot Lincoln, jumped to the stage to escape and in doing so broke his leg.

This from another website visitor: 
Break a leg is cited as superstition against good luck, which is what I originally thought it meant, too. Recently, however, I was informed that "leg" refers to the side curtains and it suggests that the applause ought to be so great that the legs fall break from the stage. I can't say how truthful this necessarily is. The side curtains are, however, called legs, so it's entirely possible.

This from another website visitor: 
i would like to make a comment about "break a leg." The original origins of "break a leg," began in theatre ballet productions where they came out for curtain calls. The rod that allows for the curtain to be raised and lowered is called the "LEG". So "break a leg," means truly to get so many curtain calls that the leg breaks in two. Might want to put that out there and correct your site.

This from another website visitor: 
I'm heavily involved in theatre, and so have heard of several theories of the origin of the term. Here is the most persistent one that I hear: Any time a person or an object moves through or past a drop, they are said to be "Breaking Curtain." The thin curtains that mask the wings are referred to as "legs" Therefore, to enter from the wings, an actor must first "Break a leg."Back in the day, particularly in the era of vaudville, variety shows consisting of assorted talent acts were fairly common, and often the
crowd's reaction led to a person being either allowed to finish their act, or forced off the stage, but even a few minutes in the limelight was good exposure for an actor. Ergo, even if their performance wasn't great, or if the actor was shot down before he got a chance to perform, he still had managed to get his name and face out there by
breaking the legs.


Brownie Points 

This phrase comes from the girl scouts. They have a point system that gives girls points for achievement.

The term was first used in World War II when soldiers acted silly or childlike.

Buckaroo 
Reference to Cowboy. The origin was Spanish; the Spanish word for cowboy is "Vaquero"---to Vaquero---to Buckaroo.

C
Carry her over the threshold 

Referring to the now common practice of a newlywed man carrying his wife through the front door of their new home. In colonial times, many houses did not have wooden floors. Instead, dirt, sticks, leaves, etc. were pressed onto the ground to created an even surface. This mixture was known as "thresh." However, when it rained the water would leak through the rooftop and the thresh would wash right out the front door. In order to solve this problem, a man would nail a wooded board, known as the threshhold, into the base of the doorframe to catch the thresh. When a man and woman were married, the man would carry his new wife over the threshhold so she wouldn't trip..


Catch-22 
Originated from a 1961 novel by Joseph Heller, where one bureaucratic regulation is dependent on another, which in turn is dependent on the first

A site visitor emailed this:
A Paradox - a situation or statement which seems impossible or is difficult to 
understand because it contains two opposite facts or characteristics. 


Caught With Your Pants Down 
This idiom means while you were peeing or pooping someone walked in and caught you doing it.


Chip on his Shoulder 
This idiom simply means to carry a grudge. It dates back to the 19th century. Fighters would put a chip on their shoulder and dare others to knock it off.


Chow Down 
Meaning to sit down and eat, this idiom originated some time in the past by the U.S. military. The exact time on the origin is unclear.


Clear Blue Water 
This idiom is believed to have originated from the conservative party in Great Britain sometime in the early 1990's. We use it today to describe the discernable distance that is between two parties in politics (regarding ideas).


Cock and bull story 
'A Cock and Bull story' is a form of Chinese whispers. It comes from a long time ago when the two most popular pubs in a village were The Cock and The Bull. If a story started in The Cock, by the time it got to The Bull it had been either twisted or exaggerated.

We received this email from a site visitor:

I heard a more fullsome account than the one you give. Very similar, but it is of the roads between places in England there were many, many pubs, the most popular names of pubs being The Cock and The Bull. By the time a story had travelled along the roads, from pub to pub, Chinese Whispers had taken effect. I am not sure it doesn't even date back to Chaucer and the Inns used by travelers, where news only traveled by means of word of mouth from Inn to Inn, and unsavoury and elaborate stories abounded. The difference being, it was not just a couple of pubs in a village, but many pubs, all over the country, from town to town. I don't think merely being heard in two pubs is "enough" for a Chinese whisper to be fully "Cock and Bull" in nature. I also heard a similar story but the pubs were all along a certain road in London, not sure which. Another slant is that is means the kind of story someone gives to cover up the truth, "an elaborate Cock and Bull story".


Cold War 
A conflict between nations that is just short of physical war. First used by George Orwell in October 1945. Bayard Swope, who was a speech writer for Bernard Baruch, then used the term in 1946. 


Crackerjack 
This term dates back to the late 1800's, and means "superb" or "excellent" 

In 1896 the name was trademarked for the caramel popcorn product. In 1908 Jack Norworth wrote the lyrics for Take Me Out to the Ballgame, which mentioned the name of the candy propelling it to fame. This song is now sung during seventh inning stretches at baseball games.


Cut to the Chase 

Meaning to get to the point. A movie term from the 1920's, it originally meant to cut from a dramatic scene to an action scene (like a chase). 

Emails from site visitors :

Email: The phrase "cut to the chase" originated with the movable type for the printing presses. The letters were arranged in a wooden frame called the phrase. On the box were metal 'coins' that tightened the frame and held the type in place. When a phrase was completed the term "to coin a phrase" came about. The completed phrases were put together in a larger frame called the chase. Once the phrases were finished it was time to cut to the chase. Which means that the type was ready to be printed.

D
Dead Ringer 
A dead ringer is something that is exactly duplicated. A horse that is substituted to fraud bookies is a 'ringer'. The word 'dead' in this idiom means 'exact'.

We recieved these emails from site visitors:
Email 1: I have always heard that a dead ringer is used because in England people who were afraid of being buried alive would attach a string to their finger that ran up to a bell, if they were alive they would ring the bell and be dug up. Making them a dead ringer.

Email 2: When playing horseshoes, a perfect throw resulting in a horseshoe encircling the scoring stake is called a "ringer". In the nineteenth century and on into the twentieth, the term "dead" could sometimes be used to mean "absolute" or "complete". A "dead ringer" occurs when a goal is achieved perfectly. The term comes from the game of horseshoes. 


Deadline 
Originated in the American Civil War, where a prisoner would be shot if they crossed a line around the prison or prison camp.


Devil's Advocate 
The word "Devil's Advocate" actually comes from Canon Law. In the Vatican, when arguments are being presented to have a person declared a saint, the Church appoints an official to find flaws in this evidence. This official is called the "Devil's Advocate" and has come to mean a person who espouses a cause just for the sake of argument.


Diamond in the Rough (Rough Diamond)
A diamond in the rough means someone of good character who lacks social graces. Often will be expressed just as 'rough diamond'.


Dirt Poor 
Dates back to the 1930's Depression era where there was extreme poverty and many people lived in dirty conditions. Some people say it dates back to England in the 1500's where finished floors were rare, but this origin has not been proven.


Dog Days 
This idiom means extremely hot days (which are usually mid to late summer). The name comes from the dog star 'Sirius' which is in the same part of the sky as the sun is.


Don't look a Gift Horse in the Mouth 
When given something don't be ungrateful.

By counting the teeth you can tell the age of a horse. Checking whether a present of a horse was old would be considered impolite. 


Doozy 

Some people think this term came from the 1920's J Duesenberg car model. But, the term was already in use earlier in the 1900's. It is not know where exactly it originated.


Dope 
Dope is derived from the Dutch word for sauce (doop), and was first used in the early 1800's. In the late 1800's it started being used a drug term for smoking a saucelike version of opium. People who used drugs were dopes for acting silly or stupid. Starting around 1900 people began to refer to a drugged up horse as being doped. Dope also can mean an oil or lubricant, or a varnish that is painted on the fabric covering an aircraft. Dope was sometimes also was used to mean soda, possibly because Coca-Cola used to contain very small amounts of cocaine.


Double Whammy 
This idiom comes from a cartoon strip called 'Lil Abner'. What it means is, some sort of setback or a double blow. This term was also used in the early 1990's during British election campaigns.

The following is from a website visitor:
I believe the cartoon character, in the strip 'Lil Abner' was named 'Evil Eye Fleagle'. With just a look from one eye, he could bring about evil on the target. Both eyes would double the trouble. 


Doughboy 
The origin is unknown, but it originally was a name for a U.S. soldier. It originated in the Mexican-American War in 1847. Later it was used as a food term, possibly because the buttons on Civil War uniforms resembled a type of dumpling called a doughboy. 


Drag Race 
"Drag" is a late 18th century term for a wagon or buggy, because the horse would "drag" the wagon. By the mid 1800's streets were the wagons went were called the "main drag". In the 1950's hot rodders started using the term for racing cars on city streets. 


Drink like a fish 
Meaning drink heavily, this idiom originated from the fact that fish live in water and are associated with water. Obviously, fishes don't drink.


Dropping like flies 
This idiom means dead very quickly or falling down ill and in large numbers. It comes from a story in which a child uses his belt to kill several flies. The story was 'The Brave Little Tailor' by the Brothers Grimm.


Dry Run 
Originated in 1941 as a reference to going through the motions of firing weapons, but without using ammunition.


E
Eat Drink and Be Merry 
This phrase originates from the Bible (Luke 12:19), where Jesus is telling a parable. The parable is about a man who stores up food for years to come and then tells himself: "Soul, you have many goods laid up for years to come; take your ease, eat, drink, and be merry." This is often used as a positive phrase nowadays ("Let's eat, drink, and be merry!"), but in the parable God then refers to the man as a "fool", because his life ended that very day. The point was that whom had he stored up all of this stuff for, because he "can't take it with him."


Eighty Six 
Eighty six is to refuse to serve an unwelcomed customer at a bar or restaurant. It may have derived from Chumley's Bar and restaurant at 86 Bedford Street in Greenwich Village NYC. 

This is from a website visitor:
I have a problem with your terminology of the words eighty six. I am a student in the Culinary field and would like to let you know that term also means to refuse service, but it also means the restaurant is out of and object in the kitchen. like the Fillet is 86'd. or the soup is 86'd.


Elvis has left the building 
Meaning the show/event has ended, this comes from the announcements that used to be made at the end of musician Elvis's concerts in order to get fans to leave the arena. Now we use this term anytime an event has ended. 


End of story 
Orginating in the US, it is said to end a conversation. If its the end of story then the talking is over and there is nothing else to be discussed.


Ethnic Cleansing 

Also known as genocide. A translation of a Serbo-Croation phrase first used in 1991 when a Serbian building supervisor used the term in a London Times interview, and it was later used by the Croatian Supreme Council. Russia also used it to describe Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict in the province of Nagorno-Karabakh.


Eureka 

Meaning "I have found it!", it is Derived from the Greek word "heureka". Legend has it that Archimedes made this exclaimation when he noticed that objects placed in water displace an amount equal to their own amount. He then used this discovery to solve the problem of measuring the true gold content King Hiero's crown, which was a task that he was asked to perform.

This was emailed from a site visitor:
Archimedes is credited with the original use of the word eureka ( "heureka" ). This is accurate, but I feel it is worth mentioning more about the circumstances of his discovery. Here is the legend as I have heard it told: 

King Hiero had just commissioned a new crown made, but suspected that it might not be pure, and that the craftsman who made it had cheated him. Hiero contacted Archimedes, a man known well educated(by the standards of the time). The king wanted to know how to determine the purity of the crown without damaging it, and Archimedes was at a loss. He did not know how to proceed, and went home deep in thought. Eventually, he went to take a bath. The tub was very full, and when he attempted to sit down, water spilled over the side. At this point, he realized the now well known principles of water displacement. It is said that in his excitement and eagerness to tell the king , he ran naked through the streets shouting "eureka! eureka!"

I have always found the details funny. though I cannot confirm, off the top of my head, that the running naked is true, it should amuse site visitors... 


Excuse my French 
Meaning to forgive one for using a swear word / cussing. This is a phrase used when one tries to pass swearing off as french language.

This is from a website visitor:
further notes: the expression comes from England, it does refer to the use of swear words. it was a way of demonising England's enemy of the time. also the French disease - syphilis England also went to war with the Dutch, which is where the phrases Dutch courage, and double Dutch come from ... Dutch courage - the only way the Dutch can get courage to fight is through drink. Double Dutch - talking nonsense.


F
Face the Music 

Dates back to 1850, but the exact origin is unknown. One theory is that it comes from the theater world, where musicians were in a pit in front of the stage, so "to face the music" was to turn towards the audience. Another theory says it comes from a Civil War military ceremony where an officer that is about to be cashiered is literally drummed out.

Feeding Frenzy 
In its original form recorded in the early 1960s, it refers to the voracious feeding habits of sharks. From the late 1970s onward it came into use in its more general sense which means furious commercial competition.


Field Day 
Fairs and circuses used to always set up in fields. Whenever these events came to town it was a special time. Thus, it has come to mean an enjoyable or especial time.


Finger lickin' good 
Excellent, delicious food. This idiom originated from an advertising slogan of the KFC Chicken company.

Flea Market 
Dating back to the 1920's it is transaltion of a french term for open air markets. These markets were often flea infested. Also, "flea" used to mean cheap.


Flesh and Blood 
From Shakespeare's Hamlet this term means 'one's family'. Your brother, sister, mom or dad would be your own flash and blood.


Flip The Bird 
This idiom is a non-vulger way to describe the middle finger solute. Many people will 'flip the bird' in traffic when cut off. I am not sure of the origins. 

This from a website visitor:
I have heard that this term comes from a practice during the middle ages of cutting off the bow finger of the enemy to disable the armies. The bow finger was the middle finger. In defiance, the warriors would hold up the middle finger to show they were still capable of attacking.

Fly on the wall 
A fly on the wall refers to someone who over sees something without the watched noticing him/her. This term comes from fly on the wall documentaries.

Foam at the Mouth 
To display rage...More than likely this term comes from animals affected by rabies that foam at the mouth.

Fools Gold 
This is the name given to iron pyrites, which look a little like gold but are worthless. Martin Frobisher returned to England from a voyage to find the North West Passage in 1576 with a cargo of this supposed 'gold minerall'.

French Kiss 
Dating back to the 1920's, it is an open-mouthed kiss in which the tongues touch or manipulate each other. It comes from the idea that French people are sexually liberated.


Full Monty 
A British phrase dating back to the 1980's that means "the whole thing," and was popularized by the hit movie of the same name. 

The origin is unknown, but some people have guessed these origins: 

•It refers to the habit of Field Marshal Montgomery where he meticulously planned his assaults.

•It refers to Field Marshal Montgomery in full-dress uniform wearing all his medals.

•It refers to Field Marshal Montgomery's habit of eating a very large breakfast.

•It refers to the purchase of expensive clothing Montague Burton tailor shop

•It comes from the game of 3-card Monte

•It is a version of "the full amount

•It comes from a juice tv commercial where the actor asks for "the full Del Monte;"

Funny Farm 
A funny farm or mental institute comes from the description of mad people being 'funny in the head'.


G
Get out of the wrong side of bed 
Meaning to be in a bad mood, it is considered unlucky to put your left foot on the floor first when getting out of bed.


Getting Down To Brass Tacks 

"Getting down to brass tacks" means getting serious. Years ago millinery stores had brass tacks set in their counters every 6 inches. Tailors would come in and look over the fabric picking up bolts that they liked, but they weren’t serious until they "got down to brass tacks" and measured out the amount they needed and intenede to purchase.

Gilding the Lily 
Reference to an ornament, as in Lilly. A Lilly was an ornamental piece or decoration, which did not need further improvement or embellishment. Therefore it follows that "gilding the Lilly," means to add hyperbole to an otherwise unremarkable event or story.

A site visitor emailed this:
Your explanation is incorrect: gilding the lily means to add to an already perfect thing. The lily has a long-standing reputation for being beautiful, artistically and esthetically pure (hence it became a symbol of purity). To gild it is to ruin it. So to "gild the lily" is to be tasteless enough not to know beauty when it is before you. It's overkill. 

Another site visitor emailed this:
I want to disagree with your explanation of "gilding the lily" which I've always heard used as referring to the redundant and unneccesary effort to increase the value (beauty) of the already valuable (beautiful). Thus, to gild the lily would be to add gold to a flower in an attempt to make beautiful what was already beautiful. The American Heritage Dictinary of Idioms supports this interpretation and cites a passage from Shakespeare's King John as, in consensed form, the source: "To gild refined gold, to paint the lily ... is wasteful and ridiculous excess."

Another site visitor emailed this:
On you page, you explain "Gilding the Lily" as follows: Reference to an ornament, as in Lilly. A Lilly was an ornamental piece or decoration, which did not need further improvement or embellishment. Therefore it follows that "gilding the Lilly," means to add hyperbole to an otherwise unremarkable event or story." Actually, it doesn't follow. What follows is that "gilding the Lilly" means to add what is not necessary (possibly hyperbole to a story) to something that is ALREADY remarkable. Sort of like "coals to Newcastle". In the case of a story, that might be telling a story about the gorilla that was running loose on the football field, and adding the false statement that the gorilla was purple. The gorilla on the football field would have already been a great story. There is a subtle implication that what was added has actually detracted from what was already perfect. For clarification, see the context of the source.

Another site visitor emailed this:
"Gilding the Lilly" is another of the many quotations from Shakespeare that have been mangled:
To gild refined gold, to paint the lily, 
To throw a perfume on the violet, 
To smooth the ice, or add another hue 
Unto the rainbow, or with taper-light 
To seek the beauteous eye of heaven to garnish, 
Is wasteful and ridiculous excess 
King John. Act iv. Sc. 2.

Go out on a limb 
This idiom refers to taking a rish in order to support something or someone. It could have originated from the risk of climbing onto the limb of a tree.

Go The Extra Mile 
Going the extra mile means that you have gone above and beyond what was required of you. This originates from Jesus' Sermon on the Mount, when He said, "Whoever forces you to go one mile with you, go with him two." Thus, you are fulfilling Jesus' commands by "going the extra mile" beyond what is required. (Mt 5:41)

Good Samaritan 
A good samaritan is one who helps another in a time of need with no thought of reward. This is a story from the bible. Luke 10:30/33. 'A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, which stripped him of his raiment, and wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead... But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he had compassion on him,'.

Got my mojo working 
Mojo meaning voodoo, to have a lucky charm; your magic can't work against me. The phrase originated with black blues music in the US, possibly from John Lee Hooker's eponymous song.

Graveyard Shift 
It started as "graveyard watch" in the late 1800's as a nautical term for a late-night work shift, but in the early 1900's "shirt" was used instead by workers on land. It has nothing to do with actually working a graveyard.

This from a website visitor:
On your IdiomSite.com you incorrectly cited a single source for 'Graveyard Shift' , and claimed "nothing to do..." WRONG ! During the late 16th century when superstitions were rampant , many of the graveyards which were traditionally near Churches or central in a community, the burial practices had to adapt to the fact of the need to re-cycle burial sites. The older bodies were removed and disposed of after a couple of years. During these removals, the workmen discovered that the inside of the coffins showed very definite clawings and that some people were being buried prematurely. Many people were presumed to be dead but in fact were only unconscious. To make the situations fail-safe, the process that today we call ' A WAKE ' became standard procedure. During Louis the XV`s reign, in addition to the ' wake' , often family survivors would affix a bell to the headstone with a cord leading inside the coffin. One of the reports that I read said that one woman had a sleep disorder and was actually buried twice, and that a succeeding incident was noted at her wake The Graveyard shift was usually done by family members. The local magistrates and parish rectors would often assign the Graveyard shift to people who broke the kings laws or sinned against society

This from another website visitor: 
I believe at one point the story I was told about the origin of this saying is that it did in fact refer to working at a grave yard. There were people who would spend the night in the cemetaries next to the most recent graves on the day of burial in the event that the deceased was infact still alive. I think this was around the 1800's or earlier when people in comatose states could not be diagnosed as such. So strings were tied around the dead which led to a bell on the surface and could be rang should they wake up soon after burial. This would prevent people from being buried alive.


Gung Ho 

The unofficial motto of the US Marine Corps. Originated from "kung ho" which is Mandarin for industrial cooperative.


H
Handwriting on the wall (writing on the wall)
Often when people see bad things coming or avoid disaster because of their alertness they say, "I can read the handwriting on the wall". This is from the Bible, in Dan 5:5-30. The king of Babylon had seen a hand without a body write a series of words on the wall that none of his wise men could decipher. They called upon the Jewish prophet Daniel, who informed them that the writing was God's prophesy that the Babylonian kingdom would be overthrown; that night, the Medo-Persian Empire attacked Babylon. Therefore, the ability to "read the handwriting on the wall" is the ability to see bad things coming down the road.

Hat Trick 
A cricket term from the 1800's. When a player would take 3 wickets on three bowls it entitled the bowler to receive a hat from his club commemorating the feat. By the early 1900's it was being used in other sports such as hockey, baseball, or football. 

A site visitor wrote the following reguarding this idiom:
I believe the 'Hat-trick' Fact is incorrect on the idiomsite. The site
states a player received a hat after bowling three players out with three
balls, when I believe a player was able to gather money from the crowd with
his (or a given) hat. 

Have an axe to grind 
This means to have an ulterior motive. A visitor once asked Ben Franklin how his grindstone worked. Franklin sharpened the this person's axe for him when demonstrating, this is probably what was intended in the first place .

Heavy Metal 
Another more popular name for hard rock music. It comes from a term used in the military for tanks and guns. 

After reading this idiom, a reader emailed us. Here are the emails:

email response 1:
We have always loved your site, good work all. We are proud to be bringing
back the legendary CREEM Magazine back and will be hitting the streets this
summer. It was broguth to Boy Howdy's attention that you credit (and credit
is due) CREEM with assisting in bringing the term Heavy Metal into out
lexicon. Very true indeed, although we are uncertian if it was indeed used
originally in conjunction with the MC5 (although they too deserve more
credit than they get) but we'll get back to you on that as well. I am writing
today to simply correct what is a common error, CREEM should be spelled CREEM, a
piss take as it were on Rolling Stone and of course the band Cream. Just
thought you might like to revise that on your explaination sometime. Also
check out our website CreemMagazine.com where we are
marking our turf until publication. 

Ramalama & cheers! MFIC RM 

email response 2:
I was going to write you back and get more specific, it was Mike Saunders that first used it in the May 1971 issue of CREEM in a review of Sir Lord Baltimore latest album. We @ http://creemmagazine.com/ plan to archive the entire review shortly as well. He did however make many comparisons to both the MC5 and Led Zeppelin in that review. Thanks for getting back to us and keep up the good work!

Cheers! RM 

email response 3:
As to the origin of this phrase, "heavy metals" refer to a class of metals that includes such elements as lead, mercury of cadmium. In terms of music, Steppenwolf used the phrase "heavy metal thunder" in their most famous song, "Born to be Wild", which was released in 1968.

High Five 
During a celebration people slap hands above each others heads. The five fingers on each hands is where the five comes from. It started in college basketball in the early 1970's.

A site visitor also gave his/her opinion about this idiom:
I am sorry but this term was before the date you said. I can remember the behavior

being used in 1966 in Vietnam, maybe a little before, as early as 1965. Anyway, the first usage

was used as a greeting by the blacks and friends (as I observed at a "Stand Down" after a

battle in the I Drang Valley). At first it was "Give me five", then it was improved, as a club like greeting - hand extended, palm up "Give me five", followed by palm down as a return gesture then one would say, "Return five", " High five, Low five". Then came the behind the back five. So it was "give me five, return 5, high five, low 5, and to be cool was behind the butt, palm up, low 5, for the originator" then "strut" (walk) away. HAHA, no it didn't happen in firefights, just when one would meet. Actually, the "Give me five" was used as a TAG of hello/ thanks, when a medic, any medic, or I would come to help a fallen soldier, when possible. But, I am sure it got its roots in 1965 America and ended up in Vietnam. (NOTE) - I have seen it used as Gimme five/ gimme 10. Gimme 10 is the double handed "Five"

High on the hog 
This term means to be affluent and well fed. The tastiest and most costliest part of a hog is the upper part of the body.

Hit the Hay 
Before matresses used to be stuffed with hay or straw, so when one was hitting the hay they were on their way to bed, thus thats where the meaning 'hit the hay' or go to bed comes from.

Hit The Nail on the Head 

To precisely define the conclusion of an argument or discussion. From the old practice of striking a 'nail' when agreeing a sail between traders. The nail was a stone or post standing nearly waist high and two or three feet in diameter, the parties to the deal would place the money they were offering on the 'nail', and when the deal was agreed it was hit by both parties.

Hocus Pocus 
Used for trickery or magic. From the early 17th century these words used by conjurers and jugglers when performing tricks. The orginal phrase was 'Hocus pocus, toutous talontus, vade celerita jubes'

This from a website visitor:
This phrase originated from the witch-hunting times in Early Modern Europe after the schism between Catholic and Protestant. It is a "Protestant" phrase that poked fun at the Catholic Latin that was spoken whilst giving Holy Communion ("Hoc Est...etc" means "This is my body, this is my blood"), implying that it was complete jibberish and that the Catholic Mass (by worshipping not only God but the Holy Trinity) was akin to Idol worship and therefore the same as conjuring and magic spells.

Hold your horses 
A U.S. origin which dates back to the 19th century which means to be patient and to wait.

Also a site visitor emailed the following:
This pre dates even your brief history as well as most of Europe... even the Romans used to have a man to 'Hold your Horses' whilst a noisy battle was ensuing! It’s probably Chinese in origin as they invented gunpowder.

Honeymoon 

Some speculate this comes from the Babylonian practice of a new father-in-law giving honey beer to his new son-in-law for the 1st month of their marriage. But, "honey" more likely refers to the sweetness of a new marraige, and the "moon" is a bitter acknowledgement that this sweetness will quickly fade like a full moon.

Houston we have a problem 
First used to report a real serious problem in space. This term is now used as humor to report any type of problem.

orginal transcript used:.

Swigert: 'Okay, Houston, we've had a problem here.

Duke: 'This is Houston. Say again please.'

Lovell: 'Houston, we've had a problem. We've had a main B bus undervolt.'


I
I Wash My Hands Of It 
Commonly, when someone has attempted to avert a wrong and it continues anyway, he states, "I wash my hands of the issue", indicating that he is clean and not to blame. This comes from Jesus' trial, as recorded in Matthew 27:24. Pontius Pilate, who was in charge of sentencing Christ, claimed that Jesus was innocent as far as he could tell. However, the crowds pushed to have Him executed. "When Pilate saw that he was accomplishing nothing, but rather that a riot was starting, he took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd, saying, 'I am innocent of this Man's blood; see to that yourselves.'

I'll Have His Head On A Platter 
This phrase is used to indicate the intention of destroying an enemy. It derives from John the Baptist, who had spoken out against King Herod (who married his brother's wife). This stand got John thrown in prison. Then, Matthew 14:6-8 says, "When Herod's birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced before them and pleased Herod, so much that he promised her with an oath to give her whatever she asked. Having been prompted by her mother, she said, 'Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist.'" This resulted in John's martyrdom.

In Like Flynn 

Dates back to 1945, refering to how easily movie star Errol Flynn could get women into bed with him.

In the bag 
Meaning 'secured' this idiom Originated in Great Britian when a bag was placed under the Speaker's chair. If there was a petition that was 'put in the bag' then it must be raised on that day.

In your face 
This idiom refers to a bold aggressive manner one would be in. This phrase originated in sports journalism during the 1970's.

It came like a bolt from the blue 
Just as a lightening bolt that strikes on a clear day with no clouds. It means a surprise.

Ivy League 
First used in 1937 by sportswriter Caswell Adams of the New York Herald-Tribune to reference the conference of teams which were also known as the Old Ten. The teams were Columbia, Brown, Army, Cornell, Dartmouth, Navy, Harvard, Pennsylvania, Princeton, and Yale. In 1940, Navy and Army dropped out but the rest have remained the same ever since. In 1954 the Ivy League was officially formed.

A visitor to this site suggested this explaination:
I've heard a different explanation for the origin of "Ivy League." I was told that originally, there were 4 universities and using the Roman numeral for 4, which are IV-- pronounced eye-vee, often referred them to. Hence, they became known as the Ivy League.


J
Jaywalk 

Dates back to 1884 meaning an annoying or stupid person. Later evolved to mean crossing in the middle of the street because anyone who walked into traffic was not considered too smart.

Jinx 

A bringer of bad luck or an evil influence. Dates back to the 17th century as word for a charm or spell. In 1859 it was used as a character name in a poem, representing vexation or trouble. In the early 1900's sportswriters started using the term to mean bad luck.

Joshing Me 
The following idiom was sent in by one of our website visitors...

This from a website visitor:
This is one that a friend of mine heard (he is a very reliable source), and you may want to look into. I am a coin collector, and I've known for a long time that the "reeding" along the edges of coins was put there by the mint to eliminate the problem of coin shaving in the 1800's. People would shave gold from the edges of their coins and sell the dust yet still spend the coin. The man apparently the most notorious for this practice was named Josh something (maybe you could track down the last name). So when a merchant was given a coin of questionable diameter he would ask "You aren't Joshing me are you?" Fun site!

This from another website visitor:
http://www.at-bristol.org.uk/Newton/Biog.htm 
"Sir Isaac Newton was born on Christmas day over 350 years ago in 1642."

As well as catching fakers Newton was also responsible for changing all the coins. Some unscrupulous people would trim the coins. But it was very difficult to spot if this had happened. Engraving was put around the edges of the coin so that people could tell their coins were intact. If you look at your change you can see that this still happens today."

This from another website visitor:
This is one that a friend of mine heard (he is a very reliable source), and you may want to look into. I am a coin collector, and I've known for a long time that the "reeding" along the edges of coins was put there by the mint to eliminate the problem of coin shaving in the 1800's. People would shave gold from the edges of their coins and sell the dust yet still spend the coin. The man apparently the most notorious for this practice was named Josh something (maybe you could track down the last name). So when a merchant was given a coin of questionable diameter he would ask "You aren't Joshing me are you?" Fun site!


K
Keep body and soul together 
This comes from the religious idea that both the body and soul will always be together as long as life remains. The idiom as come to mean 'to survive'

Keep your chin up 
A Proverbial which means to stay full of cheer even in situations that may be difficult.

Kick The Bucket 
Kick the bucket means to die. Possibly refers to people who committed suicide by attaching a rope to a beam, then standing on a bucket and and kicking it away so they would hang themselves.

This from a website visitor:
The idiom kicking the bucket comes from a suicidal technique used years ago. A man would tie a rope around his neck, secure the other end tightly to a tree branch while standing on a bucket. He would then proceed to kick the bucket out from under himself, thus killing himself and...kicking the bucket. i think you should add "it is what it is" considering so many people say it and it really means nothing..

Knee jerk reaction 
This is something with an automatic response. Its origin comes from the reaction one's knee gets when sharpely hit.


This sent in from a visitor:

The knee jerk is, in anatomy/physiology, one of the "reflex" reactions. The nerve signal travels from the point struck just below the kneecap to the spine and triggers the muscle response. The brain is not involved. Thus the main thrust of the idiom as used to denote an "unthinking" reaction, with the implied insult.

Knock on wood 
This idiom comes from people who tap their knuckles on wood in hopes of bringing good luck or better luck. This term may be associated with the mythology that trees bring good spirits. It may also have to do with the christian religious cross which is also made of wood.

Knock Someone Down A Peg 

This originates from the days of prohibition in the US. A peg was a measurement of alcohol and the saying has something to do with drinking games. Presumeably it was respectable to down more pegs and someone who was very proud or boasted would need knocking down a peg or two. 'Strike while the iron is hot'. When people used to steel they would have their hands cut off. Heating the blade first (often made of iron) meant that the heat would quarterise the wound so that it would heal faster and not
bleed. It had to be red hot to quarterise and no time could be spared, hence

Know the ropes 
To 'know the ropes' means you understand how something works. This could be due to the fact that sailors had to know which ropes raised certain sales at sea.

Know which way the wind blows 
When circumstances change and you still understand what is happening is what this idiom means. The origin may come from traditional hunting.

This is from a website visitor:
"Know which way the wind blows"
"The wind blows where it wants to, and you hear its sound, but don't know
where it comes from and where it is going. So is everyone who is born of the
Spirit." -- John 3:8

The idiom refers to a person who thinks he knows the direction that God is leading him, but is mistaken. This is not the modern context, but the origin


L
Last but not least 
This originated in theatre. Its basically means that the last person announced isn't any less important than the others called before him or her.

Level playing field 
Dating back to the 1980's this term refers to fair competition. On a level playing field, no side has an advantage.

Like a chicken with its head cut off 
Meaning in a frenzied manner. Poultry twitch and sometimes run around after decapitation.

When poultry is decapitated, they begin to twitch and may sometimes begin to run around, that is how this idiom which means 'in a frenzy' comes from. 

Live By The Sword, Die By The Sword 
When Judas had betrayed Jesus and a crowd came up to arrest Him, the Apostle Peter drew a sword and attacked one of the guards. Mt 26:52 records, "Jesus said to him, 'Put your sword back in its place, for all those who take up the sword perish by the sword."

Long in the Tooth 

As I read your greatfacts.com website, I came across the "long in the tooth" fact on page one. The gums in a horse do not receed as the horse gets older. The horse has what are called open rooted teeth that allow the teeth to continuously erupt (or grow) throughout its life until the tooth eventually falls out. Therefore, "long in the tooth" actually does refer to a horses teeth growing very long as it ages.

Loose Cannon 
This idiom originated when ships were damaged due to unsecured cannons rolling around on deck. Today, the term can mean anything unpredictable.


M

Mad As A Hatter 
"Mad As A Hatter: refers to mercury nitrate that was used by hat makers to make fur pelts softer and suitable for hat use. After years of mercury exposure it would make the user quite mentally unstable.

Make no bones about 
The bones referred to (originally made from bone) are dice. And mean to state a fact in a way that allows no doubt.

When you 'make no bones about' it you are stating all the facts and leaving no doubt. It is believed that this idiom comes from dice which were originally made of bone.

Mayday 
A distress call, derived from the French word "m'aidez" meaning "help me" . Dates back to the late 1920's.

Mayhem 
Comes from the Latin word "mahagnare", meaning "to wound". It is related to the verb "maim".

Mexican Wave 
The 'Mexican Wave' or as we know it today as just 'The Wave' is when crowds at sporting events rise up and down from their seats in a continious pattern all around the ballpark. Although 'The Wave' was popular in the late 70's/early 80's with colleges. It became popular in the 1986 World Cup which was held in Mexico.

This from a website visitor:
The Wave and Mexican Wave need improvement. It's rather lengthy, but try this: Two men claim credit for the first appearance of "The Wave" at a sproting event. The first is George Henderson, the "Krazy George" who had led cheers at professional baseball, foorball and ockey games around the United Stated since 1967. Henderson says that he invented the "Wave" during a nationally televised American League baseball playoff gane at Oakland Coliseum between the Oakland Athletics and the New York Yankees on Oct. 15, 1981. The other claim for the first "Wave" is by Robb Weller, former University of Washington cheerleader and one-time host of TV's "Entertainment Tonight." Weller's story is that during the Washington - Stanford football game on Oct. 31, 1981, he instructed the Huskies fans to stand up and raise their hands in first one section of the staduim and then another until a complete circuit was made. Henderson's tale of the origin of "The Wave" is the most likely as both the taped telecast of the playoff game and th 1981 Oakland A's highlight video (which includes a segment showing "The Wave" occuring at the October 15 game to back him up. University of Washington fans claim that Henderson's version wasn't a true "wave." In 2002, Hungarian university researchers announced that they had studied videos of 14 "waves" at large Mexican soccer stadiums (where the action is known as "La Ola"). Their paper in the scientific journal "Nature" claimed that "waves" usually roll clockwise acorss a stadium at a rate of 40 feet per second (about 20 seats per second) and are about 15 seats wide at any one time. Source: Answer Line with Michael E. Newman in Northen Virginia Journal, Vol. 66, No. 161, 08/13/04 That said, let me help a little on "Elvis has left the building" with this: In his early days, Elvis was performing on "The Louisiana Hay Ride" and got quite a reaction from the kids in the audience. They would 
scream so loud, you couldn't tell if he was singing or not. The screaming usually continued long after he ended his part of the show. One time when he completed his set and left the stage, they wouldn't stop. Fearing what would happen if his fans got to him, he left immediately, but the kids continued screaming so much, the show couldn't continue. His manager finally ran out on the stage, grabbed the microphone, and shouted, "Please calm down! Boys and girls ... let's have a little quiet. He's not here anymore. ... Elvis has left the building."

Money is the Root of All Evil 
This idiom is actually a misquote from the Bible. The Apostle Paul, writing to Timothy in I Tim 6:10, says, "For the love of money is the root of all evil..." This is commonly misstated by saying that "money is the root of all evil", rather than greed (love of money).

Mum's the word 
The humming sound made when a mouth is closed. Used by Shakespeare in Henry VI, Part 2. 'Seal up your lips and give no words but mum'. This idiom means say nothing and keep your mouth shut.

Mumbo Jumbo 
From Mama Dyanbo, a Mandingo god....meaning 'Nonsense'.

Murphy's Law 
Generally meaning "if anything can go wrong, it will". It was Ccined in the late 1940's and refers to Captain Ed Murphy, a development engineer assigned to research on the rocket sleds.

My Brother's Keeper 
Not as common as it used to be, you still hear people occasionally ask, "Am I my brother's keeper?" when they are asked the whereabouts of someone else. This is a reference to Gen 4:9. Cain, who had murdered his brother Abel, was asked by God where Abel was. Cain, rather than confessing, tried to cover up his sin by answering in the form of the question--"Am I my brother's keeper?".


N
Nerd 
In the Dr. Seuss book from 1950 If I Ran the Zoo, a creature named "nerd" appears. It might also be a variation on the name of famous ventriloquist Edgar Bergen's (Candace's Bergen's father) dummy, Mortimer Snerd. Some suggest nerd is from surfer or hot-rodder lingo, or even that is it a euphemism for "turd". 

Nest Egg 
A nest egg is a savings and comes from the allusion of putting china egg into a hen's nest to encourage her to lay. 

New kid on the block 
This term originated in the United States in the 1950s. It means the newest arrival in a community, area or circle of friends. 

New York Minute 
A reference to the hectic pace that New York citizens live their lives. The term may have originated in Texas in the late 1960's, with people saying a New Yorker does in an instant what a Texan would do in a whole minute. 

No Dice 
When a proposition is refused, this means 'No Dice'. Originally used in dice games when a throw is out of play or not lying flat, the throw is not valid and ruled as 'no dice' 

No Room to Swing a Cat 
In other words 'a small space'. The term may have derived from the British Navy but the origin is unclear.

We received these emails from site visitors:
Email 1: Correct it comes from the British navy. It arises from the punishment of flogging with the "cat o' nine tails" since if sailor to be punished by beating with a nine tailed whip was tied in a confine area there would be no room to "swing a cat" and give the punishment

Email 2: No room to swing a cat: is another reference to the cat o' nine tails and not having the room to properly swing it into use.

Email 3: "No room to swing a cat
In other words 'a small space'. The term may have derived from the British Navy but the origin is unclear".

Email 4: this most likely refers to Swinging a cat-o-nine tails. In a very enclosed space a person couldn't get a proper swing. This also explains the phrase "can't swing a dead cat without hitting something". As a side note, another phrase, letting the cat out of the bag, is of similiar origin. Letting the cat out of the bag means something bad is happening. The cat-o-nine tails was usually kept in a bag, and when the "cat came out of the bag" it meant someone was about to have a bad day.

Not Playing With a Full Deck 
If your 'not playing with a full deck' then you are stupid. This comes from lacking the required intelligence, as a card game being played with a missing card. 

Nothing is certain but death and taxes 
Coined by Ben Franklin in 1789
'In this world nothing is certain but death and taxes.', Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) 


O
Off The Cuff 

This is from a website visitor:
Traditionally thought to be a spontaneous statement or response (isn't amazing how he comes up with those ideas off the cuff like that...?), it actually has origins in one of two places, depending on who you listen to: My Favorite? The English Pub keepers accounting system. Bartenders of the era kept track of patron's tabs by markings made on the starched cuffs of their shirts, so that with a mere glance at their shirt cuffs the bartender could quote a price seemingly 'off the cuff' Or... The alleged practice, in the 1930's, of public speakers making last-minute notes on their shirt cuffs, for use during their speeches. 

Off the Record 
Something that you don't want attributed to you, told in confidence. Judges often tell court recorders to strike evidence that isn't admissable from the record. Anything that is off the record is thus not for publication. 

OK 
Became popular in the mid 1800's but the origin is unknown. The oldest written references to 'OK' result from its adoption as a slogan by the Democratic party during the 1840 American Presidential election. Their candidate, President Martin Van Buren had the nickname 'Old Kinderhook', and his supporters formed the 'OK Club' (he lost the election though). Another possible origin for "OK" is that during the late 1830s, humorous misspellings were a fad, and one of them was "Orl Korrekt" (OK - All Corrrect). 

On a wing and a prayer 
This idiom's origin began in the military. It simply means to rely on good fortune. It comes from very damaged aircrafts that were returned to the bases with nothing but prayers that kept them intact. 

On the dole 
On the dole or 'unemployed' originated in the UK where the unemployment benefit is called 'the dole'. Probably comes from 'doling out' which means handing out.

Meaning 'unemployed' this is a british term. In Britain, unemployment benefits are called 'the dole'. It may have also come from 'doling out' which is another way to say handing out. 

One for the road 
'One for the road' means one last drink before leaving.
It is believed that this term derived from felons final drinks before heading off to be executed in front of the public. 

Over the Top 
Orginating in WWI, this idiom means exaggerated or excessive. It was first used during war time to describe someone leaving the safe trenches to attack the enemy on the open field. Some now refer to it has just 'OTT' in abbreviations. 


P
P's and Q's 
Means to learn one's letters. Dates back to the late 18th century. Some people think it refers to the hard time children had learning to distinguish between the letters p and q, since they are mirror images of one another. 



We received these emails from site visitors:

Email 1: P’s n Q’s: it actually means, Mind your Pints and Quarts. In Pubs when people would start arguing, the bartenders would tell them to mind their own drinks... being pints n quarts!

Email 2: I always thought that Mind your P's and Q's meant to behave appropriately. Also I thought it meant that if you don't mind your P's and Q's You are irresponsible Because if P's and Q's were referred to as Penny's and Quarters and nobody minded or paid attention to them and you lost them then you would have lost your Pennies and Quarters, or P's and Q's.

Email 3: The most convincing explanation of this idiom I've heard is that it comes
from the early days of printing, when movable type was positioned for
printing. This process was done upside-down - a technique not impossible to
get used to after some time. However, the lowercase letters p and q were
hard to distinguish, since in most designs they were mirror images of each
other. Hence" mind your P's and Q's!", a phrase I was told was shouted at
young children working in these print shops.

Email 4: I am under the impression that the saying minding your p's and q's, does
mean mind your pints and quarts. Bartenders would use tally marks i.e. 4
pints equal a quart, if the customer got out of line, the bartender would
use the phrase, mind your p's and q's. I have also heard the customer would
use it when they thought they were being over charged.

Email 5: I have heared a different story about the saying mind your p's and q's. Back when Mark Twain lived in Missouri or as he liked to call it Missary, he had a horrable job working as a newspaper editor. The job was to put the letters that were to make all the words on the page in sentence form backwords. There was an upper case and lower case (thuse the use of that idiom) and Mark Twain once wrote in a news article about the two letters in the English alphabete that were mirror images of themselves. He said, "no mater how hard he tried he could never mind his p's and q's". This means that when he did his job he had to make sure that if he choose a q it was really a p and not a q but when printed it was backward so if it was a p it was really a q and vise versa.

Email 6: As a bartender for 16 years, you've got 1/2 the stoy right. In the days of old in taverns and pubs, mind your p's and q's was a term the bar owner or manager said at the end of the night to the waitresses or cocktail girls. They kept track of what they sold by marking P's and Q's on a peice of paper for all the pints and quarts they sold or disbursed. The bar owner would say, "Mind your P's and Q's, (pints and quarts). That meant for them to tally up their P's and Q's and give a total. 

Paddle Your Own Canoe 
To decide your own fate and act independently. This phrase originated and was used in a Captain Marryat novel titled 'The Settlers of Canada' 

Pass The Buck 

From what my great-uncle has told me, the buck in "pass the buck" was originally a buckknife. When people played cards, they passed the buck to whoever is dealing. That way, they new whose turn it was to deal. They later decided that a knife was too dangerous. As a substitute, they began to use a silver dollar. It became known as a buck. Therefore, pass the buck. I can't verify this story, but this is what I've heard and it makes sense. Anyway, you can put that on the site if you'd like. I just thought I'd share my little tidbit of information. 

Pedal to the metal 
Much like "balls to the wall",came from transport sources. Old (and current?)floorplates on large trucks (18 wheelers, etc.) were made of metal, so to go very fast meant to push the pedal all the way down to the metal floorplate. 

Peeping Tom 
A peeping tom or 'a voyeur' comes from the story of Lady Godiva's ride in the nude through Coventry, when a tailor named Tom spied on her. 

Pick up your ears 
To pay careful attention. This origin probably was coined from the habit of dogs, horses and other animals in which they lift their ears when listening attentively. 

Pie in the Sky 
Of course, this means to search for the impossible dream but it originated in the early 1900's. A famous labor organizer named Joe Hill was extremely critical of the clergy's treatment of slaves. He wrote a tune called 'The Preacher and the Slave" accusing the clergy of making false promises of a better life in heaven while people starved on earth. The song goes: 'Work and pray, live on hay. You'll get pie in the sky when you die. That's a lie! 

Pig in a Poke 
In medieval times, farmers would bring piglets to market in burlap bags called 'pokes". Unscrupulous farmers would substitute stray cats for the piglets as a way to dupe their customers. So a "pig in a poke" is used to refer to something that isn't really what you've been told it is. This of course leads us to... Pig in a poke. 

Piggyback 

Did you know that "Piggyback" is a childish corruption of "Pick a Back"? 
in the same way that "Sliding Pond" is a childish corruption of "Slide Upon." (This last one may be a local -- ie New Jersey/New York) idiom. 

Pin Money 
This is money from a part time job. Women used to use 'pin money' as their allowance for clothes. 

Pipe Down 
Pipe down or 'be quiet' could have started when pipes on ships were blown like whistles to give the sailors signals. When a sailor was to be dismissed below he would have been 'piped down' by an officer.


The following is from a site visitor:
I have heard that it could also have something to do with the phrase "Nice Pair of Pipes" Which means you have a very well singing voice. Translation: It could have meant to keep your "pipes" (Vocal chords) Down. 

Play by ear 
When a situation is handled in an impromptu manner without referring to any set of guidelines. This comes from not using sheet music to play the music. 

Posh 
Intended to refer to luxurious. Origin is "Port Outward Starboard Home". Originated in the days of The East India Company's ships departing from the UK for the Indian Ocean southward along the coast of Africa and around the horn of Africa and returning the same way. The Port or left side of the ship's cabins faced east and received the AM sun (plus the coastal view). The opposite was true on the return trip. 

Prick Up Your Ears 
Animals either have "pricked ears" meaning the stand upright, or "flopped ears" meaning they hand down loosely. The theory is that pricked ears mean you hear better and are thus smarter as in, the more flopped the ears on an animal, the dumber it is and can't be trained. So much for theory. Pigs with flopped ears are more intelligent and trainable it turns out than cats for example. 

Pull out all the stops 
This idiom meaning to put a maximum of effort into a certain activity, is a term first coined by organists. It refers to pulling out all the stop levers in an organ, which results in the maximum volume from the organ. 

Pull the plug 
Pull the plug which means to stop something was first used when refering to coma patients 'life' being unplugged from the electrical supply that keeps them alive. Now its used anytime you want something stopped or halted. 

Pull the Wool Over His Eyes 

Dates back to 1839, meaning "to deceive". "Wool" refers to a powdered wig, such as men used to wear. Pulling down the wool wig would temporarily blind the person wearing it. 

Push the Envelope 
This term originated in the airplane industry and means to go the limits. Planes performances used to be marked on a 2 dimensional graph. The area of the graph that indicated safe usage was the envelope. This all started in the late 1970's. 

Put a sock in it 
Years ago gramophones didn't have any volume control so to turn the volume down one had to actually put a sock in the trumpet part. Now, people use the term, 'Put A Sock In It" as a request to be quiet or silent. 

Put on your thinking cap 
Meaning to think hard, this phrase comes from the judicial practice of giving a death sentence after soberly donning a black cap. 

Put your best foot forward 
To 'Put Your Best Foot Forward' or 'to make a bold start' originated when ladies looked for a well turned leg in men. 


Q
Quality Time 
Quality Time' is the time a parent who works spends with their neglected child. This term originated in the 1980's as a notion that parents can have a happy life at home and a successful career. 

Queer Street 
This idiom simply means 'in debt'. Debtors are known to live in this imaginary place. 


R
Rain Cats and Dogs 

This phrase's origin is unknown. Possible explainations include: The archaic French catdoupe is a waterfall or cataract, lightning and thunder sounds like that of a cat/dog fight, cats had a big influence on the weather, and the sky dog Odin was attended to by wolves according to Norse Mythology.

Another theory is that in old England, they had hay roofs on their houses and the cats and dogs would sleep on the roof. When it rained, the roofs got slippery and the cats and dogs would slide off of the roofs. There for it was "Raining Cats and Dogs".

This from a website visitor:
"raining cats and dogs" came from the middle ages, when houses had thatched roofs. To keep warm lots of animals would hide in the roofs when it was raining and sometimes fell through the flimsy roofs on to the streets below.

This from another website visitor: 
I do believe the idiom "Rain Cats and Dogs" stems from the Norse Mythology. Cats were believed to represent the wind and dogs represented rain. Different animals represented different weather and natural phenomenon

This from another website visitor: 
For the Idiom "Rain Cats and Dogs" I have heard one other explanation. In old England when peoples cats and dogs died they would simply through them into the gutter or alley with the garbage. If a strong enough rain came through it would flood the gutters and alleys to the point where all the dead cats and dogs would begin to float down the streets. Therefore very harsh rains were associated with cats and dogs. 

Raincheck 

First used when baseball games were rained out and fans were issued vouchers that allowed them to return and watch another game. 

Red Herring 

This is from a website visitor:
"Red herring" seems to be in common use today. Not exactly sure of its meaning or origins. Something to do with a feint or false information intended to throw your opponent off. 

Redhanded 

This term for guilt dates back to the 1400's when it meant having blood on one's hands. 

Redneck 

Dating back to 1830 it was used to describe the Presbyterians of Fayetteville. One explanation is that it could be from a ruddy neck caused by anger. Another is that may be refer to a sunburned neck caused by working outside. Or, it refer to pellagra which causes the neck to turn red. Also, striking coal miners may have once wore red bandanas. 

Rise and Shine 
This idiom which means to 'get out of bed' started in the military when service men were expected to shine their own boots in the morning after waking up. 

Rule of thumb 
A rule of thumb is a basic rule that is usually but not always correct

A thumb can be used as a rough measurement tool. Most old English measures of distance were based on the body measurements of the king -- the length of the foot, inch (thumb tip to first knuckle), cubit (elbow-to-fingertip), and yard (nose-to-fingertip).

Another possibilty is a term dating back to medieval times when the diameter of your thumb was the largest diameter of stick that was allowable for disciplining one's wife i.e. - the rule of the thumb. 

The following was sent in from a site visitor...

One Idiom that you left out is "rule of thumb". The definition/origin of the term I learnt was from Great Britain where a husband was legally allowed to punish his wife by hitting her with a stick that measured no larger in diameter than his thumb. I would be interested to know if that is indeed the true meaning, as I once had an argument with a "feminist" in which the term was used by her. The argument started with a misuse of an idiom by me and ended with the misuse of this idiom by her. The content of the argument is irrelevant now, but I have always been curious if I was quoting the definition correctly. (Hate to have her think that she was right about the original argument and the use of the term. :-) 

Run out of steam 
To run out of steam is to run out of energy. This comes from steam engine trains. Steam engines which are powered by fires in the boiler room produce steam. When the train slows down this is because the fire/steam is low or as 'run out'. 


S
Sacred Cow 
A sacred cow is something open to criticism and highly reguarded. The origin is Hindu.. 

Saved by the bell 
This term which means saved at the last possible moment derives from when people were buried with a bell above ground and a string in their coffin. This was just in case someone happened to be buried alive, they could ring the bell to notify others. This term is also used alot during boxing matches in which one boxer is saved by the round bell.

This is from a site visitor:
Just a quick one about the "Saved by the bell" being when someone was scared of dying. It was actually late back when they had no real way to tell if someone had died and people were waking up (from a coma) in the coffins so they started to fit coffins with bells. "The Graveyard shift" is the person who would stay in the graveyard all night to see if anyone rung the bell. And a "WAKE" also come from the same time when they didnt have sure ways to tell if people were really dead so they used to lay them on the side to see if they "Woke" up. :) 

Scapegoat 
A scapegoat is someone who gets the blame for a scandal/mistake; typically, the scapegoat is either completely innocent, or at least is only one of many guilty people. This originates from the Old Testament of the Bible, in which a goat was sent into the wilderness for the sins of its owner. Lev 16:10: "But the goat on which the lot for the scapegoat fell shall be presented alive before the LORD, to make atonement upon it, to send it into the wilderness as a scapegoat." 

Shake a leg 
To rouse yourself and get out of bed. Originally used in the navy. An alternative to 'show a leg'. This was the injunction given by naval officers to ratings who they were rousing from sleep. Showing a leg out of the sailor's hammock was required to prove they were awake. 

Shot in the dark 
A shot in the dark is a desperate attempt at doing something. For example, if you shoot at an enemy or attacker that you cannot see. 

Sitting Shotgun 

Days of the old west if you rode a wagon somewhere you sat next to the person with the reigns w/ a shotgun in your handsto protect the wagon's cargo and the people on it because the driver had to hold onto the reigns to keep the horses moving if you were attacked. 

Skid Row 

Dating back to the 1880's it comes from "skid road" which was a logging road paved with tree trunks, or skids. The loggers usually hung out in a rough neighborhood full of vagrants and bums. 

Skin of your teeth 
This saying means to barely escape from a harrowing situation. It comes from Job 19:20, where God inflicts all sorts of terrible things on one of those who love him. Poor Job had all his animals stolen, his children die, his house collapse and his body covered with sores. Job has this to say; "My bone cleaveth to my skin and to my flesh, and I am escaped with the skin of my teeth."

This from a website visitor:
Very interesting site I must say. However, the description of "skin of your teeth" is not entirely accurate. After taking a closer look at the bible you can derive the following conclusions: God did not cause these terrible occurances to come upon poor Job. God allowed Satan to test Job's loyaly. Satan taunted God by saying that no man would serve him unless he was happy and thriving as stated in Job 1:9-11 Notice that in verse 12 God tells Satan to do whatever he will to Job, but just dont kill him. Satan does terrible things to Job in an attempt to break him and make him curse God. Most of the book of Job describes his trails and his near breakdown but that is irrelevant to this E-mail. Skipping to the end, at Job 42:10-17 we see that God rewards Job for his faithful perseverance and gave him much more than he ever had in the beginning.I just thought you might want to see the history the way the bible originally tells 
it. It kinda hurts to see the evil of Satan blamed on God, you know what I mean? It makes God sound heartless and cruel which couldn't be more untrue. Anyway, keep up the good work with the site and all. I like it a lot!

Sleep Tight 
Sleep tight which means 'sleep well' is a term which comes from how beds were made. Beds used to be made of ropes and would often slack and become loose which made sleeping very unconfortable. So, in order to sleep well you had to make the ropes as tight as possible before falling asleep. 

Son of a gun 
Originated when sea travel was the only way to travel large distances. There was little privacy on the ships. When a woman gave birth on the journey, the forward deck behind the main cannon was a common place for the birth to take place. If you were born at sea you were often referred to as a "son of a gun".

We received this email from a site visitor: 

It seems that during the Civil War (May 12, 1863, to be exact), a
young Virginia farm girl was standing on her front porch while a
battle was raging nearby. A stray bullet first passed through the
scrotum of a young Union cavalryman, then lodged in the reproductive
tract of the young woman, who thus became pregnant by a man she had
not been within 100 feet of! And nine months later she gave birth to a
healthy baby!
OK:
Meaning 0 killed
I forgot from what time period

We received this email from another site visitor: 

"Son of a gun
Originated when sea travel was the only way to travel large distances. There was little privacy on the ships. When a woman gave birth on the journey, the forward deck behind the main cannon was a common place for the birth to take place. If you were born at sea you were often referred to as a "son of a gun"."Surely this is a result of a shotgun wedding!
FLIP THE BIRD: I heard the origin for flagging the bird was from the days when men fought
with bows and arrows. Sharpshooters used their middle finger, the opposing
army would capture them and cut off their middle finger...the men uncaught
would show-off as they escaped (or whatever...taunting the army) by raising
their middle finger. Perhaps the bird part comes from the feathers on the
arrows? (guessing) Can't remember which army. Robinhood type guys and
the King's army? 

Sour Grapes 
Meaning to act mean after a disappointment. This phrase is derived from the bible. Old Testament, Ezekiel xviii. 2 - 'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge'. 

Southpaw 

This term for a left handed person originated in the late 1800's. Baseball diamonds were arranged so that the batters face the east to avoid looking into the afternoon sun. This meant left handed pitchers were on the southern ("South") side. "Paw" refers to their pitching hand. 

Spare The Rod, Spoil the Child 
This was a common phrase in the previous century, and still exists today. It refers to the practice of spanking your children in discipline; the phrase "spare the rod, spoil the child" means that if you don't punish your children when they do wrong, you'll spoil them. This comes from a Biblical proverb (Prov 13:24): "He who withholds his rod hates his son, but he who loves him disciplines him diligently." 

Spitting Image 
The word spit may have come from the word 'spirit'. The word spit may have also come from spitting of the mouth, as in one person is so much like that person he may have been spit from the person's mouth. 

Straight From The Horse's Mouth 
This also is a misquote of a Biblical passage. In the book of Numbers, God speaks to the prophet Balaam through a donkey; the phrase "straight from the donkey's mouth" has now become the phrase "straight from the horse's mouth". The phrase is used to indicate that something is definitely true, or heard firsthand; for example, "Yeah, it happened to Mark! I heard it straight from the horse's mouth!" Numbers 22:28 states: "And the LORD opened the mouth of the donkey, and she said to Balaam..." 

Strike a deal 
This idiom which dates back to when horse traders in Ireland would agree on deals by hand slaps means to agree on a transaction. 

Stumped 
This comes from trees along highways that were cut down. Back when wagons were commonly used, trees along highways had to be cut down to no more than 15 inches. On rainy days the stumps of the cut of trees would damage the axels due to the softened soil. So, when wagons sunk in mud you can say that they were 'stumped' 


T
Thats all Folks! 
Banner shown at the very end of a Bugs Bunny cartoon. 

The Truth Will Set You Free 
This is obviously a very common saying, and Jesus states in John 8:31-32, "So Jesus was saying to the Jews who believed in Him, 'If you continue in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you shall know the truth, and the truth will make you free.'" 

The Wave 
The "wave" was actually originated by A's fan Crazy George Henderson on
October 15, 1981 in Section 331 of the Oakland Coliseum in Oakland,
California. There was speculation that the wave originated at the
University of Washington during a football game, but it was a couple weeks
after Crazy George started it. 

The Whole Nine Yards 
Refers to a nine-yard belt of bullets fired from a gun on the flying fortresses in WWII. if they shot you full of holes and ran out of bullets you got "the whole nine yards"

Emails from site visitors :

Email: I was reading on your IdiomSite and I didn't see the expression, "the whole
nine yards". This I believe originated around WWII when the amount of
belted ammunition loaded into fighter aircraft measured out to the length of
nine yards. When a pilot returned from his mission with no ammo left, the
mechanics would ask how they (the pilots) did on their mission and the reply
was ," I gave them the whole nine yards." The terms is still used today
where it is used in the context to mean, putting forth the maximum effort or
it's used to mean getting every part, piece, or completing every single task
asked of you. If asked if you got everything you need to go camping for
example, you would say, "Everything, the whole nine yards." I hope this
helps. Great site!

Email: It’s odd how many different supposed origins this simple phrase has. I’ve heard that it’s supposedly a nautical term referring to old boats with masts. A ‘yardarm’ (shortened to ‘yard’) was a horizontal spar attached to the masts that held the square sails. Large ships had three masts, with three yardarms on each, so to talk about the whole ship, you could refer to it as the “whole nine yards”. Thanks.

Email: A concrete truck can hold much more than nine cubic yards. You may want to remove that statement from the posting. The other comment concerning the "Great Kilt", or breachan feileadh as it was origionally called, is quite true, and historically documentable back to the 16th century.

Email: The whole nine yards: Just a comment about your reader's suggestions regarding this phrase. Since the "standard" cement truck of the mid sixties, when the phrase came into popular use, had a 4.5 yard capacity, that explanation is very unlikely. 

There's more than one way to skin a cat 
In other words, there is not only one way to achieve a goal. Skinning in this idiom may mean to beat and cats may have suffered.

A site visitor emailed this theory:
I may be mistaken but more ways to skin a cat I believe is in reference 
to skinning a catfish. Their skin sticks to their flesh and is 
difficultly separated. There are a few ways to separate. I think one way 
was to drop them quickly into boiling water. This is all something I 
read as a kid 

Third World 

Originally a French term (Tiers Monde), it was coined by G. Balandier in 1956. The First World refers to the industrialized West (like the USA), the Second World refers to the Communist nations of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, and the Third World refers to all the other countries. 

Three Dog Night 
It refers to being cold. Often when ranchers or cowboys were out on the range they would have to sleep with their dogs to keep warm. A one dog night was a night when he had to share body heat with one dog, two dog night was two dogs and a three dog night was an extremely cold night where he would have to share body heat with three dogs. “how cold was it on your trip?” “It was a three dog night”. 

Tie the knot 
Since bed frames were sprung with rope. To make yourself a marriage bed you had to 'tie the knot'.

Emails from site visitors :

Email: I have heard an alternitive definition of tie the knot. When a couple get married the bride and groom tie a knot to signify unity.

Email: Among the Germanic Goths of northern Europe in 200 A.D., a man usually married a woman from within his own community. However, when there were fewer women, the prospective bridegroom would capture his bride from a neighboring village. After the bridegroom captured his bride, he placed her on his left to protect her, thus freeing his right hand or sword hand against sudden attack. “To tie the knot” finds it origins here. To protect the virtue of this very young bride from the other lustful men, often times soldiers, the best man and future groom, would strip the poor girl and put upon her body layers and layers of clothing, types of corsets, tied with knots and only upon the day of consummation, would the groom then “free” his new wife and legally make her his property. It was a part of the ceremony, that as soon as the priest or lawyer, pronounced them married, it was not fully legal, until they consummated the marriage, which would be done immediately after the ceremony, sometimes in front of the guests. It is from this, horrible documentary, that the garter originates. You see, in order to untie all those knots, the groom would then have to rip off her clothing, and sometimes, those guests would join in. To take some of her clothes, was considered good luck for those other young lads, who so wanted a wife. Less they even become a servant to the groom. So, to fight off this rambunctious crowd, the groom would throw pieces of her clothing at them.

Email: Actually, I think the term "to tie the knot" comes from the Mexican culture. During their wedding ceremonies, the bride and groom do a special dance in which they both help in making a bow out of a piece of ribbon only using their feet in the dance, thus when you got married, you "tied the knot" in the bow.

Email: I think this term is from before rope beds. I think it comes from the fact that most peasants and poor farmers couldn't afford jewelry, so a string was tied around the finger. It is also where the use of a string around the finger for a reminder came from. It was a reminder to the newlyweds that they are taken.

Email: I'm writing to let you know that another possible origin for 'tie the knot' dates back to old pagan marriage ceremonies in which either the bride a groom or the priest or priestess performing the wedding would literally tie a length of rope into a knot, signifying their union and the eternal connection of their lives. 

Email: This actually goes back to medieval and Pagan rituals of marriage or traditions in some cultures where the brind and groom have a cord tied around their wrists during the ceremony to show that they are bound together for life from that point forward.

Til the cows come home 
Meaning a long and indefinite time. This phrase was paraphrased Groucho Marx in Duck Soup. 'I could dance with you till the cows come home. Better still, I'll dance with the cows and you come home.'

We received this email from a site visitor: 
i don't know where you send suggestions etc, but i noticed on "Til the cows 
come home" you didn't mention that when a farmer sends livestock off to the 
market they don't EVER come home (unless of course the family decides to 
order some hamburgers)

To Everything There Is A Season 
This is a famous song "To everything/Turn, turn, turn/There is a season/Turn, turn, turn" of the 70s. I forget who sang it (Jefferson Airplane, maybe?) because I'm not a child of the 70's. Anyway, the song takes quite a bit from a section of the Bible: "There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under heaven: A time to give birth and a time to die; A time to plant and a time to uproot what is planted. A time to kill and a time to heal; a time to tear down and a time to build up. A time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance. ... A time to love and a time to hate; a time to war and a time for peace." (Ecc 3:1-8) (NOTE: This was also quoted in the movie "Footloose" with Kevin Bacon).

This is from a site visitor:
In case anyone wants to know, here's a clarification on an idiom listed on the idiomsite.com page. "To everything there is a season" is a line from a song that the Byrds recorded in 1965 (not Jefferson Airplane in the '70's). The song was written by the famous folk singer, Pete Seeger, and comes from Chapter 3 of Ecclesiastes in the bible. Roger McGuinn of the Byrds arranged it for a Judy Collins album in 1963, and then the Byrds had their first hit with the song in 1965. 

To Make A Long Story Short 
"Usually the phrase repeated by a person telling a boring, long-winded story, but who has no real intention of actually shortening the story at all. When you hear this phrase, you know you're 'in for the long haul'."
The origin of this phrase probably dates back to Old English times - long before tv, the internet, or computers came on the scene - w/ guys like Chaucer who used to travel around the countryside with nothing better to do than to tell boring, long-winded stories that no one wanted to hear. 

Tongue In Cheek 

To keep yourself from laughing at a bad time, you can thrust your tongue into your cheek. Back in the 1700's, this was used to signal contempt for another person. Over the years the meaning changed to be more humor related. 

Top Drawer 
To go first class. Whether it refers to clothes, food, travel. Eg: we went top drawer 

Top Notch 
Top notch is just another way of say, "Excellent". American origin - following on from the British 'topping', and preceding the US 'the tops'. All meaning the same thing. 

Turn A Blind Eye 

A site visitor wrote the following reguarding this idiom:
Just stopped by the site on idioms and sayings and noticed that you were missing one I've used forever. 'Turn a blind eye' which stems from the battle at Copenhagen between the British fleet commanded by Admiral Sir Hyde Parker and the Danes (can't remember who commanded it). The attack was led by the famous Admiral Nelson into the bay and during the battle there was a point where Parker had felt that Nelson's losses were unacceptable and hoisted the signal to disengage. When informed of the signal Admiral Nelson held the telescope to his blind eye and said "I see no ships" disobeying the order and winning the battle. Thus the phrase 'turn a blind eye'. 


U
Uncle Sam 
The patriotic Uncle Sam beame a famous symbol during World War II on recruiting posters. The exact origin is unknown, but may have been from a Troy NY meat packer or inspector who signed his boxes "U.S." because those were his initials.

This is from a website visitor:
About the origin of the term "Uncle Sam": I think the term existed before then, but Civil War General (and later President) Ulysses S. Grant was referred as "Uncle Sam" by the troops serving under his command, from his initials (I have no idea why they called him "Sam", but hey, it's a better name than Ulysess). Since Grant led the Union army to victory in the war, I would think it's possible that he helped popularize the term.

This is from another website visitor:
The idea of uncle sam was a joke during the civil war when all shipmentswere marked with US standing of course for United States. Ration shipmentswere also such marked and it became a joke among the enlisted men that their meals really came from "Uncle Sam" back home. This would later evolve into the patriotic symbol that is now Uncle Sam and be used on recruiting posters and morale campaigns during WWII. 

Under the Weather 

This popular phrase for "ill" dates back to 1827. It is commonly believed that bad weather can make you sick.

A site visitor gave his/her opinion about this idiom:
I believe that "under the weather" is an old sailor phrase. When men were sick, they would rest below deck and thus were literally "under" the weather on deck

Another site visitor gave his/her opinion about this idiom:
Moreover, the deck they were under was likely "the weather deck", meaning the most exposed deck on the ship, usually the foredeck (over the seamen's quarters at the front end of the ship) or the quarterdeck 
(where the helm was located, high for a good view). Either way, if you needed to be sick, you wouldn't want to "toss your cookies" where the wind could toss them back in your face, nor would anyone with you want you to do so. You'd be firmly told to "under the weather" to be sick. 

Up a blind alley 
Meaning on the wrong track. Any alley with no clear or visible passage can be blind. 

Use Your Loaf 

The term "Use your loaf " comes from WW1 when trench warfare played a large 
part in battle. Sniperfire was rampant so if a soldier who had been lying in 
a trench for some time and popped his head up to see if all was clear he'd 
be likely to lose it. So instead they used to stick a loaf of bread from 
their rations on their bayonet and raise that in the air instead. Just 
thought i'd share that one for ya readers. 


V
Van Gogh's ear for music 
This is a reference to Van Gogh's well known ear which was cut off and means tone deaf. 


W
Wag the Dog 

Dates back to 1907 and means the subsidary (small) part controlling the major part. This was the title of a 1990's movie. 

Wearing the pants 
Being in charge, especially refers to women who are dominant over their husbands. In days of yore at least, men were supposed to be both the dominant force in the family and be the only family member to wear trousers. Thus a woman who wore trousers was considered to be in domineering.

Emails from site visitors :

Email: You may be right to say that this refers to "domineering" women, but probably wrong to say that women wearing pants were once considered domineering. This phrase tells us about the marital relationship and not the persons to which it was applied. Fifty years ago it was just becoming acceptable for women to wear pants. In most marriages, it would have been clear that the man wore the pants no matter who dominated the relationship. "Who wears the pants?" is a not so subtle reminder to the wife that she observe the customary understanding of deferring to her husband on some matter of importance. I think if a woman is truly domineering, this has very little to do with what she wears. This phrase would not be for men who are faint of heart, but actually able to back it up by...wearing the pants so to speak. 

Well Heeled 
Well heeled or 'wealthy'. This is a cock fighting term. The most dangerious cocks were the ones with the large and sharpest heels. 

Wet Behind The Ears 
This phrase is used to state that someone is very young or, more often, inexperienced. When animals are born, they are wet from the amniotic fluid and the birthing blood. After giving birth, the mother animal licks her offspring clean with her tongue. This also stimulates them into taking their first breath. At that point, they begin to nurse and their fur dries. Due to the folds of skin, the last place to dry is often behind the ears, at the base. Thus, they are so newly born that they are still wet behind the ears. 

Who Let The Cat Out Of The Bag 
The origins of this phrase come from when farmers would sell chickens at market. Most of the time they would just throw the chickens in a bag and sell them as however many were supposidly in there. But cats were cheaper than chickens so many times farmers would put a cat into the bag with the chickens and if someone suspected something they would open the bag. At that point the cat would jump out of the bag, thus giving away the secret.

This from a website visitor: 
Eventually the duped customers would open their burlap bags revealing the cats and thus "letting the cat out of the bag". This expression is often used when the real truth has been revealed. 

Whole nine yards 
Comes from World War II fighter pilots, whose planes typically were
outfitted with enough machine-gun ammunition to extend 27 feet. If a pilot
expended all his ammunition on a mission, he would say, "I gave them the
whole nine yards".

A site visitor also wrote in with his/her explaination of this idiom:
You might want to check out the older origin of the term" whole nine yards", the original term comes from the Scottish Great Kilt. The amount of wool for a full Great Kilt is a "whole nine yards".

another site visitor also wrote in with this:
Whole nine yards refers to the total amount of concrete held by a concrete truck. Concrete is measured in the unit 'yards'. The truck holds a total of nine yards of concrete. When all the concrete was needed they would say, give me the Whole nine yards. 

Wild and Woolly 
Meaning unrestrained and law-less. Could have originated in the wild west.

A site visitor also emailed the following:
This relates to the snagging of wool from the wild ish sheep and animals in the past heather bound hills of Scotland and Wales 

Wolf In Sheep's Clothing 
A wolf in sheep's clothing is someone who is secretly out to harm you, while putting on a friendly face. Jesus first used this phrase to refer to people who teach false religions: "Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves." 

Word for Word 
Meaning exact repetition of someone else's words. This term dates back to the 1300's in Chaucer's 'I could folwe word for word Virgile'. 


X
X marks the spot 

This is from a website visitor:
"X marks the spot" for X? Said when one find's something or a clue to finding something one's been looking for. From the X on a pirate's map or the X where people are to sign documents? There're overtones, too, that the search has been the result of stupidity. 


Y
Yankee 
The origin is unknow but one theory holds that General James Wolfe (the battle hero of Quebec) used the word in a letter as a pejorative term for Americans. Another theory is that it comes from the Dutch "janke" which is a diminutive of the name Jan.

This is from a website visitor:
I've read that he North American natives allied with the French during French & Indian Wars incorrectly pronounced the French word "Anglais" as "Yankeez". Thus, the word "Yankee" is a corruption of the French word for English. 

You are what you eat 
What you eat determines how healthy of a person you are. So to be fit you must eat healthy. It was first used in the 1960's (during the hippy era). It originally referred to eating wholefood.

We received this email from a site visitor:
the idiom "you are what you eat" or "Der Mensch ist was er isst" originated
with Ludwig A. Feuerbach, a student of the popular philosopher Hegel. Feuerbach was known for being a materialist, believing that only matter bound by space and time is reality. Accordingly, the material we consume becomes us. 

You Can't Take it With You 
Also from the Bible, this saying originates from Paul's first letter to Timothy (I Tim 6:7), where he states, "For we have brought nothing into the world, and so we cannot take anything out of it. If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content." 

Your name is mud 
This idiom means 'you are not popular'. While escaping after shooting President Lincoln, John Wilkes Booth broke his leg. The doctor that gave him medical attention was Dr. Samuel Mudd. At the time, Mudd had no idea that Booth had committed the murder. Dr. Mudd was unfairly convicted of being a conspirator to Booth. 


Z
Zero Tolerance 
This phrase which was first use in the US in the 1980's simply means that no crimes will be overlooked.
