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The Most Useful Dictionary
of American Idioms

As you compare this Dictionary of American Idioms with similar
works, please be aware that you are holding the most comprehensive dic-
tionary of its kind on the market:

® More than 8,000 entries taken from real life and based on actual
observations of how Americans use them. '

e A dictionary with an international scope that aims at anybody
whose native language was not American English. Prefaces writ-
ten in ten languages help explain what an idiom is, what Kinds
there are, and how they work.

e A totally revised and updated edition that capitalizés on its as-
tounding past success and brings brand-new idioms from all areas
of human endeavor.

® [ogical ordering of information that includes the parts of the sen-
tence, clear explanations, enlightening examples, and cross-ref-
erences in alphabetical order on every pertinent page.
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Introduction

WHAT IS AN IDIOM?

If you understand every word in a text and still fail to grasp what the
text is all about, chances are you are having trouble with the idioms. For

example, suppose you read (or hear) the following:

Sam is a real cool cat. He never blows his stack and hardly ever
flies off the handle. What's more, he knows how to get away with
things... Well, of course, he is getting on, too. His hair is pepper
and salt, but he knows how to make up for lost time by taking it
easy. He gets up early, works out, and turns in early. He takes
care of the hot dog stand like a breeze until he gets time off. Sam’s
got it made; this is it for him.

Needless to say, this is not great literary style, but most Americans,
especially when they converse among themselves, will use expressions of
this sort. Now if you are a foreigner in this country and have learned the
words cool ‘not very warm,’ cat ‘the familiar domestic animal,’ blow
‘ exhale air with force,’ stack ‘a pile of smothing, or material heaped
up,’ fly ‘ propel-oneself in the air by means of wings,’ handle * the part
of an object designed to hold by hand’ —and so forth you will still not
understand the above sample of conversational American English, be-
cause this basic dictionary information alone will not give you the mean-
ing of the forms involved. An idiom—as it follows from these observa-
tions—is the assigning of a new meaning to a group of words which al-
ready have their own meaning. Below you will find a ‘ translation’ of
this highly idiomatic, colloquial American English text, into a more for-



. mal, and relatively idiom free variety of English;

Sam is really a calm person. He never loses control of himself and
hardly ever becomes too angry. Furthermore, he knows how to
manage his business financially by using a few tricks... Needless to
© say, he too, is getting older. His hair is beginning to turn gray,
but he knows how to compensate for wasted time by relaxing. He ri-
ses early, exercises, and goes to bed early. He manages his Jrank-
furter stand without visible effort, until it is someone else’s turn to

work there. Sam is successful; he has reached his life’s goal.

Now if yoﬁ were to explain how the units are organized in this text,
you would have to make a little idiom dictionary. It would look like this:

to be a (real) cool cat

to blow one’s stack

to fly off the handle
what’s more

fo get away with something

of course
to be getting on
pepper and salt

to make up for something

lost time

to take it easy
to get up

to be a really calm person

to lose control over oneself, to be-
come mad

to become excessively angry

furthermore, besides, additionally

to perpetrate an illegitimate or
tricky act without repercussion
or harm

naturally

to age, to get older

black or dark hair mixed with
streaks of gray

to compensate for something

time wasted, time spent at fruitless
labor

to relax, to rest, not to worry

to rise from bed in the morning or
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at other times
to work out to exercise, to do gymnastics
to turn in to go to bed at night
like. a breeze without effort, elegantly, easily
time off period in one’s job or place of em-

ployment during which one is
not performing one’s services
to have got it made to be successful, to have arrived
this is it to be in a position or in a place, or
to have possession of an object,
beyond which more of the same

is unnecessary

Many of the idioms in this little sample list can be found in this dic-
tionary itself. The interesting fact about most of these idioms is that they
can easily be identified with the familiar parts of speech. Thus some idi-
oms are clearly verbal in nature, such as get away with, get up, work
out, and turn in. An equally large number are nominal in nature. Thus
hot dog and cool cat are nouns. Many are adjectives, as in our example
pepper and salt meaning * black hair mixed with gray. > Many are adver-
bial, as the examples like the breeze ° easily, without effort,’ hammer
and tongs ‘ violently’ ( as in she ran after him hammer and tongs) , and
so forth. These idioms, which correlate with the familiar parts of
speech, can be called lexemic idioms.

The other most important group of idioms are of larger size. Often
they are an entire clause in length, as our examples to fly off the handle,
“lose control over oneself,’ and to blow one’s stack, ‘to become very
angry. ' There are a great many of these in American English. Some of

’

the most famous ones are; to kcik the bucket ‘ die,’ to be up the creek

’

‘to be in a predicament or a dangerous position,’ to be caught between

the devil and deep blue sea ‘to have to choose between two equally un-
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pleasant alternatives,’ to seize the bull by the horns ‘to face a problem

and deal with it squarely,’ and so on. Idioms of this sort have been

called tournures (from the French) , meaning ‘turns of phrase,’ or sim-
ply phraseological idioms. What they have in common is that they do not
readily correlate with a given grammatical part of speech and require a
paraphrase longer than a word.

Their form is set and only a limited number of them can be said or
written in any other way without destroying the meaning of the idiom.
Many of them are completely rigid and cannot show up in any other form
whatever. Consider the idiom kick the bucket, for example. In the pas-
sive voice, you get an unacceptable form such as the bucket has been
kicked by the cowboy, which no longer means that the ‘ cowboy died. ’
Rather it means that he struck a pail with his foot. Idioms of this type are
fegarded as completely frozen forms. Notice, however, that even this idi-
om can be inflected for tense, e. g., it is all right to say the cowboy
kicked the bucket, the cowboy will kick the bucket, he has kicked the
bucket, etc. Speakers disagree as much as do grammarians whether or
not, for example, it is all right'to use this idiom in the gerund form (a
gerund being a noun derived from a verb by adding -ing to it, e. g.,
singing from sing, eating from eat, etc.’) in His kicking the bucket sur-
prised us all. ‘Tt is best to avoid this form.

The next largest class of idioms is that of well established sayings
and proverbs. * These include the famous types of don’t count your chick-
ens before they're hatched ( meaning ‘ do not celebrate the outcome of an
undertaking prematurely because it is possible that you will fail in which
case you will look ridiculous’ ) ; don't wash your dirty linen in public
(meaning ‘ do not complain of your domestic affairs before strangers as
it is none of their business’ ), and so forth. Many of these originate
from some well known literary source or come to us from the earliest

English speakers of the North American Continent.
. Lack of predictability of meaning ( or precise meaning) is not the
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only criterion of idiomaticity. Set phrases or phraseological units are also
idiomatic, even though their meanings may be transparent. What is idio-
matic ( unpredicatable) about them is their construction. Example in-
clude How about a drink? What do you say, Joe? (as a greeting) ; as a
matter of fact, just in case; just to be on the safe side, and many more.

Another important case of idiomaticity is the one-word idiom that
occurs when a word is used in a surprisingly different meaning from the
original one. Examples include lemon, said of bad watches, cars, or
machines in general; and dog, said of a bad date or a bad exam. (My
car is a lemon, my math exam was a dog. )

Why is English, and especially American English, so heavily idio-
matic? The most probable reason is that as we develop new concepts, we
need new expressions for them, but instead of creating a brand new word
from the sounds of the language, we use some already exi:stent words and
put them together in a new sense. This, however, appears to be true of
all known languages. There are, in fact, no known languages that do not
have some idioms. Consider the Chinese expression for ‘quickly,’ for
example. It is md shdng, and translated literally it means ‘ horseback. ’
Why should the concept of ‘ quick’ be associated with the back of a
horse? The answer reveals itself upon a moment’s speculation. In the old
days, before the train, the automobile, and the airplane, the fastest way
of getting from one place to the other was by riding a horse, i. e., on
horseback. Thus Chinese md shang is as if we said in English Hurry up!
We must go ‘ on horseback,’ i.e., ‘Hurry up! We must go quickly. ’
Such a form wbuld not be unintelligible in English at all, though the
speaker would have to realize that it is an idiom, and the foreigner would
have to learn it. However, in learning idioms a person may make an in-
correct guess. Consider the English idiom Oh well, the die is cast)
What would you guess this means—in case you don’t know it? Perhaps
you may guess that the speaker you heard is acquiescing in something be-
cause of the Oh well part. The expression means ‘I made an irreversible
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decision and must live with it. > You can now try to reconstruct how this
idiom came into being: The image of the die that was cast in gambling
cannot be thrown again; that would be illegal; whether you have a one,
a three, or a six, you must face the consequences of your throw, that is,
win or lose, as the case may be. ( Some people may know that the
phrase was used by Caesar when he crossed the Rubicon, an event that
led to war. )

How; then, having just learned it, will you use this idiom correct-
ly? First of all, wait until you hear it from a native speaker in a natural
context; do not experiment yourself with using an idiom until you have
mastered the basics of English grammar. Once you have heard the idiom
being used more than once, and fully understand its meaning, you can
try using it yourself. Imagine that you have two job offers, one sure, but
lower paying, and one that pays more, but is only tentative. Because of
nervousness and fear of having no job at all, you accept the lower paying
job, at which moment the better offer comes through and naturally you
feel frustrated. You can then say Oh well, the die is cast...If you try this
on a native speaker and he looks at you with sympathy and does not ask
‘what do you mean?’ —you have achieved your first successful place-
ment of a newly learned idiom in an appropriate context. This can be a
rewarding experience. Americans usually react to foreigners more polite-
ly than do people of other nations, but they can definitely tell how fluent
you are. If a person always uses a bookish, stilted expression and never
uses an idiom in the right place, he might develop the reputation of being
a dry, unimaginative speaker, or one who is trying to be too serious and
too official. The use of idioms is, therefore, extremely important. It can
strike a chord of solidarity with the listener. The more idioms you use in
the right context, the more at ease Americans will feel with you and the
more they will think to themselves ‘this is a nice and friendly person—
look at how well he expresses himself!’

We will now take a look at some practical considerations regarding
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the use of A Dictionary of American Idioms.

HOW TO USE THIS DICTIONARY

This dictionary can be used successfully by nonnative speakers of
English, students, workers, immigrants—in short, anybody who wants
to make his English more fluent, more idiomatic. It contains phrases of
the types mentioned above, lexemic idioms, phrase idioms, and prover-
bial idioms, that have a special meaning. When a phrase has a special
meaning that you cannot decode properly by looking up and understand-
ing the individual words of which it is composed, then you know you are
dealing with an idiom. You may already know some of these idioms or
may be able to imagine what they mean. Look in the book for any of the
following idioms that you may already know well; this will help you to
understand how you should use this book: boyfriend, girlfriend, outer
space, piggy bank, get even, give up, going to, keep on, keep your
mouth shut, lead somebody by the nose, look after, show off, throw
away, all over, in love, mixed-up, out of this world, I'll say, both X
and Y.

A dictionary is like any other tool: You must familiarize yourself
with it and learn how to use it before it begins to work well for you.
Study the directions carefully several times, and practice looking up idi-
oms. That way, searching for an idiom and finding it will become sec-
ond nature to you. If you hear an idiomatic expression that is not in this
book, after using it for a while, you will develop the ability to track
down its meaning and write it down for yourself. Keep your own idiom
list at home, right beside your regular dictionary. If you read a technical
text, or a novel or a newspaper article and do not understand an experes-
sion, look it up in your regular school dictionary first; if you do not find
it, try this one.

How do you find out if this dictionary can help you understand a
hard sentence? Sometimes you can easily see what the phrase is, as with



