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PREFACE

To master a language one must familiarize oneself with its estab-
lished usage. A Chinese student of English should learn to obtain a good
command of those forms of expression which are peculiar to the lan-
guage; for, although it is pretty simple in the matter of grammar, English
remarkably abounds with idioms. A conscientious student will note that
Englishmen and Americans say  catch fire’ but never ‘ catch a fire’ or
‘catch the fire’, and that there is a great difference between * keep
house’ and ‘ keep the house’ . He won’t use‘agree with’ where* agree to’
is required. A majority of our young students, however, are ignorant of
all these! The fact is that an idiom has a particular form and significa-
tion. With a view to helping them over such‘ stumbling blocks’ , | have
endeavoured to write a book on everyday idioms.

The present work comprises 2000 entries, in which twenty hundred
idiomatic phrases are rather fully handled and many others briefly treat-
ed. Most of these phrases are plain idioms, while figurative idioms con-
stitute but a very small part of the book. Every idiom is explained in defi-
nite words, largely according to The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Cur-
rent English . Following each explanation are one or more illustrative sen-
tences, intended to show the correct use of the idiom in question.

A principal word is chosen from each idiom as a topic. Under each
topic there may be one or more sections. The topics are arranged in al-
phabetlcal order. The so-called pnnc:pal word generally signifies:

. The subject of a clause:— r
as the story goes as it is
2. A qualified or modified word:—
small hours no longer
man of letters quick as thought



one of these days  ever since

wet to the skin even if

. A word followed by a preposition:—
cause of along with
influence on instead of
afraid of account for
anxious about arrive at
ashamed of congratulate ~ on
lacking in rob ~ of

. A verb modified by a simple adverb:—
break out bring together
drop in hear out

. A word followed by a gerund, an infinitive, or a conjunction:—
busy -ing ought to
avoid -ing seeing that
ready to whether ~ or no
about to hardly ~ when

. The object to a transitive verb or preposition; the substantive in a
prepositional phrase modifying a verb, in a phrase preposition or in a

phrase verb: —
catch fire go to church
foot it commit ~ to memory
spare no pains look one in the face
enjoy oneself take for granted
by chance on account of
in debt in connexion with
in short pay atfention to
at once take delight in
put on airs
. An adjective preceded by a verb:—
go mad do wrong
come true leave ~ alone
make merry keep ~ secret
. The first of the two words connected by a coordinate conjunction: —
day and night here and there
little or no sooner or later
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When several idioms come under the same topic, those with the
principal word in the most ordinary sense will appear first. An idiom
composed of a verb and a preposition is usually placed before one com-
posed of the same verb and an adverb.

Care has been taken in preparing notes for cross-references. If the
reader is asked to see such-and-such a section, it means that an equiva-
lent idiom is discussed there. If he is called upon to compare such-and-
such a section, it means that an idiom is dealt with there, which is dif-
ferent either in sense or in structure from that under consideration.

The sign‘ ~ ’ needs special mention; it represents one or more un-
specified words. The word do is sometimes used in an explanation to
stand for a verb. Occasionally a statement is made on the illustrative ex-
ample that contains either a peculiar construction or else uncommon dic-
tion.

My indebtedness is due to H. W. and F. G. Fowler’s Concise Ox-
ford Dictionary which | have frequently consulted for the exact meanings
of idioms. Again, | take this opportunity of expressing my thanks to Pro-
fessors Y. W. Wang, W. F. Chao,and B. A. Slocum for their constant
encouragement and valuable suggestions.

As this book is of an experimental nature, any corrections and criti-
cisms that tend to its improvement will be gladly received and highly ap-
preciated.

Bau Liping
Revised, 1994
Hangzhou University
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