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Mysterious Words from the Past 
 
People sometimes use expressions that don’t really make sense, but we 
understand what they mean anyway. Clichés, idioms, metaphors:  we all 
use them. But what do they really mean?  

 
 
 
SUPPLIES NEEDED:   None. You can read out the various expressions below.  Alternatively, you 
could write each statement on a piece of newsprint or board, or use a video projector and large screen. 

 
ACTIVITY: Why would anyone say that? <15-30 minutes> 

 
Divide your group into 3-5 member teams.  Explain to the group that many of the expressions 
we use seem nonsensical, but had very literal meanings when they were coined.  
Some examples:  
          What is the “lion’s share” of something?  
(the alpha male in a pride of lions takes the biggest share of a kill)  
         Why do we say the night is “pitch black?” 
(Pitch is also known as tar, and is very dark or black.)  
        What is by the “skin of my teeth”?  
(Refers to an even older expression of being so ravaged by disease that there is no flesh 
between skin and teeth) 

 
Have each team consider the phrases below, one at a time. Ask them to answer the following 
questions about each:   
     What does the expression mean today?  
     Where did the expression come from? 
     What did the expression originally mean? 

 
Sailing too close to the wind 
Three dog night 
Dog days of 
summer Chip on 
your shoulder 
Tongue in cheek 
Pass with flying colors 
Flying by the seat of your pants 
Shoe in 
Flash in the pan 
Acid test 
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ANSWERS (whole group) 
 
Re-assemble the teams as a single group and see what answers everyone has found. Provide 
the real answers (below). Were the teams able to decipher the mysterious words of the past? 

 
 
Sailing too close to the wind 
Meaning: Taking chances 
Example: She sailed too close to the wind in the basketball game, charging her guard too many times and 
eventually getting a penalty. 
Origin: Like many common phrases, this has a nautical origin. A sailboat obtains the most speed when it 
is pointed almost directly into the wind, but when pointed directly into the wind, it loses all power. 

 
Three dog night 
Meaning: The name of a famous rock band from the 1970s 
Origin: An associate of the group named it after an Australian Aboriginal phrase for “a cold night”. To 
keep warm on a cold night, one could dig a hole and sleep in it with a dingo. If the night was chillier still, 
one could add another dog. A three dog night was an especially cold one. 

 
Dog days of summer 
Meaning: The hottest summer days; or days of laziness 
Example: Most years, he took his summer holidays during the dog days of summer to avoid the city heat. 
Origin: The ancient Greeks referred to the hottest days of summer as “caniculares dies”, or dog days, after 
Sirius, the dog star. Sirius was the brightest star in the heavens and rose at sunrise during the peak of 
summer. 

 
Chip on your shoulder 
Meaning: A bad attitude; confrontational 
Example: He really has a chip on his shoulder these days 
Origin: Literal – in nineteenth-century America, a lad who wanted a fight would place a wood chip on his 
shoulder, daring others to knock it off. 

 
Tongue in cheek 
Meaning: A statement, film or play that is not meant to be taken seriously. 
Example: Saturday Night Live’s “Weekend Update” is a tongue-in-cheek newscast. 
Origin: Hundreds of years ago, when minstrels or jesters poked fun at society, the upper crust audience 
would poke their tongues visibly into their cheeks to express disapproval. 

 
Pass with flying colors 
Meaning: with great success 
Example: He passed his exam with flying colors. 
Origin: Colors means flags. After a battle, victorious ships sailed into home port with flags flying to 
advertise their success. 

 
Flying by the seat of your pants 
Meaning: To do something without planning, to change course midstream, to figure things out as you go. 
Example: “Most stock investors are not making educated decisions; they are just flying by the seat of their 
pants.” 
Origin: Before airplanes had sophisticated instruments and flight control systems, and sometimes today 
too, planes were piloted by feel. Pilots can feel the reactions of the plane in response to their actions at 
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the controls. Being the largest point of contact between pilot and plane, most of the feel or 
feedback comes through the seat of the pants. If you are "flying by the seat of your pants," you 
are responding to the feedback received. 

 
Shoe-in 
Meaning: A sure winner. 
Example: Some investments that seem to be a shoe-in turn out to be more like worn out sandals.  
Origin:  The commonly used spelling of "shoe-in" makes it seem as if it were rooted in the action of a 
shoehorn. In fact, the meaning comes from horseracing lingo: corrupt jockeys conspire and agree to 
hold back their mounts and to "shoo in," or urge forward, a slow horse on which they have bet. In such 
a phony contest, the shoo-in is the only horse in the race that is trying to win. 

 
Flash in the pan 
Meaning: Something that shows great promise then disappoints by being over too 
quickly. Example: Ross Perot's political career turned out to be a flash in the pan. 
Origin: Gold prospectors in the 1800s who would literally see a flash of light as they panned for gold, 
but who on closer inspection would fail to find any nuggets. 

 
Acid test 
Meaning: An absolute test that gives an obvious result 
Example: Sauces were seen as the acid test of a decent chef. 
Origin: Nitric acid was used to determine the purity of gold, back when gold was used as currency. 
Anyone who accepted gold in payment had to be sure it was genuine, and so dipped it in nitric acid 
for a clear statement of worth. 

 
 
 
 
 

Language is constantly changing and growing. New expressions are invented every day; some catch 
on and some become antiques within a short time.  
What expressions do your parents or grandparents use that you think are outdated?  
What expressions do you use every day? 
(Possible examples:  cool, rad, hip, sweet,  so yesterday, low hanging fruit, out of the box, dead as a doornail, 
like a kid in a candy store, take the tiger by the tail, the pot calling the kettle black, thick as thieves, pearls 
before swine, etc.) 
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