Food for Thought
English Idioms Made Easy

By Jeremiah Bourque

Food for Thought
Something that is “food for thought” is something that makes you
think. Ex.: “The more you struggle in quicksand, the faster you sink.
Food for thought!” This is encouraging the listener to think about
what has been said, even though some people may assume, at first,
that the statement makes no sense. Perhaps it is unlikely, but the
above statement is quite true; the more you struggle in quicksand,
the faster you will sink.
Food idioms are food for thought. These idiomatic expressions
make us think about things in a figurative manner, helping us
understand the essence of a comment faster, easier, and better –
provided that we know and understand what these idioms mean.
This eBook is intended for English Language Learners of all types; in
particular, those learning English as a Second Language who do not
have regular access to English native speakers.
Asking a native speaker what a common idiom means can be
intimidating. As a professional English language tutor, I make a point
of answering questions in a warm, friendly, but professional manner. I
seek to educate, not frighten.
Along those lines, I have written this eBook to educate, to entertain,
and to stimulate thought. That is what Food for Thought is all
about.
Thank you, and please enjoy the book.
– Jeremiah Bourque

Buttering Someone Up
Buttering someone up is using figurative “fat,” something that is not
meaty at all, to compliment and flatter someone, inflating that
person's ego and making that person more inclined to behave
positively towards the one doing the “buttering.” Ex.: “Tom likes to
butter his boss up. He thinks if he's on her good side, he'll get a
promotion more easily.” Tom thinks complimenting his boss will make
her more helpful to him. This idiom usually implies complimenting for
selfish reasons.

Mmmm. Butter...

Bringing Home The Bacon
Bacon is a type of meat. Therefore, bringing home “the bacon” is
bringing home something of substance. This is used as an idiomatic
synonym for money. In earlier decades, single-earner families were
much more common in English-speaking countries. Ex.: “Tom brings
home the bacon for his wife and two kids. His wife stays at home to
raise the children and do housework.” This kind of traditional home is
much rarer today, with two-earner families (with a working mother)
the norm rather than the exception.

Easier than hunting dinosaurs with a spear.

The Cream of the Crop
In milk products, cream is the richest and sweetest part. Therefore,
“the cream of the crop” is the best produce of a crop (such as a crop
of wheat or corn). Figuratively, “the cream of the crop” is the best of
the best. Ex.: “NASA hires the cream of the crop of mathematicians,
engineers, and scientists.” NASA hires from the best schools such as
MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology).

Creamy.

A Cup of Joe
This is an informal phrase for a cup of coffee. Ex.: “Let's stop for a
cup of joe before going to work.” This means, to stop for a cup of
coffee before going the rest of the way to work.

Caffeine addicts, unite!

Egging Someone On
To egg someone on is to provoke. Egging on can mean insults, if the
person being provoked is an opponent, or flattery meant to provoke a
conflict, if the person being provoked is an ally. Ex.: “Melissa was
egging Julia on. Julia almost slapped Gary in the face, but she caught
herself and walked away. Melissa's such a troublemaker.” Melissa
stirred up Julia's emotions higher than they otherwise would have
risen.

There are good eggs and bad eggs.

Not One's Cup Of Tea
If something is your cup of tea, it is, figuratively speaking, something
well suited to you. If something is not your cup of tea, you are not
well suited for that thing. Ex.: “Computers aren't Julia's cup of tea.
She can't type very well and she doesn't understand how they work at
all.” Julia has difficulty interacting with computers.

An artist's impression of a tea cup.

Freezing Your Buns Off
Idiomatically, your “buns” are the two halves of your buttocks (the
part of the body upon which you sit when sitting in a chair). These
appear to mischievous native speakers to resemble loaves of bread.
Consequently, “freezing your buns off” has the same meaning as
freezing your butt off, as if the cold alone will make your “buns”
fall off. Probably not, but it is an expression for great cold.

Actual buns of bread.

Handing Something
On A Silver Platter
To hand someone something on a silver platter is to deliver it as a
gift, free of charge. To receive something on a silver platter is to
receive it as a gift, without any obligation to the giver whatsoever.
While this is often a figurative reference for food served at a formal
dinner, where everything is at the host's expense, some figures in
ancient history (such as in Biblical tales) received the heads of their
enemies on silver platters. Thus the expression, “His head was
handed up on a silver platter.” This means, “he” was sacrificed for the
pleasure of a higher authority, whoever “he” was.

Real silverware is expensive.

A Hard Nut To Crack
Some nuts are very difficult and annoying to crack, and can only be
reasonably opened with specialized equipment (unsurprisingly called
“nutcrackers”). Figuratively, a hard nut to crack is someone or
something resistant to pressure. The target will not “crack,” or
crumble under pressure, easily. Ex.: “That lawyer is a hard nut to
crack. People put a lot of pressure on him, but he never gives an inch
to anyone.” This lawyer is strong under pressure and agrees to deals
because he chooses to, not because he is intimidated by tough
situations.

Don't try to crack these nuts unprepared.

A Smart Cookie
Real cookies are simply food, but “a smart cookie” is an expression for
a particularly smart, insightful, and bright person. Ex.: “William
is a smart cookie. He's a good reader and listener and picks up new
words and ideas very quickly.” Of course, that only means William will
be doing harder, more demanding jobs in the future.

The fortune cookie. The smartest cookie around.

Peach Fuzz
Peaches have “fuzz” on their surfaces that feels very vaguely like hair.
Similarly, a person with a tiny bit of soft, unshaven hair (particularly
on the face) is said to have “peach fuzz” Ex.: “Billy isn't old enough to
grow a beard, but he has peach fuzz on his face. I guess he'll have to
start shaving anyway.”

Peaches. Soft to the touch.

Putting All Your Eggs
In One Basket
This expression has a simple meaning: if all your eggs are in one
basket, dropping that single basket will ruin all of your eggs. This
expression refers to putting too much risk in one place. Ex.:
“Investors who put all their eggs in one basket by betting on the
mortgage market were badly hurt by the sub-prime mortgage crash.”

Souped Up
A man who has “souped up,” that is, who has eaten an old-fashioned,
meaty soup full of protein, has an increased energy level. A vehicle
that has been “souped up” has been modified for either greater
horsepower, more flamboyant style... or both. Ex.: “Bill owns a
souped-up Harley-Davidson motorcycle. On the road, he can pass
anyone he wants to!”

Nutritious. Energy-packed.

Spicing Things Up
Spice is added to food to create a richer, more poignant taste.
Similarly, to “spice things up” is to add excitement to something.
Ex.: “Melissa spreads rumors about co-workers to spice things up at
work. She's such a troublemaker!” This might make work more
exciting, but this is not good for productivity!

Spicing things up.

Spilling The Beans
To figuratively “spill the beans” is to reveal a previously hidden
truth. Ex.: “Billy spilled the beans to his father about accidentally
breaking a neighbor's window. His father was upset, but was glad that
Billy had finally told the truth.” The idiom implies Billy had not
immediately revealed he had been the one to break the neighbor's
window.

That's a lot of beans to spill.

Taking Things With
A Grain Of Salt
To take something with a grain of salt means retaining skepticism
about the accuracy of a claim or statement. Ex.: “Richard always
takes Melissa's rumors with a grain of salt. He doesn't believe the
rumors unless other evidence supports them.” After all, many people
exaggerate or are simply ignorant of circumstances. Other times, they
simply make mistakes. Police officers must take witness statements
with “a grain of salt” for this reason.

Lots of grains in these shakers.

Using Your Noodle
This is an expression for using your brain. Ex.: “You'll have to use
your noodle to pass this test.” In this case, “noodle” is just a cute
word standing in the place of “noggin,” English slang for the head/
brain.

Noodles!

Going Bananas
To go bananas is to become upset and behave very emotionally
and irrationally. Ex.: “Sarah went bananas at her mother when her
mother asked her to take the garbage out. What a spoiled brat!” This
is a case of “going bananas” in a completely unjustified way. The
idiom is an indirect reference to a gorilla's seemingly irrational love of
bananas.

We all love bananas, don't we?

An Old Chestnut
An “old chestnut” is an old story, idea, or joke that may have once
been new and interesting, but is not either of those things any longer.
Ex.: “That politician keeps repeating old chestnuts about how he did
this or that when he lived on a farm. He hasn't lived on a farm for
forty years!”

An old chestnut.

Making Your Mouth Water
Food that makes your mouth water is food that causes your
mouth to salivate. Saliva is not truly “water,” but it is a liquid. The
better food smells, the faster and easier food will make the mouth
“water.” So, this represents anticipation for food. Ex.: “Those
cheeseburgers are really making my mouth water. Are they going to
be done soon?” That is, will they be fully cooked soon?

"Is dinner ready yet?!"

A Couch Potato
Figuratively, a “couch potato” is someone who spends too much
time sitting or laying on a couch, watching television. This is
meant to suggest such a person develops a “rounded” body by “living
like a vegetable.” Ex.: “Vivian watches Oprah and Jerry Springer every
day. She's a total couch potato! She should get up and do something
with her life.”

Actual potatoes.

A Mouse Potato
A lesser-used idiom created to describe a person who spends too
much time sitting in front of a computer, manipulating a
computer mouse. Ex.: “Matt is a complete nerd who spends too
much time on Facebook and Twitter. He's a total mouse potato.”

"Squeak! Squeak!"

Eating Humble Pie
Someone who eats “humble pie” is someone who is eating his
words, that is, taking back words that have been proven foolish or
simply wrong by later events. Ex.: “Ralph said that Tom would never
finish that project. Tom not only finished; the boss thought his project
was the best by far. Ralph is eating humble pie now!” Ralph must
endure public embarrassment because his mockery was proven
wrong.

If only humble pie tasted this good.

Going Nuts
To “go nuts” is to become crazy. “Crazy” is not a scientific term, but
describes someone irrational, emotional, etc., with no proper selfcontrol and who may be engaging in violent behavior. Ex.: “People on
certain narcotics, like cocaine, can go nuts with the slightest
provocation. Don't go egging on someone who's high on cocaine!”

Now that's just nuts.

Grabbing A Bite To Eat
Figuratively, “a bite” is a small meal. A very small meal can be called
a “bite-sized” meal, but stopping for a bite to eat usually means
stopping at a fast food restaurant. Ex.: “Let's stop at McDonald's for a
bite to eat. I want a cheeseburger.” This idiom can be shortened to “a
bite” (as in, “grabbing a bite”).

An apple makes for a small bite.

A Second Bite At The Cherry
A “second bite at the cherry” is a second chance. Ex.: “The New
York Yankees lost the World Series last year, but they have a second
bite at the cherry this year. Will they succeed where they failed
before?”

Not everyone gets a second chance.

A Carrot and Stick Approach
Old proverbs speak of leading a donkey with a carrot held in front of it
(that the donkey will chase after) or of propelling a donkey forward by
striking its rump (its rear end) with a stick. Figuratively, a “carrot and
stick approach” is a system of rewards for success and
punishments for failure. Ex.: “Peter instituted a carrot and stick
approach at his company when he took over. People who succeed are
paid more money. People who fail, are fired. I wonder if it will work in
the long run?”

Carrots are tastier than sticks.

Meaty
Something is literally meaty when it is rich in high-protein meat.
Figuratively, something is meaty when it is full of substance, that is,
rich material that makes the mind think. Ex.: "That documentary on
the samurai was pretty meaty. There were lots of facts about ancient
Japan in it." Thus, there was a great deal of detail and information.

Now that's meaty.

Cheesy
Literally, something is cheesy when it has a great deal of cheese - a
tasty, but fattening food - on top of it. Figuratively, something is
cheesy when it has a great deal of emotional exploitation and little
substance. Ex.: "Teen romance movies are so cheesy. The plot's thin
and the acting's second rate. Why do people watch them?!" This is
the polar opposite of meaty.

This is covered in a lot of fattening stuff.

Like Two Peas In A Pod
People who are like two peas in a pod are, figuratively speaking, two
people who are very alike in spite of not being related in any
way. Ex.: “Gary and Victor both drive the same model of Honda Civic,
in the same cover. They're like two peas in a pod...” This gave rise to
cheesy movie plots about “pod people,” alien-created clones intended
to replace the original human being as part of invasions of Earth. “Pod
people” and the originals are like two peas in a pod. Get it?

You know, there are more than two peas in one pod...

A Bad Apple
A "bad apple" is someone who might not be in trouble with the law
(as is the case for "a bad egg"), but is a person who has a bad
attitude (often about work), who is a negative influence in a team,
and who is generally not pleasant to work with or be around. Ex.:
"That guy we just hired? I think he's a bad apple. He snaps at coworkers; he's becoming a real distraction." The new employee is
creating negativity around him.

Scientific fact: A bad apple really does cause the rest to rot faster.

A Bad Egg
Figuratively, a bad egg is someone who is often involved in trouble,
such as petty crime, vandalism, and so forth. Ex.: "I don't want you
hanging around with that boy! He's a bad egg. He'll get you arrested
someday!" Here, "that boy" is well known as a delinquent and is
involved with shady things (though not necessarily on a serious
level... yet).

This egg isn't bad. It's just misunderstood.

The Big Cheese
In an organization, the big cheese is the person in charge of a
particular branch. Big cheeses, as a group, are synonymous with
Very Important Persons (V.I.P.s). Ex.: "No, I don't want to speak to his
assistant. I want to talk to the big cheese as soon as possible."
Here, "the big cheese" is the only person with the actual authority to
make things happen.

Cheddar. The big cheese.

Filling the Void
In food idioms, "the void" is the emptiness of the stomach, both literal
and the "feeling" of hunger. Food that "fills the void" satisfies raw
hunger - but does nothing else. It is not necessarily tasty, but at the
very least, does not taste awful enough to be outright rejected. Ex.:
"So how was the meal you had at that restaurant?" "It filled the void."
"...That's not much of a compliment!" <- For an expensive restaurant
meal to only "fill the void" would be taken as an understated insult
towards the restaurant.

Filling the hole.

One's Bread and Butter
Idiomatically speaking, a person's, or an organization's, bread and
butter is the core or heart of that person or group's activities. Ex.:
"Microsoft's Windows operating system is its bread and butter. Even
so, Microsoft has expanded into the video game console market,
where it competes with Sony and Nintendo." Here, Windows is
Microsoft's main business activity, while video games might be
considered "gravy," figuratively speaking.

Bread and butter. The basics of life.

A Piece of Cake
A task that is "like eating a piece of cake" is a task that is easy. Cake,
while fattening, is easy to digest. Therefore, doing a task like eating
cake, is a task that is easy. Thus, the idiom, "a piece of cake," was
born. Ex.: "Driving a car? That's a piece of cake! Flying a plane? Now
that's challenging." Something that is a figurative piece of cake, is
easy.

Easy to eat. Harder to burn off.

Being “Out To Lunch”
A person whose mind is "out to lunch" is a person whose critical
faculties and logical thinking centers are on vacation, not functioning,
and so on. That is, the person who is "out to lunch" is irrational,
absent-minded, unfocused, or (to use a non-scientific term),
crazy. Ex.: "Bill's totally out to lunch today. I heard his girlfriend
dumped him... he'd better snap out of it, or the boss is going to be on
his back about it." Bill cannot focus or concentrate and is doing poorly
in his job.

Lunch.

In A Nutshell
A nutshell a small package provided by Mother Nature, containing a
seed. The expression “in a nutshell” is for something that can be
explained, represented, or summarized, in a small package. Ex.:
"Vegetarianism In A Nutshell" is a website devoted to explaining
vegetarianism in a short, efficient, concise manner.

Good things come in small packages.

Egg on your Face
To unknowingly have a piece of egg on your face is a dinnertime
embarrassment. To figuratively have “egg on your face” is to be
embarrassed by something unrelated to food. Ex.: "Apple has egg on
its face after its claims the iPhone 4's call signal problems are
'software based' now that Consumer Reports has established, through
testing by its engineers, that the problem is indeed a hardware based
design flaw."

Good food does not belong on one's face.

Hitting the Sauce
To "hit the sauce," figuratively, is to drink alcoholic beverages, usually
in a regular manner. Ex.: "Old Tom's hitting the sauce again. He just
won't give his liquor up, even if it kills him." Sounds like liquor really
might kill old Tom, but he is unable or unwilling to quit his alcohol
drinking habit.

A Cash Cow
A "cash cow" is a source of steady income. Ex.: "Before the housing
bubble collapsed, mortgages were a cash cow for banks and investors
alike." That is, until the recent economic troubles, mortgages were a
steady source of profit (even though that was a "bubble" effect).

Dairy products are big business in some locations.

Milking the Cow
Usually a reference to treating a person or entity as a cash cow. This
implies taking advantage of a situation and has a strongly negative
tone (except to those happily taking the money). Ex.: "Defense
contractors get hugely inflated contracts from the government.
They're really milking the cow - and making the rest of us pay for it."
(An example of the issue)

Milking the cash cow.

Gravy Train
A gravy train is a job that is paying you more money than the work
is actually worth. Therefore, you are not just receiving your meal; you
are receiving gravy top of it, as a metaphor for additional, surplus
pay. Ex.: "That secretary's on the gravy train. She's being paid way
more than she's worth because she's having an affair with the boss!"
Figuratively, you ride the gravy train as far as it will take you.

For serving gravy at dinner.

A Hot Potato
A hot potato is far too hot for the bare human hand to hold. A topic or
issue that is a figurative "hot potato" is too hot to handle; everyone
wants to push the issue aside and avoid responsibility. It is a
controversial or sensitive topic. Ex.: "Carnival Drops Antigua Like A
Hot Potato." This means, Carnival (the cruise line) dropped Antigua
from its ports of call list without any warning or debate, as if Antigua
was physically too hot to hold onto. (This headline was on 30 Sept.,
2009)

Don't hold actual hot potatoes. That's not using your noodle.

Cool as a Cucumber
A cucumber is a gourd that is usually stored cold in a fridge (in the
West, anyway). Thus, to be "cool as a cucumber" is to be very cool;
that is, level-headed, even-tempered, in strong command of oneself.
Ex.: "You've already done one TV interview. You'll be cool as a
cucumber in the next one!"

Very cool.

Putting Food On The Table
Putting food on the table is another expression for bringing money
into the household, similar to bringing home the bacon. If you are
the sole person in your family with a job, you are the one putting food
on the table. Ex.: “Yes, Tom, you have to do what I say. You're fifteen
years old. Until you're putting food on the table for your own family,
it's my house, my rules.” Tom's father is explaining that Tom should
respect his father's wishes. (Some teenagers do not like to listen,
though...)

Most people use plates too, actually...

To Eat Crow
Figuratively speaking, to eat crow is to take your words back and
dwell on them bitterly. This is like eating humble pie, but implies even
more bitterness and difficulty. Ex.: “Alisha told everyone Mary would
fail miserably at her new job, but Mary not only did well, she's been
promoted! Alisha's eating crow now!” Alisha must endure the public
embarrassment of having been wrong.

This bird does not look tasty.

To Eat Like A Horse
A horse is a large, powerful animal that must eat a large amount of
food each and every day to remain healthy. When applied to people,
this is an expression meaning, to eat a large amount of food (as a
human being). Ex.: “When Harold came back from his seminar, he ate
like a horse! I guess he didn't have much to eat during the day.” This
means, Harold's seminar kept him so busy that he had no opportunity
to eat a proper meal. So, Harold was very hungry when he arrived
home.

"I'm just grabbing a bite."

Using Food Idioms
Like any other idioms, food idioms should be used in a way that
feels natural and unforced. If you feel you are using too many, simply
use less. Idioms are meant to spice up writing. They are not a gravy
train; using them will not solve all problems.
For example, you could write about how someone was late to work
because he stopped for a cup of joe, only to be handed to his boss
on a silver platter by a co-worker with loose lips. The co-worker
then egged on the boss as the boss criticized the late employee.
Clearly, being late to work is not a good idea. Work is very important
for bringing home the bacon. People need to compete in the
modern economy to put food on the table.
Let's say that the late employee resorted to buttering up his boss
and pleading that he would not be late to work again.
Alternatively, you could write about a particular manager. The
manager's peers always said that he would fail spectacularly as soon
as he was placed in charge of anything important. However, under
pressure, the manager was cool as a cucumber and maintained his
poise. The manager proved himself to be the cream of the crop,
forcing his peers to eat crow. They ate humble pie and saw that
the man they had criticized was doing better than they were.
You could write about a celebrity actress who was hired for a film set
in the Far North. The cold wasn't her cup of tea; two hours on the

set and she was freezing her buns off. She couldn't stand it and
quit the entire project, handing the leading role to a competing
actress on a silver platter. The second actress, being a smart
cookie, jumped at the opportunity. The second woman proved to be
a tough nut to crack and endured the cold, making the film a
success and adding to her resume and reputation.
Some people enjoy spilling the beans about their co-workers by
spreading gossip, but you should take rumors with a grain of salt.
That would be using your noodle in a constructive manner.
Listening to a politician using old chestnuts in a speech is enough to
make viewers watching at home go bananas and angrily change the
channel. These couch potatoes want to be entertained, not bored.
Many government projects are expensive for the taxpayer, but are
cash cows for private companies hired to do the work. Since politics
changes like the wind, these contractors are determined to milk the
cow until the supply of work runs dry.
Sometimes such projects result in political scandals. At that point, the
projects become hot potatoes that are dropped as quickly as
possible. Politicians want to avoid looking like they were out to lunch
when the contracts were signed.
In conclusion, use food idioms to soup up your own writing.
However, using too many idioms can come off as cheesy. Don't put
all your eggs in one basket; write in a way that comes off as
meaty to leave the reader satisfied.
That's food for thought.

Want More?
You can request future books on idioms, or any other subject, or ask
short questions about English subjects for free, here:

jeremiahbourque@gmail.com
Also consider hiring Jeremiah Bourque to assist you in your language
needs. Whatever you require help with – grammar, phrasal verbs,
idioms, vocabulary, speech coaching, essay writing advice and
feedback – don't hesitate. Jeremiah is Director of English at online
language academy Learn Out Live (motto: Education for Better
Living) and can and will customize lessons for your individual
needs.

Http://learnoutlive.com/english
Education is a two-way process. Good
teachers are always learning. This requires
open lines of communication, something
that the Internet makes possible.
Thank you very much! - Jeremiah

Learn Out Live

