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UNLOCKING THE
STORIES BEHIND
OUR LANGUAGE:
EXPLORING THE
MORRIS
DICTIONARY OF
WORD AND
PHRASE ORIGINS

Language  is  a  living
fossil.  Every  word  we
speak, every idiom we
casual ly  toss  into
conversation,  carries
within it a fragment of
history—a  forgotten
trade,  a  long- lost
custom,  or  a  moment
of cultural collision. For

anyone  who  has  ever
paused  mid-sentence
and wondered, “Where
o n  e a r t h  d i d  t h a t
phrase  come  from?”
the Morris Dictionary
Of Word And Phrase
Origins  has  been the
go‑to  compass  for
d e c a d e s .  F i r s t
c o m p i l e d  b y  t h e
husband‑and‑wife team
Wi l l i am  and  Mary
Mor r i s ,  and  l a te r
updated  by  o ther
editors,  this  reference
work  does  more  than
just  define  words—it
u n c o v e r s  t h e
fascinat ing,  often
surprising tales behind
the English language.
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In  an  era  when quick
online  searches  can
give  you  a  shal low
answer in seconds, the
Morris Dictionary Of
Word  And  Phrase
Origins  remains  a
treasure trove of deep,
carefully  researched
stories.  It  appeals  not
only  to  linguists  and
writers  but  to  anyone
who  l oves  a  good
anecdo te .  I n  th i s
article, we will explore
the  h is tory  o f  the
dictionary,  its  unique
a p p r o a c h  t o
etymology,  why  i t
c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e
relevant in the age of
digital  resources,  and
how  it  compares  to
other  works  in  the
same  field.  Whether
you  are  a  student,  a
teacher,  or  a  curious
r e a d e r ,  y o u  w i l l
discover why this book
deserves  a  place  on
your reference shelf.

A Brief
History of
the
Morris
Dictionar
y
T h e  M o r r i s
Dictionary  Of  Word
And  Phrase  Origins
was  first  published  in
1962  under  the  title
Dictionary of Word and
Phrase Origins. William
Morris, a journalist and
editor,  and  his  wife
Mary,  a  writer  and
researcher,  had  been
collecting curious word
histories  for  years.
Their work was initially
s e r i a l i z e d  i n
n e w s p a p e r s  a n d
magazines  before
being  compiled  into
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b o o k  f o r m .  T h e
r e c e p t i o n  w a s
immediate:  readers
l o v e d  t h e
conversational  style
a n d  t h e  s h e e r
unexpectedness of the
stories.  Words  l ike
“ s l o g a n ”  ( f r o m  a
Scottish  Gaelic  battle
cry),  “jazz”  (with  its
clouded  but  spirited
o r i g i n s ) ,  a n d
“sideburns”  (a  twisted
tr ibute  to  General
Burnside)  were  given
vivid backgrounds that
m a d e  t h e m
memorable.
The  dictionary  grew
th rough  mu l t i p l e
edit ions.  After  the
Morrises passed away,
the mantle  was  taken
u p  b y  o t h e r
etymologists,  most
notably the linguist and
lexicographer  Mark
Isaak, who revised and
expanded  the  work.
T h e  m o s t  r e c e n t
editions  continue  to

i n c o r p o r a t e  n e w
r e s e a r c h  w h i l e
preserving the original
voice.  The  Morris
Dictionary  Of  Word
And  Phrase  Origins
today  contains  over
7,000 entries, each one
a  miniature  narrative.
I t  covers  not  on ly
single  words  but  also
idioms,  proverbs,  and
c o l l o q u i a l
express ions—those
slippery  phrases  that
o f ten  defy  s imple
explanation.

What
Makes
This
Dictionar
y
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Different?
There is no shortage of
etymology dictionaries,
from  the  magisterial
O x f o r d  E n g l i s h
D i c t i o n a r y  t o
convenient  onl ine
databases.  Yet  the
Morris Dictionary Of
Word  And  Phrase
Origins  stands  apart
for three key reasons:
r e a d a b i l i t y ,
anecdotal  richness,
and cultural breadth.

Readability:
Unlike many
academic
etymological
works, the Morris
entries are
written in a
flowing, almost
conversational
tone. They read
like short essays
rather than dry
definitions. The
Morrises believed
that word origins

should be a
pleasure to learn,
not a chore.
Anecdotal
richness: Each
entry often
includes a story
or a historical
vignette. For
example, the
entry for “the
whole nine
yards” (which
the dictionary
traces to WWII
fighter pilots and
their ammunition
belts) provides
not just an
answer but a
scene.
Cultural
breadth: The
dictionary covers
not only English
words but also
loanwords from
around the
world, and it
includes many
American English
expressions that
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older British-
focused
dictionaries often
overlooked. It
became a
favorite in the
United States
precisely
because it paid
attention to
regional and folk
speech.

The  dictionary  also
takes a notably honest
approach  when  the
or ig in  of  a  word  is
uncertain. Rather than
invent  a  confident
answer,  the  Morris
entry  wi l l  say  “the
origin  is  unknown”  or
“several theories exist”
and then present them
fairly.  This  intellectual
integrity  has  earned
the  trust  of  readers.

How the

Dictionar
y Is
Organize
d
T h e  M o r r i s
Dictionary  Of  Word
And  Phrase  Origins
i s  a lphabet i ca l l y
arranged from A to Z,
b u t  i t  i s  n o t  y o u r
typical  bare‑bones
lexicon.  Each  entry
begins with the word or
p h r a s e  i n  b o l d ,
f o l l o w e d  b y  a
pronunciation guide (in
most  editions)  and  a
brief  definition.  The
bulk of the entry is the
origin  story.  Many
entries  also  include
illustrative  quotations
f r o m  l i t e r a t u r e ,
n e w s p a p e r s ,  o r
historical  documents
that  show  how  the
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w o r d  w a s  u s e d  i n
different  eras.
For  example,  look  up
“kidnap.”  The  Morris
dictionary will  tell  you
that  i t  comes  from
“kid” (child) and “nap”
(to snatch),  but it  will
also explain that in the
17th century, the word
was  used  specifically
for  the  pract ice  of
stealing  children  to
work as servants or to
be sold in the American
colonies.  I t  adds  a
layer  of  social  history
t h a t  a  s i m p l e
etymology  cannot
convey.

Semantic
Keywords
Naturally

Interwove
n
While our primary topic
i s  t h e  M o r r i s
Dictionary  Of  Word
And Phrase Origins,
the  article  naturally
touches  on  related
concepts:  etymology
reference  books ,
w o r d  h i s t o r y
research ,  phrase
origin  sources,  and
language  evolution.
These  are  not  forced;
they  arise  from  the
subject  matter  itself.
For  anyone  searching
f o r  a  r e l i a b l e
e t y m o l o g y
dictionary  or a book
on  the  origins  of
English  idioms,  the
Morris  dictionary  is
among  the  first
recommendations.  It
remains  a  staple  in
public  libraries  and  a
trusted  resource  for
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crossword  solvers,
writers,  and  tr iv ia
enthusiasts.

Comparin
g the
Morris
Dictionar
y to
Other
Etymologi
cal Works
It is worth placing the
Morris Dictionary Of
Word  And  Phrase
Origins in the context
of its peers. The Oxford
English  Dictionary
(OED)  is  the  ultimate
authority  but  is  often
t o o  d e n s e  a n d
academic  for  casual

browsing. The Barnhart
D i c t i o n a r y  o f
Etymology  is  excellent
for  American  English
b u t  l a c k s  t h e
storytelling  flair.  The
online  Etymonline  is
fast and free but rarely
provides  the  kind  of
narrative  depth  the
Morr i s  d ic t ionary
offers.  The  Morris
Dict ionary  h i ts  a
sweet  spot:  scholarly
enough to be accurate,
y e t  e n t e r t a i n i n g
enough to be read for
pleasure.
Another strength is its
focus on phrases. Many
etymology  dictionaries
treat only single words,
b u t  t h e  M o r r i s
dictionary  devotes
substantial  space  to
idioms  like  “kick  the
bucket,”  “spi l l  the
beans,” and “mad as a
hatter.” Each of  these
entries  is  a  compact
cultural  history.  For
instance,  “mad  as  a



8

8 Morris Dictionary Of Word And
Phrase Origins

2024-08-22

hatter” gets a thorough
explanation linking it to
mercury  poisoning
among felt hat makers
in the 19th century—a
fact that even Alice in
Wonderland fans might
not fully know.

Why the
Morris
Dictionar
y
Remains
Relevant
Today
In  the  age of  Google,
you  might  wonder
whether a printed book
from the 1960s still has
v a l u e .  Y e t  m a n y
language  enthusiasts
and  p ro fess i ona l

writers argue that  the
Morris Dictionary Of
Word  And  Phrase
Origins  offers
something that  a web
search  often  cannot:
context and care. An
online  snippet  might
give you “comes from
Old  English,”  but  the
Morris  entry  will  tell
you  why  the  word
changed meaning, who
used  it  first,  and  what
h i s to r i ca l  events
shaped  it.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
dictionary  has  been
updated over the years
to  include  modern
expressions.  Later
editions  added entries
for “byte,” “nerd,” “the
big  bang,”  and  even
“Generation  X.”  The
revised  editions  honor
the original spirit while
keeping  the  content
current.  The  Morris
Dictionary  Of  Word
And  Phrase  Origins
thus  bridges  the  gap
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b e t w e e n  v i n t a g e
c h a r m  a n d
contemporary utility.
Another  reason for  its
enduring  popularity  is
the rise of “word nerd”
culture.  Podcasts  like
The  Allusionist  and
books  l ike  Word  by
Word  have  sparked  a
renewed  curiosity  in
etymology.  The Morris
dictionary is often cited
by these sources as a
foundational  text.  It
serves  as  a  perfect
jumping‑off  point  for
further  exploration.  If
you  want  to  check  a
specific claim or simply
get  lost  in  beautiful
language  stories,  this
d i c t i o n a r y  i s
unparalleled.

How to
Use the

Morris
Dictionar
y
Effectivel
y
If you have never used
the Morris Dictionary
Of Word And Phrase
Origins,  here  are  a
few suggestions:

Keep it by your1.
desk or
reading chair.
It is an excellent
companion while
reading classic
novels, where
archaic words
and phrases can
cause confusion.
Read it like a2.
book, not just
a reference.
Many people
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enjoy reading a
few entries each
day. The stories
are short enough
to be digestible
but long enough
to satisfy
curiosity.
Use it to settle3.
arguments. The
next time a
friend insists that
“ring the
changes” comes
from bell ringing,
you can confirm
it with the Morris
entry that details
the origin in
change‑ringing.
Incorporate it4.
into teaching.
Teachers of
English, history,
or even
journalism can
use the
dictionary to
show students
how language
connects to
culture—a single

word origin can
spark a
fascinating
classroom
discussion.

A Sample
Entry:
The Story
Behind
“Clue”
To  give  you  a  flavor,
let’s consider the entry
fo r  “ c lue . ”  I n  the
Morris Dictionary Of
Word  And  Phrase
Origins,  you  would
lea rn  tha t  “ c lue”
originally  was  spelled
“clew”  and  meant  a
ball of yarn or thread.
The  modern  meaning
comes from the Greek
myth of Theseus, who
used a ball of thread (a
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clew)  to  find  his  way
out of the Labyrinth. So
when  you  “have  a
c l u e , ”  y o u  a r e
metaphorically  holding
the  thread  that  leads
you through confusion.
The dictionary explains
tha t  t he  spe l l i ng
shifted  in  the  16th
c e n t u r y  a n d  t h e
figurative  sense
gradual ly  became
dominant. This entry is
a  perfect  example  of
h o w  t h e  M o r r i s
dict ionary  weaves
literature,  mythology,
and  language  change
into  one  compelling
narrative.

The
Future of
Word

Origins
and the
Morris
Legacy
As  digital  resources
like  etymonline.com
a n d  W i k t i o n a r y
become more popular,
printed  dictionaries
face  a  chal lenging
future. Yet the Morris
Dictionary  Of  Word
And  Phrase  Origins
c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e
published in both print
and digital formats. Its
enduring appeal lies in
the human touch. The
Morrises  loved  words,
a n d  t h a t  l o v e  i s
palpable  on  every
page.  In  an  age  of
a l g o r i t h m s  a n d
mechanical answers, a
book  that  tells  stories
with  genuine  curiosity
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feels like a treasure.
Newer  editions  have
also  attempted  to
c o r r e c t  e a r l y
limitations,  such  as  a
relative  emphasis  on
European  sources.
Later  revisions  added
more  entr ies  f rom
African,  Asian,  and
Indigenous  languages,
reflecting  a  broader
unders tand ing  o f
English  as  a  global
l a n g u a g e .  T h e
dictionary  has  thus
evolved,  but  it  has
never lost its essential
character:  a  friendly
guide  through  the
labyrinth of language.

Conclusio
n
T h e  M o r r i s
Dictionary  Of  Word

And  Phrase  Origins
i s  fa r  more  than  a
reference  tool;  it  is  a
doo rway  i n to  t he
h i s to ry  o f  human
thought  and  culture.
With  i ts  engaging
p r o s e ,  d e p t h  o f
r e s e a r c h ,  a n d
affectionate  treatment
o f  t h e  E n g l i s h
l a n g u a g e ,  i t  h a s
earned a place on the
shelf  of  anyone  who
cares  about  words.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
looking  up  a  single
t e r m  o r  s i m p l y
browsing  for  pleasure,
you  will  find  yourself
r i c h e r  f o r  t h e
experience.  Next  time
you  hear  a  strange
phrase,  pick  up  the
Morris  dictionary—you
may discover that the
answer  i s  not  just
informative, but a story
worth telling.


