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When I learn where  
words come from, 

 I better understand  
how to use them. 
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Why does “big wig” mean an 
important or famous person?  
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Big Wig
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In the past, people didn’t know  
about the health benefits of bathing.  

Hot water was expensive and very hard to make.  
There was no indoor plumbing.  People did not 
bathe very often.  It was fashionable for the 
rich to wear wigs to hide their greasy hair.

The more famous the person, the bigger the  
wig they wore.  Louis the XIV, the King of 
France in the 1600’s, wore a very big wig.
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Today,  we say this word to mean 
someone famous.  For example, “The 
big wigs walked down the red carpet.”
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Why does “chairman” mean 
boss or person in charge?
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Chairman
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 In the past, only the king or queen  
had a chair or throne. Everyone else  
sat on benches or stool. The king being 
the most powerful person, was called 
the chairman. 
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Today, we still call leaders and powerful 
people, chairman or chairperson.    
For Example,  “The chairperson 
leads the meeting.”
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Why does “counter” mean  
table top Where do business?

Today, we still call leaders and 
 powerful people, chairman or chairperson. 
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Counter



To count, means to add.  In business, 
count means to add up the bill.  In the 
past, business people used  counting 
boards to add up customer bills.  The 
narrow table top where the counting 
was done, was called a counter.
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Today, we still use the word to 
mean place where pay in a store  
or narrow kitchen table top. 
For Example, “I paid for my 
groceries at the counter.”
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Why does “beef” mean cow meat?



Cow - Beef
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In the past, England is ruled by powerful  
King or Queen and Lords.  They are rich,  
the rest of the country is poor. 

The poor eat mostly bread and veg.    
The rich eat ‘Beef’ or ‘Pork’. 
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Today, we eat beef that comes from cows  
and pork or ham that comes from pigs.  
For example, “We eat roast beef dinners.”
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Why does “fired” 
mean to lose a job?  
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Fired



Years ago, people used hand tools to dig metals 
from a mine.  Each miner lived in a small shack 
near the mine.  A miner who broke the rules, like 
endangering others or stealing,  was punished. 

His shack was burned down.  Once the fire  
was over, he could no longer work there.   
He had been “fired” from the job.
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Today, we say this phrase to mean 
someone who has lost their job 
because of something they did. 

For example, “He was always  
late for work, so he was fired.”
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Why does “threshold”
mean a door, floor board?
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Threshold



 In England, In the past most people lived lived  
small houses with dirt floors. In the cold, winter  
any animals you own live inside with you. 

Straw, or wheat stems are spread over  
the dirt floor. At the door is a piece of 
wood to keep or hold the thresh in the room.
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Today, we still call this, a THRESHOLD.    
For example,  “Don’t trip on the threshold.”  
The word also means the start of something.
“We are at the threshold of robot replacing  
human workers.” 
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Why does  “underdog” mean a person 
or group Who is disadvantaged and 
Will probably lose a competition?

top dog

under dog
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Underdog

28



Why does  “underdog” mean a person or group 
who is disadvantaged and will probably lose a 
competition?

Before power tools, big logs were hand sawed 
into lumber by two people.  One person was above 
and one below.  The one underneath was covered 
with sawdust.  He was called the “underdog”.

The origin of the word may be from a pack of 
dogs where the top-dog bullies the weaker dogs.
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Today we say this word to  
mean a person or team  
that probably will not win.  

For example, “His sports  
team are the underdogs.”
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Why does “upper case” 
mean capital letters?
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Upper Case Letters
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The first printing press used separate letters  
to make words. Capital letters are stored in  
the Upper Case.  The letter stored in the  
lower case are called, can you guess?   
Lower Case Letters.
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Today, we still call Capital Letters,   
Upper Case and the other letters, lower case. 

For example,  
“Upper Case letters start a sentence.” 
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Why does  “windfall” 
mean sudden good luck?   
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In the past, wood fires cooked food and 
heated houses.  This was a problem for 
the poor because the rich owned most  
of the trees.  

The law let poor people pick up branches 
which the “wind made fall” from the 
trees. 

Windfall
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Today, we say this word to  
mean suddenly getting good luck! 

For example, “Winning the  
lottery is a windfall.”
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Why does “window” mean an 
opening covered by glass?  
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Windows 



In the past, people could not afford glass.
In their small, house has  an open smokey  
fire for cooking and heat. 

People cut small “wind holes” in their homes to 
let air and light in and smoke out.  The words 
“window hole” maybe  became “window”.  
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 Today, our buildings have lots of glass  
covered windows.  For example, “Windows 
keep  wind out and let the sunshine in.” 
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Conclusion

43

When we learn where words  
come from, we better understand 
how to use them in sentences. 

Odd Words, often have more  
meaning than just the letters alone. 

English words are like tools.  We use 
them to make and share our ideas. 



44



45

Tina Bilbrey illustrated pages: 4,15,20

Joshua Bugayong  
illustrated pages: Front 
Cover, 7,8,9,11,12, 
15,16,23,24,31,32,37,39,40

Page  Description                  
6          Alan Light (www.wikipedia.com)
30       Torsten bolten (www.wikipedia.com)
38        Buffalo D. Bills (www.wikipedia.com)
42        www.pexels.com

All other pictures are Public Domain



46

Science (scI-Q)
. Improve my Science I-Q (scI-Q) 
. Learn Easy Science with Alford 

scI-Q
YouTube
Videos 

Free 
Alford
STEM  
eBooks  
Catalog

Easy Science Google Play



47

FreEnglish!
. Free English for all

2 Million eBooks/Videos given away

FreEnglish 
YouTube 

FREE
For Kids Only

 YouTube 
Free English Kids Videos



FREE 
Alford Books

Catalog

Learn Science, Technology,

English and Math (STEM).

www.ALFORDeBooks.com48



English can be odd. Why are capital letters  
called upper case?  Why is the boss called  
a chairperson?  Why does Big Wig mean  
an important person?  With this book, I  
learn where ten common words come from!    


