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He crouT BplefeHHOro siFtrja: It’s not worth a plugged nickel

Ao (egg) is a thing of beauty and the food of the gods. OK, I made up the bit about the gods.
But down here on Earth, people like eggs, and I think it’s fair to say that Russian people
especially like eggs. This used to be very clear back in the days before suburban supermarkets,
when at the dacha you fed the family only on what you hauled out from the city. And so on
Friday afternoons, every second car leaving the city had a big box of eggs balanced on the back
window ledge, safe from rowdy dogs and antsy children.

For the record, the egg consists of a ckopnyma (shell), skenTox (yolk or “yellow part”) and
6enok (white). At breakfast, your Russian hosts might ask you how you want your eggs and
offer you some poetic possibilities: BcmsiTky (soft-boiled, from the now archaic word msicTu,
to mix up — presumably what you can do to a mushy egg); B memouek (a medium-boiled egg,
when the soft yolk is in a “pouch” — memiouer — of firm white); BkpyTyto (hard-boiled);
SIUgHUIA-1a3yHbs (fried eggs, from the image of an eye — rias); or smuHMUIIA-00ITYHBS
(scrambled eggs, from the verb 6onTaTs — to mix or beat something). The humble hard-
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boiled egg can also be called kpyToe siiitio and is a standard staple at picnics. Some day
someone will explain why a boiled egg sprinkled with salt, so disdained in the kitchen, is
transformed into the most delicious food on a river bank.

You should know that in most cases with eggs you use the verb pair ects/cBecTs (to eat),
although you can also say BeinuTs (to drink), which is what you do with a raw egg. Well, not
you — but some people who are very hungry or very hungover.

Eating eggs has given us an expression that I found puzzling at first: He cTouT BbleleHHOTO
auna (literally, “it’s not worth an eaten egg”). The phrase BoiefieHHoe sit110 (literally, “eaten
egg”) means something worthless, trifling, or of no concern. Now why would a nourishing,
consumed egg be worthless? It turns out that the BeieieHHOe siA110 refers to what is left over
after you eat an egg — the cracked and useless shell. In American English the equivalent in
worthlessness is a plugged nickel — that is, a nickel with a plug in the center (after the
valuable metal had been removed). Bce 3Ty ceKpeThI sivilia BeieeHHOTO He cTosT (All those
secrets aren’t worth a plugged nickel).

Russians raise their children with a little parable about eggs and hens. When a young’un gets
too big for his britches and starts lecturing his elders, the elders say: flii1ia KypuIly He y4art!
(literally, “eggs don’t teach a chicken”). In English, this is often expressed by the odd phrase:
Don’t teach your grandmother to suck eggs, which brings us back to drinking your breakfast
egg raw.

And then there’s a peeled egg — obnyrneHHoe siti110 or simuko. This is a nice metaphor for
something clearly known (the bare egg) or ready to go (just pop it in your mouth). Some
etymologists believe it’s the source of the phrase 3HaTh, Kak 06ymIeHHOTO (to know
someone inside out), another phrase uttered by elders to upstart kids: Y Tebs1, 1 AHAPIOIIKY
3HAI0 KaK 00JIYIIEHHBIX, KOTO BbI XOTUTEe 00MaHyTh? (I can see right through you and
Andryushka — who do you think you’re fooling?)

After all, we’re no spring chickens!
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