Vocabulary List 8   Words and Expressions

Thorn in My Side 


Used to describe any nagging person or problem


Origin

Few sections of the world rival the Holy Land in number and variety of native prickly plants.  At least two hundred species of shrubs and tress of the region are equipped with thorns.  Some of them, like the acacia and the buckthorn, make travel difficult where they abound.

In New Testament times it was a common occurrence to brush against an armored plant.  Sometimes a thorn broke off, leaving its point embedded in the flesh.  Readers of letters written by apostle Paul had no difficulty in understanding his meaning when he described a source of personal vexation as a thorn in the flesh (II Corinthians 12:7). Even in lands where thorn bushes are not a nuisance to travelers, the phrase is used to describe any persistent problem.

To a T


Used to describe something that fits perfectly or is done with precision.

Origin

Ancient Hebrew scribes did much of their writing with little brushes.  Numerous letters were distinguished from one another only by patterns of minute brush marks.  Because of their shape, these marks were commonly known as "horns."  It became proverbial that a careful scribe copied material exactly - that is, "to a horn."

A reference to these little marks is included in the New Testament (Matthew 5:18).  When John Wycliffe issued his famous English translation of the Bible in 1382, he referred to the "horn" as a "titil."  The word was later spelled "tittle," and "to a tittle" became a proverbial expression for scrupulous care.  Abbreviated in common usage, the phrase lives on.  Now when something is done with precision, it is said to be done "to a T."

Whiskers


Facial Hair

Origin

Early in the development of commerce between Britain and Scandinavia, the Norsemen also exported a word used for any type of cluster or bundle.  With it spelling modified to "whisk," the term was adopted as a name for material used in making small brushes and brooms.  Such a tool, or whisker, became a standard piece of household equipment.

Centuries later, sailors reintroduce the custom of wearing long facial hair.  The bristles on a man's chin were compared with the fibers of a brush, and any crop of growth on the face came to be known as "whiskers."

Eat One's Hat

Usually showing that if a loss is occurred the loser will endure the unpleasantry of eating his/her hat.

Origin

Many a man has offered to "eat my hat" if he loses.  In such a situation a knowledge of etymology would be of great value - for the expression "eat one's hat" once referred not to a Stetson or a Panama, but to a culinary product.

Napier's famous Boke of Cookry, one of the earliest European cookbooks, gives the following directions: "Hattes are made of eggs, veal, dates, saffron, salt, and so forth." In the hands of amateur cooks, the concoction was frequently so unpalatable that it required a strong stomach to eat it.

Even so, the early braggart who offered to eat a hatte had in mind nothing so distasteful as a felt or straw hat. 

Garble


Meaning mixed up, confused, incomprehensible
Origin
Only a few substances that can be used to flavor foods are native to Europe.  By the 1200s, spices were being imported from the Far East, and one of the chief centers of the trade was Alexandria, where cargoes were unloaded for resale to western Europe.  After the long journey by caravan across Asia, wholesale merchants had to go through each lot of spices to separate the good from the bad.  In Arabic this operation was called gharbala ("to sift").

Then, no matter how carefully the sifting was done, sea water, mildew, and rot caused additional damage by the time the cargo reached Britain, where the process of sifting came to be known as "garble."

By 1650 the term invaded the literary world.  Persons were said to garble a religious or political paper when they selectively sifted out words to distort meaning.  Obviously, such a procedure frequently muddled the meaning of the writer, so today the word means mixed-up or incomprehensible.

