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This is a short, quick, and easy read.

Anecdotes are usually short humorous stories. Sometimes they are thought-provoking or informative, not amusing.
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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever
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Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original book.
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Dedicated to My Brother George
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A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

A guru had a disciple to whom he revealed a sacred mantra, along with a warning not to reveal the mantra to anyone. The disciple asked, “What will happen if I reveal the sacred mantra?” The guru replied, “Anyone to whom you reveal the sacred mantra will learn about Ultimate Goodness and will become wiser. But you will be excluded from discipleship.” Immediately, the disciple ran to the marketplace and began shouting the sacred mantra to everyone there. The other disciples came to the guru and demanded that the first disciple be excluded from discipleship because he had revealed the sacred mantra. The guru smiled, agreed, and said, “Yes, you are right. He is no longer a disciple. Today, he has become a guru.”

In her book titled I Have Chosen to Stay and Fight, comedian Margaret Cho writes, “I believe that we get complimentary snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all receive them in a different way.” For Ms. Cho, many of her snack-size portions of the afterlife come in hip hop music. Other people get different snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all must be on the lookout for them when they come our way. And perhaps doing good deeds and experiencing good deeds are snack-size portions of the afterlife.

C.S. Lewis pointed out that we must do some things, we ought to do some things, and we want to do some things. The things adults must do include paying the bills. The things adults ought to do include exercise. One of the things that C.S. Lewis wanted to do was to read fairy tales. He said that as long as the things we want to do don’t conflict with the things we have to do and the things we ought to do, then go ahead and do them.
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Chapter 1: From Activism to Censorship
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Activism

• Norman Mailer was an activist, among his many other activities. During the Cold War, he was arrested in New York for civil disobedience when he appeared with 1,000 other citizens to protest a law requiring people to go to fallout shelters whenever an air raid drill was held. When the air raid drill siren sounded, many of the protesters unfurled umbrellas that bore the legend “Portable Fallout Shelter.” Mr. Mailer was also a parent. At the Elliott Bay Bookstore, he once did a reading. Afterward, he signed many books. In line with a parent was a boy. Mr. Mailer talked to the boy and asked him if he could do something for him. The boy replied, “You could help me with my term paper.” Mr. Mailer laughed, then said, “Oh, no, my son already asked me, and I told him no, too.”​[1]

• Some people really take politics seriously. Jack Huberman, a Canadian, became an American citizen so he could vote against George W. Bush in the year 2000 election. Mr. Huberman is the author of the books The GOP-Hater’s Handbook: 378 Reasons Never to Vote for the Party of Reagan, Nixon and Bush Again (published in 2007) and The Bush-Hater’s Handbook: A Guide to the Most Appalling Presidency of the Past 100 Years (published in 2003).​[2]

Advertising

• In 2007, a notable hoax was perpetrated by the publishers of the Lemony Snicket books, which are subtitled “A Series of Unfortunate Events.” In this hoax, a new organization, the “Happy Endings Foundation,” was set up in order to promote happy endings in books for children. According to the foundation, “[S]ad books are bad books.” Therefore, members of the foundation wish to get rid of the Lemony Snicket books, even employing two gerbils to shred such books. The hoax was successful, being written up in some book blogs, and of course it garnered even more publicity for the Lemony Snicket books after journalists began writing that it was a hoax. As hoaxes go, this one was clever, and I encourage more hoaxes such as this, even though it may mean encouraging more shameless publicity for books that are so famous and so often purchased that they don’t need it.​[3]

• A few decades ago, advertising copywriter Edward S. Jordan wrote an automobile advertisement designed to appeal to women (aka “girls” in the first half of the 20th century) who loved the outdoors: “It’s a wonderful companion for a wonderful girl and a wonderful boy. How did we happen to think of it? A girl who loves to swim and paddle and shoot described it to a boy who loves the roar of the cutout.” Lots of letters from women poured in and praised the ad. A woman from West Park, Ohio, wrote this letter: “I don’t want a position with your Company. I just want to meet the man who wrote that advertisement. I am twenty-three, a blonde, weight 130. My wings are spread. Just say the word and I’ll fly to you.”​[4]

Advice

• Daniel Handler is often thought to be the real Lemony Snicket, author of the children’s book series called A Series of Unfortunate Events; however, Mr. Handler says that he is merely Mr. Snicket’s representative. For example, he often appears at book events that Mr. Snicket is supposed to appear at but does not. One day, Mr. Handler appeared at an event and said that an exotic bug had stung Mr. Snicket in the armpit, thus keeping him from appearing in person. To prove that this had happened, Mr. Handler bought the exotic bug — trapped in a glass — with him. He also gave the children who had hoped to see Mr. Snicket in person some excellent advice designed to keep them from ever having an exotic bug sting them in the armpit: “Never raise your hand, especially not in class.” By the way, Mr. Handler’s parents understood how to get him to read. They would read to him at night a suspenseful story and stop reading when they reached a cliffhanger. Then they would leave young Daniel with strict instructions not to turn on the light and read after they had left. Of course, young Daniel would turn on the light and start reading as soon as his parents had left — as they knew he would.​[5]

• Barbara Feldon, who played the role of Agent 99 on TV’s Get Smart, is friends with artist Jan Stussy, whom she calls “the most prolific artist” she knows. She once asked him about his creation of art, “How did you develop the courage?” He replied, “When I was in the 10th grade, I realized that if you simply make the first mark, the rest will just happen. Whether it’s that first mark with a brush on a canvas or pencil to paper, boldly make it and then let yourself free-fall. Art creates art.” Hearing this, Ms. Feldon, who is now the author of Living Alone and Loving It, added writing to her other creative endeavors, and she often tells herself, “Make the first mark.”​[6]

Agents

• Humorist Alan Coren thought that he wasn’t selling enough books, so he complained to his agent, who told him that very few subjects would definitely sell books, and those subjects were cats, golf, and Nazis. No fool, Mr. Coren titled his very next book Golfing for Cats — on the cover was a picture of a swastika. Newspaper columnist Stephen Moss believes that another subject that will definitely sell books is God — whether the book is pro or con on that particular subject. And yet another subject guaranteed to sell books is how to lose weight. Therefore, Mr. Moss is planning to write a book titled How I Found God and Lost Weight on Life’s 18th Hole. On the cover will be a picture of a cat — beside a picture of Hitler.​[7]

• Playwright Arthur Miller could be forceful. After writing All My Sons, he mailed the play to his agent, Leland Heyward, who had not read it one week later. This made Mr. Miller angry, so he went to his agency, demanded that the play be returned to him, and announced that he was leaving the agency. Fortunately, the agency secretary was intelligent. Not wanting Mr. Miller to leave the agency, the secretary asked for permission to allow another agent there to read his play. Mr. Miller agreed, agent Kay Brown read and loved the play, and she called Mr. Miller the very next day to tell him that his play was terrific. She was not exaggerating. All My Sons won the Drama Critics Circle Award. For the next 40 years, Ms. Brown was Mr. Miller’s agent.​[8]

Alcohol

• If you want to hear some good stories about writers who drink lots of alcohol, talk to Joseph Tartakovsky, associate editor of the Claremont Review of Books. Among his stories: 1) Cratinus, an Athenian poet of the 5th-century BCE, died of grief after seeing a cask break into pieces. It wasn’t just any cask, of course — it was filled with wine. 2) Tennyson was not sure what to do after receiving a letter asking him to become poet laureate of Britain. Therefore, he wrote two letters — one accepting and one declining — then he drank a bottle of port. He decided to accept. 3) Sergio Leone, director of the spaghetti Westerns starring Clint Eastwood, once asked Norman Mailer to write a script for him. Mr. Mailer locked himself into a room with a typewriter and a case of whiskey. He wrote for three weeks, occasionally stopping to sing, to curse, and to order ice cubes. The script was never filmed.​[9]

• Kingsley Amis had much experience with drinking way too much, and if any man was an expert on hangovers, he was. One of the things his excessive experience with excessive drinking taught him was to “not take an alkalizing agent such as bicarbonate of soda” when he had a hangover. One dreadful morning he took some bicarbonate of soda, which he chased with some hair of the dog: vodka. His companion decided to do an experiment: “Let’s see what’s happening in your stomach.” The companion poured what was left of the vodka into what was left of the bicarbonate of soda. Mr. Amis writes, “The mixture turned black and gave off smoke.”​[10]

• Famed portrait photographer Yousuf Karsh did research on his subjects before taking their photograph. For example, the evening before taking the photograph of author Ernest Hemingway, Mr. Karsh visited Mr. Hemingway’s favorite bar, La Floridita, and sampled Mr. Hemingway’s favorite drink, a daiquiri. The next morning, Mr. Karsh arrived at Mr. Hemingway’s home to take his photograph, and when Mr. Hemingway asked him what he wanted to drink, Mr. Karsh thought that he had the perfect answer: “Daiquiri, sir.” Unfortunately, Mr. Hemingway responded, “Good God, Karsh — at this hour of the day!”​[11]

• Kingsley Amis enjoyed drinking alcohol a lot, and he drank a lot of alcohol. He even wrote three books about alcohol: On Drink, Everyday Drinking, and How’s Your Glass? He once attended a stand-up (not dinner) party at which he was offered his choice of red wine or white wine. However, he explained that drinking wine without eating food upset his stomach, but that he would enjoy spirits. Unfortunately, his host said, “Sorry to hear that. I’m afraid there’s nothing else in the house.” Mr. Amis says, “My stomach took five minutes to change its mind.”​[12]

• Some people know their wine. British wine writer Oz Clarke once sampled a red wine without being told anything about the vintage. He sniffed, and he tasted, and he finally declared that he knew that the wine was a Paul Jaboulet Hermitage La Chapelle, but that he could not decide whether it was from 1982 or 1983. As it turned out, the mystery red wine he was drinking was a blend of a 1982 Paul Jaboulet Hermitage La Chapelle and a 1983 Paul Jaboulet Hermitage La Chapelle.​[13]

• Michael Harrington, who wrote many, many books, including The Other America, on the divide between the American rich and the American poor, enjoyed conversation, including arguments, and beer at the end of a day’s hard work. During one such conversation, he raised a glass of beer and remarked, “The great thing about beer is that it’s one of the few good things in life that the rich do not begrudge the poor.”​[14]

• The Irish grandfather of Dinty Moore (author of The Emperor’s Virtual Clothes) — yes, he’s a real person and that’s the name he pays taxes under — smuggled booze from Canada during Prohibition. In one memorable case, he put nuns on his boat then traveled across Lake Erie to Canada. On the trip back, the nuns were carrying bottles of booze under their habits. Why would nuns do this? They were Irish, and they liked a drink now and again.​[15]

• Some high-proof drinks can affect you much more than you might think — and much quicker than you think, too. One day, Kingsley Amis shared with two friends a one-half liter bottle of 140-proof of Polish Plain Spirit. He spoke twice. First, he said to a friend, “Cut out that laughing — it can’t have got to you yet.” Shortly thereafter, he said, “I think I’ll go to bed now.”​[16]

• John Steinbeck and Nunnally Johnson were drinking at Chasen’s one day when Robert Benchley walked in. Mr. Steinbeck didn’t know Mr. Benchley, and so he asked Mr. Johnson who had just walked in. Mr. Johnson answered, “His name is Robert Benchley. I don’t think you’d care for him. He drinks” — then Mr. Johnson fell off his bar stool.​[17]

Animals

• Children’s book author Peg Kehret started her writing career at age 10 with a self-published newspaper titled the Dog Newspaper. The first issue mainly told the story of her dog, B.J. (short for Big Job). B.J.’s story was exciting. He had been born in Germany during World War II. Peg’s uncle was an American soldier there, and he and his company discovered a mother dog with some puppies. The mother dog and all of her puppies except for one was dead, and the American soldiers decided to take care of the one puppy that was still alive. This was a Big Job in wartime conditions, hence the dog’s name, but the dog survived and thrived. When the war was over, the soldiers decided to pay for the dog’s transport to the United States, and they drew straws to determine who would get the dog. Peg’s uncle won. The first issue of the Dog Newspaper was a big success, and Peg sold 12 copies at a nickel each (and wrote in longhand 12 copies of the issue). Unfortunately, the newspaper quickly folded after a few more issues because the dogs in Peg’s neighborhood simply weren’t that interesting. Of course, Peg tried to get interesting copy; she even interviewed all of her neighbors about their dogs. Unfortunately, she learned only things such as this: “All Fluffy does is eat, sleep, and bark at the mailman.” Like an investigative reporter, Peg tried to dig more deeply, and she asked, “If your dog could talk, what do you think he would say?” Unfortunately, the answers to that question were almost always “Feed me” and “Let’s play.”​[18]

• Children’s book author and illustrator Denise Fleming believes that the title “Maker of Things” is appropriate for her. Besides making books, she, together with her husband and daughter, made a garden, complete with a small pond, designing it to be very friendly and inviting to wildlife. Living in or visiting the garden have been bats, bees, box turtles, bugs, chipmunks, fish, frogs, moles, possums, rabbits, raccoons, shrews, snakes, squirrels, toads, and woodchucks — even a skunk! Many of these animals have appeared in her books, including some visitors who made their home under her porch, resulting in a book titled Mama Cat has Three Kittens.​[19]

• H. Allen Smith wrote Rhubarb, a novel about a cat that is the fortunate inheritor of a professional baseball team. While writing the novel, he started to make the mistake of neglecting the cat and focusing instead on the human characters. One way to keep the cat involved in the story was to have the cat jerk its tail — so Mr. Smith put a sign over his writing desk to remind him to keep the cat in the story. Later, he wondered what would have happened if he had died during the writing of the novel and people saw his sign: “Jerk That Tail!”​[20]

• Jane, a daughter of children’s book author Sid Fleischman, grew up loving all living things. As a young woman, she wanted to make a garden where a family of snails lived. Rather than kill the snails, she gathered them up and put them in coffee cans, then she took them to a park and let them loose.​[21]

Art

• When he was a child, L.A.-based artist Gronk spent a lot of time in a public library. At one point he even decided to read all the books in the library, beginning with the books with titles that started with A and going through the alphabet to the books with titles that started with Z. Of course, a librarian figured out what he was doing, and she suggested a different approach, saying, “I know what you’re doing — you are trying to read A to Z. But you need to start with the Greeks.” He did read about the Greeks, and the Greeks had an impact on his art. In the mid-1980s, he created the character of La Tormenta, who has appeared in many of his works of art. Gronk says, “The Greeks had Medusa, Medea, Electra. Well, I created my own: Tormenta. It’s an American mythological character. She’s in thousands of pieces from print work to live stage. I even did her as a cookie at a Chicago art fair. She’s a very strong woman but glamorous at the same time.”​[22]

• Artist Beauford Delaney taught author James Baldwin how to see. They were standing together on a corner in Greenwich Village, and Mr. Delaney pointed down and told Mr. Baldwin, “Look.” Mr. Baldwin looked and saw nothing but a puddle of water, so Mr. Delaney told him, “Look again.” This time Mr. Baldwin really saw what was there: Floating on the water was some oil, and reflected in the oil was the city. Mr. Baldwin says, “It was a great revelation to me. I can’t explain it. He taught me how to see, and how to trust what I saw. Painters have often taught writers how to see. And once you’ve had that experience, you see differently.”​[23]

• Readers of James Thurber tend to love his drawings of people and dogs and life. For a long time at The New Yorker, Mr. Thurber would create the drawings, then throw them away. However, his officemate, E.B. White, fished some drawings out of the wastepaper basket, liked what he saw, showed them to his boss, Harold Ross, who also liked them and started publishing Thurber’s doodles in The New Yorker.​[24]

• Edward Gorey’s books, of course, are filled with the grotesque and the macabre. Author Alexander Theroux once interviewed him and asked him why his work focused on “stark violence and horror and terror.” Mr. Gorey replied, “I write about everyday life.”​[25]

Autographs

• A nine-year-old boy knocked on Mark Twain’s hotel door to get an autograph, not knowing that Mr. Twain was ill. The boy was about to be sent away when Mr. Twain called from his sickbed and asked that the boy be sent in to see him. He then wrote in the boy’s autograph book, “So live, that when you come to die, even the undertaker will be sorry.”​[26]

• Sid Fleischman, author of the McBroom comedy series of children’s books, knew that he had made it as an author when a group of kids lined up to meet him — the line of kids included his own seven-year-old daughter, Anne, who wanted his autograph.​[27]

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Funniest People in Books,
Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes

David Bruce






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





