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“Well the Internet says it’s true, so it must be!” You’ll only hear this statement used in conversation sarcastically. No one trusts “The Internet” as a source. Even saying “Wikipedia says so” isn’t reliable enough for schoolteachers grading essays to accept. People discount fact-checking websites like Snopes and Politifact as biased or inaccurate. But their sources—those links listed at the bottom of the page—that’s where the real truth of the Internet lies. That’s where you find the news articles, the peer-reviewed journals, the firsthand accounts, and the experts. And the stories in this book are all well-sourced and researched. For every story, we scoured and searched through old newspaper articles, watched TV news reports, read books, viewed documentaries, and tried our best to represent the information accurately.

 

“The Internet Says It’s True” started as a podcast in September of 2020 when my career performing comedy magic shows on the road turned into a career performing magic shows for a camera in my basement due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I had all the gear, I had the idea to make a non-magic podcast, and I had this fascination with the concept that no matter how smart we get, there are always new stories, facts, and bits of history to learn. The stories in this book are taken from stories I covered on the podcast over the past few years. If you’d like to “listen along,” I’ve placed a QR code at the end of every story. It will lead you to the accompanying podcast episode. In addition to hearing the story, you’ll also get to hear me discuss the topic with a guest!

 

I hope you tell these stories at parties. 

 




The Pepsi Cola Navy￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

In the summer of 1959, American Vice President Richard Nixon and Soviet First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev met inside a home in Moscow. They were followed by countless press secretaries and aides, and multiple television cameras who would broadcast their meeting in color.

 

The home wasn’t real. It was an exhibition set up in Sokolniki Park to show off the American way of living to the Soviets. In addition to the model home, more than 450 American companies had set up trade-show booths to show off their products. Plans for a similar exhibition in New York City would be made to show Americans the Soviet way of living. It was all part of the American National Exhibition, an effort to improve relations between the U.S. and the Soviet Union in a time when things were heating up between the two countries. The intercontinental ballistic missile had just been invented. The two countries had very different ways of living, two very different forms of government and economy, and—in addition to bringing in three million visitors who would marvel at the exhibit in Solkoniki Park—it would be the site of what became known as the “Kitchen Debate” between Nixon and Khrushchev. 

 

In front of television cameras, the two men walked around the American-style model home and debated the merits of capitalism versus communism. America was already becoming wary of the Soviets and their way of life. For the last decade the House Unamerican Activities Committee had been seeking out and blacklisting people in Hollywood with purported ties to communism.

 

During the Kitchen Debate, Khrushchev condemned the Americans’ use of gadgets in the home, like the handheld lemon juicer. After some amount of bickering, the two men decided they should find areas where they agreed. 

 

This is where we meet one of the key figures in our story: Donald Kendall. Kendall was the head of the Pepsi Cola Company’s International Operations, and he was in the right place at the right time. As the debate between Nixon and Khrushchev was heating up, he helped to cool the tensions with a cold cup of Pepsi. Each of the men sipped the Pepsi, and this led to an exchange about how Pepsi tasted just as good when made with water from Russia. Khrushchev loved the drink and a seed was planted. 

 

At this point in the telling of the story, we have to skip forward a bit, which is hard because a LOT happened right after the American National Exhibition: Kennedy becomes President, the Cuban Missile Crisis, Kennedy is assassinated, Johnson becomes President, the War in Vietnam, USSR invades Czechoslovakia. We can’t get into all of that because for this story, we need to jump to 1972.

 

When Nixon became President, he was looking for ways to improve relations with the Soviets. At this point, the Soviet leader was Leonid Brezhnev and the two countries came up with a deal to open twenty Pepsi Bottling plants in the Soviet Union. It would be the very first American product manufactured there. Part of the deal was that their rival, Coca Cola, couldn’t be marketed in the USSR.

 

Pepsi would ship over all the supplies needed to make cola with Russian water supplies and in return, well—the Soviet currency wasn’t worth anything outside of Russia. There weren’t enough American dollars in the Soviet Union to pay for their end of the trade deal. So what they came up with was something creative. Stolichnaya Vodka was a company that was owned and controlled by the Soviet government. Pepsi was granted exclusive rights to import and market Stolichnaya in the United States. The Soviets get Pepsi; the Americans get vodka. Seems like a good deal. And it was for a while. But then geopolitical tensions got in the way again.

 

The USSR had invaded Afghanistan. The Americans helped the Afghans defend themselves. Now President Ronald Reagan and Soviet Leader Mikhail Gorbachev had been working to improve relations once again, but for the American public, the damage had been done. Many Americans refused to buy Soviet products, including Stolichnaya Vodka. As Reagan left office and George Bush became President, Pepsi wanted to build twenty-six more bottling plants in the Soviet Union, but the Pepsi for Vodka deal was no longer working. They needed to figure out another solution. And that brings us to one of the weirdest trade deals in history.

 

The Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan had turned many Americans against buying Soviet-made products. So as a result, no one was buying enough Stolichnaya Vodka to account for the amount of Pepsi being sent to Russia. 

 

It was 1989 and there was one thing that Gorbachev’s government had a lot of: surplus military equipment. Pepsi’s Donald Kendall was still involved. He was retired but still serving on the Board of Directors for PepsiCo. The deal that Gorbachev’s government came up with was to give Pepsi seventeen diesel-powered attack submarines, a cruiser, a destroyer, a frigate, and a few oil tankers, around twenty ships in all. Pepsi accepted. This raised more than a few red flags with the American government. 

 

But here’s the thing: these ships were pretty much all obsolete. These loud diesel submarines had been replaced by quieter nuclear-powered subs. The ships were old, rusty and hardly usable. Even so, the government didn’t like the idea of a corporation holding such a large naval fleet. That’s where we get this amazing quote from none other than Pepsi’s Donald Kendall. He said to the Pentagon, “I’m dismantling the Soviet Union faster than you are.”

 

The ships weren’t sea-worthy. Most of them listed to one side. They were only valuable for scrap. So as soon as they could, Pepsi sold the ships to a Swedish company for recycling, and used that money to fund their shipping and bottling operations in the Soviet Union. But here’s the punchline, and this is 100 percent true: For a short time, from the time they received the ships to the time they sold them, the Pepsi Cola Company was the sixth largest naval military in the world.￼[image: Pepsi_Cola_Navy.png]

 




The Challenger Disaster and Big Bird￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

Like so many of Jim Henson’s creations, Big Bird started as a simple sketch. He was creating characters for a new television show, Sesame Street. The producers of the show had asked that Henson create some of his muppets for the show that would interact with the human characters on Sesame Street. The original sketch of Big Bird is nothing but a pencil drawing of a man with the big bird outline around him holding his arm straight above his head to make the mouth of the tall figure talk. There’s also a color drawing of what he thought Big Bird looked like, and it ended up being pretty similar to the character that we now know. 

 

The muppets’ chief puppet creator, Kermit Love, built the Big Bird costume as a larger-than-life, eight-foot-two-inch creation. The right arm of the person inside would control the mouth and face and the left arm would control Big Bird’s left wing. There wasn’t a spot for holes to see out, so a small camera would lead to a tiny television inside the costume. Kermit Love was particularly proud of the fact that Big Bird was created to occasionally shed a yellow feather or two as he moved around. Love compared this to a tall tree dropping the occasional leaf. 

 

The rest of Big Bird is all due to the man who is synonymous with the character: Carol Spinney. Spinney gave Big Bird his voice, his mannerisms, and his child-like demeanor, which he’s described as perpetually six years old. Carol had worked with Jim Henson for the last seven years after the two met at a puppeteering convention. He played both the parts of Big Bird and Oscar the Grouch on Sesame Street, and worked on the show for forty-nine years. One of the ways that Big Bird taught children was through frequently misunderstanding things—the same types of things that a six-year-old might misunderstand—

and that presented a brilliant way for the children to learn along with Big Bird. 

 

Since he first appeared on the very first episode of Sesame Street on November 10th, 1969, Big Bird rose to huge popularity and fame and became a symbol for educational television. He’s met with many famous guests. Big Bird appeared with every first lady from Pat Nixon to Dr. Jill Biden, with the only exceptions being Nancy Reagan and Melania Trump. 

 

Jim Henson died on May 16, 1990. And at his memorial service, Big Bird sang a song that will go down in history. A tear-jerking rendition of “It’s Not Easy Being Green,” a song that Henson had made famous through his signature “Kermit the Frog” character. Carol Spinney continued playing Big Bird until 2018, and while neither Jim Henson nor Carol Spinney are with us today, the character of Big Bird continues on—still six years old. 

 

The second story is one of which I have a really strong memory. Picture this with me. I’m in Miss Hayes’s first grade class at East Elementary in Urbana, Ohio. They’ve wheeled a television cart into the classroom so we could take part in a special event: the Challenger Space Shuttle liftoff. We were so excited. My first-grade teacher, Miss Hayes, was so excited for us to witness the launch. Not many people know this, but the Challenger liftoff was not watched live by that many Americans. A lot of people have a sort of Mandela effect that they remember watching it live at home, but in reality, NASA Space Shuttle missions had become fairly commonplace and weren’t seen as particularly noteworthy by the late 80s. It was broadcast live on CNN, but people weren’t watching cable news around the clock like they do now. Most people who remember watching it actually witnessed it when the news replayed the event after it happened. Even so, a survey was conducted that concluded 85 percent of Americans knew about within an hour. But for people my age—people in grade school at the time—it WAS noteworthy and was shown in every classroom because of a special guest on the shuttle. 

 

Christa McAuliffe was a thirty-seven-year-old social studies schoolteacher from New Hampshire who was going to be the first teacher in space. She was selected from more than 11,000 applicants. The Teacher in Space program had been announced by Ronald Reagan in 1984 to inspire students and increase interest in math, science, and space exploration. For that reason, the launch of the Challenger for its mission STS-51-L was shown live in classrooms across America on January 28, 1986. 

 

McAuliffe was a civilian but had trained with NASA for a year after being chosen. She was among the six other NASA crew members on board that day and, as many know, one minute and thirteen seconds after liftoff, disaster struck. The shuttle broke apart on its ascent and onlookers watching from the ground saw the solid stream of white smoke break apart into several swirling patterns and clouds.

 

No one survived the disaster. The Teacher in Space program was cancelled soon after. After lengthy investigations, it was determined that a rubber gasket in the solid rocket booster had weakened due to the freezing temperatures before the launch. NASA knew about this weakness, but this particular mission had been delayed so many times that they pushed to launch anyway. 

So back to that first-grade classroom. The image of that craft breaking apart on television still remains with me. I remember turning around to see Miss Hayes crying. 

 

The third story is where stories one and two come together. Before Christa McAuliffe, before the 11,000 applicants, even before the Teacher in Space program, another idea was proposed. It was a priority to get kids interested in space and math and science. They knew they wanted to use the Space Shuttle missions to do that. 

 

So in the early 1980s, Carol Spinney got a letter. He had been invited to go up in the Challenger Space Shuttle. Carol Spinney, as Big Bird, would be the first American civilian in space. Millions of American school children would get to see one of their childhood friends, Big Bird, fly into space. Spinney would have to undergo testing and training, but it never got to that point. 

The big bird costume was big. It weighed ten pounds, but it took up a LOT of area. They couldn’t figure out how they would stow the Big Bird suit in the tight quarters of the Challenger.

 

After it was decided that Big Bird wouldn’t be able to do the mission, they decided that Big Bird’s teddy bear, Radar, would be on the mission. This idea would eventually be scrapped with the development of the Teacher in Space concept.

 

Big Bird never went to space. It wasn’t meant to be. The Challenger space shuttle disaster was a horrible tragedy. And it would have been one that would have absolutely devastated children just as much if their beloved friend Big Bird had been one of those souls lost on board. 

 

Today, Big Bird continues to delight and educate children. He received a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, one of just a few fictional characters to receive the honor. He’s appeared in movies, television shows, Saturday Night Live, and The Tonight Show, and has never stopped that original mission of educating kids from their level—just like he’s done for fifty-two years.

 


￼[image: Big_Bird.png]





The Man Who Invented Pringles Was Buried inside a Pringles Can￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

This story goes back to Cincinnati, Ohio, in 1956. Proctor & Gamble, a company that started by selling candles but which was famous for Tide detergent, Ivory soap, and Crest toothpaste, wanted to offer a potato chip product that addressed common complaints about chips. They wanted a product that wouldn’t break, wasn’t greasy, and didn’t come in a bag filled with air. They gave this job to Fredric J. Baur, a chemist.

 

Baur was an organic chemist who received a master’s and PhD from The Ohio State University, my alma mater. He was an aviation physiologist in the Navy and had invented various frying oils in addition to Freeze-Dried Ice Cream—

side note, I love that stuff, so thanks Fred.

 

He spent two years developing the saddle-shaped product. The shape is called a hyperbolic paraboloid; the claim is that the unique shape of the chip provides an aerodynamic profile that keeps it in place during packaging and because they are stacked manufactured in a consistent shape and stacked tightly, they don’t break as much. 

 

Putting them in a cylinder-style packaging container was Fred Baur’s idea. The tube worked together with the shape of the chip to allow them to stack without coming apart from each other during shipping. The whole point was to keep the chips fresh and keep them from breaking.

 

There are various theories on why the chips were called Pringles. One story is that they wanted the chips to have a family appeal, so they chose a name out of a phone book. Another story says they chose the name out of a hat. A slightly more plausible theory comes from the fact that two Proctor & Gamble advertising execs lived on Pringle Drive in a Cincinnati suburb. But maybe the most likely is that they were named as an homage to a man named Mark Pringle, who filed a potato chip processing patent that was cited in their own patent.

 

The flavor of the chips was created by a man named Alexander Liepa. The machine that made them was invented by Gene Wolfe, who was a mechanical engineer but was better known as a science-fiction author.

 

So in 1968, Pringles were finally unveiled to the public in Indiana, and were so popular that they were available across the U.S. by the mid 1970s and available internationally in the early 1990s.

 

Now owned by Kellogg’s, Pringles are available now in twenty-one flavors in the U.S. and other flavors internationally. In the UK, you can get Prawn Cocktail Pringles and in Asia they’ve offered grilled shrimp and seaweed flavors. Gross.

 

Frederic Baur passed away at the age of eighty-nine. Sadly he died of Alzheimers in 2008. Two months later, Time Magazine ran a story about the peculiar way in which he was buried. 

 

Baur had thought of the idea of being buried in the Pringles can he designed in the 1980s and joked with his kids about it. But they soon realized he was serious. He was cremated and, on the way to pick up his remains, his children stopped at a nearby Walgreens and bought a can of original-flavor Pringles. They put part of his ashes in the can and buried this Pringles can below his headstone in Arlington Memorial Gardens in Cincinnati. If you visited the grave, you’d never know that six feet below the earth, there is a Pringles can full of the ashes of the man who invented it.

￼[image: pringles.png]




The Time We Almost Nuked South Carolina￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

Remember that movie Broken Arrow? John Travolta and Christian Slater as a couple Air Force pilots whose job it is to locate some missing dropped nuclear warheads? Fun film. Well it turns out “Broken Arrow” is the official term the military uses for an accident involving nuclear weapons. And in the 76 years since the invention of nuclear weapons in 1945, we’ve had at least 32 Broken Arrow scenarios.

 

For this story, we’re just going to be talking about one particular aircraft: the Boeing B-47 Stratojet. Even before the end of World War Two, the Air Force had asked manufacturers to start drawing up plans for a long-range jet-powered bomber. Remember, the airplane that really ended World War Two by dropping atomic bombs in Japan was the B-29, a propeller aircraft. The United States never did put any jet aircraft into combat in that war. It was still very early in the development of jet-powered flight. 

 

The B-47 was finally put into service in 1951. It was a swept-wing sleek-looking bomber aircraft with 6 engines carried under its wings. And if I had to describe the problem with these aircraft, it would be that they suffered from growing pains. 

 

There were the growing pains of jet-propelled flight itself. While the aircraft was incredibly fast and powerful, it took a very long time to accelerate. The newly designed swept wing caused structural issues. New design elements like the sweep wings and power elements like jet engines were being put on an aircraft essentially using outdated metallurgy and construction techniques.  And there were a lot of limits on its capability. It was a difficult plane to fly for airmen who were used to a ten-man crew. The B-47 flew with only three. So every moment of flight—every issue, every warning—was happening faster and with fewer men to tend to it. The slightest lapse in attention could now be catastrophic. Then there were the growing pains of a quickly growing air force. Ramping up mass production on the aircraft led to a few manufacturing issues. By the time they were produced, the existing refueling infrastructure didn’t meet the demands of these new long-range bombers. 

 

They started retiring the B-47 just eighteen years after it was introduced. To give you a frame of reference, the B-52 Bomber was introduced in 1955 and has yet to be retired from service 66 years later. So the B-47 Stratojet was a short-lived bomber designed to face a very real and serious threat of nuclear war. It was designed to carry nuclear bombs and could fly all the way to the Soviet Union with them. 

 

There were just over 2,000 Stratojets manufactured. And a staggering 10 percent of them—203 to be exact—were lost in crashes. And when you look at the timeline of when this aircraft was in its peak duty, it coincides with the time when aircraft started carrying nuclear weapons. That leads to the horrible events of 1957 and 1958 that we’ll get to in just a moment. 

 

The reason we spent so much time learning about the B-47 is that out of the thirty-two Broken Arrow events in history, nine of them involved this aircraft. Now think back to what we learned about how short-lived this airplane’s operational lifespan was; this gives you a pretty good idea of how dangerous it really was. And it’s even crazier than that. Those nine potential nuclear accidents happened in a period of just three years, from 1956 to 1958. And in 1957 and 1958, 49 of these aircraft crashed, killing a total of 122 airmen. As many problems as there were with the B-47, neither of the two stories we’re going to talk about were the fault of the aircraft.

 

In the dark early morning of February 5 of 1958, a B-47 Crew commanded by Air Force Colonel Howard Richardson left from Homestead Air Force Base in Florida to conducted a simulated combat mission for training. It was carrying a 7,600-pound Mark 15 nuclear bomb. In airspace nearby, Air Force Lt. Clarence Stewart was piloting his F-86 fighter jet. He didn’t see the B-47 on his radar and at approximately 2 a.m., the two aircrafts collided. With the wing missing from his small fighter jet, Lt. Stewart ejected and parachuted to safety in a swamp. For the B-47 bomber, their fuel tanks had been heavily damaged and were leaking fuel. Colonel Richardson didn’t know if he could land the bomber without the nuclear bomb detaching and detonating. He made the choice to ditch the bomb in the waters off Tybee Island in Georgia. He was able to land the plane safely at Hunter Air Base in Savannah. But that bomb landed in the Atlantic Ocean near Wassaw Sound. And as far as we know…that’s where the bomb rests, undetonated, today. 

 

Just over one month later, on March 11 of 1958, it was the middle of the afternoon in Mars Buff, South Carolina, when six-year-old Helen and nine-year-old Frances Gregg were playing in their yard with their cousin Ella. Suddenly, there was a whistle from the sky followed by a ground-shaking explosion. 

 

Here’s what happened: Captain Earl Koehler was piloting a B-47E Stratojet 15,000 feet in the sky over South Carolina. The crew was scheduled to fly to the United Kingdom and continue on to North Africa. This was part of an ongoing training mission to track the accuracy of mock bomb drops. The bombs on board were very real. Tensions with the Soviet Union were at a height and the Cold War was becoming less cold by the day. For this reason, the aircraft taking part in this training mission, ominously dubbed Operation Snow Flurry, carried live nuclear bombs in case war broke out during the missions. The bomb being carried by Captain Koehler’s B-47 that day was similar in size to the one lost in the Atlantic in February—a 7,600-pound Mark 6 nuclear bomb.

 

The first sign of a problem that day was when Captain Koehler noticed an indicator light telling him that a bomb harness locking pin did not engage. This wasn’t the mechanism that held the bomb in place - it was an added safety measure. It was one of a few steps to secure it to the plane. When he noticed this indicator, the bombardier and navigator, Captain Bruce Kulka scrambled to the bomb bay area of the aircraft to check it out. As he reached around the bomb to lift himself up, he accidentally grabbed hold of the one thing he shouldn’t have: the bomb’s emergency release mechanism. This dropped the full weight of the ten foot long, 7,600-pound bomb, along with Captain Kulka, onto the bomb bay doors. The bombardier desperately reached his arm out to grab on to something. The bomb, however, weighed too much for the doors. He looked down through the open doors and watched in horror as the bomb started falling 15,000 feet to the land below.

 

The three children playing below at the Gregg house would have had no idea that the bomb was coming toward them. The Mark 6 nuclear bomb detonated 200 yards from the children. All three were injured, but none were killed. Luckily for those children, and for Mars Bluff, South Carolina, and for the southeastern part of the United States, the nuclear capsule was not on the bomb. The capsule, which contained the fissile nuclear core, was still on board the aircraft and hadn’t been loaded into the bomb housing.

 

Even so, that bomb was carrying enough explosives to blow a crater into the ground that was 70 feet wide and 30 feet deep. In addition to injuring the three girls playing, it obliterated their playhouse, injured their mother, father and brother, and damaged seven nearby buildings.


After the incident and the victims’ recovery, the Gregg family sued and was awarded $54,000 in damages. If you visit Mars Bluff, South Carolina, you can still see the crater today. It’s overgrown with trees and brush, but the site is marked with a historical marker. 

 

As for the bomb dropped outside Tybee Island in the Atlantic Ocean? Throughout the years, the military has mounted efforts to locate the bomb, even as recently as 2004. But to this day, it’s one of six American nuclear weapons that have been lost and never found.

￼[image: nuked_south_carolina.png]




The Vulcan Salute: The Power of a Feminine God￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

Some of the best moments ever to appear on screen have been decisions that were made in the moment by the actors - things that weren’t even in the script. Think of DeNiro’s famous “You talkin’ to me?” scene in Taxi Driver. That wasn’t in the script. That was just DeNiro ad libbing.  Or Humphrey Bogart’s famous line “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid.” Not in the script. Just Bogart repeating something he had said to Ingrid Bergman earlier that day off-camera.

 

So goes this story about Leonard Nimoy and the famous Vulcan Salute. 

 

The salute was first used in the first episode of the second season of the original Star Trek series. It was called “Amok Time” and the plot was that Vulcans had a particular time that they had to mate with another Vulcan and Spock had to return to mate with a woman with whom he had sort of an arranged marriage. 

 

Spock was the only non-human being on the Starship Enterprise—he was only half human—so providing a back story for this alien being provided some interesting depth and color to the series. He was one of the main characters, yet we didn’t know much about his people. This episode was providing the first look into other Vulcans and as such, it was decided that they should have some sort of way of greeting each other. 

 

This is where Leonard Nimoy remembered something from his Jewish upbringing. He recalled a time he went to the orthodox Jewish temple with his family in the north end of Boston and witnessed a group of five or six men facing the congregation and singing and shouting a Hebrew Benediction. The prayer was called the “Shekhina,” which represents the feminine representation of God as she comes into the temple to bless the congregants. Along with the chanting and shouting, the men held their hands up, palms out and fingers together, except for the middle and ring fingers, which were separated into a “v.” This split-fingered gesture—the Kohanim Jewish Blessing—stuck in Nimoy’s mind as something powerful. It’s a sign of the Hebrew letter “Shin” - the first part of words like “Shalom” and “Shaddai.” For Nimoy, he saw this blessing occurring during a time in which congregants are encouraged to cover their eyes or look away to not be damaged by the power of the feminine divine being entering the temple. Nimoy looked anyway and felt like he was witnessing something secret and something powerful. 

 

When Nimoy was looking for a choice to make for his character, he remembered this split-fingered blessing and decided to use that—with one hand instead of two like was used in the temple—as the way that Vulcans greeted each other. In the episode, he used the salute to greet the Vulcan character T’Pau, played by Celia Lovsky, and his bride to be, T’Pring, played by Arlene Martel. It was an instant cultural phenomenon.

 

Star Trek viewers within just a few days would use the Vulcan salute to greet Nimoy in public. It became iconic. If you’ve seen the hand signal, you’ve probably also heard the accompanying greeting: “Live long and prosper.” Not many people realize, however, that there is a correct response: “Peace and long life.” Other times in the series, "Live long and prosper” was used as the response. 

 

In the Vulcan language, it’s “dif-tor heh smusma.”

 

There are many possible attributions to “Live long and prosper.” There’s an ancient Egyptian blessing which says “may he live, be prosperous, be healthy.” There’s a phrase in Deuteronomy in the Bible that says “Live and prosper,” and even Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet has the line “Live and be prosperous,” when Romeo says goodbye to his servant Balthasar. There are many phrases similar in literature throughout history, so it’s tough to know exactly how they landed on this for the Vulcan greeting—but it too became iconic. 	

 

Leonard Nimoy died in 2015. That year, to honor him, astronaut Samantha Cristoferetti took a photo of herself doing the Vulcan salute…from space. 

 

The goal was just to show a small glimpse of Vulcan culture and add background to one of the TV show’s characters. But the result had a much larger impact. The result was a sort of cultural icon that became synonymous with the show itself. And with that, I wish you peace and long life.
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The Confederados: The Confederate Flag Flies in Brazil￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

Something you hear a lot when it comes to patriotism or politics is “Love it or leave it”—this idea that if you have a complaint about this country or its government that you should just leave. This story is about a group of people who took that seriously. 

 

In 1865 the American Civil War came to an end. Between the months of April and June, most of the Confederate soldiers surrendered. It had been four years of bloody battles and around 750,000 dead, about 2.5 percent of the total U.S. population. 

 

Lincoln had a plan for reconstruction that was a threat to what many considered the southern way of living. Freed slaves would have joined the working class—they would have been given their own land—and amnesty would be given to those Confederate soldiers who took up arms against the United States. Lincoln wanted a swift reunification and so his plan was based on forgiveness. But as we know, Lincoln was assassinated soon after the end of the war. And while his successor Andrew Johnson wouldn’t carry out Lincoln’s vision for reconstruction, many Confederate soldiers worried about living in a country that didn’t hold their values. Others had lost their land.

 

Starting just before the Civil War, America was experiencing westward expansion. The building of the intercontinental railroad and the Homestead Act had people flocking west. In fact, the argument as to whether these new territories would be slave states or free states was one of the significant factors to the start of the war. After the war, a lot of Confederate soldiers moved out of the south. They went west, seeking out fortune and a new life. 

 

For some of the leaders of the Confederate Army, amnesty wasn’t initially extended to them. Jefferson Davis spent two years in a Virginia prison. When he was released, he fled to Canada, then England. His Vice President, Alexander Stephens, was held in a Boston prison until October when President Johnson released him. He wouldn’t flee the country at all and instead went on to be a U.S. Congressman and the Governor of Georgia.  

 

Robert E. Lee fought against Black voting rights after the war and ended up poor and homeless before being made the head of Washington College. 

 

General George Pickett fled to Canada for two years until he was pardoned. 

 

But for some of the soldiers who still deeply held their Confederate pro-slavery values, they sought out to create new Confederate colonies outside of the United States. One plan was for a place called the “New Virginia Colony.” The main settlement was planned in Carlota, halfway between Mexico City and Veracruz, but there were as many as four other colonies planned throughout Mexico. There were a few problems: Mexico wouldn’t allow them to bring slaves, and eventually the Confederate-friendly emperor of Mexico was overrun with Mexican Republicans who didn’t approve of the Confederate settlers. 

 

Other Confederate colonies were attempted in Belize, Paraguay, and Cuba. But the most widespread and successful attempt at a new confederate colony occurred in the Brazilian state of São Paulo.

 

There’s a small cemetery south of Santa Barbara D’Oeste in Brazil. It’s called Cemtério dos Americanos. And there are several generations of American immigrants buried there, almost 500 interments in total. Every year in April, there’s an unapologetic festival at the cemetery celebrating all things Confederate: the Festa Confederada. Members of the community meet to eat foods from the American South like fried chicken and French fries, listen to country music, dress up in replica Confederate uniforms and antebellum dresses. And they dance. The dance floor, a permanent outdoor surface, depicts a giant Confederate flag. It’s a celebration of Brazil’s interpretation of the Confederacy—stewarded by Brazilians who are the descendants of Confederate immigrants who moved there from America more than 150 years ago. I went to their Instagram page and it’s absolutely bizarre. You’ll find a combination of Confederate flags, American bikers, women in ornate Civil War era dress, men in costume, Trump flags, and quasi-American patriotism. Pictures of the festival include other icons of a conservative anti-government America, like the Gadsden “don’t tread on me” flag. One Memorial Day post says “In honor of the fallen” with a pair of oak leaves, but inside the oak leaves is the Confederate flag. Why here? Why in the middle of Brazil?

 

In 1865, slavery was still legal in Brazil. In fact, it was the last of the western countries to outlaw slavery in 1888. Brazil relied on African enslaved people all the way back to the 16th century when the country developed a lucrative mining industry. Around 40 percent of the 11 million Africans that were forced into slavery in the Atlantic sale trade were brought to Brazil to work on sugar cane plantations. In addition to sugar cane, Dom Pedro the second, Brazil’s Emperor, wanted to develop a lucrative cotton industry in Brazil. He offered southern farmers cheap land, tax breaks, and free travel to his country in order to cultivate this new industry. While some Confederate leaders discouraged southerners from emigrating to Brazil, thousands did anyway.

 

No one is sure exactly how many Confederates fled to São Paulo. Conservative estimates put the number at around 8,000 but port records of Rio de Janiero show that as many as 20,000 Americans entered Brazil after the war. These were people who no longer identified with an America that didn’t value a slave-holding agricultural South. They were people who didn’t want to feel conquered and saw the South without slavery as a south that would live in poverty. So they took Dom Pedro the second up on his offer and fled by the thousands. Many fled to Santa Barbara d’Oeste, a city northwest of Campinas. Others founded the city of Americana to the east. And it was there that these Americans put down roots. Some returned the U.S. once reconstruction failed and the Jim Crow era began. But most stayed.

 

So for now, their legacy continues. And just like how the “Lost Cause” narrative replaced the truth for some here in the states, the same is true for the proxy Confederacy that still exists 3,000 miles from where the Civil War ended. Today, the history and legacy of the confederados that left the U.S. is held by a group called the Fraternity of the American Descendants. Marcelo Dodson is a past president of the group, and in the 2017 aftermath of the white-nationalist rally in Charlottesville, VA, he made the argument that the Civil War was a battle not for slavery, but for small government, free commerce, and states’ rights. This of course is a view of the conflict with which most historians disagree. In an era in which more and more Americans disagree with the flying of the Confederate flag in the U.S., it still flies—proudly and strangely in one small part of Brazil.
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Mind Your Business: Our First Minted Coin￼[image: Line]


 

 

 

Every American knows who Benjamin Franklin was: a man so important he’s one of only two non-Presidents to be featured on U.S. paper currency. He was an inventor, a writer, a diplomat, a scientist, a statesman, and, most notably, one of the few men responsible for drafting America’s Declaration of Independence in 1776. He was the only person to have signed all four major founding documents: The Declaration of Independence, The Treaty of Alliance with France, The Treaty of Paris, and the United States Constitution. 

 

But there’s something that Ben Franklin did that not as many people are familiar with. He was an artist and designer of American money. 

 

About a decade after the founding of the new nation, a problem was arising. There were a lot of counterfeit and lightweight copper pennies in circulation. States were minting their own pennies and because of the inconsistency in weight and counterfeiting, businesses were losing money accepting these coins, which would occasionally be accepted as less than face value. This was hurting the economy of the thirteen original states. To fight the problem, the Continental Congress of the Confederation decided on a resolution in 1787. It was for the contract to mint a national copper cent. 

 

 

About ten weeks after the resolution was signed, a design had been approved for the coin. The Reverse of the coin (a numismatic term for the back of the coin) would have an unbroken chain with thirteen links representing the colonies. In the center of that, the words “WE ARE ONE.”  The Obverse, or front, of the coin would feature a prominent sun dial with a sun shining down on it. On the right, the date 1787 (even though all these coins were struck in 1788) and on the left the word FUGIO. This is a Latin word meaning “I fly” and is apparently a reference to time flying by and the coin flying across the sky, represented by the sun and sun dial. But perhaps the most interesting part of the coin to me are the big letters on the bottom, under the sun dial. It’s there that the coin features the intriguing words: “MIND YOUR BUSINESS.” 

 

Eric Newman was a Numismatist who wrote several books about the Fugio Cent, and he was able to show that the design of this copper coin was the handiwork of Benjamin Franklin. He was known for several of these mottos and designs like the thirteen-chain links. It’s also very similar to a dollar coin that Franklin had designed in 1776 for the new nation, but which was never circulated.

 

But why the words “Mind your business”? It seems like a weird if not anachronistic phrase to have on a coin. When the coin was designed in 1787, this phrase didn’t mean what it means today. Today when we use the phrase, we obviously mean “stop being nosy.” But Benjamin Franklin meant “mind your business” literally. As in, “pay attention to your business,” with “business” literally meaning business. Among all those things I listed about what Ben Franklin was, he was a businessman, with a strong worth ethic. These coins reflect that ethic.

 

The story of how these first coins were minted is rather interesting as well. The United States Mint wasn’t established until 1792, so how did they mint this first national cent? 

 

The Congress of the Confederation asked for bids on striking the coins, and several copper makers came forward wanting to make the coins. The contract went to a man named James Jarvis in Connecticut. Connecticut had opened the first state mint in 1785, and Jarvis owned a controlling interest in the company, called the Company for Coining Coppers. And in true fashion of politics in America, he won the contract by bribing the Head of the Treasury board, William Durer, with $10,000. Durer was the assistant to the Treasurer and was an old family friend of Jarvis, so he was awarded the contract and started the process of constructing the dies to make the coin.

 

To carve and build these dies, he looked to a man who was missing part of his ear and had a small C branded into his forehead. The reason for these disfigurements? This man, Abel Buell, was a known counterfeiter. He had been caught counterfeiting five-pound notes and his punishment was lopping off the top of one of his ears and branding him with a letter describing his crime. This was apparently a common type of punishment in those days.

 

He set up the dies and began striking the coins, along with the help of an enslaved man named Aaron, several children, a freed Black man and others. It was a group effort to get these coins made, and the problem became apparent quickly.

 

The coinage requested by the contract required 300 tons of copper. There weren’t 300 tons of copper in the United States. He had put his father in law, Samuel Broome, in charge of mining additional copper, but it wasn’t very successful. After Jarvis’s mint produced 1200 pounds of coins, they ran out. This was a problem not only for the nation, not only for Jarvis, but for the Treasury. Jarvis had been given the first 30 tons of copper and he never paid the Federal Government back for it. Ultimately, he fled to Europe to look for more copper and to escape his troubles. 

 

Eventually Abel Buell fled to England as well. He eventually returned and is credited for printing the first U.S. map, but he died penniless. 

 

Samuel Broome, however, continued to mint coins at the Connecticut mint, but just made them lighter and thinner. In the end, he made about 400,000 Fugio Cents. This was 4 tons of copper instead of the 300 tons. 

 

The Fugio Cents never did see a whole lot of circulation. There was a huge devaluation of copper and there just weren’t enough coins to be in large use anyway. The population of the country at that time was just under four million, so there just weren’t enough of these coins to be effective.

 

Today, collectors pay up to $10,000 for a Fugio Cent. Only 3,811 have been officially cataloged and graded. In 1926, a secret stash of these coins was found. They had been stored away in 1788. Those several thousand coins represent the largest chunk of the Fugio Coins that are now owned. 

 

Who owns them? How do you get one? I think there’s a saying about that from one of our founding fathers and from modern numismatists. Mind Your Business.
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