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PREFACE


Hey and welcome to the book everybody. We’re Josh Clark and Charles W. “Chuck” Bryant. And this is An Incomplete Compendium of Mostly Interesting Things.


Here’s the first interesting thing: we’ve been podcasting since 2008, and we’ve talked about writing an SYSK book for a long time now, but there came a point a while back when we thought it would never happen and we kind of stopped thinking about it, so we’re just tickled that it has all finally come together in this book you are holding or listening to right now. Actually, we’re not exactly sure what’s interesting about that little bit of personal trivia, to be honest. We know there’s got to be something, though, because we feel like there’s something interesting about everything.


Understanding this idea—that there’s something interesting about everything—is one of the core beliefs that make up the fabric of the entire Stuff You Should Know universe, and this book is no exception. It has had a profound effect on us as podcasters, as writers, and as humans in the world. And it has informed everything we do, most directly by supercharging a very specific trait we both possess: curiosity.


The belief that there is something interesting about everything has opened our eyes, our ears, and our minds to the world around us in ways we never could have expected before we started working together all those years ago. From the odd to the mundane, from the overlooked to the underappreciated, from the infinite to the infinitesimal; whether it involved a person, place, or thing, whether it was an idea or an event, a process or a system, real or imagined, every day we found something that made us sit up, take notice, and say “huh, that’s interesting … we should talk about that.”1


Twelve years and 1,300 podcast episodes later, we decided to take the same approach with a book. This book. We said, how about Josh picks thirteen random topics that we’ve been curious about recently, and Chuck picks fourteen; we’ll see what kind of interesting stuff we can find, and then write about it.2, 3


The results, if you are a fan of the show already, will hopefully feel familiar. That was the idea, at least. There’s lots of stuff you should know; there’s some weirdness and some humor; there are some counterintuitive explanations, some unexpected realizations, some accidental puns, more than a few awesome band names, a heaping helping of dad jokes, tons of dives down little rabbit holes,4 and several dozen illustrations by an artist named Carly Monardo that we are totally in love with (the illustrations, not Carly, though she is wonderful and a total badass).


We also worked with a co-writer, a great guy named Nils Parker, who helped us tremendously with research, writing, and generally guiding us through what’s what with publishing a book. Having a hired gun to help us out was a tough pill to swallow at first, both of us being writers, but as the book project unfolded in earnest, all of our illusions (delusions, really) quickly fell away and we were grateful for Nils’s help right out of the gate. Had he not been around, you might be picking this book up in 2030 rather than 2020. Nils has gotten the SYSK vibe so thoroughly that he’s become as much a part of the SYSK gang as Jeri and Frank the Chair, so be sure to add him to your holiday card list.


Together, like a Voltron of edutainment, we pounded out and honed this book into a sword of wisdom for you to wield at the water cooler and at cocktail parties, anywhere you feel like impressing people. Use it wisely.


Oh, and it just so happens that sword analogy is also a really great segue for our next point.


In The Book of Five Rings, the seventeenth-century samurai Miyamoto Musashi wrote, “from one thing, know ten thousand things.” Musashi was a master swordsman and he knew that discipline fully. But he didn’t only know that. He also learned metallurgy to understand how to make the strongest sword; physiology and anatomy to understand the physical vulnerabilities of his opponents; human psychology to understand their mental vulnerabilities; geometry to understand angles of attack; physics to understand leverage. The list almost certainly goes on.


What Musashi was saying is that if you master one thing completely, it will teach you about so many other things in the process. And while we agree with the great samurai and are very grateful that we never faced the slashing end of his fury, we have respectfully chosen to take the opposite approach to knowledge. From the very beginning of Stuff You Should Know, we’ve had one overarching goal: to teach people as much as we can about the world, one topic at a time. What we learned writing this book is that from ten thousand things (or in this case, twenty-seven things), you can know one thing. And that is, when you look closely enough, everything is connected, one way or another.5


Just as with everything else in the world, there is a deep interconnectedness to the randomness within the twenty-seven chapters of this book. You can read it front to back, back to front, or jump around;6 whichever reading adventure you choose, what you will find are connection points and narrative threads that join them. That’s why each chapter can stand on its own or be read in any order. It just kind of happened that way, and we are pleased as punch that it did.


The first thing you’ll notice is the first thing we noticed: just how many podcast episodes we’ve done related to topics that we only touch on in each chapter. These connections back to the show are denoted by a microphone icon [image: image] and indicate a relevant podcast episode whose title we have listed in the appendix.


What you might then notice is how wide and far these connections go as we move through the chapters and through the world. We go back in time millions of years with prehistoric wildebeest and elephants to learn about water dowsing. We travel trillions of miles into space to better grasp the magnitude and proportion of massive personal wealth. We travel the globe to meet common criminals in Britain, brilliant distillers in Mexico, Benjamin Button mice in Massachusetts, and extraordinary figures from the islands of the South Pacific. You’ve got in your hands a guided tour of interconnected time and space, and for a pretty fair price when you consider it like that.


Our hope is that in reading this book you feel more connected to the world around you: to the person next to you on the train and the stranger on the opposite side of the world, to the beginning of human history and to the end of eras you weren’t alive for, to places you may never go and people you will probably never meet. More than anything, we hope you learn some new stuff along the way. That would be pretty cool, too.


Okay, well, that’s probably enough setup, let’s start the book already!


Josh Clark & Chuck Bryant


Atlanta, Georgia


Summer 2020


 


 





1 And in a few cases, when we really had to dig, we said, “We will find what’s interesting about this.”


2 Note from Josh: thirteen has always been a fortunate number for me and my wife, Umi, so here’s hoping some of that lucky thirteen rubs off on you, dear reader!


3 Note from Chuck: I don’t believe in luck, but me and Josh still manage to work together.


4 They take the form of footnotes … like this one.


5 This is, of course, the whole premise of the Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon game. That game alone gives The Great Interconnectedness of All Things an important purpose.


6 You can also jump up, jump up, and get down if you like.






[image: image]


There are really only two types of facial hair: beards and mustaches. Every style of facial hair you’ve ever seen is one of these two, or a combination of both.


Think about it like part of a Linnaean taxonomy of human traits that we just made up but totally makes sense, where facial hair is a Family, beards and mustaches are each a Genus, and their many varieties are individual species that could interbreed, as it were, to create hybrid subspecies like the duck-billed platypus [image: image] of the facial hair Family, the soul patch.


This might seem self-evident when you take a second to think about it, but then why would you be thinking about this at all unless you work in the relatively booming beard care industry or you’re a pogonophile—a lover of beards and the bearded. The Economist wrote about that very philia in a 2015 article about the growing trend of beardedness while reporting from the National Beard and Mustache Championship that was taking place in Brooklyn that year … obviously.1


If you are breathing right now, then you must be aware that the beards the Economist reported on were part of more than just a passing trend. Facial hair grew more popular over the rest of the decade until it became a full-blown phenomenon of twenty-first-century maleness. It even had a cameo in the novel coronavirus pandemic that started to spread around the globe in early 2020. Media outlets stumbled on a 2017 infographic from our friends at the Centers for Disease Control right here in our hometown of Atlanta. It showed which facial hair styles were okay with a standard face mask and which styles were less ideal because they “crossed the seal,” allowing all manner of nasty little things access to your wide-open mouth.2


Infographics are neat, especially the unintentionally interesting ones, and this particular one got our attention. It shows thirty-six distinct styles: Fourteen mustaches, twelve beards, nine beard-mustache hybrids, and a clean-shaven option. When we noticed that more than two-thirds of these styles were less than optimal for proper mask usage, the chart revealed something we hadn’t thought of before: facial hair doesn’t seem particularly functional, at least not in the way we typically think about functionality in the high-tech, go-go, N-95 mask wearing world of today.3 And if that’s true, then the question is: why do we have facial hair at all?


It’s here that we found, to our great excitement, that scientists aren’t exactly sure. But they have come up with a best evolutionary guess that makes a lot of sense, if you take a step back to see the forest for the trees—or the beard for the whiskers, as it were.


PUTTING THE “FUN” IN FUNCTIONAL



As it turns out, facial hair is not a functional physical human trait in the way we thought it was for many years. It’s an ornamental one. In fact, of all the physical features on the human body—including other kinds of hair—facial hair is the only one that is purely or primarily ornamental. That is, it doesn’t actually do anything or perform any kind of specific physiological function. Just take a look at what the rest of our hair does for us:




	Body hair helps with thermoregulation.


	Head hair protects your scalp from the beating sun, but also traps heat in if you’re in a cold weather climate.4


	Eyelashes are like screen doors for the eyes, keeping bugs and dust and little debris particles out whenever they’re open.


	Eyebrows impede sweat from getting in your eyes.


	Armpit hair (the technical term is “axillary” hair, which we are pretty sure we’ve talked about before, maybe in the body odor episode?) [image: image] collects and disseminates pheromones while acting like the WD-40 of body hair, reducing friction between skin on the underside of the arm and skin on the side of the chest as we walk and swing our arms.5





[image: image]




	Pubic hair also helps reduce friction, as well as provides a layer of protection from bacteria and other pathogens.





But facial hair? You will notice it doesn’t appear on that handy list of adaptive hairy traits.


In the early days of studying this kind of stuff, evolutionary biologists thought it might serve thermoregulatory or prophylactic purposes similar to body hair and pubic hair.6 Beards and mustaches are around the mouth, after all, and the mouth takes in food and other particles that might carry disease. Beards and mustaches are also on the face, which is connected to the head, which loses a lot of heat out of its top if it isn’t covered by hair. It all makes sense when you look at it that way.


Except there’s a problem with this theory: it leaves out 50 percent of the population, i.e., females. Natural selection is ruthless, and it has sent A LOT of species the way of the dodo—for instance, the dodo7—but rarely, if ever, does it select for a trait in a species like that and leave half the population hanging, especially the half that makes all the babies (i.e., the most important half). If facial hair were meant to perform important functions, it would be present across both sexes. Instead, thick, mature facial hair is present almost exclusively on the male half of the species, and its only job is to sit there on the face of its wearer as a signal to everyone who crosses his path.



WHAT’S THE FREQUENCY, KENNETH?


What signal does facial hair send? Well, here’s where it gets a little complicated, as ornamental traits go. University of New Mexico professor Geoffrey Miller, one of the preeminent evolutionary psychologists in the field, put it this way: “the two main explanations for male facial hair are intersexual attraction (attracting females) and intrasexual competition (intimidating rival males).” Basically, facial hair signals one thing to potential partners (namely virility and sexual maturity, hubba hubba-type stuff) and something else to potential rivals (formidability and wisdom or godliness8). Taken together, these signals confer their own brand of elevated status to the men with the most majestic mustaches or the biggest, burliest beards.9


The signal that facial hair sends also tends to be stronger and more reliable between males, who are more commonly rivals, than it is between males and females, who are more commonly partners. In fact, evolutionary biologists will tell you (if you ask them) that while some females really like facial hair, and some don’t, and some couldn’t care less, more often than not attraction has as much to do with beard density as anything else. That is, if you’re in a place where there are a lot of beards—say, a lumberjack convention—then a clean-shaven face is more appealing, but if you’re surrounded by bare faces, then a beard is best.10


In evolutionary genetics, this is called “negative frequency dependence” (NFD), which is science-speak for the idea that when a trait is rare within a population it tends to have an advantage. In guppies, for example, males with a unique combination of colored spots mate more often and are preyed upon less. This is a huge competitive advantage. It’s like going to Vegas expecting to lose $1,000 but hoping to break even, only to end up winning $1,000 instead. That’s a $2,000 swing! It’s the same thing for a trait with NFD selection. The trait goes from fighting for its life to being the life of the party. The downside is that the competitive advantage can result in overpopulation of others with the same trait very quickly, because of all the getting it on the very interesting-looking guppy does—which means it loses its rarity and becomes common. Not to worry, nature has a solution for that: as more guppies bear that same trait, it leads to a decrease in interest from mates and an increase in attention from predators. What was once the hot new guppy thing becomes old news, in other words.


This yo-yoing back and forth between common and uncommon doesn’t just explain the variability in the attractiveness of facial hair from population to population; it also explains why the dominant theory for the evolution of facial hair has begun to resolve around intersexual competition. Because it’s not enough simply to be attractive: you also have to be more attractive than the people around you, and in enough of the right ways to stand out. This goes a long way toward understanding the ebb and flow in the popularity of facial hair across time. Sporting a killer ’stache or a bushy beard is only effective, evolutionarily, as long as it still makes you part of the hot new guppy thing around the pond. When it makes you old news, shaving becomes the more effective choice.


HEY MAN, I (DON’T) LIKE YOUR STYLE



Throughout history, people have donned facial hair or shaved it as a response to the choices of their enemies and rivals. The ancient Romans went clean shaven for four-hundred years because the ancient Greeks, their rivals during the Hellenistic Period, celebrated beards as symbols of elevated status and high-mindedness.11 For the 270 years the English lived under threat of Viking invasion (and, in some parts, actually lived under Viking rule), a period from 793 to 1066 CE tellingly called “The Viking Age of Invasion,” Englishmen went clean shaven as a cultural reaction to their bearded Viking invaders. During the Protestant Reformation, many Protestants grew out their beards in protest against Catholicism, whose priests were typically clean shaven.


What’s even more fascinating is how great an impact rulers and other high-status individuals have had on facial hair trends. The emperor Hadrian brought beards back to Rome in the second century CE and the entire leadership class of the Roman Empire followed suit, including a number of Hadrian’s successors. In the Middle Ages, Henry V was the first king of England to go clean shaven, and because he was such a great monarch English society and the subsequent seven kings followed in his beardless footsteps. It wasn’t until Henry VIII came along, in all his egotistical, profligate, murderous glory (we need to do an episode on him), that the beard made a comeback, undoubtedly as a way for him to distinguish himself from his predecessors.


It’s not just facial hair, yea or nay, where the choices of rulers and other high-status people have impacted the choices of those around them and for generations to come. You can see it in the evolution of specific facial hairstyles as well. Remember that chart of facial hairstyles issued by the CDC in 2017? Each style has a name. Nine of them—a full 25 percent—are named after influential figures, mostly in the arts. A few of the styles have normal names, but are so obviously connected to the one or two prominent people who made them famous that you’re more likely to identify the popularizer than you are the “official” name.




STUFF YOU SHOULD KNOW …
About Political Philosophy





The Great Man theory of history, advanced by a nineteenth-century Scottish philosopher named Thomas Carlyle, held that leaders and rulers have an outsized impact on the direction of the story of humanity. Others say it just seems that way because those are the people whose deeds are more likely to be recorded—history is written by the victors, after all—and as such, they are the ones who are still reported on centuries later. In the realm of facial hair, however, it really does seem to be the case that leaders and rulers had an outsized impact on trends, since they were frequently the social influencers of their day. And what’s more social than a nice beard/mustache combination?
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HOW TO START OR END A FACIAL HAIR TREND



Changing tastes and the influence of high-status men in competitive environments are all well and good, but nothing moves the needle one way or another on the popularity of facial hair like a good crisis. Indeed, it was the coronavirus pandemic that brought the amazing CDC chart to our attention, and not in the most positive way. London’s Daily Mail published a piece about it under the headline: “Could your facial hair put you at risk for coronavirus?”13 This is not the first time facial hair has fallen under scrutiny in the midst of a disease outbreak. In a 1916 piece in McClure’s magazine, one doctor managed to blame facial hair for the spread of nearly every communicable disease known to humanity. “There is no way of computing the number of bacteria and noxious germs that may lurk in the Amazonian jungles of a well-whiskered face,” he said, “but their number must be legion.” With more column inches, who knows what other ailments the good doctor would have tied to beards. Reporting like this tends to generate a rising tide of clean-shaven faces.


Then sometimes, a crisis goes the other way and leads to a period of increasing beardedness. A period like the one that produced the 2015 Economist article about pogonophilia, the CDC facial hair chart in 2017, and the expansion of the National Beard and Mustache Championship in 2019 from eighteen categories to forty-seven. The crisis that created this increased facial hair growth? The 2008 global financial crisis.


As banks failed, facial hair grew. As 401Ks got smaller, beards got bigger. Why is that? Well, those same evolutionary psychologists who will tell you about the attractiveness of facial hair will also tell you that there is no more important time to signal your fitness to rivals and potential partners than during times of crisis.14 Because if things are going bad and resources are scarce, and facial hair is a reliable signal of formidability and wisdom, then all other things being equal, may the best beard win.


So what happens to facial hair when a health crisis meets a political or an economic crisis? Your guess is as good as ours, but if and when it happens, you can be pretty sure it’s going to look funny.


 


 





1 A year earlier, in February 2014, the New York Post ran a story about men in Brooklyn paying as much as $8,500 for facial hair transplants in order to grow better beards.


2 Sleep tight, don’t let the beard bugs bite.


3 Our sincere hope is that this reference becomes dated and future readers are entirely confused by it.


4 This is particularly true of helmet hair.


5 Learning this has made us feel bad about the bare underarm beauty ideal that women in the West have traditionally been expected to follow.


6 Beard and mustache wearers do get some of these benefits, but they are secondary and incidental to their primary purpose. For instance, clean-shaven men are three times more likely to carry MRSA on their faces, but it’s not because beards protect you better from the bacteria. It’s that shaving abrades the skin and leaves small, open wounds that are much better at collecting pathogens. [Josh shudders.]


7 Nature is an extinction machine; something to think about next Earth Day. We want to save the big blue marble, but it doesn’t care one way or the other if we slide right off. In fact, more than 99 percent of all species that have ever lived in the entire history of Earth (about 5 billion of them) have gone extinct.


8 Maybe this is why we always depict God with a beard? Something else to think about next Earth Day.


9 Just ask Chuck, he’ll tell you!


10 This is one of the big reasons special forces operators have developed such outsized reputations—they get to sport facial hair amidst a sea of regular soldiers who must be clean shaven at all times.


11 Interestingly, it was Greece’s own warrior-king, Alexander the Great, who seems to have kicked off this beardless trend. Legend has it that Alexander and his men shaved prior to the final battle against the Persians for control of Asia because he realized the enemy could grab them by their beards during close quarters fighting. The reality is that Alexander shaved because he was trying to fashion himself after the young, beardless Heracles (Hercules, to the Romans) from mythology, and he wanted his men to draw strength and inspiration from his embodiment of demigodliness. No ego there.


12 That’s right: Charlie Chaplin.


13 Pro tip: anytime you see a news headline that ends with a question mark, the answer is almost always NO.


14 Makes you wonder what was going on in the guppy world when those colored spots became the hot new thing.
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We love toys. New toys, old toys, big toys, small toys.1 Toys that need batteries, toys that only require your imagination. It doesn’t matter to us. We love toys the way Brick loves lamp.


We talk to each other about toys more than any other topic besides maybe those Nazi SOBs and earth science.


So far, we’ve done episodes on Etch-A-Sketch, Silly Putty, Play-Doh, action figures, Slinky, Barbie®, Rubik’s Cube, Easy-Bake Ovens, ET the video game, and probably a whole lot of others we’re forgetting right now. [image: image] Like sugary cereal and puppies, even when a toy is bad, it’s still great. Yet somehow, we have never talked about Mr. Potato Head.2


Those of us who were raised in America are all probably familiar with the same basic version of Mr. Potato Head: the smiling, quasi-legless Russet potato that, when fully assembled, looks like a Portland mixologist, if mixologists were allowed to smile in Portland.3


But he didn’t always look like that. For the first decade or so of his life, Mr. Potato Head wasn’t even really a potato. He was barely even a mister. He was an oddly configured, thirty-piece “funny face man” kit that cost 98 cents and required buyers to provide their own potato—an actual potato—to use as the head. Potato in hand, a kid could commence to attach said funny face and build said man.


And if they didn’t have a potato? Not to worry: “ANY FRUIT OR VEGETABLE MAKES A FUNNY FACE MAN.” Or so said the manufacturer, Hassenfeld Bros Inc., who printed those words on the top of every Mr. Potato Head box as a way to market the toy’s versatility.


[image: image]


It worked too. The Rhode Island-based company sold more than a million units their first full year in production, making it Hassenfeld Bros’ first major success in the toy business and drawing them ever deeper into the industry. Eventually they condensed their name and became Hasbro—the largest toymaker in the world. And we can assume the potato farmers of America appreciated their efforts.


This very food-focused approach might have been the end of the brothers if they had gone for it only a few years earlier. It nearly proved to be for Mr. Potato Head’s inventor, George Lerner, when he first went out looking for a buyer. Lerner originally called his invention “Funny Face Man”—hence the tagline on the side of the original Mr. Potato Head box—and spent the better part of the next three years struggling to gin up interest from toy companies. This proved to be a Herculean task because, at that time, the average American looked at using a potato for a toy as a shameful waste of food.


It’s weird to think of a world where Mr. Potato Head never existed, because you could make a pretty strong case that Mr. Potato Head is the toy of the American century. In fact, we’ll just say it: Mr. Potato Head is the toy of the American century. That’s right. A legless plastic potato person, who started out as a collection of disembodied plastic parts and accessories with pins attached to them so kids could stab them into the sides of an actual potato, isn’t just some disposable, forgettable childhood distraction. It turns out he is a reflection of America’s recent history and cultural evolution. As Mr. Potato Head went, so went the country (or vice versa, but let’s not split hairs). You could even say Mr. Potato Head is America.


Our theory might sound a little half-baked,4 but the timeline of events says otherwise. Get a load of this:


1949


George Lerner invents “Funny Face Man” and it nearly dies on the vine because people are still worried, or at least conscientious, about the availability of food. Keep in mind, this is only four years after the end of World War II. Parents of young children still have memories of severe food rationing fresh in their minds. This is also the year the Cold War really kicks into gear. It is true that the United States did win World War II and that life in America is good by this time, but it isn’t “turn your root vegetables into toys” good. If an adult is going to give a potato to their child in 1949, it’s going in his or her mouth, not in their toybox.


1951


Lerner finally finds a buyer: a cereal company that wants to give the “funny face” kits away as prizes in their boxes of cereal. And, really, what kid doesn’t look at a box of yummy breakfast cereal and think “I want to play with a potato!”?


But the partnership doesn’t materialize. Before the cereal company can put any prize-filled boxes on store shelves, Lerner meets with the Hassenfeld brothers up in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. The Hassenfelds had made all their money to this point by producing things like pencil cases and toy medical kits that let kids play doctor. They see the potential of this “Funny Face Man” so they buy the idea back from the cereal company, rename it Mr. Potato Head, and give George Lerner a royalty for every sale.


1952


Now the landscape really starts to shift. TV begins to invade American homes. Whereas fewer than half a million television sets were purchased the year Mr. Potato Head was invented just three years earlier, 26 million homes have a TV by the end of 1952. And they couldn’t have come at a better time either. The polio [image: image] outbreak this year is the worst in the country’s history, driving most of America’s kids indoors, particularly during the summer months when polio is thought to be at its most virulent.5


Recognizing an opportunity, Hassenfeld Brothers decides to run TV ads for Mr. Potato Head. Not only is Mr. Potato Head the very first toy to be advertised on television, the Hassenfelds simultaneously pioneer the strategy of advertising directly to children, urging them to beg their parents to buy the toy for them. It’s a phenomenon that will become so widespread that psychologists give it a name: “nag factor.”6


1953


The Hassenfeld brothers, who by this time have started using Hasbro on their packaging, decide that Mr. Potato Head needs to settle down. So he marries Mrs. Potato Head and they honeymoon in Boise, Idaho (which, for potatoes, is like Branson, Missouri; Honolulu; and Las Vegas all mashed into one). It’s not long before they have a couple of kids, a boy and a girl named Spud and Yam. It’s a fitting, starchy, all-American choice—Mr. and Mrs. Head, married with two kids, ready to set down roots7—for two reasons: 1) we’re smack in the middle of the Baby Boom, and 2) America’s new favorite toy couple now mirrors America’s favorite TV couple, Lucy and Ricky Ricardo, who start the year by having a baby in an episode of I Love Lucy. The episode is watched by nearly three-quarters of all homes that have TVs.8


[image: image]


EARLY 1960s



Eventually the 1960s arrive, as most people expected them to. It is a decade defined, at least in part, by terms like “consumerism,” “materialism,” and “conspicuous consumption.” The early sixties are the most hedonistic and indulgent of all. These are the Mad Men martinis-for-lunch years. And what are Mr. and Mrs. Potato Head doing? In addition, we presume, to drinking martinis and Rob Roys in the middle of the day, every day, they’re buying lots of stuff, just like every other upwardly mobile middle-class American family. They buy a boat. Then a plane, a train, and an automobile. It’s like something out of a movie!9


MID-TO-LATE 1960s



It takes twelve years, but Hasbro finally leaves behind its draconian “no potato head in the Mr. Potato Head box” policy and starts producing separate plastic heads and bodies with prefabricated holes for the body parts and accessories to plug into. It’s the first step toward creating the Mr. Potato Head we know today.


The decision to move toward plastic is due partly to complaints from a generation of parents tired of finding moldy potatoes under sofas and beds and inside drawers, and partly to an increased awareness (finally) of child safety.10 The small body parts that came standard before 1964, when Hasbro makes the first plastic head and body, are considered a choking hazard, and the sharp pins on their backs are considered a stabbing hazard. So Hasbro solves their safety problems all at once with one word: plastics.


1970s



By the time the seventies roll around and things get truly groovy, concern for child safety has turned into full-blown legislation. In an amazing display of responsibility for its tiniest constituents, Congress passes the Child Protection Act of 1966, and the Child Protection and Toy Safety Act in 1969 (a.k.a. the Summer of Love and Child Safety). These new laws mean Hasbro has to combine the separate body and head pieces of Mr. Potato Head into one single, large body. This new version will be impossible for a small child to swallow unless that child can also detach their jaw like a reticulated python.11 Unfortunately, this is Hasbro’s first crack at a combined body form, and they kinda screw it up big time. This bulbous version, while close to the form we recognize today, looks more like someone took a butternut squash and charred it in a campfire. In other words, not good.
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To make matters worse, they replace all the holes in the body with tabbed slots that only accept the pieces that belong in those specific spots: the mouth where the mouth goes, the ears where the ears go, and so on. By doing this, Hasbro takes an interactive toy that’s been untapping children’s imaginations for more than twenty years and sucks every bit of the magic out of it. Instead, they turn it into the world’s easiest, creepiest puzzle. Who does an easy puzzle more than once? Maybe people who strongly dislike themselves and also maybe people with anterograde amnesia. Definitely not kids, though, that’s for sure. Oh, and they forgot to give him arms, which was unfortunate considering they made sure he kept his pipe. Good luck packing that pipe, mister. You can’t do it!


The seventies are clearly rough for Mr. Potato Head.


1980s–1990s



The next thirty years bring the reign of the Mr. Potato Head we all know and love. It’s the version of Mr. Potato Head who finally transcends his place next to all the other toys in Toyland and begins to participate in, and affect, the culture. He even gets into politics and activism.


In 1985, Mr. Potato Head returns to Boise, where he and the missus honeymooned all those years ago and runs for mayor. Two years later, in 1987, he participates in the American Cancer Association’s Eleventh Great American Smokeout and agrees to quit smoking for good. He gives up his pipe to none other than C. Everett Koop, the US Surgeon General with the greatest chin curtain of all time, in the hopes of inspiring others who are struggling to quit. As far as we know, he has not relapsed.


In the nineties, Mr. and Mrs. Potato Head sponsor the League of Women Voters’ “Get Out the Vote” campaign. At the same time, Mr. Potato Head continues his health kick, this time trying to get kids to be more active and not be such couch potatoes, accepting an award in the process, from the chairman of the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports—Arnold Schwarzenegger—in a ceremony on the White House lawn.12



PRESENT-DAY POTATO


If, by now, Mr. Potato Head isn’t forever cemented as a pop culture icon, his role in the Toy Story films, beginning in 1995, does the trick. Of all the toys in the movies, he is the one who is the most immediately recognizable and the least changed—since the 1970s, anyway. If three generations of family sat down tomorrow to watch Toy Story for the first time, all three would probably be like, “Aww, Mr. Potato Head!” That is the universality and ubiquity of Hasbro’s Mr. Potato Head; that, and nostalgia is a powerful force.13 Ipso facto, our theory that Mr. Potato Head is the toy of the American century remains sound.


The New York Times writer N.R. Kleinfeld hit the nail on the head when he wrote back in 1987 that “Hasbro was one of the first companies to recognize the value in endowing a toy with a fantasy life, a practice that has become increasingly commonplace.” Mr. Potato Head was first and is still the best at it. Just consider how often we use the words “he” and “his” in this chapter. You don’t have to actually count, we can just tell you, it’s a lot.14 And we’re not alone. Almost everyone who has ever written about Mr. Potato Head has called him, well, a him and not an it.


We don’t think about Mr. Potato Head as an object the way we do other toys. We anthropomorphize him, treating him like a person. That’s because an entire generation grew up with him on their TVs and in their living rooms. The Baby Boomer generation and Mr. Potato Head basically came of age together. And as the Baby Boomers got older, raised families, started running companies and cities, and began making decisions that affected millions of people, Mr. Potato Head always seemed to be right there, first as a reflection of the times, then as a player in the changing of the times. Just look at where he’s shown up for the kids and grandkids of his first Boomer fans, dressing up like various members of the Star Wars and Marvel universes as part of crossover promotions15—two of the most popular and lucrative franchises in film history.


When you sit back and think about Mr. Potato Head, it’s hard not to smile at least a little bit. And if you’re like Mr. Potato Head, you can put that smile almost anywhere you please.16


 


 





1 See especially: our longstanding Great G.I. Joe Size Debate


2 For reasons that remain unclear, articles about Mr. Potato Head are riper for wordplay than naming a boat. So, unlike the authors of nearly every Mr. Potato Head profile we read in preparation for this chapter, we are going to do our very best not to make any potato-based puns. Wish us luck.


3 We suspect this joke will be a bit like a time capsule of information on early twenty-first-century hipsterism in the future.


4 This was an unintentional pun that we fought bitterly with the publishers over removing. We lost.


5 Polio is a type of virus that can attack the neurons in the central nervous system, killing them off and sometimes causing paralysis. Kids used to come down with it from swimming in lakes, water holes, and less-than-clean swimming pools. When outbreaks began, terrified parents would keep their kids indoors and away from other kids.


6 In the UK, it’s called “pester power.” Even their term for kids being annoying sounds more refined.


7 It happened again.


8 In an amazing life-imitating-art moment, the episode that filmed in the fall of 1952 airs the same day (January 19, 1953) that Lucille Ball gives birth to her second child in real life; this one a boy, named Desi Arnaz Jr., after his father and Lucy’s co-star, whose real name is Desi Arnaz III, which actually makes their son Desi Arnaz IV. So that’s not confusing at all.


9 Specifically, Planes, Trains and Automobiles.


10 Or of safety in general for that matter. Seatbelts didn’t become mandatory in all cars until 1968, and only then because of our hero Ralph Nader’s incessant nagging.


11 Which would be something to see!


12 This is one of the ’80s-est sentences ever captured in a book.


13 And definitely not the “most toxic impulse,” despite what our friend John Hodgman thinks.


14 Let’s just keep it at that, shall we?


15 If you don’t own Darth Tater or the full collection of Agents of S.P.U.D., then you’re not doing fun right.


16 Thanks to a design innovation by Hasbro in 1974, Mr. Potato Head can put his smile and every other body part in a storage compartment right where his butt would be. Kids, do NOT try that at home!






[image: image]


Here’s a question: what the heck is a Murphy bed, exactly? It’s a bed that folds up into the wall, most people know that, but is that it? Is there more? Not really—and we really looked.


No matter the source, Murphy beds are described pretty much exactly how you’d expect: “a bed that swings up or folds into a closet or cabinet when not in use.”1 But the makers of the original Murphy bed—the aptly named Murphy Bed Company—would beg to differ with that characterization.


According to their website, channeling their inner Benjamin Buford “Bubba” Blue, the Murphy bed has also “become synonymous with wall bed, hide-a-bed, pullman bed, tilt-a-way bed, concealed bed, disappearing bed, folding bed, fold-away-bed, hidden bed, hidden mattress, cabinetry bed, [and] wall unit bed.” And you thought there were lots of ways to cook a shrimp.2


Still, at first glance, it doesn’t seem like there’s much more to see or to say about Murphy beds. That’s probably because the whole point of the Murphy bed is to go unnoticed. A Murphy bed is at its murphiest when it’s folded up vertically and it disappears into its resting place behind a door or a wall or inside a cabinet. All that’s left behind is empty space, and that’s the magic of it.


EARLY HISTORY



And yet, if we take a ride in the Wayback Machine [insert Wayback Machine sound effect here] all the way to the Murphy bed’s invention around 1900, what we’ll see is far from just nothing. The long history of folding and disappearing beds actually goes even further back in time—centuries further. It turns out, a “Murphy bed” is just a patented variation on a whole bunch of earlier folding and disappearing beds. It’s such a successful variation, in fact, that the term “Murphy bed” is now used for just about all hideaway beds, even ones not made by the Murphy Bed Company (or MBC, as we in the know call them) which means that Murphy beds have become one of our favorite things: a proprietary eponym.


As far as we can tell, it all started in ancient Egypt. Howard Carter, the British archeologist who discovered King Tutankhamun’s tomb, [image: image] found five or six beds inside the burial chamber when he busted the proverbial locks on it in 1922. One of them was a two-fold camping bed that King Tut took with him on expeditions. How they figured that out isn’t totally clear, but it seems like a pretty good guess when you consider that it looks surprisingly similar to today’s first-class, lay-flat airline seats.


From Egypt, fold up bed innovations seem to have stayed pretty static until Imperial Japan with the first futons, which were more like portable bed rolls than the more familiar dorm room futons that have been compressing the lumbar spines of college students for decades. And while they don’t much look like the kind of Murphy beds we would recognize today, it was the ease of storage that baked itself into the DNA of the early folding, disappearing bed.




STUFF YOU SHOULD KNOW …
About Language





A proprietary eponym is a brand name or trademark that has gotten so popular that it has become synonymous with the product itself. Think Kleenex for tissue, Coke for soda, Xerox for photocopies, Levi’s for jeans, Post-it Notes for … whatever those things are called.





Five hundred years later, Renaissance Europe had its moment between the sheets with these beds, first in the form of fancy traveling “field beds,” which were giant all-wooden beds that servants had to break down, move, and set up again. Later on, this type of bed became accommodations for servants once they lost their cache with the European elite, becoming a kind of cultural hand-me-down. Eventually, folding and disappearing beds arrived in Great Britain and then in America, where they evolved into furniture that was more about raw functionality3 than signaling wealth and privilege. You can see this in a pair of seminal patents—one for a cabinet bed that doubles as a desk, the other for a simple folding bed. They were issued to two pioneering African-American inventor-entrepreneurs in the late nineteenth century named Sarah Goode and Leonard Bailey, who sold their wares to working-class customers in Chicago and to the government in Washington, D.C., respectively. Their inventions immediately preceded patents issued to William Murphy—of the Murphy bed Murphys—in the early 1910s for his hinged, pivoting, vertically oriented design.


SO WHO IS THIS WILLIAM MURPHY?



William Lawrence Murphy was born in 1876 to one of the more than 300,000 prospectors who came to the Sierra Nevada foothills in the second half of the nineteenth century hoping to strike it rich as part of the great California Gold Rush. It’s lost to history whether his 49er father was successful or not. What we do know is that his son, good ol’ Bill the Bed Hider, spent his late teens and early twenties breaking horses and driving stagecoaches before moving down to San Francisco. There he rented a tiny one-room apartment just off Union Square, in a building at 625 Bush Street. That little apartment is important for two reasons. First, interestingly enough, it is the building where Sam Spade’s partner, Miles Archer, is murdered in The Maltese Falcon.4 The second, more important reason, is that it directly caused William Murphy to invent his eponymous bed.


[image: image]


It was here, in what we would call a studio apartment today, right around the turn of the twentieth century, that Murphy came up with a way to mount his full-size bed to the doorjamb of a closet using the door’s hinges and a special bracket that he designed so the bed could be easily flipped up vertically, then pivoted and conveniently hidden away inside the closet, freeing up nearly thirty square feet of precious floor space.


Now, it may seem weird that a clever, mechanical innovation like this came from the mind of a young guy whose prior job history seems to have begun and ended with making horses behave. But there are two things you need to know about William Murphy: 1) he was an inveterate tinkerer, and 2) he was in love with an opera singer whom he was desperate to court. This invention didn’t just create more living space in his tiny apartment—it also allowed him to invite his new love over and entertain her. And we have Queen Victoria to thank in a roundabout way for making William Murphy become the MacGyver of home improvement just to ask a girl out.


THE VICTORIAN AGE: ALL HOLDS BARRED



The last half of the nineteenth century is generally referred to, in the English-speaking world, as the Victorian era, named for England’s Queen Victoria, who reigned from 1837 to 1901. The Victorian era was a remarkable period of both great technological and political progress. It saw the beginning of the Industrial Revolution and the end of the slave trade. That same period also included a return to concerns about morality, of the stifling-propriety variety. This focus on morals called for great personal restraint within every social class, creating an environment that might best be described in modern terms as “a real buzzkill.” Somehow, as our understanding of science and technology became more expansive, our mores became more suffocating and our behavior more restrictive. Who would’ve thought?
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The Original Mr. Potato Head Parts List

OF COURSE
THAT'S IN

THERE

OKAY, WELL
THAT'S
INTERESTING

Eyes (2 pairs) Hats (3)

Ears Eyeglasses
Nose (4) Tobacco Pipe
Mouth (2) Facial Hair (8!)
Hands

Feet

Body

WAIT, AM
{ MISSING
SOMETHING?

Yeah . ..
A FRIGGIN’ HEAD!
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Beards and Mustaches of Today and Yesteryear
Salvador Dali, twentieth-century Spanish surrealist painter known
for his melting clocks and insanely long formal name, Salvador
Domingo Felipe Jacinto Dali i Doménech.

Fu Manchu, controversial mid-twentieth-century fictional villain.

Zorro, fictional early twentieth-century masked vigilante who sported

a Cordovan hat, a rapier, and a cape for good measure. Zorro is the
Spanish Lone Ranger; that, or the Lone Ranger is the American Zorro,
take your pick. Either way, the Lone Ranger didn’t have any facial hair.

Popular in the late nineteenth century, thanks to men like Mark
Twain and Teddy Roosevelt, when most modern-day observers see
The Walrus, their first thought is of Sam Elliott.

Frank Zappa, 1960s counterculture musician known for his involvement
in the freak scene and for having four kids with super-cool names (Moon
Unit, who recorded the hit song “Valley Girls,” which we discussed in the
“Vocal Fry” episode, (3) Dweezil, Ahmet Emuukha, and Diva Muffin).

Anthony van Dyck, eighteenth-century Flemish painter known
primarily for portraiture.

They call it The Chevron, but really, they should just call it the Magnum
P.I. and get it over with, because Tom Selleck is the man who almost
singlehandedly made mustaches popular again in the 1980s.
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Italo Balbo, marshal of the ltalian Air Force under Mussolini. Bet
you didn’t know that one.

Giuseppe Garibaldi, nineteenth-century ltalian folk hero best known
for his role in the unification of Italy.

Giuseppe Verdi, nineteenth-century Italian composer best known for
his operas La Traviata and Aida. Giuseppes are well-represented in
this list, turns out.

Eric Bandholz, twenty-firsi-century beard-related entrepreneur and
founder of an online magazine called “Urban Beardsman.” You can
also call this one “The Chuckers.”
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The Toothbrush, that’s what we're calling this2 Really2 Okay, well
we all know which short, charismatic figure from the 1930s this style
actually reminds us of, so we don’t even need to say it.2

It is a travesty that the Chin Curtain is not called the
C. Everett Koop.

CHIN CURTAIN
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