
	[image: 9780761193012.jpg]

	
			Rules of 
Thumb

			A Life Manual

			by Tom Parker

			[image: ]

			WORKMAN PUBLISHING • NEW YORK

	
			For Joy

	
			 Introduction

			Imagine this: You are driving on a busy freeway. A Lamborghini flies past you and then suddenly spins out of control. As your life flashes before your eyes, you remember:

			Aim your vehicle for the spot where the car first spun out. At high speed, nothing stays in the same place for long. The car will have moved by the time you get there. 

			It works. You miss the Lamborghini by aiming for the spot where it lost control. A simple rule of thumb just saved your life and you look like an IndyCar all-star. 

			A rule of thumb is a homespun recipe for making a guess. It’s an easy-to-remember guide that falls somewhere between a mathematical formula and a shot in the dark. A college student knows that, as a rule of thumb, 54 M&M’s will give him the same jolt as two cups of coffee. A green-minded person knows that keeping a washable mug on her desk will save as many as 500 disposable/nondegradable cups a year. And an editor knows that if she really wants to get something done, she asks a busy person to do it. 

			These rules of thumb are mental tools to help you quickly appraise a situation or solve a problem. And sometimes they just make you look smart: Suppose you need to know the temperature outdoors but you don’t have a thermometer. All you have to do is count the number of times a cricket chirps in 15 seconds and add 37. Bingo! You get a rough estimate of the temperature in degrees Fahrenheit. 

			I’ve been collecting rules of thumb for years, at first jotting them down in a notebook. After I published my initial collection, readers from all over the world sent me new rules. Some were written on fancy letterhead. Others arrived on napkins or stolen office stationery. One came scribbled on an airline barf bag! The writer Tom Wolfe sent a beautifully penned card with a rule of thumb about rental properties. The artist Robert Crumb sent his favorite rule in cartoon form. David Letterman had me on his show to read a selection of rules, and NPR shared many of their favorites on the air. Things sort of snowballed from there. 

			Eventually I needed a database to keep track of the rules, so I launched Rulesofthumb.org . The goal of the site is to gather every rule of thumb, submitted by thousands of clever users, into one easily searchable online reference database that will grow forever. All new rules must pass through a kind of Darwinian survival contest in which members vote them “in” or “out” and rate them on a scale of one to ten, based on how well they work. As the site has grown, we’ve added new, topical categories on subjects such as technology and green living. We even have a Rulesofthumb.org Review Board, which continually seeks out and evaluates rules of thumb from around the globe. 

			In Rules of Thumb, we’ve compiled the best tried-and-true rules, as well as the newest and most highly rated ones. This is not so much a book of facts as it is a book of experience. It’s a collection of observations by people who bother to look at how things work and at how they get things done. Each rule is credited to the person who submitted it, although it’s not necessarily that person’s own invention—he or she simply liked it and wanted to pass it on. This generous offering of rules covers just about every subject imaginable—money, relationships, cooking, health, weather, cars, children, exercise, gardening, travel, restaurants, home—and is presented in random order for your reading pleasure. But if you want to look up a particular subject, we’ve included a handy index where everything is cross-referenced.

			A hundred years ago, people used rules of thumb to make up for a lack of information. Today the problem is too much information (think having to wade through a gazillion hits on a Google search). Information overload makes the simple, memorable advice in Rules of Thumb more valuable than ever. The collected wisdom of the ages for those who like to guess with precision, this book is a shortcut to the fast lane for busy people like you. With it you can take the information you have and turn it into the information you need.
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			 The Rules

		

			
					weather and temperature

			The Famous Red Sun Rule

			Red sun at night, sailor’s delight; red sun in the morning, sailor take warning.

			—Isabel T. Coburn



			
			style and appearance

			Sporting a Hat

			Never wear a hat that has more character than you do.

			—Michael Harris, hatmaker



			
			cooking and entertaining

			Hymn and Eggs

			The song “Onward, Christian Soldiers” sung in a not-too-brisk tempo makes a good egg timer. If you put the egg into boiling water and sing all five verses, with the chorus, the egg will be just right when you come to “Amen.”

			—Mrs. G. H. Moore, quoted in The New Yorker



			
			green living 

			Treading Lightly 

			When trying to cut back on your carbon footprint, figure that 40 percent is caused by the energy you use directly—driving, heating water, etc.—and the remaining 60 percent comes from the goods and services you buy.

			—Lory Peck



			
			the arts

			Odds at the Oscars

			Never bet on a movie that didn’t earn a Best Director nomination. And if a movie wins for Best Director, it’ll almost definitely win for Best Picture.

			—Pam Rahn, office Oscar pool winner



			
			automobiles

			The Tao Of Being Stuck

			You can’t always back out of what you drive forward into, but you can always drive forward out of what you backed into.

			—W.  Woodsman



			
			money and finance

			Making An Audit Worthwhile

			To make an audit worthwhile, the IRS must find $300 worth of additional income or erroneous deductions per hour of investigation. 

			—P. Douglas Combs



			
			safety and survival 

			Four-Legged Search Parties

			One trained dog equals 60 search-and-rescue workers.

			—Charles Stoehr



			
			children and child care

			Reading Rights

			Give your child a library card when he or she is able to write his or her full name.

			—Norman Brenner
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			health and body

			caught napping

			An hour’s nap in the middle of the day equals three hours of sleep at night.

			—Rulesofthumb.org  Review Board



			
			sports and recreation

			Sizing A Baseball Bat

			The length of a bat in inches shouldn’t exceed its weight in ounces by more than two. 

			—Bill Carrier, coach



			
			
			writing and presentation 

			Poetry Rhymes with Austerity

			When writing a poem, eliminate nine out of ten adjectives and adverbs in the first draft, and cut everything you’ve heard before.

			—Jennifer Welch, poet and editor



			
			
			career and work life

			Branding Yourself

			Every time you do something wrong, your boss will remember it as three times that number. If the total number of actual mess-ups is greater than three, your boss will remember it as “always.”

			—Evan Christensen, unemployed



			
			
			conversation and body language

			Pausing to “Think”

			When asked an important question, always pause for at least a silent count of three before answering. You will appear to be more thoughtful and intelligent.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			education and school

			Sleeping In Tongues

			You know you’ve become comfortable with a foreign language when you dream in that language.



			
			
			
			—Dennis Palaganas

			math and measurements

			A Quarter Measure

			A U.S. quarter is just under one inch in width.

			—Kate Gladstone

	

			
		
			
			
			joker

			Academia Nuts

			Inviting more than 25 percent of the guests from the economics department to a university party ruins the conversation.

			—Martha Farnsworth Riche, former director of the U.S. Census Bureau

	

			
		
			
			politics

			Becoming A Household Name

			You need to run a TV ad at least 12 times if you want voters to remember your candidate.

			—Jim Margolis, political ad specialist



			
			
			
			business and sales

			The Cost Of Free Help

			You generally need three volunteers to make a training session worthwhile. If you have just one volunteer, you will save time if you skip the training and do the work yourself.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			
			hobbies

			The Antiques Rule Of Three

			Don’t buy a piece of antique furniture if you can find three things wrong with it.

			—Adam Perl, antiques dealer



			
			
			
			computers and technology

			A Hop, Click, And Jump Away

			A well-designed website should let you navigate from one page to another in three clicks or less.

			—Jessica Hines, web designer

	

			
		
			
			gambling

			Bankrolling Your Game

			Don’t enter a poker game unless you have 60 times the betting limit in your pocket. 

			—John Scarne, gambling authority
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			style and appearance

			Leaving No Room For Imagination

			Buy the smallest swimsuit you can squeeze yourself into; the life of a suit is inversely proportional to its size. 

			—Kim Kohler-Lovejoy, fashionista





			joker

			A Genuine Haunting 

			You can determine whether a ghost is real by crossing your eyes. If the image doubles, the ghost is there. If not, it’s all in your mind. 

			—Scott Parker, data specialist



			
			
			
			green living

			Bring-Your-Mug-To-Work Day

			Keeping a washable mug at your desk can save as many as 500 disposable paper or plastic cups a year.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			
			pets

			Choosing A Calm Puppy

			Pick a puppy whose tail wags in sync with its walk.

			—Neil Schwartzbach



			
			
			
			sports and recreation

			Rubbers Gone Wild

			Always include condoms in your camping gear. They are great for protecting wristwatches, safeguarding money, and many other things.

			—Denis Smith, high school counselor



			
			
			
			safety and survival

			Shocking Advice

			Volts hurt; amps kill. 

			—Waldo Weyeris, engineer



			
			
			
			wild card

			Planning A Massage

			As a masseuse, you can expect a full-body massage to take 90 minutes, plus an additional 5 minutes for each bad joke the client makes before the session. The number of bad jokes is directly proportional to the thickness of a person’s body armor.

			—Geanne Toma, massage therapist



			
			
			recreational vehicles

			Full of Hot Air

			You get about half an hour of flight in a hot air balloon per 20-pound tank of propane gas.

			—Barbara Frederking, balloonist



			
			
			
			science

			Discovering A Lost Civilization

			You won’t unearth prehistoric archaeological finds on slopes greater than 20 percent (nine degrees).

			—Thomas W. Neumann, anthropological archaeologist and wildlife ecologist



			
			
			
			style and appearance

			Choosing a Barber

			Between two barbers in a shop, choose the one with the worse haircut; barbers cut each other’s hair. 

			—George Cameron
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			relationships and romance

			Practicing Safe Sex

			Never sleep with anyone who’s crazier than you are. 

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			
			the arts

			Staging a Modest Play

			Squint while examining your stage. If any prop or color pops out, tone it down.

			—Dean Sheridan, electronics technician and deaf actor



			
			
			
			house and home

			picture perfect

			Hang artwork so that the middle of the piece is at least 60 inches above the floor but never more than 10 inches above the furniture below it.

			—Joseph Bauer, master carpenter



			
			
			
			business and sales

			the go-to guy

			If you really need something done, ask a busy person.

			—Ruth Sullivan, editor



			
			
			
			weather and temperature

			Quick Temperature Conversion

			To roughly convert Celsius to Fahrenheit, double the temperature and add 30. Thus 10°C is 50°F and 20°C is 70°F.

			—Stephen J. Lambrechts-Forester



			
			
			
			money and finance

			Affording A Mortgage

			If you’re responsible and hold a steady job, you should be able to support a mortgage that is three times your annual income.

			—Jim Colby



			
			
			
			sports and recreation 

			Sinking a Birdie

			All putts break toward the water, even on greens that appear perfectly flat. That’s because all greens are contoured for drainage.

			—Donald B. Lilley, water tester



			
			
			
			health and body

			Saving face

			A person is seriously ill or injured if he suddenly falls forward without putting his hands up to protect his face.

			—Gerry M. Flick, ship’s surgeon



			
			
			
			construction and architecture

			Easy Streets

			A city street is most visually appealing if its width is the height of the buildings along its sides.

			—David and Penny Russell



			
			
			
			
			travel

			Canned Memories

			Snapshots encourage memories, videos replace them. After watching a video of your vacation, your memory of the vacation will be of what you saw on the video.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			
			
			food and drink

			Going for the Tart

			If you like your Granny Smith apples extra tart, choose the ones with pale speckles and red patches.

			—James Turner



			
			green living

			Harvesting Ethanol

			One ton of corn will make about 50 gallons of ethanol, which has the energy content of 33 gallons of gasoline.

			—Bob Horton, statistics consultant



			
			
			
			
			safety and survival

			Fooling A Mad Ostrich

			If an enraged ostrich attacks you, lie down and pretend to be dead. It will think it has won and forget the whole episode within a few seconds, allowing you to retreat intact.

			—Adrian Rinehart-Balfe
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			business and sales

			Selling With Chutzpah 

			You can’t sell something if it doesn’t excite you.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board





			hobbies

			Pricing Your Handiwork

			To price a sweater or similar piece of knitted handiwork, multiply the cost of your materials by three. The resulting figure should represent a reasonable hourly wage, while keeping the price affordable. 

			—Carol Terrizzi, artist and graphic designer



			
			
			
			safety and survival

			Cautious Driving

			You should keep at least one car length between your car and the car ahead for every ten miles per hour of speed.

			—Carla Corin



			
			
			
			joker

			A bus ride to crazytown

			To avoid lunatics on city buses, sit in the middle. The friendly lunatics sit as close to the driver as they can, and the unfriendly ones sit as far away as they can.

			—Keith Allan Hunter



			
			
			
			children and child care

			The Best of the Bunch

			Dress the best-behaved child first, because he or she is less likely to undo your preparations by the time you’re ready to leave.

			—L. Musselman, mother



			
			
			
			wild card

			Chewing On A Pearl

			To tell if a pearl is genuine, rub it against your teeth. A fake pearl will feel smooth; the real thing will grate.

			—Quinith Janssen, pearl expert

	

			
		
			
			construction and architecture

			Taking a Rain Check

			When raindrops hit your windshield faster than you can count them, it’s time to knock off work for the day.

			—Gene Beitel, contractor



			
			
			
			house and home

			Eek! A Mouse!

			If you think you saw a mouse, you did.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			
			business and sales

			Ducking A Meeting

			A meeting is not worth attending if the trip takes more time than the duration of the meeting itself.

			—David Liddle, pastor



			
			
			
			advertising and design 

			The “Free” in Freelancing

			Graphic artists and designers should expect to put in one unbillable hour for every billable one. The unpaid time will be spent doing promotional work and dealing with difficult customers. 

			—Michael Rider, graphic designer and art director



			
			
			
			sports and recreation 

			Pool Table Tactics

			In a game of eight-ball, let your opponent sink half his balls before you sink your first. That way, your balls will interfere with his shooting,  not the other way around.

			—John Lilly, mechanical engineer and cliff diver



			
			
			
			
			food and drink

			Racking Up Years

			When cellaring a wine, add about one year of aging time for every 2 degrees the cellar averages below 65 degrees Fahrenheit.

			—Craig Goldwyn, wine writer



			
			
			
			
			health and body

			Recovery Time

			For every day you spend in the hospital, plan on one week to recuperate.

			—Jon Crispin
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			wild card

			Photo-Sharing Etiquette

			If you’re showing slides or photos to company you went on vacation with, show only half the pictures. If your company wasn’t there, show only one out of five—and then only if you’re asked. 

			—Frank Cleary, teacher and physicist




		computers and technology

			The First Rule Of Computer Support

			When asking someone if his or her computer is turned on, specify that you are not talking about the monitor.

			—Tony Casazza



			
			
			
			conversation and body language

			Fabulous Fibbing

			When lying, don’t explain too much. And remember that odd numbers are more believable than even numbers.

			—Terry Larimore, therapist



			
			
			
			joker

			The Bathroom Reading Rule

			If you read on the john every morning, it’ll take you six weeks to finish the book.

			—Gaard Moses



			
			
			
			green living

			The Green Mileage

			At highway speeds, using the A/C is more gas efficient than leaving the windows open, which greatly increases wind drag on your car.

			—Jimmy Mintern, auto technician



			
			
			
			fitness and exercise

			Stand up to Back Pain

			If your back hurts more when you climb stairs, walk up a hill, or get out of a chair, you need to do extension exercises.

			—Peggy Bodine-Reese, physical therapist

	

			
		
			
			sports and recreation

			Choosing Your Quiver

			To estimate the arrow length that’s best for you, hold the end of a yardstick against your breastbone with your hands together and extended in front of you. The best length is where your fingertips touch the yardstick.

			—Dana Burdick



			
			
			
			business and sales 

			Hand-off Management

			If you are in a position to do so, delegate a task to someone else if he or she can do it 80 percent as well as you would. This will leave you time to do the things that only you can do.

			—Elliot Miller



			
			
			
			the arts

			Tracking Book Sales

			If a publisher says it’s too soon to tell if a book is selling well, it isn’t. 

			—Walter Pitkin, literary agent



			
			
			
			recreational vehicles

			Bicycle Travel

			On a good highway bicycle you can travel 50 miles per day at a leisurely pace. 

			—Alwyn T. Perrin, editor of Explorers Ltd. Source Book
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			safety and survival

			Avoiding Tornadoes

				 Never try to outrace a tornado when you’re driving. Instead, drive perpendicular to its direction of travel. 

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			
			hobbies

			Watering Your Garden

			Don’t water your garden unless the soil is dry past the depth of your index finger.

			—Cally Arthur, editor and communications coordinator



			
			career and work life

			Quick Responses

			During a job interview, try to answer every question in 60 seconds or less.

			—Cheryl A. Russell, editorial director of New Strategist Publications



			
			politics

			Rule of Political Interests

			If a politician mentions “special interests,” he or she is discussing someone or some group with whom he or she disagrees. On the contrary, the “public interest” is always something with which he or she is in complete agreement.

			—Bill Bacon, web manager



			
			food and drink

			Recreational Poppy Seed Use

			One poppy seed bagel or muffin can register a positive for opiates on a drug test for up to 48 hours after the food was eaten.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			wild card

			Painting A Highway

			A road must carry traffic of at least 400 cars per day for a reflective centerline to be a cost-effective improvement.

			—John Schubert, senior editor



			
			style and appearance

			Looking Good On Tv

			You will look more alert on TV if you lean forward. 

			—Sharon K. Yntema, writer



			
			animals and wildlife

			pissed-off Lions

			Don’t stand within 16 feet of the lion tunnel when the lions are entering or exiting the ring. They will pee on you.

			—Todd Strong, circus school student



			
			construction and architecture

			Charming pitch 

			When you are planning a house, make the angle of the roof noticeably more or noticeably less than a right angle; otherwise, the appearance lacks charm and is curiously depressing. In general, the steeper the roof, the more charm the house will have. 

			—Susan Pitkin, librarian



			
			house and home

			Going off Half Caulked

			You need one cartridge of caulk for every two windows or  doors.

			—James T. Dulley



			
			safety and survival

			The Survival Rule Of Three

			You can live 3 seconds without blood, 3 minutes without air, 3 days without water, and 3 weeks without food. 

			—Sandy Figuers, geologist



			
			green living

			Offsetting Heating Bills

			Each degree you lower your thermostat during the winter will lower your overall heating bill by 3 percent. 

			—Jim Colby



			
			pets

			Rubbed the wrong way

			Rub a horse’s face and ears as gently as you would pet a cat.

			—Stacey DiGiovani, equestrian
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			automobiles

			paying for the whole car

			Never sign up for car payments that are more than 10 percent of your monthly income.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			wild card

			Telling the Irish from the Scots

			A surname starting with “Mc” is more likely to be Irish; one starting with “Mac” is more likely to be Scottish.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board




				health and body

			Waiting To Exhale

			A healthy adult should be able to completely exhale a deep breath in three seconds.

			—Dr. James Macmillan



			
			joker

			Annoying A Musician

			The most frequent and annoying song request for piano players is “Piano Man.” For guitarists, it’s “Stairway to Heaven.” For drummers, “Wipe Out.” For singer/rhythm guitarists, “Free Bird.” For fiddlers, “The Devil Went Down to Georgia.” And for sax players, the intro to “Baker Street.”

			—Psachya Septimus, musician



			
			sports and recreation 

			Control Center

			If you can control the center of a chessboard early, you control the game.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board



			
			children and child care

			Taste Test for Tots

			If your baby tastes extremely salty when you kiss him or her, speak with your doctor about testing for cystic fibrosis.

			—Dr. Tom Ferguson, editor of Medical Self-Care



			
			cooking and entertaining

			Tell Tail Lobsters 

			If a boiled lobster’s tail isn’t curled, it was dead before it was boiled.

			—T. M. Prudden, lobster expert



			
			health and body

			Fat Floats

			If your turds float, there’s too much fat in your diet.

			—Rulesofthumb.org Review Board
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