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      THIS book is for the most part a collection of anecdotes about readily identifiable people. It is organized alphabetically by

         person, with a brief biography of that person followed by one or more anecdotes. Where doubt exists as to whom an anecdote

         should be ascribed, we have usually chosen the more familiar name. Often, when one person is the victim and another the perpetrator,

         we have placed the anecdote with that person whose character is most revealed. Relatives of famous people are entered under

         their own names when they are fairly well known in their own right or when the more famous relative has no anecdote ascribed

         to him or her. Otherwise, they can be found under the name of the relative.

      


      In a few dozen cases we came across anecdotes connected with obscure or quite unfamiliar names or with places. These were

         in one way or another so interesting or amusing that, just for fun, we included them in no particular order. To distinguish

         them from the regular text, they are boxed.

      


      Clifton Fadiman, to whom the idea for this book and its presentation belong the credit, is the General Editor. He contributed

         anecdotes, rewrote many, made the final selection, and edited the entire selection. Mr. Fadiman is also responsible for the

         translations from French and German sources.

      


      Laurence Urdang and his associates researched anecdotes, rewrote for uniformity of style, and provided most of the biographies.


      We hope The Little, Brown Book of Anecdotes has value as a work of reference as well as one of entertainment. It does not, however, claim to be a work of exact scholarship.

         All collections like this are in part the product of pilferage; we have tried to stop short of pillage.

      


      We are especially grateful for a few exceptionally fine collections that have provided us with some anecdotes. Foremost among

         these is Presidential Anecdotes, edited by Paul F. Boller, Jr. Although we did find some stories about US presidents in other places, Mr. Boller truly has

         collected the best, and his extensive listing of sources attests to his thoroughgoing research. If the reader enjoys the presidential

         anecdotes herein, we strongly urge perusal of Boller’s complete collection. The Oxford Book of Literary Anecdotes is a valuable assortment, and Richard Kenin and Justin Wintle’s Dictionary of Biographical Quotation is yet another excellent one.

      


      A complete bibliography lists all our sources. As an extra aid to the reader, the specific source for each anecdote, when

         known, is provided in the Source List that precedes the Bibliography. For permission to use copyrighted material, we refer

         the reader to the Copyright Acknowledgments, which follow the indexes.
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ANCESTRY


How far back do anecdotes go?


As with so many other good things, what we now call anecdotes may have started in classical Greece. Joseph Epstein*

 quotes

the Italian scholar Arnaldo Momigliano, who, in his Development of Greek Biography, conjectures that the anecdote’s rounding father may have been the musical theorist Aristoxenus of Tarentum (born c 370 BC): “Perhaps [Aristoxenus] was… the first to make anecdotes an essential part of biography.… I suspect that we owe to Aristoxenus

the notion that a good biography is full of good anecdotes.”




Though we borrowed the term from the French, anecdote ultimately derives from an almost identical Greek word meaning “things not given out,” or, as we would say, unpublished.

It is in this sense that Cicero uses it to describe some of his own manuscripts, a usage followed later by Renaissance scholars

to denote manuscripts discovered in libraries and afterward published.




From the outset there seems also to have been attached to the word a connotation of secrecy or perhaps merely gossip. As a

biographical device it was and remains anti-official, anti-panegyrical. It surprises the human being in question en pantoufles.




The anecdote’s shady reputation probably derives from the sixth-century Byzantine historian Procopius, who called his posthumously

published, scandalous account of the Emperor Justinian Anecdota or Historia Arcana (“Secret History”).




It is during the Renaissance, with the rise of cities, royal courts, a true leisure class, and the cult of the individual

that the anecdote, a form of condensed gossip, begins clearly to show its face. It begins to shake off its association with

the merely scandalous.




In his Dissertation on Anecdotes Isaac D’Israeli (1766–1848) tells us that the French broadened the term to make it apply to “any interesting circumstance.”

In the eighteenth century Samuel Johnson defined it as “a biographical incident; a minute passage of private life.” The suggestion of amusing triviality now begins to emerge, so that two centuries later Winston Churchill could call anecdotes

“the gleaming toys of history.” In the transactions of biographers they function as petty cash.




The eighteenth century also marked the beginning of the association of anecdotes with the wit of old men. You can trace it

in the French aphorist Rivarol (1753–1801). The frayed pejorative pun “anecdotage” may have been invented by John Wilkes (1727–1797)

or perhaps by Thomas De Quincey (1785–1859). It was made fashionable by Benjamin Disraeli in Lothair (1870): “When a man fell into his anecdotage it was a sign ror him to retire from the world.” But in 1835, thirty-five years

earlier, an anonymous scribbler in Blackwood’s Magazine had already made fierce play with the word: “The disgusting perversions of their anile anecdotage.” It would seem that in

youth we sow our wild oats, in old age our tame anecdotes.




We may conjecture that by the beginning of the eighteenth century the form had come of age in Western Europe. Continuing to

develop, it becomes more and more luxuriant as we approach our own time. Hence this anthology’s decided slant toward the modern.




ANATOMY OF THE ANECDOTE


An anecdote, so Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary informs us, is “a usually short narrative of an interesting, amusing, or biographical incident.” This collection confines

itself to “biographical incidents.” We admit, however, that on occasion we have stretched the notion of incident so as to

accommodate a reasonable number of origin stories, traditional tales, or wisecracks of the Groucho Marx–Dorothy Parker stripe.




Such witticisms gain in interest when placed in a setting, but it has not always been possible to provide one. We are, for

example, ignorant of the circumstances in which the composer Mascagni stated that the Italian language has three degrees of

comparison: stupido, stupidissimo, and tenore. Ditto for a learned mathematics professor, Badke by name, who once defined a point as an angle from which the two sides

have been removed. These noncontextual examples failing to qualify as anecdotes, I have dishonestly smuggled them into this

paragraph so that they may not be forever lost. But they really belong in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, with which this book is not in competition.




Webster says: “a usually short narrative.” We have in general obeyed this requirement but in a few instances violated it in

order to illustrate what entertained men and women of generations long past. Our predecessors, at least to the mid-nineteenth

century, valued prolixity as we do terseness. They had more time. And it was worth less money.




Furthermore, Webster’s adjectives “interesting” and “amusing” may not seem to us to apply to many anecdotes that apparently

gave them pleasure. A dusty collection called The Percy Anecdotes offers items like this: When the late Marquis of Cornwallis was leaving a nobleman’s house and stepping into his carriage,

a servant offered to hold an umbrella over him. “Take that thing away,” said his lordship. “I am neither sugar nor salt, to

suffer by a shower of rain.” To us this seems flat. It is too reasonable. The metaphor is one you or I might have thought of without any notion that it might pass for wit. Still, our forefathers

prized such conversational junk jewelry, giving it the name of anecdote.




We must keep in mind that the author of the foregoing was a marquis. That helped. The undeservedly forgotten essayist Frank

Moore Colby once remarked, “Never destroy an uninteresting letter is the first rule of the British aristocracy.” Second rule:

Always remember to record an uninteresting action or remark. This rule has generated a revered tradition, featuring the peerage

at its dullest. Horace Walpole felt the need to record for posterity that the contemporary dowager Duchess of Devonshire stayed

up “every evening, till it was dark, in the skittle-ground keeping the score.…” Though we have salvaged a few of these antiquities  —  see

THOMAS HERBERT PEMBROKE 1  —  we must for the most part think of them as ana rather than anecdotes.




Our dictionary defines ana: “collected items of information, esp. anecdotal or bibliographical <Americana> <Johnsoniana>.” We would call it miscellany. The Percy miscellany is a kind of free-form substitute for a magazine. It is a potpourri of historical episodes, potted

biographies, oddities of literature and history, excerpts from trial proceedings, classical legends, records of sensational

events, believe-it-or-nots, travel memoirs, snippets from Plutarch, Herodotus, Macrobius; ghost and horror stories; oddities

of natural history; records of the lives of eccentrics, geniuses, and other abnormals; edifying examples of virtuous speech

and action; excerpts from letters; essaylets on the arts, sciences, and vocations. Indeed in many respects it is an unsystematic

mini-encyclopedia of manners, persons, arts, sciences, and professions.




A representative collection such as The Lounger’s Commonplace Book; or, Alphabetical Anecdotes, the work of Jeremiah Whitaker Newman (1759–1839), tends to conceive the anecdote as an extended short biography, often of

an obscure person whose life is in some respect striking or unusual. Moralizing is a feature of the genre. The notion of point

or humor hardly enters. It was not until almost the twentieth century that the anecdote became sparser, more isolated from

a larger narrative context, achieving an economical effect with corresponding economy of means (see HENRY JAMES 2).




It is not always easy to distinguish between anecdote and episode. The seventh-century BC Greek poet Archilochus composed satires against his prospective father-in-law, Lycamber, so powerful that the poor man and

his daughter both hanged themselves. This is beyond a doubt brief (I have told you all I know), it needs no larger context,

it is far from prosy. Yet one thinks of it as an episode rather than an anecdote. If we are to admit all the striking episodes

to be discovered in any eventful life (say Napoleon’s), we would come up with a book quite different from the one you are

now reading. Thus the story of van Gogh’s ear composes a fascinating chapter in his biography, but is too complex, in a sense

too important, to qualify as an anecdote. Many unforgettable episodes of history fall into this nonanecdotal category. In 1347 Edward III,

having starved Calais into submission, required six men to deliver the keys of the town and castle dressed “in their shirts

and with halters about their necks.” They sacrificed themselves for their town. Though a moving story, is this an anecdote?

I think not.




What makes rules interesting, however, are the exceptions. Therefore in this repository we have included a number of such

anecdote-episodes whenever they seemed to us effective in brief form and diverting or striking or, as with EDITH CAVELL 1, a treasured item of our folk memory.




A career may be crowded, it may be a model of high achievement and yet in our sense produce few real anecdotes. Goethe, a

titan, did not generate titanecdotes. His countrymen preserve as anecdotes his sayings, which range from the magnificent to the magnificently banal. Within this range you may place according to your taste this

typical example: To a friend who regretted that he had never seen Italy, Goethe said, “Good, for if you had, our own sky would

never seem blue enough.”




However, so that certain supremely great names may be at least represented, we have on occasion smuggled in an anecdote or

two that may be only moderately striking (see J. S. BACH 1). But not all greats are linked to trivia; the reader will note the absence of many famous figures.




Just as a first-rate anecdote should be more than merely a good saying, so it should be more than an odd biographical fact.

It is well known, for instance, that Schiller worked better when inhaling the odor of overripe apples kept in his desk drawer.

And we learn from Gordon Rattray Taylor’s The Great Evolution Mystery that the world’s leading authority on giant clams, Professor Sir Maurice Yonge, is the only man who has read The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire from cover to cover while sitting on the Great Barrier Reef. Such eccentric particulars make for delightful reading but in

the strict sense they are not anecdotal and few will be found in these pages.




Oddity alone, then, will not quite do. King Frederick Augustus of Saxony was in the course of his career elected king of Poland

and became known as Augustus the Strong. He would astonish his dinner guests by picking up two of his state trumpeters, one

in each hand. For five minutes he would keep them dangling while they played a fanfare. It is not clear just what earned Augustus

his epithet  —  this kind of thing or his fathering of 354 bastards. The latter achievement recommends him to Guinness, but he

doesn’t quite fit into this book.




Similarly, we have generally ignored practical jokes, except when they are not only amusing but have some kind of narrative

form and are connected with a famous personage (JOHN PARTRIDGE 1).




Finally, a book of biographical anecdotes must be just that, whether the individual created or provoked the anecdote. We have

pinned each item to a single person (on occasion we were compelled to use a straight rather than a safety pin). But in the

past less restrictive views obtained. Isaac D’Israeli thought “there are anecdotes of the art as well as the Artist; of the war as well as the General; of the nation as well as the Monarch.” Such anecdotes

we prefer to leave to the history books. It is true, however, that a biographical anecdote can throw light on an important

aspect of an entire nation (see PABLO PICASSO 5).




The preceding comments underline the obvious: that the definition of anecdote shifts with the centuries. For our purposes

anecdotes remain what D’Israeli called them  —  “minute notices of human nature and of human learning,” even if today we are less

interested in the latter than in the former. The witty, the humorous, those crackling with the whiplash of a tagline, tend

to circulate most widely, to conform more closely to the modern sensibility. But there is plenty of room for the quieter anecdote

whose value lies in the illumination of character or the inculcation of a moral lesson.




We prefer our anecdotes to be short, free-standing, with a nub or point or center. This book, nevertheless, contains many

of which this cannot be said. EDWARD GIBBON I has no identifiable “point.” But it continues to interest us as a famous statement made by a famous person about a critical

event in his life. Some anecdotes are really mini-dramas appealing to our tenderest emotions (BRONSON ALCOTT 1; CHARLES DE GAULLE 5). Others  —  indeed, many  —  strip us of our dignity (ROBERT BENCHLEY 11). Some depend on mere word-play and do not rate a second reading, while others (ALBERT EINSTEIN 14) set the mind pondering. Some may not even depend on words at all (GEORGE ANTHEIL 1).





WHERE DO ANECDOTES COME FROM ?




With many exceptions, anecdotes seem to be dominantly urban. Our Mountain Men, our pioneers, produce yarns, not anecdotes;

desert and peasant cultures are rarely anecdotal seminaries. The atmosphere of the court, the great house, the capital, favors

the anecdote as do many institutions and vocations associated with the city: the club, the dinner party, the university, the

theater, the studio and gallery, the law court, parliaments and senates. The anecdote is a social product; it does not flourish

in isolation. One qualifies immediately: certain personalities, irrespective of their environment or calling, may be anecdotal

naturals.




Still, in these pages highly social beings are generally prominent. They tend to be associated in fair part with the arts

and in consequence exhibit relatively unconventional temperaments: Tristan Bernard, Whistler, Sarah Bernhardt, George Kaufman.

On the other hand, statesmen too may be loci of anecdote: Churchill (but he was also a painter); Lincoln (but he was also

a great writer); Talleyrand. Money men are far less in evidence  —  though there is J. P. Morgan, of course, and one of our most

profound and prescient anecdotes is about a banker (JAMES STILLMAN 1). Show business is replete with lively minds. It is fairly well represented in these pages. Really good sports anecdotes

were hard to come by; we hope there’s a fair sampling. Children, as you must know from your own childhood, are naturally brighter

than adults, and in theory should provide a mine of anecdotes. However, the rules of our game require that notable names be

attached to them, which limits the field.




The case of politicians is interesting. Many politicians, of course, have been vivid or witty personalities; but the general

run are either by nature unamusing or are afraid to be thought amusing. That Adlai Stevenson was an interesting man with a

quicksilver mind proved a political handicap. This is not true, of course, for the genuine greats, a Lincoln, a Disraeli,

a Churchill. But the need to provide an image (or, as with Richard Nixon, a selection of images) tends to inhibit the kind

of conduct that generates anecdotes. Still, look at Coolidge, who in some odd manner contrived to be both witty and dull.




This collection is sadly deficient in anecdotes about women. The reason is apparent: the chronicle of humankind has been written

by the winners  —  at least up to our own day. One would wager that the index of a compilation like this, but published a century

hence, will contain the names of a vast number of women. Yet even our sparse representation suggests that when women are amusing

or trenchant or intellectually provocative they are often far more so than are men. The four samples from Sophie Arnould reveal

a subtler spirit than the sixteen items associated with so renowned a wit as Sir Thomas Beecham.




Finally, in trying to identify the loci of anecdotes, we must keep in mind that the collector can work only with what has

been recorded. Because he was a great monarch much of what Louis XIV said and did in public, whether dull or interesting,

was bound to show up in memoirs of the period. It is, however, quite possible that thousands of remarkable or funny stories

by or about obscure figures have been recounted in forgotten conversations. Such oral anecdote is lost forever. In the space-time

continuum, one imagines, there exists a whole library of such anecdotes. But it is unwritten.




ANECDOTES AND NATIONALITY


A lady once asked Dr. Johnson why his dictionary defined “pastern” as “the knee of a horse.” “Ignorance, madam, pure ignorance,”

he replied. This book’s editors are equipped with plenty of pure ignorance. Worse still, they are not linguists. They handle

adequately only three languages. Hence the anecdotes are mainly of British, American, French, and German origin.




Nevertheless, admitting our ignorance and language limitations, we consider these pages not unduly parochial. A genius for

or interest in anecdote is not universal. The national traits that give birth to these airy trifles seem less marked in other

countries than in those mentioned above. (On the other hand, the book’s most chilling item is Russian; see KHRUSHCHEV 5.) Perhaps Scandinavians and Swiss and Poles are not so receptive to eccentricity. Or it may be that they have not chanced

to evolve certain social or class institutions that tend to generate anecdotes.




One European country is almost surely underrepresented: Hungary. I have rarely met a Hungarian who was not either the subject

of good anecdotes or himself a repository of them. The English-Hungarian journalist George Mikes is speaking for himself,

but I think also for his countrymen: “Looking back on my life, it seems to me it has been a long string of anecdotes.” Of

death he says: “If I am lucky, [it] will simply be the last anecdote.” We do offer a few good Hungarian stories, most of them

about Molnár. But many more examples of the true paprika spirit must remain forever locked inside a formidable language. I

suspect that this is true also of Czechoslovakia: any nation that can produce a Ha�ek and a Kundera must be anecdotically rich.




Even when the language is open to us our selections may be insufficiently representative. We are conditioned by an Anglo-American

culture. Consequently what pleases us may not please those differently conditioned, and vice versa. For example, we include

from the German many anecdotes we think entertaining or instructive. But we have also omitted many that make a special appeal

to the Germanic temperament. Here is one:




A lady suffering from headache consulted the famous Berlin physician Heim and, in some embarrassment, asked whether she could

try a remedy that had been recommended to her as infallible: covering her head with sauerkraut. Heim replied: “Excellent  —  but

don’t forget to mix a bratwurst with it!”




To see why we did not find this quite as amusing as Germans do, compare HERMAN J. MANKIEWICZ 2. If you think about it, the two jokes really make the same point. But they involve rather different conceptions of wit.

I might add that the German anecdote is captioned: SOMETHING LACKING. True.




As one moves eastward, the divergence of taste becomes more radical. We would have liked to find some anecdotic reflection

of the magnificent cultures of India, China, and Japan. This book presents a faint reflection of that reflection. But after

admittedly superficial research, one is led to conclude that anecdotically East is East, and West is West, and never the twain

shall meet. Oriental “anecdotes” tend either to be moral parables  —  bits and pieces of wisdom literature  —  or longish historical

episodes. Rarely do they seem to be the bubbles that form and break on the surface of social intercourse. The East, whether

Near, Middle, or Far, is not attuned to our kind of anecdote, just as it does not appear to produce our kind of light verse.

(Search these pages carefully enough, however, and you may find one or two Ottomanecdotes.)




With respect to our subject, it is not true to say that Americans and British are separated by a common language. The American

anecdotal tone differs slightly and interestingly from the British, but no vast gulf separates our mutual appreciation. However, again we

must qualify. We have included a few cricket stories that will baffle many Americans  —  though anyone of permissive temper ought

to be able to grasp the point of BRIAN JOHNSTON 2. To be fair, we have included enough baseball stories to infuriate our British cousins.




AUTHENTICITY


Leslie Stephen in his life of Milton remarks that no good story is quite true. A sobering thought.


Anecdotes are the thistledown of biography. To establish authenticity in all cases is impossible. We have done our best. Where

we strongly suspect an anecdote to be apocryphal, we have so stated. We do not, however, claim to have identified every possible

case and we welcome corrections from our readers.




We have tried to keep in mind the words of the venerable president of Magdalen, Oxford, Martin Joseph Routh (1755–1854). Approaching

the century mark, he was once asked by a disciple what single wisdom-crammed axiom or precept he could abstract from his long

life’s experience. The president reflected, then, after a long pause, said, “I think, sir, since you come for the advice of

an old man, sir, you will find it a very good practice always to verify your references!”




Well said. But difficulties abound. There is, for example, the self-effacing anecdotalist (more often simply a jokesmith)

who, in the interest of wider circulation, prefers to hide his own light under another’s bushel. Samuel Johnson once described

the process: “Pointed axioms and acute replies fly loose about the world, and are assigned successively to those whom it may

be the fashion to celebrate.” Thus in the nineteenth century a bon mot turning on the contrast between wealth and poverty might naturally be credited to a Rothschild.




The philosopher Immanuel Kant, listening to a string of anecdotes about a famous personality of the time, remarked, “It seems

to me I recall similar anecdotes about other great figures. But that is to be expected. Great men are like high church towers:

around both there is apt to be a great deal of wind.” In our time Churchill, Dorothy Parker, Samuel Goldwyn, have become high

church towers.




Long before them came Talleyrand. He worked overtime; it was said that he never fashioned so many brilliant mots during his life as he did after his death. It requires great wit to utter post-mordancies. On the other hand (the authority

is his brother, who may have suffered from sibling jealousy), Talleyrand is said to have abstracted many of his good things

from L’Improvisateur français, a compilation of anecdotes in twenty-one duodecimo volumes.




We know of one interesting case in which Talleyrand created an anecdote by fiat. It has to do with the Bourbon Restoration.

On the evening of the day on which the Comte d’Artois, later to become King Charles X, entered Paris, Talleyrand asked a group

assembled in his drawing room what the Bourbon prince had said. “Nothing at all” was the answer. Talleyrand, not satisfied,

ordered a well-known political writer to leave the room and compose an appropriately memorable remark. The writer made three

tries, all inadequate. Finally he returned with the words: “Nothing is changed in France; there is only one Frenchman more.”

Talleyrand applauded; the Duke of Artois had been assigned his mot; and another famous anecdote was added to “history.”




It is probable that at least five percent of the items in this book consisted originally of confected or current jokes that

were then fathered on notables.




The question of authenticity arises perhaps most particularly in the case of Lincoln stories. Here the source-hunters have

been busy and conscientious. Yet questions remain. We may never be able to say of certain Lincoln anecdotes, “Yes, this is

authentic,” but we have tried to avoid the inclusion of too many doubtful items. Those die-hards who prefer a scholarly tracking

down of Lincoln stories are referred to Abe Lincoln Laughing: Humorous Anecdotes from Original Sources by and about Abraham Lincoln, edited by P. M. Zall (University of California Press, 1982). This is a first-rate job of scholarship.




Sometimes an anecdote may be credited to two or more different persons, though it is obvious only one can be responsible.

The famous quip “And if you were my wife, I’d drink it” (WINSTON CHURCHILL 7) is (almost) surely the great man’s. Yet it has also been ascribed to Senator Robert Taft, who could not have said it had

the presidency come with it. The dress designer Edith Head, who knew Grace Kelly in Hollywood, was, at the time of Miss Kelly’s

marriage, asked for anecdotes about the princess. Said Miss Head, “Grace doesn’t allow anecdotes to happen to her.” Neither

did Taft.




The retort “That will depend on whether I embrace your lordship’s mistress or your lordship’s principles” is assigned to various

personages, of whom we have chosen John Wilkes as the most credible. Many such putdown retorts, in our time often attributed

to Dorothy Parker, Oscar Levant, Groucho Marx, or others, were probably never actually said to anyone at all. This is shrewdly

pointed out by the comedian Steve Allen in his Funny People.




There are legacy-anecdotes, whose birth lies in the obscure past, but are rediscovered, refurbished, and with each passing

generation assigned new paternities. It was Donatus who uttered the classical curse: Pereant qui ante nos nostra dixerunt! (A plague on those who said our good things before we did!) Doubtless some of these good things, truly of ancient lineage,

have turned up in this book dressed in modern clothes.





WHAT DO ANECDOTES DO?




Chiefly, they entertain. They form a minor genre, even a trivial one; they are not history and biography but the decoration

on history and biography. Yet, when more than just good jokes, they may on occasion perform nontrivial functions.




We moderns look for the ping of the unexpected, the glint of heterodoxy. True enough, the Old and New Testaments contain some of the greatest stories ever told. Yet in one sense they are not anecdotes, and in this collection the Bible is represented only by SOLOMON 1. The ancient Hebraic temper and the anecdotal temper do not have much in common. The same appears to be more or less true

with respect to early religious leaders of other faiths.




Classical figures prized their anecdotes as narrative condensations of generally acknowledged truths. That the paths of glory

lead but to the grave was pointed out by Thomas Gray in 1751. But the sobering truism was more vividly expressed by Diogenes

in explaining to Alexander the Great why he was examining a heap of human bones: “I am searching for the bones of your father,

but I cannot distinguish them from those of his slaves.” No great wit here, certainly no shock of surprise, yet a telling

early statement of a universal insight.




It is by such light that we must consider the anecdotes of the ancients, some of whose bearded quips are herein collected.

Besides, it is instructive to discover what amused or titillated our forefathers. You may even find some of the hoary items

diverting. One man’s chestnut is another man’s marron glacé.




From its beginnings the anecdote has acted as a leveling device. It humanizes, democratizes, acts as a counterweight to encomium.

Perhaps that is why it flourishes best in countries that, like Britain and the United States, enjoy a strong democratic tradition.

It may bring home to our hearts social and political ideals that, expressed by politicians, elicit yawns. It may do this through

phrasing of great elegance (EDWARD EVERETT 1) or of casual, bitter irony (JACKIE ROBINSON 1).




Men of high philosophic mind have valued the anecdote less for its capacity to divert, more for its power to reveal character.

This value was first classically formulated by Plutarch, quoted by Boswell: “Nor is it always in the most distinguished achievements

that men’s virtues or vices may be best discerned; but very often an action of small note, a short saying, or a jest, shall

distinguish a person’s real character more than the greatest sieges, or the most important battles.”




From anecdotes, thought Prosper Mérimée, one “can distinguish a true picture of the customs and characters of any given period.”

Nietzsche was confident that “three anecdotes may suffice to paint a picture of a man.” Isaac D’Israeli, whose Dissertation on Anecdotes affords a perfect reflection of his time’s anecdotal preferences, thought anecdotes accurate indices to character: “Opinions

are fallible, but not examples.” Says Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Ballads, bons mots, and anecdotes give us better insights into

the depths of past centuries than grave and voluminous chronicles.” His contemporary William Ellery Channing agreed: “One

anecdote of a man is worth a volume of biography.”




Perhaps such claims are excessive. Like statistics, an anecdote, unless measured against the whole record of a life, may be

a damned lie. But a reasonable number of them, drawn from different phases of a given career, may give us an imperfect yet

authentic sense of character. Try reading the sections on, let us say, Henry James, Max Beerbohm, Pablo Picasso, Johannes

Brahms, Pope John XXIII. You don’t get the whole man, but you do learn something valuable and generally easy to fix in the

memory. The intimidating, downright character of the Iron Duke flashes out at once in WELLINGTON 16.




Beyond these functions anecdotes may perform at least three others.


The first is illustrated by such traditional stories as KING ALFRED 1. We include no more than a scattering of these quasi-legendary items, for we do not propose to compete with such massive

compilations as Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. But there are enough here to suggest one of the book’s minor purposes. Our present educational system sees to it that Macaulay’s

schoolboy should not exist in our country. The editors cannot create him, either, but at least we can dig a few hundred historical

and biographical postholes of traditional reference, familiar in other days to every, or at least Macaulay’s, schoolboy.




An assiduous reading of anecdotes can, then, light up odd corners of the past that we should all recognize. But it can, far

more valuably, shake us out of our quotidian rut, administer a slight and salutary shock of surprise or delight. At its finest,

an anecdote signalizes the intervention of the unexpected. It mounts a small-scale assault on the banality of normal intercourse.




Finally, if one were asked to name the kind of book that within one set of covers most adequately reflects the sheer multifariousness of human personality, it might

well be a book of anecdotes. Ana would not do, for much ana is mere information not revelatory of character. A biographical dictionary would not do either, for its editors do not have

the space or the desire to set down the quirks and oddities of their subjects. But a reasonably ample gathering of anecdotes,

drawn from many times and climes, may reconcile us to our human nature by showing us that, for all its faults and stupidities,

it can boast a diversity to which no other animal species can lay claim.




Clifton Fadiman
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AARON, Henry Louis [“Hank”] (1934– ), US baseball player. He broke Babe Ruth’s home-run record, hitting 755 in all.




1    During the 1957 World Series, Yankee catcher Yogi Berra noticed that Aaron grasped the bat the wrong way. “Turn it around,”

he said, “so you can see the trademark.” But Hank kept his eye on the pitcher’s mound: “Didn’t come up here to read. Came

up here to hit.”
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ABBOTT, Bud (1898–1974), and Costello, Lou (1906–59), US comedians, the famous team of Abbott and Costello.




1    “Bud Abbott and Lou Costello once took out a $100,000 insurance policy with Lloyds of London that stipulated payment if any

of their audience should die of laughter.”
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ABERCROMBIE, Lascelles (1881–1938), British poet and critic. He was professor of English literature at Leeds (1922–29) and London (1929–35) universities. His

works include Principles of English Prosody (1922) and Twelve Idylls (1928).




1    Abercrombie had expressed an opinion with which the poet Ezra Pound violently disagreed. “Dear Mr. Abercrombie,” wrote Pound.

“Stupidity carried beyond a certain point becomes a public menace. I hereby challenge you to a duel, to be fought at the earliest

moment that is suited to your convenience.…” Abercrombie was rather disturbed by the challenge, knowing of Pound’s skill at

fencing, but then he remembered with relief that the choice of weapons lay with the party challenged. “May I suggest,” he

replied, “that we bombard each other with unsold copies of our own books?” Pound, having far more “weapons” than his opponent, immediately withdrew the challenge.
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ABERNETHY, John (1764–1831), British physician, especially noted as surgeon and teacher.




1    A titled gentleman who consulted Abernethy was received by the great doctor with the rudeness for which he was notorious.

The patient lost his temper and told Abernethy that he would make him “eat his words.” “It will be of no use,” responded Abernethy,

“for they will be sure to come up again.”




2    When Abernethy was canvassing for the post of surgeon to St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, London, he called upon one of the governors,

a wealthy grocer, in the man’s shop. The grocer loftily remarked that he presumed Abernethy was wanting his vote at this important

point in his life. Nettled by the man’s tone and attitude, Abernethy retorted, “No, I don’t; I want a pennyworth of figs.

Look sharp and wrap them up. I want to be off.”




3    “Mrs. J — consulted him respecting a nervous disorder, the minutiae of which appeared to be so fantastic that Mr. A. interrupted

their frivolous detail by holding out his hand for the fee. A one-pound note and a shilling were placed into it; upon which

he returned the latter to his fair patient, with the angry exclamation, ‘There, Ma’am! go and buy a skipping-rope; that is

all you want.’”




4    Despite his brusqueness with his private patients, Abernethy was conscientious and kindly toward the poor under his care

in the charity hospital. Once as he was about to leave for the hospital, a private patient tried to detain him. Abernethy

observed, “Private patients, if they do not like me, can go elsewhere; but the poor devils in the hospital I am bound to take

care of.”




5    A patient complaining of melancholy consulted Dr. Abernethy. After an examination the doctor pronounced, “You need amusement.

Go and hear the comedian Grimaldi; he will make you laugh and that will be better for you than any drugs.” Said the patient,

“I am Grimaldi.”




6    Abernethy was renowned for his dislike of idle chatter. With this in mind, a young lady once entered his surgery and, without

a word, held out an injured finger for examination. The doctor dressed the wound in silence. The woman returned a few days

later. “Better?” asked Abernethy. “Better,” replied the patient. Subsequent calls passed in much the same manner. On her final

visit the woman held out her finger, now free of bandages. “Well?” inquired the doctor. “Well,” she replied. “Upon my word, madam,” exclaimed Abernethy, “you are the most rational woman I have ever met.”
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ACHESON, Dean [Gooderham] (1893–1971), US statesman and lawyer; secretary of state (1949–53). He was important in the evolution of NATO, the Truman Doctrine, and

the Marshall Plan, all in pursuit of his global strategy of containing the advance of communism.




1    On leaving his post as secretary of state, Acheson was asked about his plans for the future. He replied, “I will undoubtedly

have to seek what is happily known as gainful employment, which I am glad to say does not describe holding public office.”




2    In April 1963 Winston Churchill was made an honorary citizen of the United States. At the ceremony in the White House, his

letter of acceptance was read by his son Randolph, as he himself was too frail to attend. It contained a passage rejecting

the idea that Britain had only a “tame and minor” role to play on the international scene. Dean Acheson recognized this as

an oblique allusion to his own famous and greatly resented remark that Britain had lost an empire and failed to find a new

role. “Well, it hasn’t taken Winston long to get used to American ways,” commented Acheson. “He hadn’t been an American citizen

for three minutes before he began attacking an ex-secretary of state.”




3    A rather flustered elderly lady once accosted Acheson in a Washington hotel. “Pardon me,” she said, “I am somewhat embarrassed.

My zipper has stuck and I am due at a meeting. Could you please help me out?” As the zipper was firmly stuck halfway down

her back, Acheson was obliged to undo it completely, averting his eyes as best he could, before pulling it back up to the

top. The lady thanked him profusely. “I think that I should tell you,” she added, “that I am vice president of the Daughters

of the American Revolution.”




“My dear lady,” replied Acheson, “what a moment ago was a rare privilege now appears to have been a really great honor.”
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ACTON, Harold (1904– ), British author, whose works include poetry, histories, memoirs, and novels.




1    “One summer afternoon Acton, then a celebrated undergraduate poet at Oxford, was asked to perform at a Conservative Garden

Fete. He decided he could do no better than recite [T. S. Eliot’s] The Waste Land from beginning to end. His audience’s good manners were severely tested, as this dirge for a godless civilization, delivered

in Harold Acton’s rich, resounding voice, swept irresistibly above their heads; and one or two old ladies, who were alarmed

and horrified but thought that the reciter had such a ‘nice, kind face,’ rather than hurt the young man’s feelings by getting

up and leaving openly, were obliged to sink to their knees and creep away on all fours.”
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ADAMS, Alexander Annan (1908– ), British air vice-marshal. A wing commander in World War II, he was head of RAF intelligence in Germany (1946–48) and became

director of the Mental Health Trust in 1970.




1    At the end of the Battle of Britain, Adams was driving to a meeting at Fighter Command Headquarters when he came upon a sign:




ROAD CLOSED — UNEXPLODED BOMB. Adams called over the policeman on duty, hoping he might be able to suggest an alternative route. “Sorry, you can’t go through,”

said the policeman as he approached the car. “The bomb is likely to go off at any minute now.” Then he caught sight of Adams’s

uniform. “I’m very sorry, sir,” he said, “I didn’t know you were a wing commander. It is quite all right for you to go through.”
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ADAMS, Ansel (1902–1984), US landscape photographer (particularly of the mountainous Far West), a technical innovator in his field. He was also honored

as a conservationist.




1    During his early years Adams studied the piano and showed marked talent. At one party (he recalls it as “very liquid”) he played Chopin’s F Major Nocturne. “In some strange way my right hand started off in F-sharp major while my left

hand behaved well in F major. I could not bring them together. I went through the entire nocturne with the hands separated

by a half-step.” The next day a fellow guest complimented him on his performance: “You never missed a wrong note!”




[image: art]


ADAMS, Franklin Pierce (1881–1960), US journalist, writer of light verse, and wit. Known as FPA, he was a regular member of the Information Please radio program and author of such books as In Other Words (1912) and The Diary of Our Own Samuel Pepys (1935).




1    Adams belonged to a poker club that included among its members an actor called Herbert Ransom. Whenever Ransom held a good

hand, his facial expression was so transparent that Adams proposed a new rule for the club: “Anyone who looks at Ransom’s

face is cheating.”




2    Adams accompanied Beatrice Kaufman (wife of the playwright George S. Kaufman) to a cocktail party where, feeling a little

out of things, she sat down on a cane-seated chair. The seat suddenly broke, leaving Beatrice immobilized inside the frame,

legs in the air. As a shocked silence gripped the party, Adams said severely, “I’ve told you a hundred times, Beatrice, that’s

not funny.”




3    “Whose birthday is it today?” Adams once asked Beatrice Kaufman. “Yours?” she guessed. “No, but you’re getting warm,” replied

Adams. “It’s Shakespeare’s.”




4    Alexander Woollcott had been asked to sign a first-edition copy of his book Shouts and Murmurs. “Ah, what is so rare as a Woollcott first edition?” he sighed as he wrote. “A Woollcott second edition,” replied Adams.






{Told of others.}





5    A friend was recounting to Adams an apparently interminable tale. He finally said: “Well, to cut a long story short — ”




“Too late,” interrupted Adams.
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ADAMS, John (1735–1826), US statesman, 2d president of the United States (1797–1801). He played a major part in winning European support for the cause

of American independence, and represented his country in the peace negotiations with Britain. He served as Washington’s vice

president and succeeded him as president.




1    During his presidency Adams’s grand style, which contrasted unfavorably with the simpler dignity of the Washington regime,

made him many enemies. A scandalous story circulated that he had sent General Charles C. Pinckney to Britain to select four

pretty girls as mistresses, two for the general and two for himself. When this slander came to Adams’s ears, he wrote complainingly

to a friend, “I do declare, if this be true, General Pinckney has kept them all for himself and cheated me out of my two.”




2    Although failing fast, Adams was deter mined to survive until the fiftieth anniversary of the signing of the Declaration

of Independence — July 4, 1826. At dawn on that day he was awakened by his servant, who asked if he knew what day it was. He

replied, “Oh, yes, it is the glorious fourth of July. God bless it. God bless you all.” He then slipped into a coma. In the

afternoon he recovered consciousness briefly to murmur, “Thomas Jefferson lives.” These were his last words. Unknown to him,

Thomas Jefferson had died that same day.




See also THOMAS JEFFERSON 10.
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ADAMS, John Quincy (1767–1848), US statesman, 6th president of the United States (1825–29). Adams, son of John Adams, the second president, was a lawyer by

training. As secretary of state (1817–25), he was mainly responsible for formulating the Monroe Doctrine (1823), which governed

American foreign policy for nearly a century. As president, he suffered from the opposition of General Andrew Jackson, who

defeated him in the election of 1828. From 1831 to his death he served in the House of Representatives.




1    John Quincy Adams, an enthusiastic swimmer, used to bathe naked in the Potomac before starting the day’s work. The newspaper

woman Anne Royall had been trying for weeks to get an interview with the president and had always been turned away. One morning

she tracked him to the river bank and after he had got into the water stationed herself on his clothes. When Adams returned

from his swim, he found a very determined lady awaiting him. She introduced herself and stated her errand. “Let me get out

and dress,” pleaded the president, “and I swear you shall have your interview.” Anne Royall was adamant; she wasn’t moving

until she had the president’s comment on the questions she wished to put to him. If he attempted to get out, she would scream

loud enough to reach the ears of some fishermen on the next bend in the river. She got her interview while Adams remained

decently submerged in the water.






{Anne Royall, often called the first American newspaperwoman, led an adventurous life that veered from luxury to great poverty.

John Quincy Adams was among her close friends.}







2    In 1846 John Quincy Adams suffered a stroke and, although he returned to Congress the following year, his health was clearly

failing. Daniel Webster described his last meeting with Adams: “Someone, a friend of his, came in and made particular inquiry

of his health. Adams answered, ‘I inhabit a weak, frail, de cayed tenement; battered by the winds and broken in upon by the

storms, and, from all I can learn, the landlord does not intend to repair.’”
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ADDAMS, Jane (1860–1935), US social reformer. A supporter of racial equality, female suffrage, and pacifism, she was president of the Women’s International

League for Peace and Freedom. She shared the 1931 Nobel Peace Prize with the educator Nichols Murray Butler.




1    In 1900 the Daughters of the American Revolution elected Jane Addams to honorary membership. However, her antiwar stance

during World War I and her insistence that even subversives had a right to trial by due process of law caused them to expel

her. She commented that she had thought her election was for life, but now knew it was for good behavior.
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ADDISON, Joseph (1672–1719), British writer and politician. A member of the literary circle that included Jonathan Swift and Richard Steele, he joined

with the latter to produce The Spectator (1711–12). For The Spectator he wrote the famous “de Coverley” essays on the life and opinions of Sir Roger de Coverley, who typified the sensible, dignified,

old-fashioned values that Addison found lacking in fashionable London society. Addison was a member of Parliament from 1708

until his death and held various offices in Whig administrations.




1    Addison’s natural diffidence made him an ineffective parliamentary debater. On one occasion he began, “Mr. Speaker, I conceive — I

conceive, sir — sir, I conceive — ” At this point he was interrupted by a voice saying, “The right honorable secretary of state

has conceived thrice and brought forth nothing.”




2    The Duke of Wharton, hoping to animate Addison into wit, plied him so generously with wine that the writer was taken ill.

The duke observed with disgust that he could “get wine but not wit out of him.”




3    A friend of Addison’s with whom he was accustomed to have long discussions on topics of mutual interest borrowed some money

from the author. Soon afterward Addison noticed a change in his behavior; before the loan the two friends had disagreed on

a number of subjects, but now the borrower fell in with every line that Addison himself adopted. One day when they were talking

on a point on which Addison knew his friend had previously held an opposite view to his own, he exclaimed, “Either contradict

me, sir, or pay me my money!”




4    Addison’s preoccupation with the principles of religion and manners extended even to his deathbed. As he lay dying, he sent

for his wastrel stepson, Lord Warwick, and it was to him that his last words were spoken: “See in what peace a Christian can

die.”






{Doubt exists as to the authenticity of this anecdote. There is little or no evidence that Lord Warwick led the life of a

wastrel, and it has been suggested that Addison’s death resulted from overindulgence in brandy.}
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ADE, George (1866–1944), US humorist and playwright. His works include Fables in Slang (1899), The College Widow (1904), and Father and the Boys (1907).




1    Following a well-received after-dinner speech by George Ade, a noted lawyer rose to speak. His hands buried deep in the pockets

of his trousers, he began: “Doesn’t it strike the company as a little unusual that a professional humorist should be funny?”

Ade waited for the laughter to die down before replying: “Doesn’t it strike the company as a little unusual that a lawyer

should have his hands in his own pockets?”
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ADEE, Alvey Augustus (1842–1924), US diplomat. He served for forty-seven years in the US State Department, rising to second assistant secretary of state (1886–1924).




1    When Adee was asked by President McKinley the best way to say “no” to six European ambassadors who were coming to see him

to try to prevent war against Spain, he wrote on the back of an envelope: “The Government of the United States appreciates

the humanitarian and disinterested character of the communication now made on behalf of the powers named, and for its part

is confident that equal appreciation will be shown for its own earnest and unselfish endeavors to fulfill a duty to humanity

by ending a situation the indefinite prolongation of which has become insufferable.”




The president read this message verbatim to the ambassadors.
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ADENAUER, Konrad (1876–1967), German statesman and first chancellor of the Federal Republic (1949–63). He did much to advance the international prestige

of West Germany and presided over its postwar economic recovery.




1    Essentially a Rhinelander, Adenauer never liked or trusted the Prussians and his compatriots in eastern Germany. In the

interwar period he used frequently to have to go by train to Berlin. It is said that every time he crossed the River Elbe

on this journey he would frown and mutter to himself, “Now we enter Asia.”




2    Adenauer received many marriage proposals in his mail when he was chancellor, even after he became an octogenarian. When

they were brought to his notice he used to tell his secretary patiently: “Put them in the nonaggression pact file.”




3    When Adenauer, still chancellor, was approaching the age of ninety, he succumbed to a heavy cold. His personal physician,

unable to be of very much help, had to put up with Adenauer’s impatience. “I’m not a magician,” protested the harassed doctor.

“I can’t make you young again.”




“I haven’t asked you to,” retorted the chancellor. “All I want is to go on getting older.”
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ADLER, Hermann (1839–1911), British rabbi, born in Hanover. He was chief rabbi of London from 1891.




1    Adler found himself sitting beside Herbert Cardinal Vaughan at an official luncheon. “Now, Dr. Adler,” said the cardinal

mischievously, “when may I have the pleasure of helping you to some ham?”




“At Your Eminence’s wedding,” came the prompt reply.




{Told of others.}
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AESCHYLUS (525–456 BC), Greek poet. Some of his tragedies are the earliest complete plays surviving from ancient Greece. From an output of about ninety

plays, seven are extant.




1    Aeschylus died and was buried at Gela in Sicily. Ancient biographies record the tradition that his death came about when

an eagle, which had seized a tortoise and was looking to smash the reptile’s shell, mistook the poet’s bald head for a stone

and dropped the tortoise upon him.
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AGASSIZ, Jean Louis Rodolphe (1807–73), Swiss naturalist. He made major contributions to paleontology, though his later theories on the origin of animal species conflicted

with Darwin’s. He became professor of zoology at Harvard in 1848, deeply influencing the teaching of natural history in the

United States.




1    An emissary from a learned society came to invite Agassiz to address its members. Agassiz refused on the grounds that lectures

of this sort took up too much time that should be devoted to research and writing. The man persisted, saying that they were

prepared to pay handsomely for the talk. “That’s no inducement to me,” Agassiz replied. “I can’t afford to waste my time making

money.”
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AGRIPPINA (AD 15–59), mother of Emperor Nero by her first husband. Her third marriage was to her uncle, Emperor Claudius, whom she later poisoned.




1    Agrippina was consumed by her ambition to place Nero on the imperial throne. She consulted the soothsayers, who told her,

“Nero will reign, but he will kill his mother.”




“Let him kill me, then,” said Agrippina.


2    Agrippina proved less easy to eliminate than Nero expected. According to Suetonius, he tried poison three times (she had

taken the antidote beforehand), a collapsible ceiling in her bedchamber (someone warned her), and an unseaworthy boat (she

swam to safety). Finally he sent a centurion with orders to kill her. The centurion struck her first on the head, as he had

been ordered, but she bared her breasts, crying out, “Strike rather these, which have nurtured so great a monster as Nero.”
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AIDAN, Saint (d. 651), Irish monk who became bishop of Northumbria (635) and founded the monastery at Lindisfarne, from which he carried out missionary

operations in northern England.




1    King Oswin, ruler of the former British province of Deira and a friend of Aidan’s, gave the bishop a fine horse. Soon afterward

Bishop Aidan met a beggar who asked him for alms; he at once dismounted and gave the horse, with all its costly trappings,

to the poor man. When this charitable deed came to the king’s ears, he taxed Aidan: “Why did you give away the horse that

we specially chose for your personal use when we knew that you had need of one for your journeys? We have many less valuable

horses that would have been suitable for beggars.” Replied Aidan, “Is this foal of a mare more valuable to you than a child

of God?” The king pondered, then, suddenly casting his sword aside, knelt at Aidan’s feet and begged his forgiveness. Aidan,

greatly moved, begged the king to go to his dinner and be merry.




As Aidan watched the king go, he became very melancholy. When the bishop’s chaplain asked why, Aidan replied, “I know that

the king will not live long, for I have never seen a king so humble as he is. He will be taken from us as the country is not

worthy to have such a king.”




This foreboding was proved correct: King Oswin was treacherously killed by his northern neighbor, King Oswy.
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ALBEMARLE, William Anne Keppel, 2d Earl of (1702–54), British soldier and ambassador.




1    Sent as plenipotentiary to Paris in 1748, Albemarle took with him his mistress Lolotte Gaucher, an actress described by contemporaries

as cunning and rapacious. One evening, seeing her gazing pensively at a star, the earl remarked, “It’s no good, my dear, I

can’t buy it for you.”
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ALBERT, Prince (1819–61), prince consort of Great Britain; husband of Queen Victoria. The son of the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, Albert married his cousin

in 1840. She came to rely greatly upon his discreet advice and guidance. He did much to foster the arts and sciences and his

patronage of industry culminated in the Great Exhibition of 1851. His early death was caused by typhoid.




1    Prince Albert had a chronic inability to stay awake late at night. At a concert given at Buckingham Palace and attended by

various distinguished guests, Queen Victoria noticed that her husband was asleep. Half-smiling, half-vexed, she prodded him

with her elbow. He woke up, nodded approval of the piece being performed, and fell asleep again, still nodding. The queen

had to wake him up all over again. A guest at the concert reported, “The queen was charmed, and cousin Albert looked beautiful,

and slept quietly as usual.”




2    Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, visiting the British Museum, paused to admire the fossil of an ichthyosaurus. The head

of the department, a Mr. König, was presented to the royal couple. Catching the German name, Prince Albert recognized a fellow

countryman and asked, “From what part?”




“From the blue lias [limestone rock] at Lyme Regis in Dorsetshire, Your Royal Highness,” said the fossil-keeper.


3    A picture at Balmoral portrayed all the royal children and various birds and animals. Someone asked which was Princess Helena.

“There, with the kingfisher,” said Albert, adding, “a very proper bird for a princess.”
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ALBERT, Eugène d’ (1864–1932), German pianist and composer, born in Britain. He was noted as an interpreter of Beethoven.




1    D’Albert was married six times. At an evening reception which he attended with his fifth wife shortly after their wedding,

he presented the lady to a friend who said politely, “Congratulations, Herr d’Albert; you have rarely introduced me to so

charming a wife.”
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ALCIBIADES (c. 450–404 BC), Greek general and politician who played a prominent role in Athenian affairs, including the disastrous expedition against

Syracuse (415). While in exile in Phrygia, he was assassinated by order of the Persian king.




1    Alcibiades was telling Pericles, forty years his senior, how best to govern Athens. This did not amuse Pericles. “Alcibiades,”

he said, “when I was your age, I talked just as you do now.”




“How I should like to have known you, Pericles,” replied Alcibiades, “when you were at your best.”
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ALCOTT, Amos Bronson (1799–1888), US educator and writer. His staunch adherence to his educational theories brought him and his family much disappointment and

hardship, as he failed to establish a successful school. In later life he achieved some recognition and financial comfort,

largely through the success of the writings of his daughter, Louisa May Alcott.




1    The Alcott family finances were very low, but they placed great hopes on Bronson Alcott’s latest lecture tour. When he arrived

home one night in February, the family gathered around to welcome him, offer him food and drink, and rejoice in his homecoming.

Then a little silence fell, and it was daughter May who asked the question in all their minds: “Did they pay you?” Slowly

Bronson Alcott drew out his pocketbook and displayed its contents — a single dollar. “Another year I shall do better,” he said.

There was a stunned hush in the group around him. Then Mrs. Alcott flung her arms around his neck and said stoutly, “I call

that doing very well.”
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ALCOTT, Louisa May (1832–88), US novelist, author of Little Women (1869). She first turned to writing to support her family impoverished by the unworldliness of her father, Bronson Alcott.




1    When Miss Alcott became a celebrity, she often found her fame tiresome. A supporter of the fight for women’s suffrage, she

attended the Women’s Congress in Syracuse, where she was accosted by an effusive admirer. “If you ever come to Oshkosh,” said

the lady, “your feet will not be allowed to touch the ground: you will be borne in the arms of the people. Will you come?”




“Never,” replied Miss Alcott.
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Jono Abel was the son of the well-known US actor Walter Abel. At age seven he had never seen a play, although he had watched

his father in films. The first time his mother, Marietta, took him to the theater to see his father he cried out in astonishment,

“Look, Mom! Round actors!”




 —  Clifton Fadiman





ALEMBERT, Jean le Rond d’ (1717–83), French mathematician. He collaborated with Diderot on the Encyclopédie and made important contributions to gravitational theory.


1    The illegitimate son of an aristocrat, d’Alembert was abandoned by his mother soon after his birth and was brought up by

a glazier named Rousseau and his wife. When d’Alembert’s extraordinary talents became known, his mother attempted to claim

him. D’Alembert rejected her, saying, “My mother is the wife of the glazier.”
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ALENCON, Sophie-Charlotte, Duchesse d’ (died 1897), Bavarian-born duchess, who married the Duc d’ Alenon in 1868.


1    On May 4, 1897, the duchess was presiding over a charity bazaar in Paris when the hall accidentally caught fire. Flames spread

to the paper decorations and flimsy walls of the booths and in seconds the place was an inferno. In the hideous panic that

followed many women and children were trampled as they rushed for the exits, while workmen from a nearby site performed incredible

acts of heroism, rushing into the blaze to carry out the trapped women. Some rescuers reached the duchess, who had remained

calmly seated behind her booth. “Because of my title, I was the first to enter here. I shall be the last to go out,” she said,

rejecting their offer of help. She stayed and was burned to death, along with more than 120 others, mainly women and children.
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ALEXANDER I (1777–1825), czar of Russia (1801–25). In 1807 Alexander was forced by Napoleon to accede to the humiliating Treaty of Tilsit. Napoleon’s abortive

invasion of Russia five years later, however, enabled Russia to join in the overthrow of French imperialism. Alexander played

an active role in the diplomatic settlement of Europe after Waterloo.


1    The way for Alexander’s accession to the throne was cleared through the murder of his savage, megalomaniac father, Czar Paul

I, by a group of aristocratic conspirators. Thus in two generations history repeated itself, for Alexander’s grandmother,

Catherine the Great, had connived at the murder of her husband, Peter III, in order to seize power herself less than forty

years before. The youthful archduke had had prior warning of the plot against Czar Paul, but had preferred to think that the

conspirators’ intention was merely to depose and imprison his father. When news of the murder was brought to him, he almost

collapsed with horror. This incident haunted him for the remainder of his life, but the strongest proof of his complicity

was in his treatment of the conspirators; they all continued in his favor and some became his closest counselors. A French

spy, the Countess de Bonneuil, reported to her master Fouché on the situation in St. Petersburg: “The young emperor goes about

preceded by the murderers of his grandfather, followed by the murderers of his father, quite surrounded by his friends.”






{A similar remark, though without the telling ambiguity, is attributed to Talleyrand.}





2    When Alexander was in Paris following the defeat of Napoleon, he attended anniversary celebrations at one of the hospitals.

The ladies who had organized the affair passed plates around for contributions. An extremely pretty girl was delegated to

take a plate to the czar. Alexander dropped in a handful of gold and whispered, “That’s for your beautiful bright eyes.” The

young lady curtsied and immediately presented the plate again. “What? More?” said the czar. “Yes, sire,” she replied, “now

I want something for the poor.”
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ALEXANDER III [Alexander the Great] (356–323 BC), king of Macedon (336–323).


Having secured the borders of Macedon and its position at the head of the Greek states, Alexander embarked (334) on the invasion

of Asia originally projected by his father, Philip. He crushed the Persians at the battle of Issus (333), conquered Syria

and Egypt (332–331), finally defeated the Persians at Gaugamela (331), and in the following years made himself master of all

the former Persian lands. Between 327 and 325 he campaigned successfully in India, but his weary soldiers eventually insisted

on turning homeward. Alexander died at Babylon from a fever while drawing up further plans for consolidating his empire.


1    Gossip surrounded the birth of Alexander. Doubt as to whether Philip was really his father later allowed Alexander to declare

that he was a god and the son of Jupiter. Alexander’s mother, Olympias, preferred to leave the matter obscure. When news was

brought to her of Alexander’s claim to divine paternity, she said, “Please  — 1 don’t want to get into any trouble with Juno.”




2    A Thessalian brought an exceptionally beautiful horse, named Bucephalus, to the Macedonian court, offering to sell it to

King Philip. However, when the royal grooms tried to test its paces it proved wild and unmanageable. The young Alexander asked

his father for permission to try his skill. Philip reluctantly agreed, saying that if the prince failed to ride Bucephalus

he was to pay his father a forfeit equal to its price. Alexander walked quickly to the horse’s head and turned it to face

into the sun, for he had noticed that the horse’s own shadow was upsetting it. He calmed it, then mounted it, and Bucephalus

obediently showed off his paces.




The court, which had feared for the prince’s safety, broke into loud applause. Philip was overjoyed. He kissed his son, saying,

“Seek another kingdom that may be worthy of your abilities, for Macedonia is too small for you.”




3    Alexander, setting out on his conquest of Asia, inquired into the finances of his followers. To ensure that they should not

be troubled over the welfare of their dependents during their absence, he distributed crown estates and revenues among them.

When he had thus disposed of nearly all the royal resources, his friend General Perdiccas asked Alexander what he had reserved

for himself. “Hope,” answered the king. “In that case,” said Perdiccas, “we who share in your labors will also take part in

your hopes.” Thereupon he refused the estate allocated to him, and several other of the king’s friends did the same.




4    At Gordium in Phrygia (Asia Minor) a chariot was fastened with cords made from the bark of a cornel tree. The knot was so

cunningly tied that no ends were visible, and the tradition was that the empire of the world should fall to the man who could

untie it. When Alexander conquered Gordium, he confronted the famous puzzle. Unable to untie the knot, he drew his sword and

with one slash severed it.






{Hence the phrase “cut the Gordian knot” for finding a quick and drastic solution to an intricate problem.}





5    On his march through Asia Minor, Alexander fell dangerously ill. His physicians were afraid to treat him because if they

did not succeed, the Macedonian army would suspect them of malpractice. Only one, Philip the Acarnanian, was willing to take

the risk, as he had confidence in both the king’s friendship and his own drugs.




While the medicine was being prepared, Alexander received a letter from an enemy of Philip’s that accused the physician of

having been bribed by the Persian king to poison his master. Alexander read the letter and slipped it under his pillow without

showing it to anyone. When Philip entered the tent with the medicine, Alexander took the cup from him, at the same time handing

Philip the letter. While the physician was reading it, Alexander calmly drank the contents of the cup. Horrified and indignant

at the calumny, Philip threw himself down at the king’s bedside, but Alexander assured him that he had complete confidence

in his honor. After three days the king was well enough to appear again before his army.




6    After Alexander had conquered Egypt, the Persian king, Darius, sent a letter offering generous terms for peace and future

friendship with the Macedonian king: 10,000 talents to be paid in ransom for Persian prisoners, all the countries west of

the Euphrates to be ceded to Alexander, and Darius’s daughter to be given to him in marriage. Alexander consulted his friends

about how he should respond. His general Parmenion said, “If I were Alexander, I would accept these offers.”




“So would I,” retorted Alexander, “if I were Parmenion.”




{A similar retort is ascribed to others.}





7    The captured Indian king Porus was brought before Alexander, who asked how he wished to be treated. “Like a king,” was the

reply. Alexander asked if he had anything else to request. “Nothing,” said Porus, “for everything is comprehended in the word

‘king.’” Alexander restored Porus’s lands to him.




8    Alexander’s final command before a certain battle was that the beards of his soldiers should be shaved off. “There is nothing

like a beard to get hold of in a fight,” he explained.




9    Alexander the Great was marching across the desert with a thirsty army. A soldier came up to him, knelt down, and offered

him a hel met full of water. “Is there enough for ten thousand men?” asked Alexander. When the soldier shook his head, Alexander

poured the water out on the ground.




See also CONFUCIUS 2; SIR PHILIP SIDNEY 1.
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ALEXANDER VI (c. 1431–1503), pope (1492–1503). Born Rodrigo Borgia, Alexander obtained the papacy as the summit of a career notable for its immorality

and extravagance. He used his office to advance the prospects of his illegitimate children, especially his son Cesare Borgia.




1    Alexander VI’s illegitimate daughter Lucrezia was married in 1502 to her third husband, Alfonso d’Este, son and heir of the

Duke of Ferrara. Not long after the marriage the Ferrarese envoy to the papal court reassured Pope Alexander that all was

well with the newlyweds; Alfonso, he reported, made love to Lucrezia nightly. Alfonso, the envoy added, also made love with

equal regularity to other women during the day, but that was unimportant. “Well, he is young,” said the pope, “and that is

how it should be.”
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ALEXANDER, Sir George (1858–1919), British actor, and manager of the St. James’s Theatre from 1891 until his death. He was noted for his encouragement of English

playwrights.




1    “On the first night of that unfortunate play [Henry James’s] Guy Domville, produced by George Alexander, it was soon evident from the attitude of the gallery that the play was not going to be a success,

but the seal of failure was set on it when Sir George uttered the line, ‘I am the last of the Domvilles.’ Scarcely were the

words out of his mouth than a voice came from the gallery, ‘Well, at any rate, that’s a comfort to know.’”
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ALEXANDER, Grover Cleveland (1887–1950), US baseball pitcher, prominent in the major leagues (1911–30).




1    Although he became an alcoholic during his twenty-year career, Alexander remained one of the best pitchers until the end.

At thirty-five he pitched superbly in the World Series of 1926 between his St. Louis Cardinals and the New York Yankees. After

winning the full sixth game of the best-of-seven set and tying the series at three games each, Alexander spent that night

celebrating. Since pitchers usually rested three days between starts, he went out to the bullpen next day, with the relief

pitchers, and snoozed away the final game until he was, surprisingly, summoned to pitch the seventh of the nine innings. There

were three men on base, one out needed to end the inning, and a one-run lead. Alexander faced the feared Tony Lazzeri and

struck him out, ending the inning to the cheers of the crowd. He then stopped the Yankees in their last two innings to win

the game and give his team the title.




Afterward Alexander was asked how he felt. “I feel fine,” he said. “It’s Lazzeri you should ask how he feels,” and added,

“I owe it all to clean living.” And he went out and got drunk.
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ALEXANDER, Harold, 1st Earl [Alexander of Tunis] (1891–1969), British field marshal. In command of the evacuation of Dunkirk during World War II, he was Allied supreme commander in the

Mediterranean at the end of the war. Later he was governor general of Canada (1946–52) and Conservative minister of defense

(1952–54).




1    Alexander’s assistant once commented on his habit of tipping into his Out tray any letters remaining in his In tray at the

end of the working day. “Excuse me, sir,” he asked. “Why do you do that?”




[image: art]


“It saves time,” explained Alexander. “You’d be surprised how little of it comes back.”
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ALEXANDER, Samuel (1859–1938), Australian-born philosopher of Jewish parentage, who lived most of his life in England. He was primarily a metaphysician,

and his most important work, Space, Time, and Deity (1920), traces the evolution of the universe from space-time toward (as yet unrealized) deity. He was professor of philosophy

at Manchester for thirty-one years (1893–1924).




1    The professor of philosophy on his beloved bicycle was a familiar sight around Manchester. On one occasion he rode over to

Liverpool to dine and spend the night at the house of a wealthy shipowner. The host’s valet noticed that the professor had

arrived without luggage and reported the fact to his employer, who courteously said that he would not dress for dinner that

evening. He also instructed the valet to put out a spare pair of pajamas in the professor’s room. A short time later, however,

the valet rushed into his master’s dressing room with the message: “I have just seen Professor Alexander going downstairs

and he’s wearing a dinner jacket.” The host made a rapid change.




The following morning the valet returned the spare pajamas, unused, to his master, remarking: “The professor had his own,

after all.” Curiosity finally overcame the shipowner. As he was seeing his guest off on his bicycle, he asked, “Do you not

have any luggage?”




“I’m wearing it,” replied the professor.
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ALEXANDRA (1844–1925), Danish princess, who in 1863 married the Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII of Great Britain.)


1    On May 10, 1910, King Edward VII died. At first, as he lay on his deathbed, his longsuffering queen, who had turned a blind

eye to his infidelities and his pursuit of his pleasures in every fashionable resort on the Continent, was stricken with grief.

But it was not long before her sense of humor reasserted itself. She remarked to Lord Esher, “Now at least I know where he

is.”
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ALFONSO X (c. 1221–84), King of Castile and León (1252–84), known as Alfonso the Wise. He is particularly famous for his patronage of the arts and

sciences, his revision of the Castilian legal code, and his encouragement of translations of Arabic works.




1    The most celebrated of the works undertaken under Alfonso’s sponsorship was the compilation of the “Alfonsine Tables,” which

were published on the day of his accession to the throne and remained the most authoritative planetary tables in existence

for the following three centuries. The preparation of the tables was very laborious and was based, of course, upon the Ptolemaic

scheme of the universe. Alfonso remarked that if God had consulted him during the six days of creation, he would have recommended

a less complicated design.
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ALFONSO XIII (1886–1941), king of Spain (1886–1931). Having survived many assassination attempts, he was outlawed by the Republicans and forced to flee

the country.




1    One would-be assassin leaped suddenly in front of the king’s horse as he was riding back from a parade and pointed a revolver

at him from barely a yard away. “Polo comes in very handy on these occasions,” said Alfonso afterward. “I set my horse’s head

straight at him and rode into him as he fired.”




[image: art]


ALFRED [Alfred the Great] (849–899), king of Wessex. During his reign (871–899) Alfred defeated the Danes who were threatening to overrun England and established

his kingdom of Wessex in the south of the country as a bastion of Anglo-Saxon civilization.




1    At one time during his wars with the Danes, Alfred was forced to seek refuge incognito in a hut belonging to a poor Anglo-Saxon

family. The woman of the house, who had to leave for a short time, asked the fugitive to keep an eye on some cakes she was

baking. Alfred, deep in thought, did not notice that the cakes were burning. When his hostess returned, she gave the unrecognized

king a hearty scolding for being an idle good-for-nothing.




2    As a young boy Alfred received little formal schooling. He did possess a highly retentive memory and particularly enjoyed

listening to the court bards reciting poetry. One day his mother, holding a fine manuscript book in her hand, said to Alfred

and his elder brothers, “I will give this book to whichever one of you can learn it most quickly.” Although he could not read,

Alfred was greatly attracted to the book and was determined to own it. Forestalling his brothers, he took it to someone who

read it through to him. Then he went back to his mother and repeated the whole thing to her. This talent was the foundation

of Alfred’s later reputation as scholar, translator, and patron of learning.
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ALI, Muhammad (1942– ), US boxer; world heavyweight champion (1964–71, 1974–78, 1978–80). As Cassius Clay, he was a gold medalist in the 1960 Olympic

Games before turning professional. He changed his name on becoming a Black Muslim and for three years was deprived of his

heavyweight title for refusing to serve in the US Army. He is renowned for his clowning and joking both in and out of the

ring.




1    In the fight film Rocky II, a character apparently based on Muhammad Ali taunts the hero with the words “I’ll destroy you. I am the master of disaster.”

After seeing a private screening of the film, Ali wistfully remarked, “‘Master of disaster’: I wish I’d thought of that!”




2    Just before takeoff on an airplane flight, the stewardess reminded Ali to fasten his seat belt. “Superman don’t need no seat

belt,” replied Ali. “Superman don’t need no airplane, either,” retorted the stewardess. Ali fastened his belt.




3    Irritated by Ali’s perpetual boasts of “I am the greatest,” a colleague asked the boxer what he was like at golf. “I’m the

best,” replied Ali. “I just haven’t played yet.”




4    At a New York party, violinist Isaac Stern was introduced to Ali. “You might say we’re in the same business,” remarked Stern.

“We both earn a living with our hands.”




“You must be pretty good,” said Ali. “There isn’t a mark on you.”


5    (Al Silverman, Chief Executive Officer of the Book-of-the-Month Club, recalls a brief conversation with Ali.)




“This happened years ago when Muhammad Ali was still Cassius Clay, pink-cheeked (well, not exactly) and sassy.




“I was doing a magazine piece on sex before the big athletic event — is it good or bad for the athlete? I surveyed a lot of

athletes, and I don’t, of course, remember anything anyone told me — except this philosophical triplet from Clay.




“I caught him fairly early one morning at his New York hotel, and it sounded as if the phone had awakened him. After brief

feints and ripostes, I asked him the fateful question — ‘What do you think about a fighter having sex the night before a big

fight?’




“Pause. Then in his then kind of squeaky, Gospel boy voice, he said, ‘Man, are you crazy?


Only the nose knows


Where the nose goes


When the door close.’


“And he hung up on me.”
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ALLAIS, Alphonse (1854–1905), French humorist, writer, and dramatist.




1    In Alphonse Allais’s library was a volume of Voltaire in which he had inscribed: “To Alphonse Allais, with regrets for not

having known him. Voltaire.”




2    Asked to deliver a lecture on the subject of the theater, Allais began: “I have been asked to talk to you on the subject

of the theater, but I fear that it will make you melancholy. Shakespeare is dead, Molière is dead, Racine is dead, Marivaux

is dead — and I am not feeling too well myself.”






“MARRIED: Moses Alexander, aged 93, to Mrs. Frances Tompkins, aged 105, in Bata, N.Y., on June 11, 1831.


“They were both taken out of bed dead the following morning.”


 — John Train,


True Remarkable Occurrences,


from Kentucky Marriages, 1797–1865
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ALLEN, Ethan (1738–89), US patriot, leader of the “Green Mountain Boys” during the Revolutionary War.




1    Ethan Allen with a group of associates attended a Sunday service led by a stern Calvinist preacher. He took as his text

“Many shall strive to enter in, but shall not be able.” God’s grace was sufficient, observed the preacher, to include one

person in ten, but not one in twenty would endeavor to avail himself of the offered salvation. Furthermore, not one man in

fifty was really the object of God’s solicitude, and not one in eighty — here Allen seized his hat and left the pew, saying,

“I’m off, boys. Any one of you can take my chance.”




2    In the early morning of May 10, 1775, Ethan Allen led a small force in a surprise at tack on the British garrison at Ticonderoga.

Having overpowered the sentries, Allen demanded to be taken to the commanding officer’s quarters. He shouted at him to come

out immediately or he would kill the entire garrison. The commander appeared, his breeches still in his hand. Allen ordered

the instant surrender of the fortress. “By what authority?” asked the British officer. “In the name of the great Jehovah,

and the Continental Congress,” said Ethan Allen. The garrison surrendered.






{This account of the surrender demand is uncorroborated.}





3    When Allen’s first wife, notorious for her sourness and bad temper, died, a local man offered to help transport the coffin

to the church. “You could call on any of the neighbors,” he said to the widower. “There’s not a man in town wouldn’t be glad

to help out.”




4    Allen lay ill. The doctor examined him and said, “General, I fear the angels are waiting for you.”




“Waiting, are they?” said the bluff frontiersman. “Waiting, are they? Well — let ’em wait.”
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ALLEN, Fred (1894–1956), US comedian and radio star. He had a long-running mock feud with Jack Benny.




1    “If somebody caught him in an act of kindness, he ducked behind a screen of cynicism. A friend was walking with him when

a truck bore down on a newsboy in front of them. Allen dashed out and snatched the boy to safety, then snarled at him, ‘What’s

the matter, kid? Don’t you want to grow up and have troubles?’”




2    Spying a haggard, long-haired cellist in the orchestra pit of a vaudeville house in Toledo, Ohio, Allen called out to him,

“How much would you charge to haunt a house?”




3    The radio and TV comic Jack Parr, of Tonight Show fame, idolized Allen. On their first meeting he stammered, “You are my God!” Allen replied: “There are five thousand churches

in New York and you have to be an atheist.”




4    The script for one of Allen’s radio shows was returned to him with extensive alterations scrawled across the pages in blue

pencil. Allen flipped through it impatiently. “Where were you fellows when the paper was blank?” he asked.
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ALMA-TADEMA, Sir Lawrence (1836–1912), Dutch painter who adopted British nationality in 1873. He favored subjects from Greek and Roman antiquity, using the mythological

content for some startlingly erotic paintings. His later work was influenced by the Pre-Raphaelites.




1    A friend of Alma-Tadema had just become the proud father of twins. The painter made his congratulatory visit immediately

after concluding a rather excessive drinking bout. Though still a bit muzzy, he was prudent enough to exclaim, “What an enchanting

baby!”
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ALTENBERG, Peter (?1862–1919), Austrian poet.




1    Though in fact he maintained a very solid bank balance, Altenberg had a mania for begging. The poet and critic Karl Kraus

tells how Altenberg besought him again and again to give him a hundred kronen, and on every occasion Kraus refused him. Finally,

his patience at an end, Kraus burst out, “Look, Peter, I’d gladly give it to you, but I really, really, don’t have the money.”




“Very well, I’ll lend it to you,” said Altenberg.
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ALVANLEY, William Arden, 2d Baron (1789–1849), British aristocrat and society leader.




1    After emerging unscathed from a duel fought in a discreetly secluded corner of London, Lord Alvanley handed a guinea to

the hackney coachman who had conveyed him to the spot and home again. Surprised at the size of the largesse, the man protested,

“But, my lord, I only took you a mile.” Alvanley waved aside the objection: “The guinea’s not for taking me, my man, it’s

for bringing me back.”




2    Owing to the careless driving of their coachmen, Lord Alvanley and another noble man were involved in a collision. The other

peer jumped out of his coach, rolling up his sleeves and making ready to thrash his negligent servant, but on seeing that

he was elderly and abjectly apologetic, contented himself with saying significantly, “Your age protects you.” Alvanley likewise

hopped out of his coach, ready to thrash his postilion, but, finding himself confronting a very large, tough- looking lad,

he thought better of it. “Your youth protects you,” he said, and climbed back into his coach.
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AMBROSE, Saint (?340–397), Italian cleric, born at Trier (Trèves) in Germany. An ardent champion of the church against the power of the state, he even

compelled the great Theodosius I to do public penance for his massacre at Thessalonika in 390.




1    The emperor appointed Ambrose provincial governor of northern Italy, residing at Milan. In this capacity he was called out

in 374 to the cathedral, where a riot was threatening between two rival factions of Christians, each intent on winning its

own candidate’s nomination to the bishopric. Ambrose quelled the riot but was unable to persuade the warring parties to agree

on a bishop. Finally someone suggested Ambrose himself, and the nomination was enthusiastically greeted on all sides. In vain

Ambrose protested that he was not even christened. He was hurriedly baptized, then ordained, and finally consecrated bishop — all

within the space of a single week.
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ANAXAGORAS (500–428 BC), Greek philosopher. He spent most of his life in Athens, where he was the friend and teacher of Pericles. In 450 he was accused

of impiety and banished, despite Pericles’ efforts to protect him.




1    Anaxagoras took refuge at Lampsacus on the Hellespont, and the Athenians condemned him to death in absentia. When he heard

the news of the sentence he observed, “Nature has long since condemned both them and me.”
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ANAXIMENES (4th century BC), Greek philosopher, born at Lampsacus in Asia Minor.




1    Anaximenes accompanied Alexander the Great on his expedition against the Persians, in the course of which the Macedonian

forces captured Lampsacus. Anxious to save his native city from destruction, Anaximenes sought an audience with the king.

Alexander anticipated his plea: “I swear by the Styx I will not grant your request,” he said. “My lord, “calmly replied Anaximenes,

”I merely wanted to ask you to destroy Lampsacus.” And so he saved his native city.
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ANDERS, William A[lison] (1933– ), US astronaut. A member of the crew of Apollo 8, he circumnavigated the moon in December 1968.




1    Anders received his fair share of publicity after the Apollo 8 moon trip. Tired of being accosted by pressmen, photographers,

and the admiring public, he “escaped” with his wife for a brief vacation in Acapulco. A few days after their arrival, however,

as they relaxed on the patio of their holiday villa, a young man called and asked if he could take some photographs. Groaning,

Anders replied, “Okay, come on in.”




“Thanks,” said the young man enthusiastically as he marched across the patio. “You’ve got the best view of the bay in the

whole place.”
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ANDERSEN, Hans Christian (1805–75), Danish writer. The son of a shoemaker, Andersen failed as a singer and actor before a benefactor helped him gain the education

he had missed as a child. He traveled widely in Europe and produced plays and novels. His reputation rests, however, upon

his fairy tales, written over a long period (1835–72) and translated into scores of languages.




1    As a young man Hans Christian Andersen read one of his plays to the wife of another Danish writer. She soon stopped him:

“But you have copied whole paragraphs word for word from Oehlenschläger and Ingemann!” Andersen was unabashed: “Yes, I know,

but aren’t they splendid!”




2    Visiting with Charles Dickens’s family in England, Andersen rather overstayed his welcome. One of Dickens’s daughters summed

up the guest as “a bony bore, and [he] stayed on and on.” Dickens himself wrote on a card that he stuck up over the mirror

in the guest room: “Hans Andersen slept in this room for five weeks — which seemed to the family AGES.”




3    Hans Christian Andersen was discussing the march for his funeral with the musician who was to compose it: “Most of the people

who will walk after me will be children, so make the beat keep time with little steps.”
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ANDERSON, Sherwood (1876–1941), US author. He abandoned his job and family to become a writer (1906) and eventually settled as a newspaper proprietor in Virginia,

where Faulkner and Hemingway were among his protégés. Winesburg, Ohio (1919), his best-known book, is a chronicle of the lives of small-town Americans. He also wrote Poor White (1920) and Dark Laughter (1925).




1    (Anderson describes a chance meeting in New Orleans with Horace Liveright, the publisher, who was a well-known womanizer.)




“He was with a beautiful woman and I had seen him with many beautiful women. ‘Meet my wife,’ he said and ‘Oh yeah?’ I answered.

There was an uncomfortable moment. It was Mrs. Liveright. I was sunk and so was Horace.”




2    Anderson’s first publishers, recognizing his potential, arranged to send him a weekly check in the hope that, relieved of

financial pressure, he would write more freely. After a few weeks, however, Anderson took his latest check back to the office.

“It’s no use,” he explained. “I find it impossible to work with security staring me in the face.”
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ANDREW, Father Agnellus (1908– ), British Franciscan.




1    Father Andrew was the BBC’s adviser on Roman Catholic affairs. A producer who was planning programs on the subject wrote

him asking how he could ascertain the official Roman Catholic view of heaven and hell. The answering memorandum contained

just one word: “Die.”




[image: art]


ANGOULÊME, Marie Thérèse Charlotte, Duchesse d’ (1778–1851), daughter of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette and wife of the last dauphin of France. Imprisoned as a child with her parents,

she was finally released in 1795, two years after their execution.




1    Playing with a maid one day, the young Marie Thérèse took one of her hands and counted the fingers. “What?” she exclaimed.

“You have five fingers, too, just like me?”
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ANNE, Princess (1950– ), daughter of Queen Elizabeth II of the United Kingdom. She shares her love of equestrian sports with her husband, Captain Mark

Phillips.




1    Watching the annual show-jumping event at Hickstead in Sussex one afternoon, Princess Anne was accosted by a fellow spectator.

“Has anyone ever told you that you look like Princess Anne?” he inquired. Anne replied: “I think I’m a bit better-looking

than she is.”
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ANTHEIL, George (1900–59), US composer. After living in Paris for eleven years, he returned to the United States in 1933. In 1936 he moved to Hollywood

where he made a name as a writer of film music.




1    Among Antheil’s early avant-garde pieces, none caused a greater sensation than his Ballet mécanique, scored for automobile horns, airplane propeller, fire siren, ten grand pianos, and other instruments. When it was performed

at Carnegie Hall in 1924, a concertgoer near the orchestra could stand no more than a few minutes of the racket. Tying his

handkerchief to his cane, he raised the white flag.
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ANTHONY, Susan B. (1820–1906), US reformer. For more than fifty-seven years she lectured and campaigned for women’s suffrage and temperance.




1    “You are not married,” the well-known abolitionist Samuel May once said to Susan Anthony. “You have no business to be discussing

marriage.”




“You, Mr. May, are not a slave,” she retorted. “Suppose you quit lecturing on slavery.”
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ANTISTHENES (c. 440–c. 360 BC), Greek philosopher. He founded the Cynic school of philosophers at Athens, advocating a simple and austere life.




1    Antisthenes dressed with ostentatious poverty. Socrates once mocked him, saying, “I can see your vanity, Antisthenes, through

the holes in your cloak.”




2    Overcome by a distaste for life, Antisthenes was offered a dagger by Diogenes with the words: “Perhaps you have need of this

friend?” Antisthenes replied, “I thank you, but unfortunately the will to live is also part of the world’s evil, as it is

part of our nature.”
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APELLES (4th century BC), Greek painter.




1    While Apelles was being acclaimed at the court of Alexander the Great, Protogenes, the only man worthy to be considered his

rival, was living poor and obscure on Rhodes. Apelles went to visit him, but when he arrived Protogenes was away from home.

The old woman servant asked Apelles who she should tell her master had called on him in his absence. In reply Apelles took

a brush and traced upon a panel, with a single continuous line, a shape of extreme delicacy. When Protogenes returned and

saw the panel he remarked, “Only Apelles could have drawn that line.” He then drew an even finer line inside that of Apelles,

telling the old woman to show it to his visitor if he returned. In due course Apelles came back and added a third line of

even greater fineness between the first two. When Protogenes saw it, he admitted that Apelles was his master and he hurried

out to find him so that they could celebrate together.






{It is said that Apelles helped Protogenes by offering him such generous sums for his paintings that the Rhodians at last

realized what a genius was living in their midst. The panel with the triple outline was preserved as a masterpiece until it

was brought to Rome, where it was destroyed by fire.}







2    A certain cobbler had found fault with the shoes of a figure in one of Apelles’ paintings. Not wishing to disregard the advice

of an expert, Apelles corrected the mistake. The cobbler, flattered, went on to criticize the shape of the figure’s legs.

This was too much for Apelles. “Cobbler, stick to your last!” he cried, dismissing the would-be critic from his workshop and

contributing a phrase that has endured for more than two millennia.
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AQUINAS, Saint Thomas (c. 1225–74), Italian Dominican theologian and scholastic philosopher. He wrote voluminously, his best-known works being the Summa contra gentiles (1259–64) and the Summa theologiae (1265–73). He aimed to reconcile human reason and Christian faith, and his arguments for the existence of God have exercised

theologians and philosophers for many centuries. As a Doctor of the Church, he was given the sobriquet “the Angelic Doctor” (Doctor Angelicus), and was canonized in 1323.




1    As the pupil of the scholastic teacher Albertus Magnus in Paris, Aquinas made a poor impression on his fellow students, who

nicknamed him “the dumb ox.” Albertus summoned him to a private interview at which they discussed all the subjects in the

university curriculum. At the next lecture the master announced, “You call your brother Thomas a dumb ox; let me tell you

that one day the whole world will listen to his bellowings.”
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ARCHELAUS (5th century BC), king of Mace-don (413–399 BC).




1    A barber, talkative like the rest of his profession, asked King Archelaus how he would like his hair cut. “In silence,” replied

the king.






{Possibly the earliest record of this well-known joke.}
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ARCHER, William (1856–1924), British drama critic and playwright, best known for his translations of Ibsen’s plays. His own works include the melodrama The Green Goddess (1923).




1    (Max Beerbohm relates an anecdote about Archer to his biographer, S. N. Behrman.)




“ ‘Did you know that Archer, who always wished to demonstrate that, though a drama critic, he could write a play, had one

night of triumph when he felt that he had achieved a beautiful play? He told me this himself. One night, between sleeping

and waking, it seemed to him that he had evolved a perfect plot, saw the whole thing from beginning to end. He saw that it

only remained to write it — like that!’ Max snapped his fingers. ‘Then he fell into a blissful sleep. When he wakened he went

over the whole plot again in his mind. He had a disillusioning, a frightful revelation. What he had dreamt was Hedda Gabler.’”




[image: art]


ARCHIMEDES (287–212 BC), Greek mathematician and scientist, who worked in Sicily under the patronage of the tyrant Hiero of Syracuse. He made numerous

inventions and discoveries, including the form of water-pump known as an Archimedes screw, still in use in some third-world

countries.




1    Hiero believed that an artisan to whom he had given a quantity of gold to shape into a crown had adulterated the metal with

silver. He asked Archimedes if there was any way that his suspicions could be proved or disproved. According to the traditional

story, the answer occurred to Archimedes while he was taking a bath. He noticed that the deeper he went into the water, the

more water overflowed, and that his body seemed to weigh less the more it was submerged. Leaping from the bath, he is said

to have run naked through the streets of Syracuse crying, “Eureka!” (I have found it!) The concept he had grasped, now known as Archimedes’ Principle, is that the apparent loss of weight of

a floating body is equal to the weight of water it displaces, and that the weight per volume (density) of a body determines

the displacement. Archimedes realized that by immersing first the crown, then the same weights of silver (less dense) and

gold (more dense), different volumes would be displaced, and so he was able to demonstrate that the crown was indeed adulterated.




2    His vision of the possibilities opened up by his inventions of the lever and the pulley led Archimedes to make his famous

utterance: “Give me a place on which to stand, and I will move the earth.” Hiero challenged him to put his words into action

and help the sailors to beach a large ship in the Syracusan fleet. Archimedes arranged a series of pulleys and cogs to such

effect that by his own unaided strength he was able to pull the great vessel out of the water and onto the beach.




3    The lack of a suitable surface could not deter Archimedes from drawing mathematical diagrams. After leaving his bath he would

anoint himself thoroughly with olive oil, as was the custom at the time, and then trace his calculations with a fingernail

on his own oily skin.




4    When the Roman general Marcellus eventually captured Syracuse, he gave special orders that the life of Archimedes should

be protected. A Roman soldier, sent to fetch the scientist, found him drawing mathematical symbols in the sand. Engrossed

in his work, Archimedes gestured impatiently, indicating that the soldier must wait until he had solved his problem, and murmured,

“Don’t disturb my circles.” The soldier, enraged, drew his sword and killed him.
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ARDITI, Luigi (1822–1903), Italian composer and conductor. He conducted opera in New York, London, and Vienna. His compositions include operas, songs,

and waltzes.




1    While staying in Birmingham, England, Arditi was advised by a friend to spend a day at Stratford-on-Avon. “It would be a

pity to leave the area without visiting the birthplace of Shakespeare,” said his friend. “But who is this Shakespeare?” asked

the conductor. His friend looked at him in amazement. “Haven’t you heard of the man who wrote Othello and Romeo and Juliet and The Merry Wives of Windsor?” he asked. “Ah,” replied Arditi after a moment’s thought, “you mean ze librettist.”
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ARETINO, Pietro (1492–1556), Italian poet, playwright, and satirist. His obscene Sonnets (1523) lost him the patronage of Pope Leo X.




1    Laughing at a remark by the Duke of Urbino, Aretino suffered a stroke and collapsed. A priest administered extreme unction.

The rite completed, Aretino’s eyes flickered open for the last time. “Now I’m oiled,” he said, “keep me from the rats!” With

that he relapsed into unconsciousness.




See TITIAN 1.
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ARISTIDES (?530–?468 BC), Athenian statesman. Known as “Aristides the Just,” he was at first loved and respected by the Athenians. Then, influenced

by his rival, Themistocles, they banished him in 483 or 482 Bc. He was later recalled, led the Greek resistance to the Persians,

and commanded the Athenian forces at the battle of Plataea (479).




1    Under the Athenian system of ostracism every free adult male could specify the man he wished to see ostracized by scratching

the name on a potsherd and dropping it into an urn. An illiterate Athenian, not recognizing Aristides, asked him to write

on his potsherd on his behalf. Asked what name the man wanted written, he replied, “Aristides.” Surprised, the statesman inquired

whether Aristides had ever injured him that he should wish to see him banished. “No,” replied the man, “I don’t even know

him, but I am sick and tired of hearing him called ‘the Just.’” Aristides in silence wrote his own name on the potsherd and

handed it back to the man.
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ARISTIPPUS (?435–?356 BC), Greek philosopher. He founded the Cyrenaic school of philosophy, based on the concept of hedonism, which held that pleasure

is the chief good in life.




1    Aristippus, asked by a rich Athenian to teach his son philosophy, demanded 500 drachmas. The Athenian protested, “What! I

could buy a slave for that much.”




“Do so,” replied Aristippus. “Then you will have two slaves.”


2    During his sojourn at the court of Dionysius, tyrant of Syracuse, Aristippus requested a favor for a friend. Dionysius refused.

Aristippus pleaded with the tyrant, abasing himself at his feet, until the favor was granted. Criticized for this conduct

as being unworthy of a philosopher, Aristippus retorted, “But that is where the tyrant’s ears are.”




3    Dionysius asked Aristippus why it was that philosophers paid court to princes, but not vice versa. Aristippus answered, “It

is because philosophers know what they need, and princes do not.”
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ARLEN, Michael [Dikran Kouyoumdjian] (1895–1956), British writer born in Bulgaria of Armenian parents. He was educated in England (at Malvern College) and naturalized a British

subject in 1922. He wrote popular short stories, as well as novels, such as The Green Hat (1924) and The Flying Dutchman (1939). He also worked in Hollywood on film scripts.




1    Down on his luck, Arlen went to New York in 1944. To drown his sorrows he paid a visit to the famous restaurant “21.” In

the lobby, he ran into Sam Goldwyn, who offered the somewhat impractical advice that he should buy racehorses. At the bar

Arlen met Louis B. Mayer, an old acquaintance, who asked him what were his plans for the future. “I was just talking to Sam

Goldwyn — ” began Arlen. “How much did he offer you?” interrupted Mayer. Arlen hesitated. “Not enough,” he replied evasively.

“Would you take fifteen thousand for thirty weeks?” asked Mayer. No hesitation this time. “Yes,” said Arlen.




2    After his sudden rise to fame with The Green Hat, Arlen arrived at Chicago station, an imposing figure in a large hat and expensive astrakhan overcoat. Asked by a reporter

there to sum up his artistic achievements, he replied, “Per ardua ad astrakhan.”






{A twist on the proverbial Ad astra per ardua.}







3    Arlen had had lunch with William Saroyan, the American author of Armenian origin, and gave his wife a glowing account of

the en counter. “What are you so excited about?” she asked him. “After all, the day before you lunched with the king of Greece!”

Arlen re plied, “For an Armenian to lunch with a king — that’s natural, but for an Armenian to lunch with another Armenian — that’s

something to be proud of!”
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ARMOUR, Philip Danforth(1832–1901), US industrialist. He developed the family meatpacking business into the highly successful firm of Armour and Co. and made numerous

improvements in the preparation of canned meats.




1    Noting that the employees in a certain department of Armour and Co. had greatly increased their efficiency, Armour decided

to present each of them with a new suit of clothes. Every man was asked to order the suit of his choice and send the bill

to Armour. One particularly greedy young man decided on a suit of evening clothes costing eighty dollars. Armour agreed to

pay the bill, commenting to his clerk as he did so, “I’ve packed a great many hogs in my time, but I never dressed one before.”
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ARMSTRONG, Louis [“Satchmo”] (1900–71), US black jazz trumpeter and singer. He learned to play the cornet in a New Orleans Waifs’ Home, where he was sent at the age

of thirteen after firing a gun belonging to his mother. He subsequently performed in Chicago, New York, and London, and made

numerous recordings. He was also famous as a band leader, film star, comedian, and composer of songs.




1    (Satchmo recalls this incident from his earlier years.)




“One night this big, bad-ass hood crashes my dressing room in Chicago and instructs me that I will open in such-and-such a

club in New York the next night. I tell him I got this Chicago engagement and don’t plan no traveling. And I turn my back

on him to show I’m so cool. Then I hear this sound: SNAP! CLICK! I turn around and he has pulled this vast revolver on me

and cocked it. Jesus, it look like a cannon and sound like death! So I look down at that steel and say, ‘Weelllll, maybe I

do open in New York tomorrow.’”




2    When Armstrong’s band played a command performance for the king of England, Satchmo was not too overawed by the sense of

occasion. “This one’s for you, Rex,” he called out to George VI as the band took up their instruments.




3    Armstrong was once asked whether he objected to the impressions of him frequently given by other singers and comedians.

“Not really,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders. “A lotta cats copy the Mona Lisa, but people still line up to see the original.”
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ARMSTRONG, Neil (1930– ), US astronaut.




1    On July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong became the first human being to set foot on the moon. President Nixon authoritatively acclaimed

the event as the greatest since the Creation. Armstrong himself, as he took the last step from the ladder of his lunar module

onto the moon’s surface, said, “That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.”




2    Photographer Yousuf Karsh and his wife were having lunch with Neil Armstrong after a photographic session. Armstrong politely

questioned the couple about the many different countries they had visited. “But Mr. Arm strong,” protested Mrs. Karsh, “you’ve

walked on the moon. We want to hear about your travels.”




“But that’s the only place I’ve ever been,” replied Armstrong apologetically.
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ARNE, Thomas Augustine (1710–78), British composer of operas, masques, oratorios, and incidental music. His most famous composition is “Rule, Britannia!” from

the masque Alfred (1740).




1    Arne’s father, who was both an upholsterer and an undertaker, wanted his son to become a lawyer. Thomas Arne, therefore,

had to acquire his early musical training by stealth. His violin teacher, the eminent violinist Michael Festing, found Arne

on one occasion practicing with his music propped up on the lid of a coffin. Not a little disturbed, Festing said he himself

would be unable to play under such conditions for fear there might be a body in the coffin. “So there is,” replied Arne coolly,

raising the lid to provide proof.
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ARNIM, Harry Karl Kurt Eduard, Count von (1824–81), German diplomat. At the end of the Franco-Prussian War he was sent to arrange the peace treaty with France and was appointed

ambassador to Paris in 1872.




1    At the close of the Franco-Prussian War Bismarck had an interview with Arnim at Versailles. Lord John Russell, the British

prime minister, happened to be waiting in the anteroom. As Arnim emerged from his meeting, he said to Russell, “I don’t know

how Bismarck can stand it! He never stops smoking those strong Havanas of his. I had to request him to open the window.” When

it was Russell’s turn, he walked in to find Bismarck standing at the open window, laughing. “Russell, Arnim was just in here,

and he had so much scent on him that I simply couldn’t stand it. I had to open the window.”
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ARNO, Peter [Curtis Arnoux Peters] (1904–68), US cartoonist whose work appeared regularly in The New Yorker in the 1930s and 1940s.




1    Peter Arno imported a racing car from Europe for his own personal use. Among its unique features were fenders made of platinum.

Once the car was safely through customs at New York, Arno had the fenders taken off and replaced by ordinary steel fenders.

He then sold off the platinum at a large profit.
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ARNOLD, Matthew (1822–88), British poet and critic, who was professor of poetry at Oxford (1857–67) but spent most of his working life as a government

inspector of schools. His major prose works were Essays in Criticism (1865, 1888) and Culture and Anarchy (1869). As a poet he excelled in philosophical verse, as in “Empedocles on Etna” (1852), and in narrative verse, for example, Sohrab and Rustum (1853).




1Arnold’s cold reserve and critical eye did not endear him to the Americans on his American tour in 1883. There is a story

that when his hostess offered him pancakes, Arnold passed the plate on to his wife with the comment: “Do try one, my dear.

They’re not nearly as nasty as they look.”






{An early researcher into Arnold found this incident recounted as at firsthand by several people and concluded it was apocryphal.}





2    As critic and moralist, Arnold attacked the philistinism of the British middle class of his time, upholding rather severe,

even dismaying standards of intellectual rigor and moral seriousness. Shortly after his death Robert Louis Stevenson remarked,

“Poor Matt. He’s gone to Heaven, no doubt — but he won’t like God.”
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ARNOULD, [Madeleine] Sophie (1740–1802), French actress and opera singer. She created the role of Eurydice in Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice (1762) and of Iphigénie in the same composer’s Iphigénie en Aulide (1774), and enjoyed tremendous popularity throughout her long career (1757–78).




1    The dancer Marie Guimard was a star of the Paris Opéra; her art consisted mainly in rhythmical arm movements and graceful

poses, and her fame resided principally in her celebrated liaisons with members of the aristocracy. When Mile Guimard’s

arm was broken by some falling scenery, Sophie Arnould remarked, “What a pity it wasn’t her leg; then it wouldn’t have interfered

with her dancing.”




2    After a supper she had given for several distinguished personages, Sophie Arnould was visited by the lieutenant of police,

demanding their names. She replied that she could not remember one. Said the lieutenant, “But a woman like you ought to remember

things like that.”




“Of course, lieutenant, but with a man like you I am not a woman like me.”


3    A rival actress had been presented by her lover with a magnificent diamond rivière. The necklace was rather too long and as worn by the actress it seemed to be about to disappear down her cleavage. Sophie

Arnould com mented, “C’est qu’elle retourne vers sa source” (It’s just returning to its source).




4    Another actress consistently produced a child every year, with predictable consequences to her figure. The result was that

she regularly lost both theatrical engagements and lovers. “She reminds me of those nations that are always extending their

boundaries but cannot retain their conquests,” remarked Sophie Arnould.
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ARRIA (died AD 42), wife of the Roman senator Cecina Paetus.




1    Accused of involvement in a plot against the emperor, Paetus was ordered to commit suicide. When he hesitated, Arria took

the dagger from him, stabbed herself, and handed the dagger back with the words: “Paete, non dolet” (Paetus, it does not hurt).
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ASCHE, [John Stanger Heiss] Oscar (1872–1936), Australian actor, playwright, and theatrical manager. His works included the immensely successful musical play Chu Chin Chow(1916).




1    Asche was once playing a particularly bad game of golf on a Scottish course. After an uncharacteristically good stroke, he

risked a casual remark to his caddie: “You’ll have seen worse players than I am.” When the caddie, an elderly Scot, did not

reply, Asche assumed that he had not heard and repeated his remark. “I heard ye afore,” said the caddie. “I was just considerin’.”
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ASHE, Arthur [Robert] (1943– ), black US tennis player. He won the US singles title in 1968 and the men’s singles title at Wimbledon in 1975.




1    The members of the Association of Tennis Professionals represent such a wide range of nationalities that all kinds of remarks

can be exchanged without malice. At a meeting of the ATP, Ashe paused in his address to search for the right word to describe

a controversial new rule. “Come on, Arthur,” came a voice from the floor, “don’t be afraid to call a spade a spade.”
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ASOKA (died c. 232 BC), emperor of India (c. 273–c. 232 BC). The greatest of the kings of the Mauryan dynasty, Asoka ruled most of India except the extreme south. His reign is documented

by the numerous stone pillars that he had engraved with his edicts and set up throughout his empire.




1    At the outset of his reign Asoka ruled with the savagery that had characterized the previous rulers of the kingdom of Magadha

in northern India. At his capital (modern Patna), there was a fearful prison called “Asoka’s Hell,” from which, it was decreed,

none could emerge alive. One of its victims was a Buddhist saint who had been wrongfully accused. When the torturers threw

him into a cauldron of boiling water, he remained unscathed. The jailer informed the king that he should come and see this

miracle. Asoka came and wondered. He was about to depart when the jailer reminded him of the edict that no one was to leave

the prison alive. Asoka thereupon gave orders that the jailer was to be thrown into the boiling cauldron.




His experience in the prison deeply affected Asoka’s outlook. Shortly afterward, he gave orders that the prison was to be

demolished and he himself became a convert to Buddhism. The pillars containing his edicts bear witness to the humanity and

justice of his rule after his conversion.
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ASQUITH, Herbert Henry, 1st Earl of Oxford and Asquith (1852–1928), British statesman and Liberal prime minister (1908–16). Asquith’s administration introduced important social and constitutional

reforms, but succumbed to the pressures of World War I, although Asquith himself remained head of the Liberal party until

1926.




1    “The nineteenth century Rothschild family kept great state in, among other places, their home in Waddesdon, where Alfred

Rothschild lived. One day Prime Minister Asquith, who was staying from Friday till Monday, was waited on at teatime by the

butler. The following conversation ensued: ‘Tea, coffee or a peach from off the wall, sir?’ ‘Tea, please.’ ‘China, Indian

or Ceylon, sir?’ ‘China, please.’ ‘Lemon, milk or cream, sir?’ ‘Milk, please.’ ‘Jersey, Hereford or Shorthorn, sir?… ‘”
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ASQUITH, Margot (1864–1945), second wife of Lord Herbert Henry Asquith (1852–1928), British Liberal prime minister (1908–16). She wrote an outspoken Autobiography (1922), which Dorothy Parker reviewed in The New Yorker, describing the affair between Margot Asquith and Margot Asquith as one of the prettiest love stories in all literature. Margot

Asquith was the mother of movie director Anthony Asquith (1902–68).




1    When Jean Harlow, the platinum-blonde American movie star of the 1930s, met Lady Asquith for the first time, she addressed

Lady Asquith by her Christian name. She made the further mistake of pronouncing the word as if it rhymed with rot. Lady Asquith corrected her: “My dear, the t is silent, as in Harlow.”




2    Margot Asquith did not like the famous British sportsman Lord Lonsdale, renowned for his fine horses and his courage in the

hunting field. Someone in Lady Asquith’s hearing once praised his prowess as a rider to hounds. “Jump?” she interrupted. “Anyone

can jump. Look at fleas.”




3    Her stepdaughter, Violet Bonham-Carter, once asked if she planned to wear a certain hat trimmed with ostrich feathers to

Lord Kitchener’s memorial service. Margot replied, “How can you ask me? Dear Kitchener saw me in that hat twice!”




4    Lady Asquith had a poor opinion of several of George V’s advisers. After his death the king’s doctor, Lord Dawson, was one

of those who fell victim to her sharp tongue. She once remarked to Lord David Cecil, “Lord Dawson was not a good doctor. King

George himself told me that he would never have died had he had another doctor.”
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ASTAIRE, Fred [Frederick Austerlitz] (1899–1987), US stage and film dancer, whose partnership with Ginger Rogers produced a series of films that charmed the world. Invariably

playing the role of an elegant playboy, Astaire achieved such remarkable skill that both Balanchine and Nureyev described

him as the world’s greatest dancer.




1    Attracted by Hollywood as a young dancer, Astaire submitted himself for the usual screen test. The verdict has become part

of film history: “Can’t act. Slightly bald. Can dance a little.”




2    (David Niven tells a story about his good friend Astaire, who had become the owner of a winning string of racehorses.)




“The most balanced of men in every sense of the word, he only once to my knowledge went mad. At dawn one day Fred called me

and announced his mental aberration.




“ ‘I’ll never know what made me do it,” he moaned, “but I had this overpowering urge… so I got up in the middle of the night

and drove all over Beverly Hills painting the mailboxes with my racing colors.’”




3    (Of Fred Astaire and his wife, Phyllis, who had a little problem with her r’s:)




Phyllis Astaire and David Niven came to RKO to watch the filming of his “Cheek to Cheek” number in the musical Top Hat, with his partner, Ginger Rogers. Ginger came in for the first take in a dress composed almost entirely of red feathers.

“She looks like a wooster,” giggled Phyllis.




It turned out the dress was ready only just in time. The dance began. “Slowly, one at a time at first, the feathers parted

company with the parent garment. Then, as Fred whirled Ginger faster and faster about the gleaming set, more and more flew

off. It became reminiscent of a pillow fight at school, but they pressed bravely on with the number, and by the end Ginger

looked ready for the spit.… Phyllis pulled my sleeve. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said, ‘Fwed will be so embawassed.’”
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ASTOR, John Jacob (1763–1848), US financier. He made his fortune with the American Fur Company and was reputed to be the richest man in the United States.




1    Astor once observed to Julia Ward Howe, “A man who has a million dollars is as well off as if he were rich.”




2    Astor sold a lot near Wall Street for $8,000. The buyer, confident that he had outsmarted Astor, could not resist a little

self-congratulation after the signing of the papers. “Why, in a few years this lot will be worth twelve thousand dollars,”

he gloated. “True,” said Astor, “but with your eight thousand I will buy eighty lots above Canal Street, and by the time your

lot is worth twelve thousand, my eighty lots will be worth eighty thousand dollars.”






{There are a number of versions of this story about John Jacob Astor’s real estate dealing; although probably apocryphal,

it was accepted as true during his lifetime.}
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ASTOR, Mary Dahlgren (c. 1850–94), wife of William Waldorf Astor, the financier who built the Waldorf section of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel and served as US minister

to Italy from 1882 to 1885.




1    When her friends Elizabeth Marbury and Elsie de Wolfe (Lady Mendl) began to throw large and rather daring parties at Irving

House (their Manhattan home), with colorful personalities as the attraction, Mrs. Astor was determined not to be left out.

“I am having a bohemian party, too,” she announced. Asked who would be there to provide the necessary spice, she said, “J.

P. Morgan and Edith Wharton.”
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ASTOR, Nancy Witcher Langhorne, Viscountess (1879–1964), US-born politician who became the first woman to take a seat in the British House of Commons (1919) and devoted herself to

the welfare and rights of women.




1    Male antagonism toward Nancy Astor as the first woman to gain a seat in the House of Commons showed itself on several occasions,

Winston Churchill in particular being guilty of discourtesy. When she challenged him about his behavior, he told her that

it was because he found her intrusion into the all-male preserve embarrassing — as embarrassing as if she had burst into his

bathroom when he had nothing to defend himself with. “Winston,” she retorted, “you are not handsome enough to have worries

of that kind.”




2    Particularly irksome to the antifeminists in the House of Commons was Lady Astor’s opinion that it was unnecessary for her

to prove herself the equal of her male colleagues since women are the superior sex. “I married beneath me — all women do,” said

she.




3    Since Lady Astor believed in making her presence felt in the House of Commons, she rather too frequently interrupted other

speakers. Castigated for this on one occasion, she protested that she had been listening for hours before interrupting. “Yes,

we’ve heard you listening,” said an exasperated colleague.




4    During a formal dinner, Lady Astor remarked to her neighbor that she considered men to be more conceited than women. Noticing

that her comment had been heard around the table, she continued in a loud voice: “It’s a pity that the most intelligent and

learned men attach least importance to the way they dress.






“A traffic problem existed in the narrow, twisted streets of Paris even in the prerevolutionary days of King Louis XVI. It

was the custom for society ladies of the time to chauffeur their own carriages, and not even the king dared risk their displeasure

by forbidding them to drive. Summoning one of his shrewdest ministers, Count d’Argenson, the king asked him whether he could

diplomatically unsnarl the traffic jams. ‘Of course,’ said d’Argenson. ‘I will simply promulgate this law: Ladies under thirty

years of age are forbidden to drive carriages.’”




 — James C. Humes, Speaker’s Treasury





Why, right at this table the most cultivated man is wearing the most clumsily knotted tie!” The words had no sooner left her

lips than every man in the room surreptitiously reached up to adjust his tie.




5    At a dinner given by Theodore Roosevelt, Nancy Astor was given precedence over Grace Vanderbilt. By way of excuse and consolation

she remarked to Mrs. Vanderbilt, “The Astors skinned skunks a hundred years before the Vanderbilts worked ferries.”




6    “[During the early thirties Winston] Churchill’s critics called him rash, impetuous, tactless, contentious, inconsistent,

unsound, an amusing parliamentary celebrity who was forever out of step. ‘We just don’t know what to make of him,’ a troubled

Tory MP told Lady Astor. She asked brightly: ‘How about a nice rug?’”
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ATKINSON, Christopher Thomas (1874–1964), British academic, fellow of Exeter College, Oxford.




1    During one course of lectures Atkinson found himself confronted with a group of girl students. He began by saying that his

talk that morning would be on the sexual prowess of the natives of the Polynesian islands. The shocked ladies made a concerted

rush for the door. Atkinson called after them, “It’s all right, ladies, you needn’t hurry. There’s not another boat for a

month.”
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ATLAS, Charles (1894–1972), US circus strongman, born Angelo Siciliano.




1    In his early days Atlas performed with the Coney Island Circus Side Show. His demonstrations of strength included lifting

two men off the floor, tearing telephone books in half with his bare hands, and lying on a bed of nails with three members

of the audience standing on his chest. Of this last feat he once remarked: “Women used to faint when I did that. They couldn’t

stand watching a beautiful body like mine being abused.”
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AUBER, Daniel François Esprit (1782–1871), French composer. He wrote about fifty operas and operettas, most of which were very popular in his own time but are now hardly

ever heard. In 1857 Napoleon III appointed Auber his maître de chapelle.




1    An infant prodigy had written a score that caused a sensation on account of the “originality” displayed by one so young.

Said Auber, “This lad will go far when he has less experience.”




2    A friend of Auber’s engaged him in conversation as they descended the grand stairway at the Opéra. “My friend, we’re all

getting older, aren’t we?” he observed. Auber sighed. “Well, there’s no help for it. Aging seems to be the only available

way to live a long time.”




3    Auber was having tea one day with Prince Metternich, who was a chain-smoker. The prince asked if he might drop his ash in

the other’s saucer as there was no ashtray. “Certainement,” Auber instantly replied, “maisj’aime mon thé mieux que des cendres” (I like my tea better without ashes), a neat pun on the more usual “j’aime monter mieux que descendre” (I prefer going up to coming down).




4    Auber refused to think about death and whenever reminded of the approach of his last hour would say, “I’ll pay no attention

to it.” But in his late old age he began to accommodate himself to his own mortality. At a funeral service that he was compelled

to attend, he remarked to one of his fellow mourners, “I believe this is the last time I’ll take part as an amateur.”




[image: art]


AUBERNON, Euphrasie (1825–99), French salonnière and woman of letters. She may have suggested to Proust some aspects of Mme Verdurin.




1    Mme Aubernon presided as an absolute autocrat over her salon: she decided the topics to be discussed, dictated who should

speak and for how long, prohibited any asides or tête-à-têtes, and enforced her guests’ attention by ringing a little hand

bell. A surprising number of the Parisian intelligentsia meekly submitted to this conversational tyranny, but there were occasional

rebellions. On one occasion the witty and charming Mme Baignières arrived rather late. Before she had time to catch her breath,

Mme Aubernon rang her bell and said, “We are discussing adultery, Mme Baignières. Will you give us your opinions?” Mme Baignières

replied, “I’m so sorry. I’ve only come prepared with incest.”






{According to George D. Painter in his biography of Proust the guest was Geneviève Halévy Straus.}





2    A young matron keen to set herself up as a salonnière came to Mme Aubernon for counsel. Mme Aubernon’s advice: “Don’t try.

You have far too luscious a bosom to keep the conversation general.”




3    One of Mme Aubernon’s guests was relating a conversation with his young son. “Papa,” the child had asked, “when you and Maman

went on your honeymoon in Italy, where was I?”




“What did you tell him?” asked Mme Aubernon eagerly.


“I thought for a moment,” replied the guest, “then I said, ‘You went there with me and came back with your mother.’”
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AUBIGNÉ, Jean Henri Merle d’ (1794–1872), Swiss Protestant divine who wrote major historical works on the Reformation, Cromwell, and the Scottish church.




1    When Dr. d’Aubigné was staying with the Scottish divine and preacher Thomas Chalmers, he was served a kippered herring for

breakfast. He asked his host the meaning of the word “kippered” and was told “kept” or “preserved.” This item of information

had a sequel at morning prayer, when the guest, leading the household in their devotions, prayed that Dr. Chalmers might be

“kept, preserved, and kippered.”
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AUDEN, Wystan Hugh (1907–73), British poet. He became a leading voice among the poets of the 1930s with such publications as Poems (1930), The Dog Beneath the Skin (with Christopher Isherwood; 1933), and Look, Stranger (1936). Like his friend and collaborator Isherwood, Auden was much influenced by the café society of left-wing homosexuals

in Germany between the wars. In 1939 he and Isherwood went to the United States. In 1946 he obtained US citizenship, but returned

to England as professor of poetry at Oxford (1956–61). Auden died in Vienna.




1    The Nazis, opposed to the anti-Nazi material in her routines, deprived the cabaret artiste Erika Mann, daughter of novelist

Thomas Mann, of her passport. She appealed to the homosexual Isherwood as an available Englishman to marry her so that she

could obtain an English passport. Isherwood dodged, but Auden generously agreed to marry her and she duly obtained her English

passport. Soon after ward a former stage associate of Erika’s, who had also lost her passport on account of her anti-Nazi

stand, appealed to the Audens for help. Searching around among his acquaintances, Auden found another member of their homosexual

circle who gallantly agreed to marry the second lady. “What else are buggers for?” observed Auden.




2    Auden was surprised to learn from a third party that Mike De Lisio, his sculptor friend, wrote poetry in his spare time and

had had some of his verses published in The New Yorker. “How nice of him never to have told me,” said Auden.




3    Auden, about to begin a course of lectures on Shakespeare at the New School for Social Research in New York City, noted that

every seat was filled. Surveying the sea of faces extending right to the back of the large auditorium, Auden announced: “If

there are any of you who do not hear me, please don’t raise your hands because I am also nearsighted.”




4    As a young, little-known writer, Auden was once asked what effect fame might have upon him. “I believe,” he said after a

moment’s reflection, “that I would always wear my carpet slippers.” When fame did eventually come, Auden was always to be

seen in carpet slippers, even when wearing evening dress.
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AUERBACH, Arnold Jacob [“Red”] (1917– ), US basketball executive. Having studied physical education at George Washington University, he began coaching basketball in

1941. He joined the Boston Celtics in 1950 as coach, later becoming general manager.




1    On tour with the Boston Celtics, Auerbach met three of his players, each with an attractive young woman on his arm, in the

hotel lobby at five o’clock in the morning. One of the players covered his embarrassment by introducing the young woman as

his “cousin.” Auerbach nodded politely. The player, desperately trying to make the unlikely tale sound more convincing, continued,

“We were just on our way to church.”




Auerbach, relating this story on a later occasion, remarked, “I couldn’t take that. I fined him twenty-five dollars for insulting

my intelligence.”




[image: art]


AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO, Saint (354–430), North African theologian; one of the fathers and doctors of the Church. His mother, Saint Monica, was a Christian; Augustine

himself was attracted to the pagan philosophers until his conversion. Returning to his native town, he lived as a monk, was

ordained (391), and then consecrated bishop of Hippo (396). His City of God and his Confessions are among the greatest Christian documents.




1    In his Confessions Augustine recounts the sins of his youth and how even his prayers for repentance were tainted with insincerity: “Da mihi castitatem et continentiam, sed nolimodo” (Give me chastity and continence, but not yet).
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AUGUSTUS [Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus] (63 BC-AD 14), first Roman emperor (31 BC-AD 14). Named heir of Julius Caesar, Augustus had to fight for his position. After defeating Mark Antony at the battle of Actium

(31 BC), he became sole ruler of the Roman world. In 27 BC he adopted the title of Augustus. His rule brought many benefits to Rome, and the boundaries of the empire were considerably

expanded and strengthened.




1    The evening before the crucial battle of Actium Octavian (the young Augustus) set up his camp on a hill overlooking the bay

and the two fleets — his own and Antony’s — near what is now the town of Preveza in northwestern Greece. In the morning as he

emerged from his tent he met a peasant driving a donkey. He asked the man his name. “Eutyches” (Good Fortune) was the answer.

And the donkey’s name? “Nikon” (Victor).






{Cynics observe that this excellent omen must have been arranged by a thoughtful member of young Caesar’s staff.}





2    An old soldier was involved in a lawsuit that seemed likely to go against him. He therefore accosted his former commander,

Augustus, in a public place, asking him to appear in court on his behalf. The emperor at once selected one of his suite to

appear for the man and introduced him to the litigant. But the soldier, rolling back his sleeve to reveal his scars, shouted,

“When you were in danger at Actium, I didn’t choose a substitute but fought for you in person.” Chagrined, Augustus appeared

in court on the veteran’s behalf.




3    Several people trained birds to make complimentary greetings to the emperor. Augustus would often buy the birds for generous

sums of money. A poor cobbler acquired a raven, intending to train it to make such a remark. The bird turned out to be such

a slow learner that the exasperated cobbler often used to say to it, “Nothing to show for all the trouble and expense.” One

day the raven began to repeat its lesson as Augustus was passing. This time the emperor declined to buy, saying, “I get enough

of such compliments at home.” The bird, however, also remembering the words of his trainer’s usual complaint, went on, “Nothing

to show for all the trouble and expense.” Amused, Augustus bought the raven.




4    Augustus had ordered a young man of bad character to be dismissed from his service. The man came to him and begged for pardon,

saying, “How am I to go home? What shall I tell my father?”




“Tell your father that you didn’t find me to your liking,” the emperor replied.


5    A certain Roman nobleman died, leaving enormous debts that he had successfully concealed during his lifetime. When the estate

was put up for auction, Augustus instructed his agent to buy the man’s pillow. To those who expressed surprise at the order

he explained, “That pillow must be particularly conducive to sleep, if its late owner, in spite of all his debts, could sleep

on it.”




6    The conduct of Augustus’s daughter Julia was so blatant that a group of influential Romans threatened to denounce her as

an adulteress in front of the whole court. Augustus anticipated them by banishing his daughter to a barren island. Her lovers

were variously punished. One of Julia’s attendants, the freedwoman Phoebe, hanged herself rather than give evidence against

her mistress. “Oh, that I had been Phoebe’s father, not Julia’s,” exclaimed Augustus when he heard of the suicide.
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AUMALE, Henri, Duc d’ (1822–97), French aristocrat, son of King Louis Philippe.




1    The Duc d’Aumale was one of the most aristocratic of the lovers of Léonide Leblanc, a fashionable courtesan. Léonide eventually

hit on a subtle way to discourage unwanted lovers. She had a lifelike wax model of the duke set up at a table in a room of

her house. When pestered by a suitor, she would half-open the door to that room, then close it quickly, and say, “Ssh! The

duke is here.”




2    The Due d’Aumale’s residence at Chantilly was at a distance from Paris convenient for the visits of Léonide Leblanc. One

day she traveled out to Chantilly by train, sharing the compartment with a group of society ladies who began vying with each

other to prove on what friendly terms they were with the duke. “We dined with His Highness last night,” said one. “We shall

be lunching there tomorrow,” said another. “Of course, we went to the ball there last week,” said a third. Léonide Leblanc

held her peace until the train drew into Chantilly station. Then she stood up, said, “And I, ladies, am sleeping with His

Highness tonight,” and stepped lightly from the train.




3    During the Franco-Prussian War Marshal Achille Bazaine commanded the French troops in the fortress of Metz. It was his hesitations,

misjudgments, and ultimate surrender that de prived France of the last forces capable of withstanding the German advance.

In 1873 the marshal was arraigned before a French military court presided over by the Duc d’Aumale; he was charged with neglecting

to do everything required by duty and honor before capitulating to the enemy. At one stage in the proceedings the marshal

sought to exonerate himself by reminding the court of the state of affairs at the time of his surrender: “There was no government,

there was no order, there was nothing.”




“There was still France,” said the Due d’Aumale.


4    Aumale, a great patriot, yearned for military glory in the cause of his beloved France. Commissioned as a sublieutenant in

the in fantry at the age of fifteen, he announced, “My only ambition is to be the forty-third Bourbon to be killed on the

field of battle.”




5    The Due d’Aumale was renowned for his youthful love affairs, but in his old age he felt his powers failing. “As a young man

I used to have four supple members and one stiff one,” he observed. “Now I have four stiff and one supple.”
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AUSTIN, Alfred (1835–1913), British poet, dramatist, and prose writer. One of his least happy poetic ventures was written shortly after he was appointed

poet laureate (1896) — a lengthy ode on the Jameson Raid. He is remembered for two lines on the illness of the Prince of Wales, which he probably

did not write: “Across the wires the electric message came:/ ‘He is no better, he is much the same.’”




1    Someone once chided the poet laureate for grammatical errors in his verses. Austin excused himself by saying, “I dare not

alter these things; they come to me from above.”
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AUSTIN, Warren Robinson (1877–1962), US politician, diplomat, delegate to the United Nations from 1947 to 1953.




1    In a debate on the Middle East question, Austin exhorted the warring Jews and Arabs to sit down and settle their differences

“like good Christians.”




2    Someone once asked Austin whether he did not become tired during the apparently interminable debates at the UN. “Yes, I do,”

he replied, “but it is better for aged diplomats to be bored than for young men to die.”




[image: art]


AVEMPACE [Abu Beler Ibn Bajja] (c. 1095–1138), Spanish Muslim scholar.




1    The Muslim governor of Saragossa was so delighted by the excellence of Avempace’s verses that he swore the young scholar

should walk on gold whenever he entered his presence. Avempace feared that the governor would soon regret his exuberant vow

and that his own welcome at court would suffer as a result. He therefore sewed a gold piece into the sole of each of his shoes,

so that the governor’s oath could be kept at no expense to himself.
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AVERY, Oswald [Theodore] (1877–1955), Canadian-born bacteriologist. He was one of the founders of immunochemistry and, as a pioneer in the field of molecular genetics,

the discoverer of DNA as the basic genetic material of the cell, thus clearing the path for the great biological revolution

wrought by Francis Crick and James Dewey Watson.




1    Professor Avery worked for many years in a small laboratory at the hospital of the Rockefeller Institute in New York City.

Many of his experimental predictions turned out to be wrong, but that never discouraged him. He capitalized on error. His

colleagues remember him saying, “Whenever you fall, pick up something.”
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AYMÉ, Marcel (1902–67), French novelist, essayist, and playwright.




1    A journalist was complaining to Aymé that the modern world hinders the free development of the human being. “I don’t agree,”

said Aymé mildly. “I consider myself perfectly free.”




“But surely you feel some limits to your freedom.”


“Oh, yes,” replied Aymé, “from time to time I find myself terribly limited by the dictionary.”
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AZEGLIO, Massimo Taparelli, Marchese d’ (1798–1866), Italian statesman and writer. A leader of the Risorgimento, he became premier of Sardinia (1849–52). His writings include

historical novels and polemic works.




1    Azeglio’s second marriage, to Luisa Blondel, was not very successful and the couple separated. In 1866, however, hearing

that Azeglio was dying, Luisa rushed to his deathbed. “Ah, Luisa,” sighed the marchese, “you always arrive just as I’m leaving.”
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BABBAGE, Charles (1792–1871), British inventor and mathematician. He is best remembered for his invention of an “Analytical Engine” that was the forerunner

of modern computers.




1    Babbage objected to Tennyson’s lines from The Vision of Sin, “Every moment dies a man,/ Every moment one is born,” saying that if that were true “the population of the world would be

at a standstill.” In the interests of accuracy, he wrote to Tennyson, the lines should be emended to read, “Every moment dies

a man,/ Every moment one and one-sixteenth is born.”




2    Babbage liked to talk. At a dinner he was completely outtalked by Thomas Carlyle, who spent the whole meal haranguing the

company on the merits of silence. After dinner Babbage went up to Carlyle and thanked him grimly for his interesting lecture

on silence.
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BACALL, Lauren (1924– ), US movie actress. She made her screen debut in To Have and Have Not (1944) with Humphrey Bogart, whom she subsequently married.




1    Lauren Bacall attended a New Year’s Eve party at which the Shah of Iran was one of the distinguished guests. He complimented

her on her dancing: “You dance beautifully, Miss Bacall.”




“You bet your ass, Shah,” she replied.


2    When Humphrey Bogart died, Lauren Bacall placed in the urn with his ashes a small gold whistle inscribed, “If you want anything,

just whistle.” She had spoken this line to him in their first film together, To Have and Have Not.




[image: art]


BACH, Carl Philipp Emanuel (1714–88), German composer; third son of Johann Sebastian Bach.




1    As court musician to Frederick the Great in Berlin, one of C. P. E. Bach’s duties was to accompany the king when the latter

played the flute. Since Frederick prided himself on his ability, Bach’s services as accompanist were frequently requested.

At the end of one such royal performance a sycophantic courtier burst out with “What rhythm!”




“What rhythms!” grumbled Bach sotto voce at the piano.
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BACH, Johann Sebastian (1685–1750), German composer and instrumentalist. Orphaned at the age of nine, after a period as a chorister at Lüneburg Bach joined the

Weimar court first as violinist (1703) and later as organist. From there he moved to the court of Prince Leopold of An-halt

in 1717 and in 1723 became cantor at the Thomasschule, Leipzig, and director of the city’s church choirs. The originality

and power of his compositions did not become widely recognized until the nineteenth century. His output was astonishing, including

more than 200 cantatas, the Saint John Passion (1723), the Saint Matthew Passion (1729), the Mass in B Minor (1733–38), and Christmas and Easter oratorios. He also wrote extensively for the harpsichord, clavichord, violin, cello, and

lute.




1    While at school at Lüneburg, Bach more than once walked to Hamburg, fifty kilometers away, primarily to hear J. A. Reincken,

organist of the Katharinen-Kirche there. One day, returning almost penniless to Lüneburg, he rested outside an inn. Someone

threw two herring heads onto the rubbish heap. Picking up this unsavory offering to see if any part was edible, Bach found

a coin in each head. Not only did he have his meal, he was able “to undertake another and more comfortable pilgrimage to Herr

Reincken.”
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BACON, Francis, 1st Baron Verulam and Viscount St. Albans (1561–1626), English lawyer and experimental philosopher. He rose to the summit of the legal profession, becoming lord chancellor (1618),

but was deprived of office in 1621 after being accused of corruption. The most famous of his literary works is his Essays, first published in 1597. His philosophical writings in English and Latin (The Advancement of Learning, 1605; Novum Organum, 1620) laid the foundations of the experimental approach to science, which, during the seventeenth century, gradually replaced

the old Aristotelian method of induction.




1    While lord chancellor, Bacon presided over a criminal appeal in which the plaintiff was a man called Hogg. Hogg facetiously

pleaded that he should be let off on the grounds of his kinship with the judge. “For,” he claimed, “Hogg must be kin to Bacon.”




“Not until it has been hung,” was the chancellor’s reply.


2    Sir John Hayward’s History of Henry IV, published in 1599, immediately landed its author in serious trouble with Queen Elizabeth, who believed that under the pretense

of writing history he was criticizing her own policies. Summoning her legal officers, she consulted them as to whether it

might not be possible to prosecute Hayward for treason. Bacon demurred: “I cannot answer for there being treason in it, but

certainly it contains much felony.”




“How?” asked the queen. “And wherein?”


“In many passages,” Bacon replied, “which he has stolen from Tacitus.”


3    Queen Elizabeth visited her lord chancellor at his house at Gorhambury in Hertfordshire. “What a little house you have gotten,”

she remarked, being used to the lavish establishments of the great lords who vied to entertain her. Bacon replied with consummate

tact, “The house is well, but it is you, Your Majesty, who have made me too great for my house.”




4    In the court of James I there was present a rather unremarkable envoy from France. After giving audience to this lanky, overgrown

nobleman, the king asked Bacon his opinion of the marquis. “Your Majesty,” replied Bacon, “people of such dimensions are like

four- or five-story houses — the upper rooms are the most poorly furnished.”




5    Bacon’s experimental method was directly responsible for his death. In March 1626, as he was being driven in a coach past

snowy fields near Highgate, north of London, the idea occurred to him that snow might be used as a means of preserving food.

He stopped the coach at the foot of Highgate Hill and entered a poor woman’s house where he bought a chicken, killed and drew

it, and then packed the interior of the carcass with snow. This endeavor brought on such a chill that he was unable to return

home. He went instead to the Earl of Arundel’s house in Highgate, where he was installed in a somewhat damp bed. An at tack

of pneumonia followed, from which he died within three days.
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BADER, Sir Douglas Robert Stuart (1910–82), British aviator. In 1931 he lost both his legs in a flying accident. Fitted with artificial limbs, he ¡earned to walk, played

golf and tennis, and continued to fly. He rejoined the RAF at the outbreak of World War II and made twenty-two kills before

crashing in a collision over France in 1941. He was knighted in 1976.




1    Warring countries usually communicate with bombs, bullets, and propaganda. In World War II this rule was briefly broken when

an RAF plane flew over a German airfield and dropped a package by parachute. It was addressed “To the German flight commander

of the Luftwaffe at St. Omer,” where Bader was held prisoner in the hospital. The package contained an artificial leg, bandages,

socks, and straps. The Germans, after capturing Bader, had radioed England that he was well but missing one of his tin limbs.

The parachute drop followed shortly.




Once back on both tin legs, Bader made four attempts to escape before the Germans deprived him of his artificial limbs at

night. After three years and eight months in a maximum-security prisoner-of-war camp, he was freed by the American Third Army.




[image: art]


BAEYER, Johann Friedrich Wilhelm Adolf von (1835–1917), German chemist, whose many contributions to the science include the synthesis of indigo. Professor of chemistry at Munich

from 1875 to 1915, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Chemistry in 1905.




1    Entering his laboratory one morning, Baeyer found his assistants using mechanical stirrers operated by water turbines. Such

complex machines would not normally have received the professor’s approval, but he was soon fascinated by them. Anxious to

communicate this new discovery to his wife, he summoned her from their neighboring apartment. Frau Baeyer watched the apparatus

at work in silent admiration for a while, then exclaimed, “What a lovely idea for making mayonnaise!”
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BAHR, Hermann (1863–1934), Austrian playwright, author, and theater director.




1    Bahr once received from a young poet a historical tragedy together with a request for his opinion: “If you find any faults,

please tell me the truth. Words of criticism from a source so judicious would make me feel ennobled.” Bahr returned the manuscript

with a brief comment: “I’d like to make you at least an archduke.”
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BAILLY, Jean Sylvain (1736–93), French astronomer. He also played an active part in the French Revolution, but retired from his position as mayor of Paris

(1789–91) after he had ordered the National Guard to fire on a rioting mob in July 1791. In November 1793 he was condemned

to death by the Revolutionary Tribunal.




1    Bailly remarked to his nephew the day before his appointment with the guillotine, “It’s time for me to enjoy another pinch

of snuff. Tomorrow it will be impossible. My hands will be bound.”
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BAKER, Josephine (1906–75), US dancer and singer. The first black woman to appear in the Folies-Bergère, she took Paris by storm in the 1920s. She lived

a large part of her life in France.




1    In 1929 Crown Prince Adolf of Sweden visited her in her dressing room. Late that night she boarded his private railway carriage

and was installed in an enormous swan-shaped bed to await his return. When the prince arrived, she complained of being cold — a

condition he attempted to remedy by attaching a three-stranded diamond bracelet to her arm. He was greatly amused when she

complained that the other arm was still cold. She got the matching bracelet.




2    In World War II Josephine Baker joined the French Resistance. Her marriage to a Jewish businessman, Jean Léon, brought her

to the notice of Goering and the Gestapo, who decided to murder her. Goering invited her to dinner, having arranged to put

cyanide in her fish course. Forewarned, Josephine excused herself as the fish was served, planning to drop down the laundry

chute in the bathroom to a rendezvous with Resistance workers below. Goering produced his gun and ordered her to eat the fish

before allowing her to retire to the bathroom. She managed to reach the chute, slid down, and her colleagues rushed her to

a doctor, who pumped out her stomach. After a month of sickness she recovered, but lost all her hair (she always wore a wig

thereafter).
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BAKER, Newton D. (1871–1937), US lawyer and administrator. As secretary of war during World War I he was in charge of conscription.




1    A deputation of American chemists called on Newton Baker and volunteered their services during World War I. He thanked them

for their offer: “But the army already has a chemist.”
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BAKST, Léon (1866–1924), Russian artist and designer, court painter to the Romanovs. His greatest achievement was in theatrical design; his dazzlingly

innovative sets for the ballets Diaghilev staged in Paris are his most famous successes.




1    Diaghilev was sitting with Bakst watching a rehearsal when he suddenly turned to the designer and asked, “What are the three

most beautiful things in this theater today?”




“Olga Spessiva [the great ballerina], the little boy with the big brown eyes [dancer Anton Dolin], and me,” replied Bakst

without hesitation.
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BALANCHINE, George (1904–83), choreographer, born in Russia. His major achievements came about through his leadership of the New York City Ballet.


1    (Bernard Taper, in his biography of Balanchine, tells the following story.)




“I was complaining to Balanchine one day about the scarcity of documentary materials pertaining to his life, particularly

his inner life. I had been reading some biographies of literary figures — abounding in quotations from the subjects’ diaries,

letters, journals, and memoirs — and, as a biographer, I was feeling deprived. Balanchine had never journalized, had written

perhaps fewer letters than the number of ballets he had choreographed, and had kept no scrapbooks to preserve what others

had said about him. Balanchine listened to my complaint and then replied, ‘You should think of your task as if you were writing

the biography of a racehorse. A racehorse doesn’t keep a diary.’”
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BALDWIN, Stanley, 1st Earl (1867–1947), British politician, three times Conservative prime minister (1923–24, 1924–29, 1935–37). Although he adroitly handled the

General Strike (1926) and the abdication of Edward VIII (1936), Baldwin was blamed for allowing World War II to happen since

he condoned Mussolini’s conquest of Ethiopia and without rearming Britain permitted Hitler to rearm Germany.


1    As financial secretary to the treasury, Baldwin was appalled at the extent of the British war debt after the 1914–18 war.

In 1919 he wrote an anonymous letter to The Times urging the wealthy to impose a voluntary tax upon themselves to help relieve the national burden. Estimating his own personal

estate at £580,000, Baldwin realized 20 percent of its value and invested £150,000 in government war-loan stock. He then destroyed

the stock certificates, thus making his £150,000 a gift to the treasury. The rich, however, did not stampede to follow Baldwin’s

example.




2    (Stanley Baldwin’s daughter, Lady Lorna Howard, tells a story that illustrates the relationship between her father and the

workers at the family plant.)




“An embarrassed newlywed employee came to Baldwin and told him he had broken the bridal bed. Baldwin said it could be repaired

free at the family ironworks, but the man feared it would make him the laughing stock of all his mates. So the broken bed

was brought to the back door of Baldwin’s house at night, wheeled through the hall the following morning, and taken across

the road for repair as if it were Baldwin’s own.”




3    During a by-election speech in 1931 Baldwin attacked the press lords in these words: “The proprietors of the national newspapers

are aiming at power, and power without responsibility, the prerogative of the harlot throughout the ages.” When the Duke of

Devonshire, a stalwart of the Conservative party, heard a report of this speech he remarked, “That’s done it. He’s lost us

the tarts’ vote now.”
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BALFOUR, Arthur James, 1st Earl of (1848–1930), British statesman; prime minister (1902–05). Balfour was prominent in the Irish Home Rule conflicts and as foreign secretary

(1916–19) was responsible for the Balfour Declaration (1917), which promised British support for the establishment of a Jewish

state in Palestine.


1    Balfour was once asked if the rumor that he intended to marry Margot Tennant (later Asquith) had any foundation. He replied,

“No, I rather think of having a career of my own.”
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BALMAIN, Pierre (1914–82), French couturier.


1    “During the years of cold and shortages Gertrude [Stein] and Alice [B. Toklas] became friends with a neighbour at Aix, a

simple young man named Pierre Balmain, with a taste for antiques and a natural bent for designing women’s clothes. In fact

he made with his own hands heavy tweeds and warm garments for Gertrude and Alice to wear during the hard winters. Now he has

opened a shop in Paris. At his first showing to the Press Gertrude and Alice arrived with their huge dog, Basket. Gertrude

in a tweed skirt, an old cinnamon-coloured sack, and Panama hat, looked like Corot’s self-portrait. Alice, in a long Chinese

garment of bright colours with a funny flowered toque, had overtones of the Widow Twankey. Gertrude, seeing the world of fashion

assembled, whispered, ‘Little do they know that we are the only people here dressed by Balmain, and it’s just as well for

him that they don’t!’”
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BALSAN, Consuelo (1878–1964), US society leader. She married the 9th Duke of Marlborough in 1895; they were divorced in 1920 and a year later she married Lieutenant

Colonel Jacques Balsan.


1    (Cass Canfield, who was connected with Harper and Row, the publishers of her book, The Glitter and the Gold, entertained Mme Balsan, whose ideas were still colored by the grandeur of her first marriage.)




“At Fishers Island, New York, where we have a tiny two-room house on a beach, she came to tea; we chatted on the terrace adjoining

our cottage, and after a pleasant hour she rose to leave. ‘I’ve had such a nice time,’ she said, ‘and your place is lovely.

But where is the house?’”
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BALZAC, Honoré de (1799–1850), French novelist. After a miserable childhood in Tours, he became a lawyer’s clerk in Paris. An attempt at business (a Sardinian

silver mine) ended in bankruptcy, and he returned to writing, achieving his first success with Les Chouans (1829). His subsequent forty novels, including La comédie humaine, established him in Parisian society, a position he exploited to the full, being almost perpetually both in love and in debt.


1    When he was thirty-three, Balzac received an interesting letter from the Ukraine signed “The Stranger.” Following it up,

he found that the writer, Evelina Hanska, was the wife of a baron. Their affair lasted for seventeen years, and although the

baron died in 1841 the couple did not marry until five months before Balzac’s death. “It is easier,” wrote Balzac, “to be

a lover than a husband, for the same reason that it is more difficult to show a ready wit all day long than to produce an

occasional bon mot.”


2    During his years of poverty Balzac lived in an unheated and almost unfurnished garret. On one of the bare walls the writer

inscribed the words: “Rosewood paneling with commode”; on another: “Gobelin tapestry with Venetian mirror”; and in the place

of honor over the empty fireplace: “Picture by Raphael.”




3    A Parisian bookseller, hearing of Balzac as a young writer of outstanding promise, decided to offer him 3,000 francs for

his next novel. He found Balzac’s address, situated in an obscure quarter of the city. Realizing that he was not dealing with

a gentleman of fashion, he dropped his price to 2,000 francs. He went to the house, saw that the writer was living on the

top floor, and dropped the price another 500 francs. When he entered Balzac’s garret, he found him dipping a bread roll in

a glass of water. He thereupon dropped the price to 300 francs. The manuscript sold in this way was La Dernière fée (1823).




4    Balzac, who enjoyed his own celebrity, was discoursing one evening on fame. “I should like one of these days to be so well

known, so popular, so celebrated, so famous, that it would permit me… to break wind in society, and society would think

it a most natural thing.”




5    One night a thief broke into Balzac’s single-room apartment and tried to pick the lock on the writer’s desk. He was startled

by a sardonic laugh from the bed, where Balzac, who he had supposed was asleep, lay watching him. “Why do you laugh?” said

the thief. “I am laughing to think what risks you take to try to find money in a desk by night where the legal owner can never

find any by day.”




6    (Edmond de Goncourt writes in his journal:)




“I have had happily confirmed the confidences of Gavarni on the economical manner in which Balzac dispensed his sperm. Lovey-dovey

and amorous play, up to ejaculation, would be all right, but only up to ejaculation. Sperm to him meant emission of purest

cerebral substance, and therefore a filtering, a loss through the member, of a potential act of artistic creation. I don’t

know what occasion, what unfortunate circumstance caused him to ignore his pet theory, but he arrived at Latouche’s once,

exclaiming ‘This morning I lost a novel.’”




7    On his deathbed Balzac is reported to have said to the doctor attending him, “Send for Bianchon.” (Doctor Bianchon was a

character in La Comédie humaine.)
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BANCROFT, Sir Squire (1841–1926), British theater manager.


1    Sir Squire Bancroft was notoriously tightfisted, his style of management being in complete contrast to that of another contemporary

theatrical impresario, Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree. Tree once took Bancroft to view His Majesty’s Theatre, which Tree had recently

had built and lavishly equipped. Gazing at the building from the opposite side of the street, Bancroft remarked, “There’ll

be an awful lot of windows to clean.”
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BANKHEAD, Tallulah (1903–68), US actress famous for her flamboyant life-style — “more of an act than an actress,” as an anonymous wit said.


1    At the opening-night party for Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes, in which she starred, Tallulah got into an argument with the writer Dashiell Hammett. Hammett, commenting on her addiction

to cocaine, told her that he did not much like people who took drugs. Tallulah retorted, “You don’t know what you’re talking

about. I tell you cocaine isn’t habit-forming and I know because I’ve been taking it for years.”




2    At a party given by Dorothy Parker, Tallulah Bankhead became rather drunk and behaved indecorously. As she was being escorted

out, Dorothy Parker called out, “Has Whistler’s mother left yet?”




The following day the actress, observing herself in a small mirror, said, with a glance at Mrs. Parker, “The less I behave

like Whistler’s mother the night before, the more I look like her the morning after.”




3    Alexander Woollcott took Tallulah Bankhead to see a rather bad revival of a Maeterlinck tragedy. They decided to leave, and

as they rose to go, Tallulah murmured, “There’s less here than meets the eye.”




4    Tallulah’s volubility was notorious. The magician Fred Keating came away from an interview with her saying, “I’ve just spent

an hour talking to Tallulah for a few minutes.”




5    When Tallulah Bankhead first became successful in London, she bought herself a Bentley, which she greatly enjoyed driving.

The London streets bewildered her, however, and she tended to get lost. After a while she took to hiring a taxi to lead the

way while she drove behind in the Bentley.




6    When British premier Ramsay MacDonald and his spinster sister came to visit Tallulah in her dressing room, a certain Dr.

Jones was also announced. The MacDonalds tactfully offered to leave. “Oh, don’t go,” cried Tallulah. “I’d like you to meet

Dr. Jones. He’s the best abortionist in London.”




7    Dropping a fifty-dollar bill into the tambourine held out to her by a Salvation Army player, Tallulah waved aside the man’s

thanks. “Don’t bother to thank me. I know what a perfectly ghastly season it’s been for you Spanish dancers.”




8    (The TV Tonight Show host Jack Paar relates a Tallulah story for which he cannot personally vouch. Miss Bankhead was in a booth in a ladies’ room.)




“She could not find any toilet paper in her stall, and asked the lady in the next booth, ‘Darling, is there any tissue in

there?’




“‘Sorry, no.’


“‘Then have you any Kleenex?’


“‘Afraid not.’


“Then Tallulah said, ‘My dear, have you two fives for a ten?’”


9    Miss Bankhead’s father, William Brockman Bankhead, was Speaker of the US House of Representatives. Checking in at a New York

hotel one evening, he was pleasantly surprised by the receptionist’s exclamation: “Not the Mr. Bankhead?” He replied, “Why, yes — Congressman Bankhead.” The receptionist’s face fell. “Oh,” she said. “I thought, maybe,

you were Tallulah’s father.”




10    A fellow actress once said of Miss Bank head: “She’s not so great. I can upstage her any time.”




“Darling,” retorted Tallulah, “I can upstage you without even being on stage.” At the next performance, she set out to prove

her point. In one scene, while the other actress was engrossed in a long telephone conversation, Tallulah had to put down

the champagne glass from which she had been drinking and make her exit upstage. That evening, she carefully placed the half-full

glass in a precarious position at the edge of the table, half on and half off. The audience gasped, their attention riveted

to the glass, and the other actress was totally ignored. She later discovered that Miss Bankhead had surreptitiously stuck

a piece of adhesive tape on the bottom of the glass to ensure the success of her moment of triumph.




11    Miss Bankhead had been to see a screen adaptation of Tennessee Williams’s play Orpheus Descending, and was unimpressed. She later told the playwright: “Darling, they’ve absolutely ruined your perfectly dreadful play.”




12    Actor Donald Sutherland had a memorable first encounter with Tallulah Bankhead. He was making up in his dressing room when

he heard a noise behind him. Turning around, he was astonished to see Tallulah standing there, stark naked. “What’s the matter,

darling?” she asked. “Haven’t you ever seen a blonde before?”
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BANKS, Sarah Sophia (1744–1818), sister of Sir Joseph Banks, the British naturalist and explorer. She amassed a considerable natural history collection in

her own right.


1    A visitor once idly remarked to the eccentric Sophia, “It is a fine day, ma’am,” to which she retorted, “I know nothing at

all about it. You must speak to my brother upon that subject when you are at dinner.”
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BARBIROLLI, Sir John (1899–1970), British conductor of French-Italian descent. He was principal conductor of the Hallé Orchestra, Manchester, from 1943, and

was also associated with several other major orchestras and opera companies in Britain and the United States.


1    One of the players in the Hallé Orchestra had an affair with a singer and after a time his wife heard of it. Intending to

enlist Sir John Barbirolli’s help, she went to his room in Manchester’s Free Trade Hall and sobbed out her story. Sir John

listened sympathetically and when she had finished tried to find words of comfort for her. He concluded, “You know, there’s

nothing to worry about. He’s playing better than ever.”




2    Barbirolli was conducting the New York Philharmonic in a rehearsal of Schubert’s Fifth Symphony. “Sounds like a Moz’,” murmured

the first oboist, an Italian gentleman who had never learned to finish his words in the English way. “It may sound like a

Moz’,” replied Barbirolli, “but it’s a Schube’.”
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BARHAM, Richard Harris (1788–1845), British clergyman and humorist. His Ingoldsby Legends (1840) are mainly retellings in comic verse of medieval tales.


1    At Oxford Barham regularly failed to attend morning chapel. His tutor demanded an explanation. Barham excused himself. “The

fact is, sir, it’s too late for me,” he said. “Too late!” said the astonished tutor. “Yes, sir,” Barham continued. “I’m a

man of regular habits and I can’t sit up until seven o’clock in the morning. Unless I get to bed by four, or five at the latest,

I’m good for nothing next day.”




2    Richard Bentley, the publisher of Bentley’s Miscellany, in which many of the Ingoldsby Legends first appeared, mentioned to Barham that he had had trouble in selecting the name for his magazine, and had at first intended

to call it The Wits’ Miscellany. “Well, you needn’t have gone to the other extreme,” remarked Barham.






{This riposte is attributed by Charles Cowden Clarke to Douglas Jerrold, and is often given as Jerrold’s.}
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BARNES, Djuna (1892–1982), US novelist; author of Nightwood and other experimental works.


1    Eccentric and reclusive, Djuna Barnes lived for many years in a tiny Greenwich Village apartment. Her neighbor E. E. Cummings

would occasionally shout across to her from his window: “Are ya still alive, Djuna?”




2    Guy Davenport, learning that poet Louis Zukofsky frequently saw Djuna Barnes when he went for his morning paper, inquired

whether they ever exchanged pleasantries. “No,” replied Zukofsky. “What do you say to the Minister’s Black Veil?”
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BARNUM, Phineas Taylor (1810–91), US showman. He founded his famous circus — “the Greatest Show on Earth” — in 1871.


1    In 1841 Barnum purchased Scudder’s American Museum in New York, soon turning it into a prize attraction. So many people flocked

to see the exhibits that it was a problem to keep them moving, and long lines built up outside the entrance. Barnum solved

the problem by posting up inside the museum a sign reading “TO THE EGRESS.”




2    For a time Barnum employed an elephant to do the plowing on his farm. A neighboring farmer, a friend of Barnum’s, noticed

the beast at work. He then got into an argument with its owner, who insisted the elephant was just an other working animal

about the farm. After wrangling for a time about the economics of feeding it and the amount of work it could do, the farmer

said to Barnum, “I would just like to know what it can draw.” Barnum smiled. “It can draw the attention of twenty million

American citizens to Barnum’s Museum,” he said.




3    Barnum’s business instincts did not desert him on his deathbed. His last reported words were: “How were the receipts today

in Madison Square Garden?”
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BARR, Stringfellow (1896–1981), US educator; co-founder of the Great Books program at St. John’s College, Annapolis, Maryland.


1    The four-year Great Books program was based on the works of great writers and thinkers from Homer to such twentieth-century

giants as Freud. Someone once asked Barr, why a Great Books program? “Don’t you feel sorry for all the students in all the

other colleges who have no one to teach them but oafs like me?” Barr asked.
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BARRIE, Sir J[ames] M[atthew] (1860–1937), British Journalist and playwright. His stage successes include Quality Street (1901) and The Admirable Crichton (1902), but his lasting fame rests on his dramatic fantasy for children, Peter Pan (1904).


1    Barrie had for a long time looked forward to meeting A. E. Housman. When this was eventually arranged and the two placed

next to each other at a dinner in Cambridge, neither found much to say to the other. Barrie, returning to London with this

unprofitable encounter weighing on his mind, penned the following note to Housman: “Dear Professor Houseman, I am sorry about

last night, when I sat next to you and did not say a word. You must have thought I was a very rude man: I am really a very

shy man. Sincerely yours, J. M. Barrie.” Back from Cambridge came Housman’s reply: “Dear Sir James Barrie, I am sorry about

last night, when I sat next to you and did not say a word. You must have thought I was a very rude man: I am really a very

shy man. Sincerely yours, A. E. Housman. P.S. And now you’ve made it worse for you have spelt my name wrong.”




2    The pallbearers at Thomas Hardy’s funeral included distinguished writers (Rudyard Kipling, G. B. Shaw, A. E. Housman) and

politicians (Stanley Baldwin, Ramsay MacDonald). Shaw, the tallest and most obviously impressive, later remarked that he himself

had looked well at the ceremony, but “Barrie, blast him! looked far the most effective. He made himself look specially small.”




3    Peter Pan premiered in London in 1904. In it Peter told the Darling children that if they believed strongly enough that they could

fly, they would fly. Barrie soon began to hear from parents with children who had taken Peter’s word literally, and hurt themselves in consequence.

Barrie at once included in the play a cautionary statement that the children could fly, but only if they had first been sprinkled

with “fairy dust.” From then on, fairy dust being in short supply, all has gone well.




4    The success of Barrie’s plays owed a great deal to the author’s close attention to production details and his presence at

rehearsals. Late one night after an exhausting and unsatisfactory rehearsal of Peter Pan, when the director had just told the cast that they could go, Barrie suddenly demanded that they all be brought back onto

the stage. “Impossible,” shouted the weary director. “Why?” asked Barrier. “Crocodile under fourteen — gone home,” was the response.




5    One of the reactions to Peter Pan that Barrie most enjoyed was that of a small boy who had been given a seat in the author’s box to watch the play. At the

end he was asked which bit he had liked best. The child replied, “What I think I liked best was tearing up the program and

dropping the bits on people’s heads.”




6    (Peter, one of the sons of the Davies family of whom Sir James Barrie was very fond, recalls an incident that throws a curious

light on Barrie’s sense of humor.)




“One evening at dusk I was summoned to J. M. B.’s room, to find him sitting in a somehow dejected attitude, at the far end

of the room in the half light. As I entered he looked up, and in a flat lugubrious voice said: ‘Peter, something has happened

to my feet,’ and glancing down I saw to my horror that his feet were bare and swollen to four or five times their natural

size. For several seconds I was deceived, and have never since forgotten the terror that filled me, until I realized that

the feet were artificial (bought at Henley’s), made of the waxed linen masks are made of, and that I had been most successfully

hoaxed.”




7    Barrie, valuing the privacy of his home, tended to react violently when it was invaded. A reporter turned up on his doorstep

and when Barrie came to the door said brightly, “Sir James Barrie, I presume?”




“You do,” said Barrie, and slammed the door.


See also HILAIRE BELLOC 3.




8    Barrie was sitting next to George Bernard Shaw at a dinner party. The vegetarian Shaw had been provided with a special dish

of salad greens and dressing. Eyeing the unpleasant- looking concoction, Barrie whispered to Shaw, “Tell me, have you eaten

that or are you going to?”






{A variant of this story tells of a publisher’s messenger who called on Shaw one dinnertime. Staring in amazement at the writer’s

plate of vegetables, he inquired politely, “Sir, have you just finished or are you just starting?”}







9    “You’ll be sick tomorrow, Jack, if you eat any more chocolates,” said Sylvia Llewelyn- Davies to her young son. “I shall

be sick tonight,” said the child calmly, as he helped himself to yet another. Barrie, who overheard this exchange, was so

delighted with it that he incorporated it in Peter Pan and paid the young Llewelyn-Davies a copyright fee of a halfpenny a performance.






One morning, Yale University Professor of English John Berdan read to his English composition class a particularly inept theme

and, as usual, called for comments. The students panned it unmercifully.




“Interesting,” commented Berdan, “because I wrote the theme myself.” As the critics began to blush, he continued, “You are

quite right. This theme is incredibly bad. I spent two hours of painstaking effort last night to make sure I had not omitted

a single feature of poor writing, and I believe I succeeded.” The professor paused for dramatic effect.




“What astounds me,” he resumed, “is how you men can dash these things off day after day in ten minutes.”


 — Jacob M. Braude, Speaker’s and Toastmaster’s Handbook





10    While producing one of his own plays, Barrie was approached by an inexperienced member of the cast. Although his part was

a very minor one, the young actor, anxious to give it the right interpretation, sought Barrie’s advice. Sir James gave the

matter some thought. “I am glad you have asked me,” he finally replied. “I should like you to convey when you are acting it

that the man you portray has a brother in Shropshire who drinks port.”




[image: art]


BARROW, Isaac (1630–77), English clergyman and mathematician; Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge (1664–69). Besides numerous works on geometry,

he wrote a large number of sermons, which still enjoy a high reputation.


1    There was no love lost between Barrow and King Charles II’s favorite, the Earl of Rochester, who had called the clergyman

“a musty old piece of divinity.” One day at court, where Barrow was serving as the king’s chaplain, he encountered the earl,

who bowed low and said sarcastically, “Doctor, I am yours to my shoe-tie.”




“My lord,” returned Barrow, “I am yours to the ground.”


“Doctor, I am yours to the center.”


“My lord, I am yours to the antipodes.”


“Doctor, I am yours to the lowest pit of hell.”


“And there, my lord, I leave you,” said Barrow, turning smartly on his heel.
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BARRYMORE, Ethel (1879–1959), US actress, member of a remarkable acting family (Lionel and John were her brothers). Among her most notable stage successes

are Déclassée (1919), The Constant Wife (1928), and The Corn Is Green (1942). She also appeared in vaudeville, film, radio, and television.


1    Miss Barrymore was in her Hollywood dressing room one day when a studio usher knocked on the door and called: “A couple of

gals in the reception room, Miss Barrymore, who say they went to school with you. What shall I do?”




“Wheel them in,” came the reply.


2    Ethel Barrymore was exact in manners and expected from others the same courtesy. When she invited a young actress to dinner,

her guest not only failed to appear but did not even bother to account for her absence. Several days later, the two women

met unexpectedly at New York’s Gallery of Modern Art. Lamely, the young woman began, “I think I was invited to your house

to dinner last Thursday night.”




“Oh, yes,” replied Ethel. “Did you come?”




{Also told of Beatrice Lillie.}
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BARRYMORE, John (1882–1942), US actor. Throughout his successful career on stage and screen he always thought of himself primarily as a great classical

actor.


1    In his youth Barrymore was extremely lazy and had already acquired an unhealthy taste for alcohol. In 1906 a heavy night

of drinking enabled him to sleep through the great San Francisco earthquake. The next morning he was pressed by the army into

helping clear the rubble — an event that caused his uncle to remark, “It took a calamity of nature to get him out of bed and

the US army to make him go to work.”




2    Although Hamlet was to become one of Barrymore’s most famous roles, the actor was not at all happy with his first performance.

He was sitting despondently in his dressing room after the show, when a distinguished-looking gentleman came in. Throwing

himself at the actor’s feet, the stranger kissed Barrymore’s hand and gushed, “O Master! I enjoyed your performance so much!”




“Not half so much as I am enjoying yours,” replied Barrymore.


3    During rehearsals for a play the leading lady and Barrymore had a furious row. Barrymore told her pungently what he thought

of her parentage and her offstage pursuits. “Kindly remember I am a lady!” snapped the actress. “I will respect your secret,

madam,” retorted Barrymore.






{This anecdote is told of others, notably Charles Frohman and Mrs. Patrick Campbell.}





4    In accord with his frequently professed contempt for the film medium, Barrymore refused to learn his lines for any of his

movie roles. This necessitated having a small army of stagehands hold up boards with the star’s lines written on them so that

Barrymore could see and read them during filming. When directors or his fellow actors remonstrated with him about his inconvenient

habit, he always produced the same answer: “My memory is full of beauty — Hamlet’s soliloquies, the Queen Mab speech, King Magnus’

monologue from The Apple Cart, most of the Sonnets. Do you expect me to clutter up all that with this horseshit?”




5    When the filming of A Bill of Divorcement was complete, Katharine Hepburn turned to co-star John Barrymore, saying, “Thank God I don’t have to act with you anymore!”




“I didn’t know you ever had, darling,” he replied.


6    The assistant to a movie mogul telephoned Barrymore, explained that she was speaking for her boss, and invited Barrymore

to a party the following day. Barrymore replied, “And I am speaking for John Barrymore, who has a previous engagement which

he will make as soon as you have hung up.”




See also EDWARDVII 1.




7    Attending a funeral, Barrymore was about to depart with the other mourners when he noticed a very old, very frail man lingering

by the side of the open grave. Going over to him, Barrymore said softly, “I guess it hardly pays to go home.”






{This cruel jest has been attributed to others.}





8    In 1938 Orson Welles broadcast throughout the United States a radio production of H. G. Wells’s story War of the Worlds, which tells of a Martian invasion. The broadcast was so realistic that it almost caused a coast-to-coast panic. John Barrymore

was among those convinced that the Martians had landed. He managed to contain his fear until it came to the point at which

the invaders are marching down Madison Avenue. Rushing out to the kennel in which he kept his twenty St. Bernards, he flung

open the gate and released the dogs, crying, “Fend for yourselves!”




9    On one occasion John Barrymore was being interviewed by a young newspaper reporter, who asked him whether he still found

acting as much fun as it used to be. “Young man,” said Barrymore, “I am seventy-five. Nothing is as much fun as it used to

be.”




10    Barrymore faced his end with a last gesture of gallantry. In the hospital and aware that he was dying, he called for a priest,

who came to his bedside accompanied by an old and extremely ugly nurse. Asked if he had anything to confess, Barrymore replied,

“Yes, Father, I confess to having carnal thoughts.”




“About whom?” asked the nervous priest.


“About her,” said Barrymore, pointing to the nurse.
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BARRYMORE, Maurice (1847–1905), English-born actor. He won the English amateur boxing championship (1872), moved to the United States, and became an actor.

He was the father of John, Lionel, and Ethel Barrymore.


1    An English friend once scoffed at Maurice Barrymore’s enthusiasm for his adopted country. “Why,” he said, “we could go over

to America and beat the daylights out of it any day.”




“Again?” inquired Maurice.


2    Maurice Barrymore once took his young children to the zoo. While he was busy expounding on the llamas, young John was fascinated

by the large birds in the adjacent and very dirty aviary. He kept badgering his father to come and tell them about the pelicans,

cormorants, and similar exotic creatures. “Please,” persisted John, “what kind of birds are they?” Maurice peered at the cage

and the festoons of bird droppings. “Presumably,” he said, “they are birds of passage.”




3    When Maurice Barrymore was being laid to rest, the straps supporting the coffin became twisted. The coffin, already lowered

into the grave, had to be raised again so an adjustment could be made. As it reappeared, Lionel impulsively nudged John and

whispered, “How like Father — a curtain call!”
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BARTÓK, Béla (1881–1945), Hungarian composer and pianist. Much of his music for piano and strings draws upon themes from eastern European folk music.

He also wrote ballet and opera. In 1940 he moved to the United States, where he died in poverty.


1    (Isidore Philipp, a great teacher of piano, was visited by Bartók in Paris.)




“[Philipp] offered to introduce the young Hungarian composer to Camille Saint-Saëns, at that time a terrific celebrity. Bartók

declined. Philipp then offered him Charles-Marie Widor. Bartók again declined. ‘Well, if you won’t meet Saint-Saens and Widor,

who is there that you would like to know?’ ‘Debussy,’ said Bartók. ‘But he is a horrid man,’ said Philipp. ‘He hates everybody

and will certainly be rude to you. Do you want to be insulted by Debussy?’ ‘Yes,’ said Bartók.”
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BARTON, Clara (1821–1912), founder and president (1882–1904) of the US Red Cross.


1    Miss Barton, who never bore grudges, was once reminded by a friend of a wrong done to her some years earlier. “Don’t you

remember?” asked her friend. “No,” replied Clara firmly. “I distinctly remember forgetting that.”
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BARUCH, Bernard Mannes (1870–1965), US financier and presidential adviser.


1    Baruch was telephoned one night when giving a dinner party. His side of the conversation was clearly audible to his guests.

“Consolidated Gas — good,” they heard him say, then, “Yes — good — fine.” A lady who was present rushed out the following morning

and bought a substantial holding of Consolidated Gas. Over the next few months the stock fell disastrously. When the lady

next met Baruch, she reproached him, saying she had bought Consolidated Gas on his recommendation.




Baruch was puzzled, but when she reminded him of the telephone conversation, light dawned. The call had been from a consultant

whom he had briefed to investigate Consolidated Gas and who had said that Baruch’s suspicions were well founded. Baruch’s

words had been his expression of satisfaction that his hunch had proved correct.




2    A man who had often spoken to Baruch about his love for hunting was eventually invited to the financier’s South Carolina

estate for a turkey shoot. For two days the hapless guest toiled around the plantation, firing at every gobbler he saw, but

without hitting a single one. Baruch said nothing. On the third morning, however, the guest noticed a particularly fine turkey

sitting motionless in a tree right by the path. He crept up silently to the turkey and fired point-blank. The bird dropped

at his feet. With great joy he hastened to stuff his trophy into his bag and it was only then that he noticed the card tied

around the bird’s neck. It read: “With the compliments of Bernard Baruch.”
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BASIE, “Count“ [William] (1904–84), US jazz pianist. Count Basie first played in Harlem dance halls, taking piano lessons from Fats Waller. In 1935 he and his

band arrived in New York and, after an initially unenthusiastic reception, had their first hit, “One O’clock Jump,” which

became his signature tune. He was leader of his band for forty-nine years.


1    On tour in London in 1957, Basie went shopping for gifts for his family. He had decided on fur gloves for his daughter, but

in several shops he was advised that mittens were more practical for children. “Yeah?” said Basic “How’re they going to count

in the wintertime?”
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BAUGH, Sammy (1914– ), US football player. An outstanding passer, Baugh played superbly in sixteen seasons (1937–52) of professional American football

for the Washington Redskins.


1    Baugh’s Washington Redskins were one of the dominant teams in the National Football League of the 1930s and 1940s. In 1940,

however, they lost to the Chicago Bears, 73 to 0, in by far the most surprising and one-sided championship game the league

had had. Everything the Bears tried worked. In the final minutes the Redskins drove seventy-five yards to the six-inch line,

only to have a pass by Baugh intercepted by the Bears and thus ending the Redskins’ threat to score at least six points before

the final gun. In the dressing room afterward, dejected by the humiliating defeat, Baugh managed a little smile and said,

“Maybe if we could have gotten that touchdown at the end it would’ve turned the tide.”
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BAUM, L[yman] Frank (1856–1919), US writer and journalist, author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900).


1    Baum had a weak heart and was not allowed to smoke, but he often held an unlit cigar in his mouth. Once, when standing on

a lakeshore, he was asked whether he ever actually lit the cigar. “I only light up when I go swimming,” replied Baum. “I can’t

swim, so when the cigar goes out I know I’m getting out of my depth.” To illustrate this bizarre explanation, he lit the cigar,

walked into the lake until the water reached the level of his mouth, then returned to the dry land, the cigar extinguished.

“There, now,” he said triumphantly, “if it hadn’t been for the cigar I would have drowned.”
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BAYLIS, Lilian (1874–1937), British theater manager. She founded the first Old Vic Company in London (1912) and established its reputation for Shakespearean

productions. In 1931 she founded with Ninette de Valois the Sadler’s Wells Company for ballet and opera.


1    Miss Baylis was notoriously discouraging of romances between members of her companies. A young actor and actress went hand

in hand to her office. For a time she affected not to notice them, then, scarcely looking up from her desk, said, “Well, what

is it?”




“We’re in love, Miss Baylis,” stammered the actor, “and we — er — want to get married.”


“Go away,” said Miss Baylis. “I haven’t got time to listen to gossip.”


2    Chronic financial problems beset Lilian Baylis’s theatrical ventures. For these, as for other matters, she was unabashed

about seeking divine aid. Members of her company were frequently embarrassed by her habit of going down on her knees in her

office. It was said that at one particularly stressful moment she was overheard to pray, “O Lord, send me a good tenor — cheap.”




3    Elated by her recent acquisition of Sadler’s Wells as an opera and ballet house, Miss Baylis stepped off the sidewalk outside

London’s Old Vic theater without looking and was knocked down by a passing cab. An elderly gentleman rushed to her aid. “Blimey,”

he exclaimed, “if it ain’t Miss Lilian Baylis of the Old Vic.” Raising her head with some difficulty, Miss Baylis announced

proudly, “And Sadler’s Wells, too!” And lapsed unconscious.
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BAYLOR, Elgin (1934– ), US basketball player.


1    When Baylor was the leader of the Los Angeles Lakers, he agreed to take a vote among the players as to whether to buy blue

or gold blazers. The vote went for gold, but Baylor ordered blue. When his rival, Bill Russell, heard about it, he asked Baylor

to explain. “I told ’em I’d give ’em the vote, I didn’t say I’d count it,” Baylor replied.
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BEAN, Roy (?1825–1903), US frontier judge and saloon keeper.


1    Bean was the proprietor of the Jersey Lily tavern in Langtry, Texas, close to the railroad. One day when a train stopped

to take on water, a passenger rushed into Bean’s bar for a bottle of beer. Bean lazily told him to help himself, which the

man did, rushing out again without paying. Incensed, Bean grabbed his gun and ran up to the train, telling the conductor to

hold it. He found his customer in the smoking bar and, cocking his gun, demanded the money for the beer. Alarmed, the man

handed over a ten-dollar bill. Bean took it and said, “Fifty cents for the beer, nine dollars and fifty for collecting. This

squares your account. You can keep the bottle.” Then stepping down from the train, he told the conductor, “You can go ahead

now as soon as you damn well please.”
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BEATON, Sir Cecil (1904–80), British photographer and designer. He first won fame as a society portraitist in the 1920s.


1    In 1926 the young Beaton, uncertain about his future plans, begged the advice of a friend, Kyrie Leng. “What on earth can

I become in life?” he asked in a letter, and received the reply, “I wouldn’t bother too much about being anything in particular, just become a friend of the Sitwells, and wait and see what happens.”




2    (At an informal dinner party soon after the engagement of Princess Margaret and Anthony Armstrong-Jones was announced, Cecil

Beaton was shown one of the first wedding presents, painted by one of the guests.)




“One of the painters present had given them a large picture of a great number of hysterical-looking naked figures milling together

in what appeared to be a blue haze or an earthquake or a trench scene of the 1914–18 war. Princess Margaret said, ‘They’re

all dancing.’ I took a gulp of champagne and said, ‘Oh, I’m so glad it isn’t a disaster.’ Princess Margaret laughed so much

that she had to lie flat in an armchair.”
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BEATTY, David Beatty, 1st Earl (1871–1936), British admiral; First Sea Lord (1919–27). He commanded a cruiser squadron during World War I, inflicting a number of losses

upon the German navy, and in 1918 received the surrender of the German fleet.


1    Beatty commanded one arm of the British fleet at the battle of Jutland in 1916. He was not wholly prepared with all ships

in position when he encountered the German fleet, and a brisk battle soon developed. The Lion was hit first and then the Indefatigable was blown up; soon afterward the Queen Mary, with her crew of 1,200, was sunk. Admiral Beatty observed to his flag captain, “There seems to be something wrong with our

bloody ships today, Chatfield.”






{Despite their early losses the British held their own and the outcome of the battle was inconclusive. The “something wrong”

was the fact that the British naval designers had not recognized that long-range shells would drop from above onto their targets,

not blast them from the sides; they had therefore heavily armored the sides of the warships and left the decks and superstructures

comparatively unprotected.}








Ernie Byfield, who used to run Chicago’s legendary Pump Room, was once asked why real caviar was so expensive. His reply:

“After all, it’s a year’s work for the sturgeon.”
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BEAUMARCHAIS, Pierre-Augustin Caron de (1732–99), French dramatist. His greatest successes, The Barber of Seville (1775) and The Marriage of Figaro (1778), inspired operas by Rossini and Mozart respectively.


1    Beaumarchais had suffered at the hands of the aristocratic Duc de Chaulnes, but had refused to fight him. Some time afterward,

after another imbroglio, he received a challenge from a certain M. de la Blache. “Not a chance,” replied Beaumarchais, “I’ve

refused better men than you.”
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BEAUMONT, Francis (1584–1616), British dramatist who collaborated between about 1607 and 1612 with John Fletcher in the writing of several plays.


1    At one stage in their collaboration Beaumont and Fletcher were arrested on suspicion of treason. As they were sitting in

a tavern working out the plot of a tragedy, one had been heard to remark to the other, “I’ll kill the king.”
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BEAVERBROOK, William Maxwell Aitken, 1st Baron (1879–1964), British newspaper publisher and politician, born in Canada. Having already made his fortune as a stockbroker, he came to Britain

in 1910 and entered Parliament. After World War I he went into journalism and took over the Daily Express, dramatically increasing its worldwide circulation. A few years later he founded the Sunday Express and subsequently bought the Evening Standard. He was a member of Churchill’s cabinet during World War II.


1    In the washroom of his London club, Beaverbrook happened to meet Edward Heath, then a young MP, about whom he had printed

a rather insulting editorial a few days earlier. “My dear chap,” said Beaverbrook, embarrassed by the encounter, “I’ve been

thinking it over, and I was wrong. Here and now, I wish to apologize.”




“Very well,” grunted Heath. “But next time, I wish you’d insult me in the washroom and apologize in your newspaper.”




{Told of others.}
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BECKETT, Samuel (1906–89), Irish novelist, playwright, and poet. In 1937 he made Paris his permanent home. His works are characterized by nihilism, expressed

in savage humor, as in Waiting for Godot (1954). He was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1969.


1    Beckett was listening while his friend Walter Lowenfels expounded at length his views on the relationship of art and the

desolate condition of society. Beckett nodded but said nothing, until his friend burst out, “You sit there saying nothing

while the world is going to pieces. What do you want? What do you want to do?” Beckett crossed his long legs and drawled,

“Walter, all I want to do is sit on my ass and fart and think of Dante.”




2    In 1961 Beckett married his long-time companion, Suzanne. Soon afterward their relationship became soured by her jealousy

of his growing fame and success as a writer. One day in 1969 the telephone rang. Suzanne answered it. She listened for a moment,

spoke briefly to the caller, and hung up. Then she turned to face Beckett, looking stricken, and whispered, “Quel catastrophe!” (What a catastrophe!) She had just been told that the Swedish Academy had awarded him the Nobel Prize for literature.
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BECKFORD, William (1760–1844), British eccentric and collector; author of the Oriental romance Vathek (1786). Enormously wealthy, he spent much of his fortune on his house at Fonthill, a few miles from Bath. Built by the architect

James Wyatt, Fonthill was a Gothic dream with a huge central tower. Some twenty-five years after its completion the tower collapsed

and the whole abbey fell into ruins.


1    Beckford built a high wall around his estate at Fonthill to discourage visitors. One determined young man managed to slip

unobserved through the main gate during a tradesman’s call. Heading across the park, he came to a walled vegetable garden.

A man who had been digging potatoes came over and asked the intruder to identify himself. The young man explained that he

had heard a great deal about the beauties of Fonthill and finding the gate open had taken the opportunity of having a look.

The gardener seemed sympathetic, showed him around the greenhouses, and then said, “Would you like to see the house and its

contents?”




After a comprehensive tour of the house, the young man’s guide pressed him to stay and have some dinner, then revealed his

true identity; he was, of course, William Beckford. The young man readily agreed to stay, and he and Beckford had a magnificent

meal and thoroughly enjoyable conversation. On the stroke of eleven Beckford withdrew to bed. A footman showed the guest to

the door. “Mr. Beckford ordered me to present his compliments to you, sir,” he told the young man, “and I am to say that as

you found your way into Fonthill Abbey without assistance, you may find your way out again as best you can, and he hopes that

you will take care to avoid the bloodhounds that are let loose in the gardens every night. I wish you good evening, sir.”




With the door resolutely shut behind him, the young man ran as fast as he could to the nearest tree and climbed up out of

reach of the hounds. There he spent a night of acute terror and discomfort until day dawned and he was able to make his way

in safety to the main gate and escape.




2    Beckford’s vast and assorted collection did not win universal admiration. After financial constraints forced its owner to

disperse it, the essayist William Hazlitt remarked, “The only proof of taste he has shown in this collection is his getting

rid of it.”
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BEECHAM, Thomas (1820–1907), British industrialist; grandfather of the conductor Sir Thomas Beecham.


1    Beecham’s fortunes were founded on his pills, which became a popular panacea and were sold with the slogan “Worth a guinea

a box.” It is said that this phrase was suggested to Beecham by a satisfied customer who came up to him while he was peddling

the pills in the marketplace at St. Helens, Lancashire. When Beecham became wealthy, he used to send samples of the pills

to the old people of the Oxfordshire village in which he had once been a shepherd. In the bottom of each box he would put

a guinea.
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BEECHAM, Sir Thomas (1879–1961), British conductor and impresario. As guest conductor with the New York Philharmonic from 1928, founder of the London Philharmonic

Orchestra (1932), and artistic director of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, Beecham was influential in promoting classical

music for US and British audiences.


1    Thomas Beecham’s sister had a friend called Utica Welles. When they were out walking one day, Beecham said to her, “I don’t

like your Christian name. I’d like to change it.”




“You can’t,” the girl replied, “but you can change my surname.”


And so they were married.


2    As a young man Beecham was the subject of many stories relating to his dashing style. One tells how he was walking in London’s

Piccadilly on a balmy summer evening when he began to feel that he was too warmly dressed. He hailed a cab, tossed his redundant

topcoat into it, and ordered the driver, “Follow me.” He then completed his stroll unencumbered.




3    On one occasion Sir Thomas was asked if it was true that he preferred not to have women in the orchestra. “The trouble is,”

he said, ”if they are attractive it will upset my players and if they’re not it will upset me.”




4    Beecham was not a great admirer of the music of the British composer Ralph Vaughan Williams. During a rehearsal of a Vaughan

Williams symphony he seemed to be doing no more than listlessly beating time — indeed, he was still beating time after the orchestra

had stopped. “Why aren’t you playing?” Beecham mildly asked the first violinist. “It’s finished, Sir Thomas,” came the reply.

Beecham looked down at his score, turned the page, and found it empty. “So it is, thank God!” he said.




5    Sir Thomas Beecham was traveling in a nonsmoking compartment on a train belonging to the Great Western Railway. A lady entered

the compartment and lit a cigarette, saying, “I’m sure you won’t object if I smoke.”




“Not at all,” replied Beecham, “provided that you don’t object if I’m sick.”


“I don’t think you know who I am,” the lady haughtily pointed out. “I am one of the directors’ wives.”


“Madam,” said Beecham, “if you were the director’s only wife, I should still be sick.”




6    One day there was a face strange to Beecham among the woodwinds. “Er, Mr. — ?” he began.




“Ball,” came the reply.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Ball, Sir Thomas.”


“Ball? Ah — Ball. Very singular.”




7    When rehearsing Handel’s Messiah Beecham said to the choir, “When we sing ‘All we, like sheep, have gone astray,’ might we please have a little more regret

and a little less satisfaction?”




See also MALCOLM SARGENT 2.




8    Riding in a New York cab, Beecham irritated his companion by repeatedly whistling a passage from Mozart. Eventually the man

ex claimed, “Must you do that?” Beecham replied, “You may be able to hear only my whistling; I can hear the full orchestra.”




9    In the foyer of a Manchester hotel Beecham saw a distinguished-looking woman whom he believed he knew, though he could not

remember her name. He paused to talk to her and as he did so vaguely recollected that she had a brother. Hoping for a clue,

he asked how her brother was and whether he was still working at the same job. “Oh, he’s very well,” she answered, “and still

king.”






{A similar story is told of President Taft.}





10    The rehearsal had not been going well, with some players apparently unable to keep time. Beecham addressed one of the main

of fenders: “We cannot expect you to be with US the whole time, but maybe you would be kind enough to keep in touch now and

again?”




11    In the first half of a concert Beecham was conducting a Mozart concerto. He and the pianist did not get on together; his

conducting lacked luster and the pianist’s playing was mediocre. During the intermission some adjustments to the stage became

necessary. The person in charge asked Beecham, “Should we take the piano off or leave it on?” Beecham mentally ran over the

second half of the program, for which a piano was not required. “You might as well leave it on,” he said. “It will probably

slink off by itself.”




12    Beecham and violinist Jean Pougnet were appearing with an orchestra that seemed over awed at rehearsal. The start of the

main piece was disastrous. Sir Thomas kept going, and after a while the players began to settle down. He leaned forward to

Pougnet and said: “Don’t look now, Mr. Pougnet, but I believe we’re being followed.”




13    A lady asked Sir Thomas’s advice on an instrument for her son, concerned about the misery his first efforts on the violin

or trombone might inflict upon the household. What instrument would Sir Thomas recommend? Beecham replied, “The bagpipes;

they sound exactly the same when you have mastered them as when you first begin learning them.”




14    When Beecham conducted the opening night of Richard Strauss’s Elektra at Covent Garden in 1910, he judged the singing not up to standard. He urged the orchestra to play louder and louder: “The

singers think they are going to be heard, and I’m going to make jolly well certain that they aren’t.”




15    Beecham spent much of World War II in Australia and the Americas. Asked by an Australian journalist why he had left England

when his country was at war, Beecham replied: “The government declared a state of emergency, so I obediently emerged.”




16    Beecham was once asked why he always chose such generously built ladies for the leading soprano roles in his productions,

rejecting the more shapely and attractive candidates. “Unfortunately,” replied the conductor with a wistful sigh, “those sopranos

who sing like birds eat like horses — and vice versa.”
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BEECHER, Henry Ward (1813–87), US Congregational minister and author. Like his sister Harriet Beecher Stowe, he was a fervent campaigner for the abolition

of slavery.


1    In the middle of one of Henry Ward Beecher’s most eloquent political speeches, a member of the crowd gave a perfect imitation

of a cock crow. The audience roared with laughter, but the speaker gave no sign of annoyance, simply pulling out his watch

and studying it until the noise had died down. Then he said, “That’s odd. My watch says it’s ten o’clock. But there can’t

be any mistake. It must be morning, for the instincts of the lower animals are absolutely infallible.”




2    Arriving at Plymouth church one Sunday, Beecher found in his mail a letter containing just one word: “Fool.” During the service

that morning, he related the incident to his congregation, adding the remark: “I have known many an instance of a man writing

a letter and forgetting to sign his name, but this is the only instance I have ever known of a man signing his name and forgetting

to write the letter.”




3    During the Civil War, Beecher traveled to England with the aim of arousing British support for the Northern cause. Addressing

a turbulent crowd of rebel sympathizers in Manchester, he was asked: “Why didn’t you whip the Confederates in sixty days,

as you said you would?”




“Because,” retorted Beecher, “we found we had Americans to fight instead of Englishmen.”


4    Beecher possessed a beautiful globe depicting the various constellations and stars of the heavens. Robert Ingersoll, visiting

Beecher one day, admired the globe and asked who had made it. “Who made it?” said Beecher, seizing the opportunity to attack

his guest’s well-known agnosticism. “Why, nobody made it; it just happened.”




[image: art]


BEERBOHM, Sir Max (1872–1956), British writer, caricaturist, and wit. He wrote several books of essays and parodies and the fanciful romance Zuleika Dobson (1911).


1    When Max was a schoolboy at Charterhouse, his mother came to visit him on a day of school festivities. His housemaster’s

wife was wearing a fine new pearl necklace. “Do you see that?” said Max, pointing out the necklace to his mother. “Every pearl

represents a boy’s empty stomach.”




2    (Sir James Barrie, although a Scot, was frequently to be seen as a pallbearer at the funerals of major figures of the English

literary establishment. Max recounts an incident at the funeral in 1909 of George Meredith.)




“As I left… a young woman rushed up to me, crying, ‘Mr. Barrie, Mr. Barrie — you are Mr. Barrie, aren’t you? — will you write

something for me in my autograph book. Here it is!’… I know it was in poor taste; I said nothing, but when I took the volume

my pen ran away with me, and I wrote, ‘Ay, Lassie! It’s a sad day the noo. J. M. Barrie.’ ”




3    Max had no time for the new psychological theories that pervaded literature in his latter years. Reflecting on his own happy

family life, he wondered aloud to a friend what the psychologists would make of him. “I adored my father and mother and I

adored my brothers and sisters. What kind of complex would they find me a victim of? Oedipus and what else?” He paused for

a moment and then went on, “They were a tense and peculiar family, the Oedipuses, weren’t they?”




4    Max’s eccentricities may in part have been inherited from his father, Julius Beerbohm. On one occasion, at a party he was

not enjoying, one of Julius’s daughters-in-law came across him groping his way around the room. She asked if he was looking

for something. “The door,” exclaimed Mr. Beerbohm.




5    Elisabeth Jungmann, reading about Newton, observed to Max that she would have liked to have met the great scientist. Max,

to whom scientific matters were a closed book, said that he would not have understood him. “He would have liked you,” persevered

Elisabeth. Max was amused: “I would have taught him the law of levity,” he said.




6    Beerbohm was entertaining his biographer, S. N. Behrman, at tea. Elisabeth Jungmann, then mistress of the house, brought

in a bowl of strawberries that she proudly declared to be from their own garden. “I always say,” remarked Max mischievously,

“that things from gardens just haven’t got that special something which you find in things bought in a shop, have they?”
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BEETHOVEN, Ludwig van (1770–1827), German composer. Beethoven’s musical talent manifested itself by the time he was five years old. His father had him given

a thorough musical training in the hope of exhibiting the boy as an infant prodigy. In 1792 Beethoven moved to Vienna, where

he studied with Haydn. After 1798 he was troubled by increasing deafness. Despite this handicap he produced a huge volume

of music in many forms: two masses, two ballets, an opera (Fidelio), nine symphonies, five piano concertos, a violin concerto, thirty-two piano sonatas, ten sonatas for violin and piano, and seventeen

string quartets. His last years were plagued by financial problems and ill health.


1    On one occasion when Beethoven was walking with Goethe, Goethe expressed his annoyance at the incessant greetings from passersby.

Beethoven replied, “Do not let that trouble Your Excellency; perhaps the greetings are intended for me.”




2    When Beethoven composed, he considered himself at one with the Creator and took endless pains to perfect his compositions.

On one occasion a violinist complained to him that a passage was so awkwardly written as to be virtually unplayable. Beethoven

replied, “When I composed that, I was conscious of being inspired by God Almighty. Do you think I can consider your puny

little fiddle when He speaks to me?”




3    Beethoven’s Third Symphony, Eroica, composed in 1803, was originally entitled “Bonaparte.” This was intended as a tribute to the hero of revolutionary France,

then First Consul and almost exactly the same age as Beethoven. But Beethoven’s admiration soon gave way to disillusionment

when Napoleon proclaimed himself emperor in May 1804. Beethoven was in Vienna when he heard of this; in a rage he went to

the table where the score lay and tore the title page in two.






{On publication the symphony was given its present title, Eroica (Heroic), and it was described as having been composed “to celebrate the memory of a great man.”}







4    Performing a new piano concerto at the Theater An der Wien, Beethoven forgot that he was the soloist and began to conduct.

At the first sforzando, he threw out his arms with such force that he knocked down the lights on the piano. He began the concerto again, this time

with two choir boys holding the lights. On reaching the same sforzando, Beethoven repeated his dramatic gesture. He hit one of the boys, who was so frightened that he dropped his light. The other

boy anticipated what would happen and dodged the blow. Enraged by the audience’s laughter, Beethoven struck the piano with

such force that at the first chord six strings broke.




5    His Ninth Symphony (the Choral) completed, Beethoven was urged to conduct his latest work at a Vienna concert. After a particular passage, unaware of the

thunderous ovation, the composer stood still turning the leaves of his score. Finally one of the singers pulled at his sleeve

and pointed to the audience. Beethoven turned, and bowed.
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BEGIN, Menachem (1913– ), Israeli statesman; prime minister (1977–83). A hardline Zionist, when he became prime minister he nonetheless engaged in peace

negotiations with President Anwar Sadat of Egypt and with him was awarded the 1979 Nobel Peace Prize.


1    In September 1940 Begin was playing chess with his wife when Russian soldiers burst into his home to arrest him. As they

dragged him away, he shouted to Mrs. Begin that he conceded the game.
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BEHAN, Brendan (1923–64), Irish playwright. The Quare Fellow (1954) was based on his experiences under detention for IRA offenses. He also wrote The Hostage (1956) and an autobiography, Borstal Boy (1958).


1    (During one of his alcoholic periods, Behan arrived at his publisher’s office en route for Euston station, wearing his pajamas

under his suit. The publicity director, a friend of the family, was to accompany Behan to the station to meet his parents.

She had the task of making him a little more presentable.)




“On our way to the station we stopped at an outfitter’s in a side street off the Euston Road, and although the clothes in

the window had little in common with Brendan, we went in. As I busied myself informing the immaculately dressed assistant

that we wanted an overcoat, shirt, and a tie, I did not notice that Brendan was preparing himself enthusiastically for the

fitting until, too late, he stood in front of us with not a stitch between himself and his Maker, his suit and his pajamas

bunched in a pile by his tiny bare feet. With a dignity that is essentially the mark of a perfect English gentleman, the assistant

did not raise an eyebrow as he helped Brendan into his new shirt and back into his trousers as though the sight of a naked

customer in his shop was an everyday occurrence.”




2    Behan was originally a housepainter by trade, and while in Paris was asked to paint a sign on the window of a café to attract

English tourists. He painted, “Come in, you Anglo-Saxon swine/ And drink of my Algerian wine./ ‘Twill turn your eyeballs black

and blue,/ And damn well good enough for you.” After receiving payment for the job, Behan fled before the café proprietor

had time to have the rhyme translated.




3    Behan was asked what he thought of drama critics. “Critics are like eunuchs in a harem,” he replied. “They’re there every

night, they see it done every night, they see how it should be done every night, but they can’t do it them selves.”




4    Just before he died, Behan looked up at the nursing nun who was taking his pulse. “Bless you, Sister,” he said with a weak

smile. “May all your sons be bishops!”
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BELINSKY, Robert [“Bo”] (1936– ), US baseball player, who became famous when he pitched a no-hit game for the California Angels in 1962.


1    When Bo was dating the movie actress Mamie van Doren, she came to visit him during preseason training in Palm Springs, and

they made the rounds of the night spots. All the players were due in their rooms by midnight. As the witching hour approached,

Bo was dancing with Mamie. “I’m sorry, I gotta go, or I’ll miss bed check,” he explained. “I know, honey,” replied Mamie,

“I’m dancing as fast as I can.”
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BELL, Alexander Graham (1847–1922), Scottish inventor, who worked most of his life in North America. Most noted for his invention of the telephone (patented 1876),

he also researched the fields of sound recording, aerodynamics, and electro-optical communication.


1    On March 10, 1876, Bell made the first telephone communication over a line set up between two rooms in a building in Boston.

The epoch-making words recorded by Mr. Watson, Bell’s assistant, were simply: “Mr. Watson, come here; I want you.”




2    As professor of vocal physiology at Boston University, Bell had many deaf pupils, including Mabel Hubbard, who later became

his wife. They lived happily together for forty-five years. As Bell lay dying after a long illness, Mabel whispered to him,

“Don’t leave me.” Unable to speak, Bell traced with his fingers the sign “No.” With this last silent message, the inventor

of the telephone took his final leave of his wife.
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BELL, Joseph (1837–1911), Scottish surgeon, the model for Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. He was consulting surgeon to the Royal Infirmary

of Edinburgh.


1    Bell used a standard experiment to test the powers of perception of each new class of medical students. He held up a tumbler

of liquid, explaining that it contained a potent drug with a very bitter taste. “We might easily analyze this chemically,”

he said, “but I want you to test it by smell and taste and, as I don’t ask anything of my students which I wouldn’t be willing

to do myself, I will taste it before passing it around.” The students watched uncomfortably as Dr. Bell dipped a finger into

the liquid, put his finger to his lips, and sucked it. Grimacing, he then passed the tumbler around the class and each student

in turn dipped a finger into the unknown substance, sucked it, and shuddered at the bitter taste. The experiment over, Dr.

Bell announced: “Gentlemen, I am deeply grieved to find that not one of you has developed this power of perception, which

I so often speak about. For, if you had watched me closely, you would have found that, while I placed my forefinger in the

bitter medicine, it was the middle finger which found its way into my mouth!”






{In a variant of this story, the liquid in the tumbler is revealed to be urine.}





2    Dr. Bell once attempted to demonstrate the deductive method of diagnosis to a group of students gathered around the bed of

one of his patients. “Aren’t you a bandsman?” he asked the sick man. His patient nodded. “You see, gentlemen, I am right,”

said Dr. Bell triumphantly. “It is quite simple. This man has a paralysis of the cheek muscles, the result of too much blowing

at wind instruments. We need only inquire to confirm. What instrument do you play, my man?”




“The big drum, doctor.”




{This anecdote is also told of others.}
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BELLOC, [Joseph] Hilaire [Pierre] (1870–1953), English writer of French and British descent. His numerous works include novels, biographies, travelogues, books of light

verse, and literary criticism.


1    Belloc’s passionate convictions prompted him in 1906 to seek election as an MP, although he knew that, as a Roman Catholic,

he would have a struggle to overcome the voters’ religious prejudices. On the occasion of his first campaign speech at Salford

he appeared on the rostrum with a rosary in his hand and made the following declaration: “I am a Catholic. As far as possible

I go to Mass every day. As far as possible I kneel down and tell these beads every day. If you reject me on account of my

religion, I shall thank God that he has spared me the indignity of being your representative.” He was elected.




2    At a dinner in Trinity College, Cambridge, Bertrand Russell observed that he had been in a chapel in which the Ten Commandments

were written up on two boards and placed where the congregation could read them. Hilaire Belloc, who strongly disapproved

of Russell’s permissive views on marriage, said, “And I always think when I see boards like that, that there should be a third

board over them: ‘Candidates should not attempt more than six of these.’ ”




3    Belloc was a master of insult. The novelist and critic Wilfrid Sheed recalls that an unidentified man came up to Belloc,

saying, “You don’t know me.”




“Yes, I do,” replied Belloc, turned on his heel, and walked off.


See also JAMES BARRIE 7.




4    (A. N. Wilson, in his biography of Belloc, states that he heard the following story from several sources but has never been

able to substantiate it. It illustrates the strain under which Belloc often worked, turning out book after book, not always

up to his highest standard, merely in order to make a difficult livelihood.)




During the 1930s in a railway carriage Belloc noticed a man in front of him reading a volume of his History of England. He leaned forward, asked him how much he had paid for it, was informed of the price, took a corresponding sum out of his

pocket, gave it to the man, snatched the book from his hand, and tossed it out the window.
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BELLOWS, George Wesley (1882–1925), US painter and lithographer, known for his pictures of high-speed action, as in his prizefight series. He was associated with

the so-called Ashcan School.


1    Joseph Pennell once accused Bellows of nonauthenticity for having painted the execution of nurse Edith Cavell by the Germans

in 1915 without having been an eyewitness of the event. Bellows retorted that although he had not been present at the execution,

“neither had Leonardo da Vinci been present at the Last Supper.”
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BELMONT, August (1813–90), US financier, born in Prussia of Jewish descent. He came to New York (1837) as agent for the Rothschilds, amassed a huge fortune,

and became an American citizen (1844).


1    An apocryphal story illustrates Belmont’s ambiguous position in fashionable New York society, to which his wealth gave him

an entree but in which he was an outsider by reason of his origins. When the invitation committee denied Belmont an invitation

to their City Ball, he wrote them: “I have been investigating the accounts of you gentlemen on the Street. Either I get an

invitation to the Assembly this year, or else the day after the Assembly each of you will be a ruined man.” He got his invitation

to the ball. No one else showed up.
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BEMBO, Pietro (1470–1547), Italian scholar. He wrote an official history of Venice (published posthumously, ISSI) and a treatise on Italian prose, besides

poems, essays, and dialogues. In 1539 he was created cardinal.


1    In Rome Cardinal Bembo gave a splendid dinner. Among the distinguished guests was the Count Montebello, famous for his perfect

breeding. During the banquet the count rose from his seat and looked around. He observed the priceless carpets, the mirrors,

the bronzes — and shook his head. He let his gaze wander over the wall tapestries, the gold and crystal table service, and shrugged

his shoulders. Then his eyes roved over the servants, dressed in silk and satin, ranged against the walls. Finally he walked

up to one of the lackeys and spat straight into his mouth. The cardinal, shocked, looked in astonishment at his guest. Montebello

explained, “My lord, it was the only place I could find in the whole room where I could spit.”






{Apparently this story actually goes back to Aristippus and Diogenes.}
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BENCHLEY, Robert Charles (1889–1945), American humorist. He was editor of Vanity Fair, drama critic for Life and The New Yorker, and a member of the famed Algonquin Round Table. He published fifteen volumes of his collected humorous essays and acted in

several films.


1    As an undergraduate at Harvard, Benchley was much given to practical jokes. One day he and a friend were walking in Boston’s

elegant Louisburg Square. “Come on,” said Benchley, “let’s get the davenport.” Knocking on the door of the nearest house,

he told the maid that they had come to fetch the davenport. The maid hesitated, then asked, “Which one?” Robert indicated

one that stood just inside the front door. The maid let them in and the two men carried the davenport across the square to

another house. When the maid there came to the door, Robert said, “We’ve brought the davenport. Where shall we put it?” The

confused maid showed them the sitting room, and duly depositing the davenport, the two young men left.




2    When Benchley visited Venice for the first time, he sent a cable to Harold Ross, the editor of The New Yorker, reading, “Streets full of water. Please advise.”




3    At a Hollywood party the guests were playing a game in which each one had to compose his or her own epitaph. An actress,

whose marriages and love affairs were notorious, sat next to Benchley. She complained that she could not think what to write

about herself. The humorist suggested: “At last she sleeps alone.”




4    (Benchley had himself admitted to the hospital to escape an engagement.)




“The doctor who examined him was the kind that interprets a hangnail as the early symptom of something obscure and hideous.

‘Lucky for you this case fell into my hands,’ he told Benchley. ‘I don’t want to alarm you, but all we can do is prescribe

in a general way and watch the effects of the treatment, although we don’t know precisely what they’ll be. Now, these pills — .’




“Next day the patient was moaning feebly. ‘Those pills!’ he managed to gasp. ‘Doctor, they must have been — you don’t suppose — ’

The frightened doctor whipped back the sheets. Benchley had glued pillow feathers from his shoulder blades to his knees.”




5    Passing Ulysses S. Grant’s tomb in New York, Benchley was seen to be scribbling some thing on the back of an envelope, which

he slipped under the door of the monument. The note read: “Please leave 2 quarts Grade A and 1 pint whipping cream. U. S.

G.”




6    Leaving the Algonquin after a particularly alcoholic session, Benchley found himself face to face with a uniformed man whom

he took to be the doorman. “Would you get me a taxi, my good man?” he requested. The other drew himself up proudly. “See here,

I happen to be a rear admiral in the United States navy,” he snapped. “Perfectly all right,” said Benchley, “just get me a

battleship then.”




7    Caught in a rain shower one afternoon, Benchley arrived home soaking wet. “George,” he called to his servant, “get me out

of this wet suit and into a dry martini.”






{Robert Benchley, in fact, disclaimed credit for this now classic line, stating that it had definitely been said by his friend

Charles Butterworth.}







8    Benchley was attending the Broadway premiere of a play during which a telephone rang on an otherwise deserted stage. “I think

that’s for me,” remarked Benchley, and he rose and left the theater.




9    Benchley and Dorothy Parker were visiting a speakeasy when a man showed them what he said was an indestructible watch. They

tested this by hitting it against the table top, then throwing it on the floor and stamping on it. The owner picked it up,

put it to his ear, and said in incredulous dismay, “It’s stopped.”




“Maybe you wound it too tight,” said Benchley and Mrs. Parker in chorus.


10    Attending the premiere of The Squall in 1926, Benchley was exasperated by the play’s use of pidgin English. He whispered to his wife that if he heard one more

word of it he was going to leave. At that moment a gypsy girl on stage prostrated herself at the feet of another character

and announced, “Me Nubi. Nubi good girl. Me stay.” Benchley rose to his feet and said, “Me Bobby. Bobby bad boy. Me go.” And

he went.




11    A scene in one of Benchley’s movie shorts required that he be strung up in a mess of telephone wires above a street. While

waiting for the final camera, he said to his wife, Gertrude, “Remember how good at Latin I was in school?”




“Yes.”


“Well, look where it got me.”


12    The office Benchley shared with Dorothy Parker in the Metropolitan Opera House building was so tiny that Benchley observed

of it, “One cubic foot less of space and it would have constituted adultery.”




13    Someone asked whether Benchley knew the playwright Robert Sherwood, distinguished for his great height — he was six feet seven

inches tall. Benchley hopped onto a chair and raised his hand to a level just below the ceiling. “Sure,” he said, “I’ve known

Bob Sherwood since he was this high.”




14    Benchley was horrified when his request for a bank loan was promptly and unconditionally granted. He immediately closed his

account. “I don’t trust a bank that would lend money to such a poor risk,” he said.




See also GROUCHO MARX 4.




15    (In his later years Robert Benchley increasingly succumbed to alcoholism and despair, despising his career in Hollywood as

a writer of shorts and a character-part player. Nathaniel Benchley describes a scene at a Hollywood party attended by Robert

Sherwood.)




“At one point, late in the evening, Benchley was heard to say, ‘Those eyes — I can’t stand those eyes looming at me!’ Everybody

stopped and turned, and saw Benchley was backing away from Sherwood. They waited, already smiling and set to laugh at the

joke that was about to come, but Benchley was serious. He pointed at Sherwood and said, ‘He’s looking at me and thinking of

how he knew me when I was going to be a great writer… And he’s thinking, now look at what I am!’ ”
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BEN-GURION, David (1886–1973), Israeli socialist statesman, born in Poland. He founded the Israeli Workers’ Party in 1930 and became chairman of the Zionist

Executive in 1935. When the new Jewish state of Israel was established in 1948, Ben-Gurion became its first prime minister

(1948–53) and was prime minister again, from 1955 to 1963.


1    Members of the Israeli Cabinet did not hesitate to register their disapproval when Ben-Gurion addressed Parliament wearing

neither jacket nor tie. Parrying their protests, the prime minister claimed to have Winston Churchill’s permission for his

unconventional state of dress. “On my last visit to London,” he explained, “I wanted to take off my jacket and tie. Churchill

stopped me. ‘Mr. Prime Minister,’ he said, ‘you can only do that in Jerusalem.’”
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BENNETT, [Enoch] Arnold (1867–1931), English writer and theater critic. His novels are set in the pottery towns of the English Midlands. Perhaps his finest work

is The Old Wives’ Tale.




1    In his review of Arnold Bennett’s The Old Wives’ Tale, the critic Frank Harris complained that the famous public execution scene was obviously written by someone who had never

witnessed such an event. He accused Bennett of having a warped imagination and proceeded to write his own version of the scene.

This was so appalling and so explicit that Bennett wrote to Harris saying that if Harris’s description had been published

before The Old Wives’ Tale had been written, he would have gladly utilized it in the book. He wound up by admitting that he had never actually seen

an execution. “Neither have I,” wrote back Harris.




2    Bennett usually took great pleasure in get ting detail perfect in his fiction. He used to boast that Darius Clayhanger’s

death in the Clayhanger series could not be bettered: “I took infinite pains over it. All the time my father was dying I

was at the bedside making copious notes.”




3    Bennett had a serious speech impediment. Once while being presented at court, he saw the Duke of York, later George VI, moving

in his direction. The duke also had a speech impediment.




“Great Scott,” Bennett confided to a neighbor, “if he s-s-speaks to me I’ll p-p-probably spend my last days in the Tower of

London.”




4    Irascible and nervous, Bennett was intensely wary of approaches by strangers. One day in London a luckless passerby asked

Bennett to tell him the quickest way to Putney Bridge. “There are e-e-eight million people in London,” erupted Bennett. “Why

the devil can’t you ask somebody else?”




5    At a literary luncheon one day, Bennett was autographing copies of his latest book. One young man had arrived clutching three

copies of the first edition, but was too embarrassed to ask the author to sign all three at once. Having received his first

autograph, he returned to the end of the line, hoping that Bennett would not recognize him when his turn came again. The author

signed the second book without comment, and the young man patiently repeated the procedure. Presented with the third copy,

however, Bennett paused for a moment. Then he penned on the flyleaf: “To, who is fast becoming an old friend.”
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BENNETT, James Gordon (1841–1918), US newspaper owner and eccentric. In 1887 he launched the Paris edition of the New York Herald. He financed a number of expeditions and established international trophies in yachting and automobile racing.


1    During World War I, whenever news was lacking, Bennett filled in the empty space with “Deleted by French censor.”




2    Since Bennett and William Randolph Hearst were never on the best of terms, it did not come as welcome news to the former

that Hearst was trying to buy Bennett’s paper, the ailing Herald. When Hearst tried to find out what it would cost, Bennett cabled him: “Price of Herald three cents daily. Five cents Sunday.

Bennett.”




3    Bennett’s primary goal was to spend all his money. On one occasion he gave a tip of $14,000 to the guard on the Train Bleu

between Paris and Monte Carlo. The guard stepped off the train, resigned from his job, and opened a restaurant.




4    Night after night Bennett would return to the same restaurant in Monte Carlo because of the perfect way it prepared a mutton

chop. One evening someone else was occupying his favor ite table. He ordered the owner to sell him the restaurant and purchased

it for $40,000. Bennett then asked the diners at his table to leave, even though they were only halfway through their meal.

When Bennett had finished his meal of mutton chops, he left a very large tip: he gave the restaurant back to the owner.




5    One time when he was interviewing a young man for a job on the Paris Herald, Ben nett suddenly began to squirm in his chair. Then he pulled a bundle of thousand-franc notes from his back pocket, where

they’d obviously made him uncomfortable, and threw them into the fire. The surprised young man immediately sprang from his

chair and saved them from the flames. “Give them to me,” the billionaire shouted. “That’s where I want them to be.” And he

flung them back into the fire.
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BENNY, Jack (1894–1974), US comedian, highly successful in vaudeville, radio, and television. He was also successful in films.


1    Although generous in real life, Benny was best known for his persona as miser. On one occasion, just before leaving a hotel,

the comedian had to visit the rest room. A few minutes later in the cab Benny realized that he did not have his wallet. Surmising

that he had dropped it in the toilet cubicle, he asked the driver to go back. Once in the rest room, lacking a dime to get

back in the cubicle, Benny peered through the two-foot gap below the door and saw his wallet lying inside. He was flat on

his stomach, reaching under the door for the wallet, when another man entered the rest room. The new comer recognized the

tightwad of all tightwads apparently attempting to sneak into a pay toilet. Nothing Benny could say could convince him otherwise.




2    Benny had refused to accept any payment for a certain charity performance. “But just in case I was accepting money,” he asked, “how much was I refusing?”




3    Benny was never able to make fellow-co-median George Burns laugh. “I thought I had him once in Milwaukee,” he told an interviewer.

“George telephoned me from downstairs to say that he was coming up. I got un dressed and stood naked on a table posing like

a statue holding a rose in my hand. I figured when he came in the door, he’d have to laugh.”




“What happened?”


“He sent the maid in first,” replied Benny.


4    Benny was very proud of the fact that a school in his home town of Waukegan, Illinois, was named after him. He made a point

of visiting it and speaking to the children whenever he was in the neighborhood. Some ten years after the school opened, Benny

found himself addressing a class of twelve-year-olds. His speech over, he asked if there were any questions. One little boy

immediately put up his hand. ”Mr. Benny,” he asked, “why did they name you after our school?”




5    Benny’s wife, Mary, was very fond of expensive jewelry. In 1963, she was held up in her New York hotel suite and robbed of

her most treasured piece, a magnificent diamond ring. Benny, in Pittsburgh at the time, learned of the robbery from a reporter.

He called Mary several times, only to be told on each occasion that she was out. When he finally got through, his first question

was: “Where on earth have you been?”




“At the jeweler’s,” she replied, “looking for another ring.”


“What! At a time like this you’re out shopping for a diamond?”


“Sure. It’s like when you fall off a horse. If you don’t get right back on, you never ride again.”


6    On the morning after Benny’s death, his widow, Mary, received a single long-stemmed rose, sent without a card from the local

florist’s. The following day, a second rose was de livered. Mystified, Mary called the florist. She was told that Jack had

once said, on leaving the florist’s shop, “If anything should happen to me, I want you to send Mary a single rose every day.”

(He had actually made provision in his will for the florist to supply “one perfect red rose daily for the rest of Mary’s life.”)
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BENTON, Thomas Hart (1782–1858), US statesman. He was Democratic senator from Missouri for thirty years (1821–51) and ardently promoted the opening up of the

West. Benton accurately foresaw the dangers into which the slavery question was leading the Union.


1    When Benton’s house in Washington was destroyed by fire, he was summoned from Congress to view the ruin. He gazed at it for

a while, then said, “It makes dying easier. There’s so much less to leave.”




2    Benton had never been on good terms with Senator Henry S. Foote of Mississippi. Foote once threatened to write ”a little

book in which Mr. Benton would figure very largely.” Benton was unperturbed. “Tell Foote,” he replied, “that I will write

a very large book in which he shall not figure at all.”
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BERGEN, Edgar [John] (1903–78), US ventriloquist and comedian. He made his name on the radio and in films with his dummy Charlie McCarthy.


1    Invited to the White House, Bergen was stopped by the Secret Service men at the gate because he had no identification. Having

searched in vain through all his pockets for some suitable document, he finally opened up his case and took out Charlie McCarthy.

The dummy looked at Bergen, then turned to the Secret Service men and said, “Yeah, fellows, he’s Edgar Bergen.” The ventriloquist

was ushered into the White House without further ado.
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BERIA, Lavrenti Pavlovich (1899–1953), Russian bureaucrat. He was appointed head of the secret police (1938) and became a member of the Presidium (1946). After the

power struggle following Stalin’s death (1953) he lost favor and was executed.


1    Stalin’s death is reputed to have been caused by a seizure suffered during a fit of rage brought on by an argument with Kliment

Voroshilov during a Presidium meeting. Livid with fury, Stalin leaped from his seat, only to crash to the floor unconscious.

While other members of the Presidium stared at the apparently dead figure, Beria jumped up and danced around the body shouting,

“We’re free at last! Free at last!” Stalin’s daughter forced her way into the room and fell on her knees by her father. At

this point Stalin stirred and opened one eye. Beria at once dropped down beside him, seized his hand, and covered it with

kisses.






{Details of this extraordinary scene were supplied to the newspaper France-Soir, allegedly by a member of the Presidium present at the meeting.}
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BERLE, Milton (1908– ), US performer, lyricist, and author, who began his acting career as a child. He appeared in vaudeville, on Broadway, in motion

pictures and television, and in nightclubs.


1    At dinner one night Berle asked his wife for a glass of water. “Milton,” replied Mrs. Berle, “just for tonight why don’t

you get it yourself?” Berle started for the kitchen door, stopped, and said, “Where do we keep the water?”
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BERNADOTTE, Jean Baptiste Jules (c. 1763–1844), French general who became King Charles XIV John of Sweden (1818–44). Rising from humble origins in the French provinces, Bernadotte

became connected with Napokon by marriage and by his military successes. In 1810, with Napoleon’s support, he was elected

crown prince of Sweden to succeed Charles XIII. In this role and later as king he increased Sweden’s territories and internal

prosperity.


1    During the days of the Terror, Bernadotte fought in the French revolutionary army. Later, when king of Sweden, he fell ill

and to the consternation of the attending physician, steadfastly refused to be bled. As his condition grew worse, the doctor

begged the king to allow him to bleed him. At last the king capitulated. “You must swear,” he said, “that you will never reveal

to anyone what you have seen.” The doctor swore, picked up his lancet, and rolled back the patient’s sleeve. On the king’s

upper arm was a tattoo: the red Phrygian cap and under it the words: “Death to all kings.”
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BERNARD, Tristan (1866–1947), French dramatist and novelist. His best plays are satires on bourgeois manners and morals, including Monsieur Codomat (1907), Le Prince charmant (1914), and La Volonté de l’homme (1917).


1    Taking tea one day with a stingy hostess, Bernard was offered a plate of babas au rhum, each cake cut in two. Helping himself,

Bernard said politely, “Thank you, madame, I will have a ba.”




2    A young playwright sent Bernard a play of his to read and some time later asked Bernard for suggestions for a title. Bernard,

who had not read the manuscript, thought for a few seconds, then asked: “Are there any trumpets in your play?”




“No,” said the young dramatist, rather puzzled.


“Or an drums?”


“No.”


”Well, then, why not call it Without Drums or Trumpets?”






{A similar anecdote is told of J. M. Barrie.}





3    One afternoon, during a rather unsettled phase in his first marriage, Bernard was found by a friend gazing despondently into

a shop window in the pouring rain. Having ascertained thai Bernard had no specific reason for being there, his friend offered

to take him for a meal, or at least a drink. The dejected writer declined both invitations. ”Surely you’re not going to stand

out here in the rain!” exclaimed his friend. “Why don’t you go home?”




“I don’t dare,” replied Bernard. “My wife’s lover is there.” His friend was about to voice some expression of sympathy when

Bernard continued, “. . . and he’s a goddam bore!”




4    A friend saw Tristan Bernard on the promenade at Deauville wearing a jaunty new yachting cap. When he remarked on it, Bernard

replied that he had just bought it with his winnings from the previous night’s play at the casino. The friend congratulated

him. “Ah,” said Bernard, “but what I lost would have bought me the yacht.”




5    Bernard once amused a friend with a particularly witty remark. “Only you could have said that!” exclaimed the friend admiringly.

Bernard admitted that he had in fact just read the observation in that morning’s paper. “But you used it as your own,” protested

the friend. “Yes, to make it authentic,” Bernard replied.




6    Applications to join the French Academy are a serious business, and the elaborate formalities required were antipathetic

to Tristan Bernard’s temperament. Eventually, succumbing to the urgings of a friend, he scribbled off an application and sent

it to the secretary. The latter was still in a state of shock at the casual-ness of Bernard’s approach when a second note

arrived, withdrawing the application; Bernard had decided that the academy with its formal rules, elaborate eighteenth-century

costume, and intense seriousness was not for him. The friend rebuked Bernard for his change of heart. “Me an academician?”

said Bernard, shaking his head. “No. The costume is too expensive. I’ll wait until someone dies who’s my size.”




7    Bernard was always casual, not to say untidy, about his dress. One day a dandy was boasting that his turnout was so immaculate

that his tailor allowed him a discount because he was such an excellent advertisement for the firm. “My tailor also allows

me a discount,” said Bernard. “It’s on condition that I never tell anyone where I buy my suits.”




See also EARL OF SANDWICH 2.




8    Tristan Bernard strongly disliked female journalists. One was seated next to him at a press luncheon and said, “Forget that

1 am a woman; treat me as you would a male colleague.” Bernard steadily ignored her existence throughout the meal. At the

end, he tapped her on the shoulder and said, “Allons pisser”




9    Bernard’s frankness often went to extremes. One evening, he had been invited to a dinner party at a house renowned for its

excellent cuisine. An hour after the appointed time, Bernard still had not arrived, and his hostess, anxious that the meal

should not be ruined, telephoned him to ask what had happened. “I’m so sorry,” said Bernard, “but I’m not coming.”




“Not coming?”


“No,” replied Bernard. “I’m not hungry.”


10    The generosity of Bernard, who could never resist the entreaties of a beggar, was one of the causes of his own financial

difficulties. One poor wretch, taking advantage of this weakness, would always be found at Bernard’s gate at certain fixed

times. On one occasion, the old man’s eyes widened with delight as he watched his benefactor take a sizable bill from his

wallet instead of the usual coins. “We’re leaving tomorrow for Normandy,” explained Bernard, dropping the bill into the beggar’s

hat. “Here’s two months’ donation in advance. You have a right to your vacation, too.”




11    Bernard was about to start off in a fiacre one day when the horse either took fright or had some sort of insane seizure.

It reared, kicked, pawed the air with its front hoofs, then fell onto its knees and eventually flopped over, supine, on the

ground. Climbing down from the fiacre, Bernard quietly asked the coachman, “Is that all the tricks he knows?”






“A notorious tiepin was once flaunted by Barney Barnato, the cockney &card’ who sold the Kimberley tip to Cecil Rhodes for

a bucket of the sparklers. After he had retired to Park Lane, this man with a heart of pure diamond became a famous giver

of gifts and a well-known wag. Once, when he was bidden out on the town by some friends, the invitation arrived too late for

him to go home and dress, so on his way to dinner Mr. Barnato popped into an outfitter on the Charing Cross Road and bought

a pair of paste studs and a paste tiepin of splendiferous vulgarity. Over dinner, as the champagne flowed and the Whitstable

oysters slipped smoothly down the throats of one and all, the Diamond King’s fellow roisterers were unable to take their eyes

off the beacon of light glittering on his shirt front.




” &By Jove, that’s a cracker  —  good old Kimberley!’ one of them finally exclaimed.


“Barnato waved his Romeo y Julieta expansively. &Anyone who wants it  —  all he has to do is pay for the wine tonight,’ he said.


“They almost knocked the wine steward over in their rush to pick up the tab; and only when copious Krug for six had been duly

paid for did Barnato reveal that the tiepin, together with the studs, had cost him ninepence.”




 —  David Frost and Michael Deakin,
David Frost’s Book of
 Millionaires,
Multimillionaires,
and Really Rich People





12    Bernard hatcd the effort of writing. His apparently spontaneous output was, in fact, a grim, plodding labor, which he would

postpone whenever he could. If anyone suggested coming to see him, he would say, “Please do. And preferably in the morning.

That’s when I work.”




13    Bernard once won a newspaper competition by providing the best answer to the question: “If a fire broke out in the Louvre

and you could save only one painting, which one would it be?” His reply was, “The one nearest the exit.”




14    Bernard suffered severe financial embarrassment in later life and at one stage was obliged to withdraw all the money that

he had in his account at the Banque de France. With the check for the total amount in his pocket Bernard paused to return

the salute of the armed guard stationed outside the bank. “Thank you, my friend,” he said. “You may go home now.”




15    Bernard and his wife were interned by the Gestapo during World War II. “The time of fear is over,” Bernard told his wife

when they were arrested. “Now comes the time of hope.”






{Bernard survived his ordeal in a concentration camp; other members of his family were less fortunate.}
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BERNERS, Gerald Tyrwhitt-Wilson, 14th Baron (1883–1950), British musician and artist. He made important contributions to ballet music, notably A Wedding Bouquet (1937), for which he also designed the costumes.


1    “One of his acquaintances was in the impertinent habit of saying to him, ‘I have been sticking up for you.’ He repeated this

once too often, and Lord Berners replied, ‘Yes, and I have been sticking up for you. Someone said you aren’t fit to live with

pigs, and I said that you are.’”




2    “A pompous woman of his acquaintance, complaining that the head waiter of a restaurant had not shown her and her husband

immediately to a table, said, ‘We had to tell him who we were.’ Gerald, interested, inquired, ‘And who were you?’ ”




3    Lord Berners was lunching with guests one day when his butler came in with a large placard. “The gentleman outside says would

you be good enough to sign this, my lord,” he said. Lord Berners read the message on the placard, “An appeal to God that we

may have Peace in our Time,” and shook his head. “It wouldn’t be any use,” he replied. ”He won’t know who I am — probably has

never heard of me.”




4    (Ballet dancer Robert Helpmann had been invited to take tea with the eccentric Lord Berners.)




“Helpmann was shown into the drawing room of the peer’s mansion near Oxford and found him with an elegant silver tea service

and a horse. Lord Berners greeted Helpmann, asked whether he took cream and sugar, and fed buttered scones to the horse. No

explanation was offered, and after the animal had been told it had eaten enough, it was led out through the french windows.

Much later, Helpmann asked about the horse’s presence.




“ ‘I’m very nervous,’ Lord Berners explained. ‘When people see the horse, they become as nervous as I am, so that after a

while I get over it. Then we can have a normal conversation.’ ”
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BERNHARDT, Sarah (1844–1923), French actress, famous for her interpretation of great tragic roles, her beautiful voice, and her striking personality.


1    Bernhardt’s debut in the title role of Racine’s Iphigénie was unimpressive. The scrawny figure of the seventeen-year-old girl was not flattered by the classical Greek dress that she

wore, and at the beginning she was plainly suffering from stagefright. At one point in the drama Iphigénie stretches out her

arms imploringly to Achilles. As she did this a voice from the balcony called out, “Careful, monsieur, or you’ll impale yourself

on her toothpicks!”




2    When Bernhardt was twenty-two, she persuaded Félix Duquesnel, the owner of the Odéon, to give her a contract. His partner,

Charles-Marie de Chilly, demurred, as he had no wish to gamble on the continuing success of a young actress who already had

a reputation for a difficult temperament. “If I were alone in this, I wouldn’t give you a contract,” he told Sarah. “If you

were alone in this, monsieur, I wouldn’t sign,” was the retort.




3    Sarah Bernhardt was playing Cleopatra in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra (one of her most celebrated emotional roles) to a packed theater in Victorian London. She stabbed the messenger who brought

her the news of Antony’s marriage to Octavia, stormed hysterically, smashed some of the props, and finally, as the curtain

fell, flung herself to the floor in a fury of despair. As the rapturous applause died away, a lady’s voice was heard to remark,

“How different, how very different, from the home life of our own dear queen!”




4    A friend, watching Bernhardt making up for the part of Cleopatra, was intrigued to see her painting the palms of her hands

a terracotta red. “No one in the audience will possibly see that,” objected the friend. “Maybe not,” replied the actress,

“but if I catch sight of my hands, then they will be the hands of Cleo patra.”




5    The actress Madge Kendal, though an ad mirer, once complained that Bernhardt always acted in roles requiring such displays

of passion that Mrs. Kendal felt she could not take her daughter to see her. Bernhardt replied, “But, madame, you should remember

that were it not for passion, you would have no daughter to bring.”




6    In the United States a clergyman spoke of Bernhardt as “an imp of darkness, a female demon sent from the modern Babylon to

corrupt the New World.” Sarah responded with a note: “My dear confrère, why attack me so violently? Actors ought not to be

hard on one another. Sarah Bernhardt.”




7    Clergymen across the United States, in fact, denounced Sarah Bernhardt from their pulpits as the “whore of Babylon,” thereby

ensuring massive attendance at her performances. The Episcopalian bishop of Chicago having delivered a particularly effective

piece of publicity, Bernhardt arranged for her agent to send him a note and a bank draft. “Your Excellency,” the note read,

“I am accustomed, when I bring an attraction to your town, to spend $400 on advertising. As you have done half the advertising

for me, I herewith enclose $200 for your parish.”




8    After a magnificent performance in Victorien Sardou’s Fédora, Sarah Bernhardt received a thunderous ovation. The applause gradually turned to laughter, however, as members of the audience

noticed two one-armed men in the front row of the gallery. Eager to show their appreciation of the actress’s performance,

the two were enthusiastically clapping their remaining hands together.




9    During a rehearsal of one of his plays, Oscar Wilde quarreled with Miss Bernhardt over how her part should be interpreted.

An impasse having been reached, Wilde asked, “Do you mind if I smoke, madame?”




“I don’t care if you burn,” snapped Sarah.


10    It was such common knowledge that Sarah Bernhardt, celebrated for her almost skeletal thinness, was given to wild exaggeration

that Dumas fils was driven to comment, “You know, she’s such a liar, she may even be fat!”




11    In 1915, as the result of an accident while Sarah Bernhardt was playing the title role in Victorien Sardou’s drama La Tosca, one of her legs had to be amputated. While she was convalescing, the manager of the Pan-American Exposition at San Francisco

asked permission to exhibit her leg, offering a fee of $100,000. Sarah cabled two words in reply: “Which leg?”




12    An admirer of a certain young English performer was discussing her acting with Sarah Bernhardt, who was not at all convinced

of the young woman’s talent. “But surely,” said the man, “you will at least admit that she has some wonderful moments.”




“Maybe, but also some terrible half-hours,” countered Sarah.


13    Sarah Bernhardt went to see Nijinsky dance Michel Fokine’s ballet Petrushka. Her comment: “I’m afraid, I’m afraid, for I am watching the world’s greatest actor.”




14    Sarah Bernhardt was so idolized by her colleagues in the Paris theater that the callboy would notify her of the first-act

curtain with the words: “Madame, it will be eight o’clock when it suits you.”




15    Shortly after World War I, Lucien Guitry was asked to play opposite Bernhardt in a char ity performance. The great actress

was by now in her seventies, her former beauty had vanished, and she walked on a wooden leg. The magical quality of her voice,

however, and her ability to deliver even the most ordinary lines with emotion still shone through. At the first rehearsal

of the scene, Bernhardt read to the end of her first long speech and waited for Guitry’s reply. Hearing no response, she looked

up from her script to find him overcome, tears running down his cheeks.




16    In her later years, Sarah Bernhardt lived high up in a Paris apartment block. An old admirer arrived at her door one day,

gasping for breath after the long climb. When he had recovered his strength a little, he inquired, “Madame, why do you live

so high up?”




“My dear friend,” replied the actress, “it is the only way I can still make the hearts of men beat faster.”
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BERNOULLI, Jacques (1654–1705), Swiss mathematician of Flemish descent and one of a notable family of mathematicians. He is known for his work on the calculus

of variations and the theory of complex numbers.


1    “[Bernoulli] had a mystical strain which… cropped out once in an interesting way toward the end of his life. There is a certain

spiral (the logarithmic or equiangular) which is reproduced in a similar spiral after each of many geometrical transformations.

[Bernoulli] was fascinated by this recurrence of the spiral, several of whose properties he discovered, and directed that

a spiral be engraved on his tombstone with the inscription Eadem mutata resurgo (Though changed I shall arise the same).”
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BERNSTEIN, Henri (1876–1953), French dramatist. After his early success with melodramas, Bernstein was mainly concerned to attack anti-Semitism and nazism

in a number of serious phys.


1    Shortly before his death Bernstein visited Hollywood. He was unimpressed. “Genius and geniuses every way I turn!” he lamented.

“If only there were some talent!”
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BERNSTEIN, Leonard (1918–90), US conductor, composer, and pianist. His compositions include the symphony Jeremiah (1942) and the musical West Side Story (1958).


1    Bernstein’s father was criticized for not having given his talented son more encouragement when he was a child. “How was

I to know he would grow up to be Leonard Bernstein?” he protested.




2    Arriving at an airport one day, Bernstein was asked by a photographer if he would mind posing for a picture astride a motorcycle.

Bernstein objected. “I don’t ride a motorcycle,” he said. “It would be phony.” The photographer tried to persuade him. He

showed him the controls explaining briefly how to operate them. “I’m sure you could ride it if you tried,” he said encouragingly.

Bernstein climbed onto the machine and, to the horror of his colleagues, shot off at top speed across the airfield. After

a few other maneuvers he returned, grinning broadly. “Now you can take your picture,” he announced. “I’m a motorcycle rider.”






“The perils of irony were never better illustrated than in the following example: Lord Justice Bowen, when acting as a Puisne

Judge, had before him a burglar who, having entered a house by the top story, was captured below stairs in act of sampling

the silver. The defence was more ingenuous than ingenious. The accused was alleged to be a person of eccentric habits, much

addicted to perambulating on the roofs of adjacent houses, and occasionally dropping in ‘permiscuous’ through an open skylight.

This naturally stirred the judge to caustic comment. Summing up, he is reported to have said:




“ ‘If, gentlemen, you think it likely that the prisoner was merely indulging in an amiable fancy for midnight exercise on

his neighbour’s roof; if you think it was kindly consideration for that neighbour which led him to take off his boots and

leave them behind him before descending into the house; and if you believe that it was the innocent curiosity of the connoisseur

which brought him to the silver pantry and caused him to borrow the teapot, then, gentlemen, you will acquit the prisoner!’




“To Lord Bowen’s dismay, the jury did instantly acquit the prisoner.”




 — Daniel George,
A Book of Anecdotes
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BERNSTEIN, Robert (1923– ), US publisher, former president of Random House, New York City.


1    As a quite young man, Robert Bernstein had a job at New York’s radio station WNEW. Albert Leventhal, head of sales of the

publishing house of Simon and Schuster, liked the looks of the tall, red-headed, engaging Bernstein and enticed him into publishing.

Bernstein turned out to be a phenomenon of energy. Once Leventhal, happening to enter the office at the early hour of 7:30

A.M., found his protégé already busy at work. Bernstein looked up at his boss and said: “I’m ambitious. What’s your excuse for

being here at this unearthly hour?”
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BERRA, Lawrence [“Yogi”] (1925– ), US baseball player. A great catcher and hitter, Berra was three times nominated Most Valuable Player in the American League,

but is perhaps most famous for his verbal confusions.


1    On one occasion when the New York Yankees were not drawing well, Berra said, “If the people don’t want to come out to the

park, nobody’s gonna stop them.”






{Variants of this remark are attributed to other entertainers.}





2    Taken to a famous restaurant of which he had never heard, Yogi looked around the packed place and observed, “No wonder nobody

comes here — it’s too crowded.”




3    Yogi Berra read only the sports pages, so he was clearly at a loss when introduced to novelist Ernest Hemingway in a restaurant.

Someone asked Berra if he had ever heard of the famous author. “I don’t think so,” Berra admitted. “What paper does he write

for?”




4    On “Yogi Berra Day” in St. Louis, his home town, Berra opened his acceptance speech by saying, “I want to thank all the people

who made this night necessary.”




5    Berra once received a twenty-five-dollar check for a radio interview with sportscaster Jack Buck. Berra glanced at the check,

which was made out to “Bearer,” and promptly complained: “How the hell long have you known me, Jack? How could you spell my

name like that?”




6    Having ordered a pizza, Berra was asked whether he would like it cut into four or eight pieces. “Better make it four,” said

Yogi. “I don’t think I can eat eight.”
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BETTY, William Henry West (1791–1874), English actor, nicknamed “the Child Roscius.” As a child prodigy, Betty was such a success that the military had to be called

out to restore order among the crowd that flocked to his Covent Garden debut in London (1804).


1    After Betty’s triumph, the English stage was beset by a multitude of juvenile imitators. Dorothea Jordan, the actress who

was mistress of the Duke of Clarence (later William IV), surveying the throng of would-be Bettys, exclaimed, “Oh, for the

days of King Herod!”






{The opening night of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan in 1904 wrung a similar comment from novelist Anthony Hope Hawkins: “Oh, for an hour of Herod.” See Matthew 2:16.}
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BEUNO, Saint (died c 640), abbot of Clynnog (North Wales).


1    When the chapel in which the saint’s bones were believed to be interred was being renovated, it was necessary to open the

tomb itself. This offered an opportunity to discover more about the relics. An anthropologist was called in to inspect the

skeleton. He pointed out that its pelvis contained the bones of a fetus. The man in charge of the renovation was unsurprised.

“Saint Beuno was a very remarkable man,” he observed.
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BEVAN, Aneurin [“Nye”] (1897–1960), British Labour statesman. The son of a miner, he was born in Wales and himself became a miner at thirteen. Renowned as an

orator, he represented Ebbw Vale in Parliament from 1929 until his death. As minister of health (1945–51) he introduced the

National Health Service (1948).


1    Bevan once asked Harold Wilson: “Were you really born in Yorkshire?”




“Not just born, Nye,” replied Wilson proudly, “forged.”


“I always thought there was something counterfeit about you,” remarked Bevan.


2    While minister of health, Bevan often brought work home with him. Almost every night he would retire to a small bedroom at

the top of the house, clutching a briefcase bulging with cabinet documents. One night, after several hours’ work, he asked

his wife to bring up a second batch of papers. “No,” she replied firmly. “One you may have. But taking two to bed is positively

immoral.”
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BEVIN, Ernest (1881–1951), British tradeunion leader and statesman. He founded the powerful Transport and General Workers’ Union and served as its general

secretary from 1921 to 1940. In Churchill’s wartime government he was minister of labor and in the first postwar government

the prime minister, Clement Attlee, made him foreign secretary.


1    Bevin never cultivated an upper-class accent and had few aspirates in his speech. At an early meeting of Attlee’s cabinet,

it was decided that a subcommittee of two should be formed to investigate a certain problem. When Attlee suggested this, Bevin

spoke up, proposing that it should consist of “You and I.” Half the cabinet thought that the subcommittee would consist of

Attlee and Bevin, while the other half thought the proposal was for ‘Ugh(Hugh Dalton) and Nye (Aneurin Bevan).




2    Nor did it faze Bevin a bit to mix his metaphors. Once, in rejecting a Foreign Office recommendation, he said: “I ain’t ’avin’

it. If you open up that Pandora’s box you’ll find a lot of Trojan ’orses inside.”




3    There was little love lost between Bevin and Aneurin Bevan. When another member of the cabinet described Bevan as his own

worst enemy, Bevin was heard to mutter, “Not while I’m around.”






{This anecdote is told of others.}





4    Shortly after taking up his post as foreign secretary, Bevin returned to his office one Friday afternoon and found a heap

of documents on his desk. The attached note read: “The Secretary of State may care to peruse these at his leisure before Monday.”

Bevin added a note of his own and left the office without having looked at the documents. His note read: “A kindly thought,

but erroneous.”
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BEWICK, Thomas (1753–1828), British wood engraver. He revived wood engraving as an art form and used it to excellent effect to illustrate his volumes

of natural history.


1    When Bewick died, he left his last wood engraving unfinished. Its title was The Old Horse Waiting for Death.
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BIALIK, Chaim Nachman (1873–1934), jewish poet, born in the Ukraine. His work, in particular The Talmud Student (1894), was fundamental to the establishment of a modern Hebrew literature. From 1924 he lived in Palestine.


1    (A few days before Bialik’s death, the newspapers were full of speculation that he would be awarded the Nobel Prize for literature.)




“When the prize was awarded to another writer, Bialik was asked for his reaction. ‘I’m very glad I didn’t win the prize,’

he said. ‘Now everybody’s my friend and feels sorry for me. My, my how angry they are on my behalf! “Now isn’t that a scandal,“

they say. “Imagine such a thing — Bialik, the great poet Bialik, doesn’t get the Nobel Prize! And — tsk! tsk! — just look who they

gave it to! To X, that so-and-so! Why, he can’t even hold a candle to Bialik!”




“‘On the other hand, what if I had been awarded the Nobel Prize? Then, I’m sure, some of the very same people who are now

so indignant on my account would have said, “Nu, nu, what’s so wonderful about getting the Nobel Prize? Why, even that poet

Bialik got one!” ‘ ”




See also CATO THE CENSOR 3; BENJAMIN DISRAELI 9; ABBÉ GABRIEL BONNET DE MABLY 1.
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BING, Sir Rudolf (1902– ), Austrian-born opera administrator. He was manager of the Glyndebourne Festival Opera (1935–39, 1946–49), artistic manager

of the Edinburgh Festival (1947–49), and general manager of the Metropolitan Opera, New York (1950–72).


1    At one of the early Glyndebourne seasons, Bing engaged the Italian singer Salvatore Baccaloni. Artistically the engagement

was a success, but Baccaloni could be very temperamen tal. The problems were exacerbated by the fact that he could speak only

Italian while Bing spoke none at all. Baccaloni would storm into Bing’s office and deliver a flood of Italian, to which Bing

would listen uncomprehendingly. When he seemed to have finished what he had to say, Bing would solemnly hand him a fivepound

note. This always seemed to appease Baccaloni.




2    (In 5000 Nights at the Opera, Sir Rudolf Bing tells the following story about the Munich crisis in 1939:)




“Edwards had volunteered Glyndebourne as an evacuation center for London children in the event of war…. The day after Nina

and I returned to Glyndebourne, the buses arrived from London; and some three hundred children and seventy-two adults from

south London — the children ranging in age from upper-nursery-school down to ten days — were dumped on the Glyndebourne lawn.

There were not enough rooms for so many, of course — and nowhere near enough bathrooms. I raced to Woolworth’s in Lewes, and

asked the shop assistant, ‘Do you keep chamber pots?’ She said the store did have chamberpots available, and I said, ‘Give

me six dozens, please.’ It made quite a sensation.”




3    When Bing arrived in the United States in November 1949 to take up his appointment at the Metropolitan Opera, he was interviewed

on board ship before it docked. The reporter began, “I am supposed to ask tactless questions.” Bing replied, “And I am supposed

to give evasive answers.”




4    The Secret Service men were worried about security at a Washington performance of La Bohème that President Eisenhower was to attend. They interrogated Bing: “We hear the girl dies. How is she killed?” He replied,

“She dies of consumption. It isn’t contagious at a distance.”




5    (Birgit Nilsson had a magnificent success in Tristan and Isolde in New York. A few days later Tristan, sung by Ramon Vinay, fell ill, and each of the two possible substitutes was simi larly

sick. It was too late by then to change the program.)




“I consulted with Miss Nilsson and then spoke with my three tenors again. None of them felt up to an entire Tristan; could each of them take an act? They agreed. When the house lights went down, before the music began, I came onto the stage,

and was greeted by a great moan from all corners of the house — the general manager appears only to make the most important

announcements, and everyone thought he knew that this announcement had to be: Miss Nilsson has canceled.




“So I began by saying, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Miss Nilsson is very well,’ which brought a sign of relief from almost four

thousand people. Then I went on: ‘However, we are less fortunate with our Tristan. The Metropolitan has three distinguished

Tristans available, but all three are sick. In order not to disappoint you, these gallant gentlemen, against their doctors’

orders, have agreed to do one act each.’ There was laughter in the house. I added, ‘Fortunately, the work has only three acts.’

”




6    Bing disliked the negotiations with the trade unions at the Metropolitan Opera be cause of the hysteria and sense of confrontation

they generated. At one session with repre sentatives of the stagehands, he leaned across the table toward the trade union’s

lawyer and said, “I’m awfully sorry, I didn’t get that. Would you mind screaming it again?”




7    Bing was mugged one day while walking his dog in Central Park, losing his money and his watch. Although the watch was worth

only about twenty-five dollars, its loss particularly grieved Bing since it was a British Army watch, a souvenir of his time

as a fire warden in Britain during World War II. This incident found its way into the newspapers. Next day at the opera house

he was severely rebuked by soprano Zinka Milanov. “The general manager of the Metropolitan Opera does not carry a watch worth

only twenty-five dollars,” she said sternly.




8    In Sir Rudolf Bing’s 5000 Nights at the Opera there is a photograph of the author sitting all alone in the old Metropolitan Opera House, a solitary figure in a sea of

empty seats. On seeing this picture his brother commented, “No wonder you have a deficit.”




9    When Bing engaged Maria Callas to sing the Queen of the Night in The Magic Flute, the star expressed mild surprise at the fee he of fered her: “It doesn’t make sense for you to pay me such a big fee for

such a small part.”




“I have a solution,” said Bing, “reduce your fee.”


10    When Bing canceled Maria Callas’s contract with the Metropolitan Opera, in 1958, he engaged Leonie Rysnek to sing Lady Macbeth

in Verdi’s opera. He was fearful, however, that the audience, resenting the absence of Callas, would give Rysanek a hostile

reception. He therefore hired a claqueur to shout “Brava, Callas,” as Rysanek made her first entrance. As he had guessed, the Met audience rallied to the stand-in, and the performance

was a great success.




11    A flu epidemic hit the cast of the New York Met, so Bing pinned up a list of precautions to prevent further spread of the

infection. The last item on the list read: “Confine your kissing to the irresistible.”
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BION (2d century BC), Greek philosopher, born in what is now southern Russia. When a boy, he was sold as a slave to a teacher of rhetoric who realized

his talents and freed him. He studied at Athens and lived some time at the royal court of Maceden, where he became famous

for his pithy sayings.


1    Bion undertook a sea voyage on a vessel manned by a particularly dissolute and wicked crew. A storm blew up and the sailors

began to pray loudly to the gods for deliverance. Bion advised them to keep quiet: “Rather let them not know where you are.”
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BISMARCK, Otto Eduard Leopold, Prince von (1815–98), German statesman; first chancellor of the German Empire (1871–90). Bismarck was the architect of Prussian supremacy among

the German states, successfully undermining Austria’s dominance. Following Austria’s defeat in the Austro-Prussian War (1866),

Prussia’s William I became president of the North German Confederation. After the Franco-Prussian War (1870–71), William became

emperor, with Bismarck as his chancellor. Known as the Iron Chancellor, Bismarck set his face against liberalism; he also

encountered opposition from the Roman Catholic Church. In 1890 he resigned when he and the new emperor, William II, clashed

over the abolition of antisocialist legisbtion.


1    Bismarck’s career in the Prussian civil service was unsuccessful and brief. He fell in love, overstayed his leave, got into

debt, and eventu ally tendered his resignation. He was then twenty-four years old. Five years later he tried to make a fresh

start in the civil service, but resigned in less than a month, saying, “I have never been able to put up with superiors.”




2    The Seven Weeks’ War between Prussia and Austria in 1866 was almost entirely engineered by Bismarck, who wished to establish

Prussia’s position as leader of the German states instead of Austria. Sanctioning the ad vance of the divisions under General

Manteuf- fel’s command across the River Elbe into Austrian territory, Bismarck telegraphed the general: “Treat them as fellow

countrymen, homicidally if necessary.”




3    During the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 a German prince complained to Bismarck that the Iron Cross was being too freely awarded

to the undeserving. Bismarck replied that unfor tunately this was unavoidable; a certain num ber of persons would have to

be decorated for reasons of protocol or out of mere politeness. He added, “After all, Your Highness, you and I have it too.”




4    At a ball in St. Petersburg Bismarck entertained his attractive partner with the usual pleasant flatteries. But she would

have none of it, exclaiming, “One can’t believe a word you diplomats say.”




“What do you mean?” said Bismarck.


“Well, when a diplomat says ‘Yes,’ he means ‘perhaps.’ When he says ‘perhaps,’ he means ‘no.’ And if he should say ‘no’ — well,

he’s no diplomat.”




To which Bismarck replied, “Madam, you are quite right, it’s part of our profession, I fear. But with you ladies the exact

opposite is the case.”




“How so?”


“When she says ‘no,’ she means ‘perhaps.’ When she says ‘perhaps,’ she means ‘yes.’ And if she says ‘yes’ — well, she’s no lady.”




{This story is probably apocryphal.}





5    An American visitor to Berlin in the days when Bismarck was chancellor was eager to hear him speak. She obtained two tickets

for the Reichstag visitors’ gallery, employing an interpreter to accompany her. Soon after they arrived, Bismarck rose to

intervene in a debate. He spoke with force and at some length, and the interpreter sat listening with intense concentration,

ignoring the nudges of the American, who was anxious for him to begin trans lating. At last she could keep quiet no longer

and burst out, “What is he saying?”




“Patience, madam,” replied the interpreter. “I am waiting for the verb.”




{Probably an old joke.}





6    Bismarck, a stickler for formality, was once seated at dinner next to a young, ebullient American lady. At first she addressed

him correctly as “Your Highness.” With the next course he became “Mr. Chancellor” and with the third course “My dear Mr. Bismarck.”

As the plates were changed once more, he smiled and said amiably, “My first name is Otto.”




7    He had been conversing for rather a long time with the English ambassador when the latter posed the question: “How do you

handle insistent visitors who take up so much of your valuable time?” Bismarck answered, ”Oh, I have an infallible method.

My servant appears and informs me that my wife has something urgent to tell me.” At that moment there was a knock at the door

and the servant entered with a message from his wife.




8    In 1878 Disraeli and Bismarck were among those representing their countries at the Berlin Conference. As part of the Berlin

settlement Britain managed to win Cyprus from Turkey. Bismarck seemed very pleased on Disraeli’s behalf and told him, “You

have done a wise thing. That is progress. It will be popular. A nation likes progress.” Describing this encounter later to

Queen Victoria, Disraeli observed of Bismarck, “His idea of progress was evidently seizing something.”




9    A friend greeting Bismarck on his eightieth birthday wished him many more happy years. Bismarck thanked him, adding, “But,

you know, the first eighty years of a man’s life are always the happiest.”
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BLACK, Hugo (1886–1971), US jurist, politician, and Supreme Court justice.


1    Justice Black was attending the funeral of a dignitary whom he had heartily disliked and whose funeral he would not have

attended had it not been expected of him. Another judge, arriving late, tiptoed into his place next to Black and whispered,

“How far has the service got?” Black whispered back, “They’ve just opened for the defense.”
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BLACKWELL, Alexander (died 1747), British adventurer. He failed as a printer in London and spent two years in jail, from which he was rescued by the efforts

of his wife, Elizabeth, who produced a popular herbal, the sales of which paid off his debts. He later became involved in a

mysterious plot in Sweden and was tortured and executed.


1    Sentenced to be decapitated, Blackwell came to the block and laid his head on the wrong side. The executioner pointed out

his mistake. Blackwell moved around to the correct side, observing that he was sorry for the mistake, but this was the first

time that he had been beheaded.
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BLAKE, Eubie [James Hubert Blake] (1883–1983), black American jazz pianist and composer. The son of former sbves, he studied the piano with a classical musician, but his

first musical engagement involved playing in a brothel. His “Charleston Rag” was written in 1899; perhaps his best-known song

is “I’m Just Wild about Harry,” which Harry S. Truman later used as his election theme song.


1    Asked why he played so many of his com positions in complicated sharp or flat keys, Eubie replied, “Down South where I come

from, you don’t go round hittin’ too many white keys.”




2    On Sunday, February 13, 1983, the London Observer carried in its feature “Sayings of the Week” a quotation from centenarian Eubie, who had smoked since he was six and refused

to drink water. “If I’d known I was going to live this long, I’d have taken better care of myself,” he was reported as saying.
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BLAKE, William (1757–1827), English artist, poet, and mystic. He engraved his own illustrations to his poetical works, which included Songs of Innocence (1789), Songs of Experience (1794), and Jerusalem (1808–18). Among other books he illustrated were Gray’s Poems, Dante’s Divina commedia, and the Book of Job. His mystical philosophy is set out in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790). The abstruse symbolism of his work won him few admirers during his lifetime.
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