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A killing joke


Paul Hubert of Bordeaux, France, was convicted of murder and sentenced to life imprisonment in 1863. After he had spent over twenty years alone in a cell, his case was reopened and he was found to have been a victim of a terrible miscarriage of justice. Hubert had been convicted of murdering – er – HIMSELF!1






 



 


 

Forewarned is forearmed


In 1973, a group of international scientists made some forecasts as to what would happen in the following one hundred years. Predictions included that in the year 2000 every home in the developed world would have a complete electronic newspaper . . . which, thanks to the Internet, ain’t that far from the truth. The prediction for 2007 was a little less accurate though: people who lose a limb would be able to grow a new one.1
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Out of the jaws of victory


In September 1862, during the American Civil War,1 Unionist General Ambrose Burnside ordered his men to cross the Antietam Creek using the 38-metre-long Rohrbach Bridge: a narrow stone bridge, only wide enough for two people to walk side by side. This meant crossing it was a slow – and very dangerous – business.


All the Confederates had to do was line up 350 sharpshooters on a nearby ridge and fire at them. Burnside’s men were easy targets. Most of them were killed.




Tragically, if the general had been better prepared, he’d have discovered that there were plenty of places along the river where his troops could simply have waded across in shallow water.


Today, the bridge has been renamed Burnside’s Bridge. And the general himself? He got promoted.












President Abraham Lincoln said of Burnside: ‘Only he could wring spectacular defeat out of the jaws of victory.’












 










The email deadlier than the mail




Claire McDonald received emails containing sensitive military information from, among others, the US Pentagon and the UK’s Ministry of Defence. One email outlined communication problems on British warships and another discussed New Zealand’s defence strategy!




Claire received these important communications because her email address had been included in the mailing list by a member of the Royal Navy . . .




. . . the only problem being that she was schoolgirl!




She replied to the emails on a number of occasions to point out that, perhaps, she shouldn’t be receiving them, but it was a while before the matter was sorted out. Her email address was on the list due to a typing error!












 










A knockout idea




The idea of the Marquis of Queensberry Rules of boxing, introduced in 1867, was to try to finally put a stop to the bare-knuckle fights that so often ended in free-for-all brawls. It was thought that rules, such as three-minute rounds and having to wear boxing gloves, would make the sport less tough and more respectable. To begin with, however, many boxing gloves were worn skintight and actually inflicted much more damage to the opponent’s body. Or head.1














 










Missing the (compass) point




On 27 August 1883, the volcanic island of Krakatoa erupted with the biggest explosion ever to reach human ears. People heard it over 2,000 miles away, and the blast was picked up on scientific equipment in Britain (right on the other side of the world). The eruption created a tidal wave over 30 metres high,1 which killed 36,417 people and destroyed over 160 towns and villages on the islands of Java and Sumatra.




The dust thrown up by the volcano affected the world’s weather for the next three years. Snow in Ohio, USA, fell yellow and green instead of the usual white, and Britain enjoyed the most extraordinarily colourful sunsets.




So dramatic were events on that fateful day in August 1883 that in 1969 they were turned into a film called Krakatoa, East of Java. The problem with the choice of title is that Krakatoa is, in truth, WEST of Java!






























 





 


Artful blunders!
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	 In 2001, artist Damien Hirst assembled ashtrays, beer bottles and paint tins to make the gallery look like an artist’s studio (to mark the launch of his exhibition Painting By Numbers). Unfortunately, a cleaner cleaned it all up before the launch. The objects were frantically fished out of the dustbins. Hirst himself said that the whole mix-up had been ‘very funny’. 









	[image: imgrightface.jpg]


	 In 2004, a cleaner at Tate Modern threw away a plastic bag of rubbish, unaware that it was part of an exhibition!
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	 In January 2006, a visitor to Cambridge’s Fitzwilliam Museum tripped over his shoelace and down a flight of stairs, smashing a 300-year-old Qing vase into 113 pieces in the process. It took six months to put it back together again but, amazingly, it’s now back on display! 
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	 In 2006, mega-rich American Steve Wynn had just agreed to sell his Picasso picture Le Rêve (The Dream) for £74 million when he stumbled and stuck his elbow through the canvas, creating a five-centimetre tear. Not surprisingly, the sale didn’t happen!
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	 In the 18th century, a curtain was hung in front of Leonardo da Vinci’s wall painting The Last Supper to ‘protect’ it. In fact, when closed, the curtain trapped moisture, actually damaging the picture.1
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	 At the 240th Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, in 2008, a 2.7-metre-tall ‘ceramic totem’ entitled Christina, by Costa Rican artist Tatiana Echeverri Fernandez, was accidentally smashed by a visitor who apparently ‘lost her balance’.


































 










Hotting up




In 1814, a 24-metre-high pagoda1 was erected in St James’s park, lit up by a staggering 10,000 gas-jets to introduce the idea of this new form of lighting to the public. Sadly, the whole thing burned down when it was hit by a rocket from a firework display! Not the best way to calm people’s fear about the safety of using gas lighting!
























 


 





How nutty . . . or not!




A peanut isn’t, in fact, a nut.1 It is a member of the pea family.2




























 





 


Some meddling here and there




The Chinese hosts of the 2008 Olympics made the mistake of thinking that a little sleight of hand at the opening ceremony of the games would either pass unnoticed or, if found out, be considered no big deal. BAD MISTAKE.




Firstly it was discovered that the little girl singing at the ceremony was miming the words sung by a ‘less attractive’ child!!!




Next it was revealed that some of the fireworks shown on huge screens forming the shapes of footprints leading to the Bird’s Nest stadium weren’t real but computer-generated.




Then – yup – another big boo-boo: the authorities admitted that children from China’s dominant Han population were used in the ceremony to represent children of all 56 ethnic groups that make up China’s population . . . rather than their coming from the actual ethnic groups as they’d originally claimed!






Still, as far as their performance in the games



 themselves went, they made few mistakes. China ended up at the top of the medals table (if you award more points for a gold medal than for silver or bronze). According to the US, however, they were top of the medal table, not China, even though they won fewer races.1


























 










Ditch it!




The Royal Military Canal was built in the county of Kent as 28 miles of defence against Napoleon’s forces should they land in England.1 What remains a puzzle to this day is why any military brain would think that a short length of narrow canal would put off an enemy army who would have had to cross the sea to attack in the first place.




Not only that, the canal wasn’t actually finished until 1809 (by which time Napoleon’s navy had suffered a serious defeat at the Battle of Trafalgar and had no plans to invade).






















 


 





Mooning, everyone!






A lunar1 month is often described as being 28 days when, in reality, it is (on average) 29.5 days long. A lunar month is the period between one new moon and the next.
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A battle of wits




Lieutenant-Colonel Oreste Pinto was a Dutch member of Allied Counter-Intelligence in the Second World War. He was convinced that Emile Boulanger, a man he’d met for routine questioning, was a German spy and not a Belgian farmer as he claimed to be. Pinto did all he could to catch Boulanger out.




Boulanger was put in a cell and, when he was asleep, smoke was blown under his door and soldiers shouted, ‘Feuer!’ (the German for fire). Boulanger ignored the cries, except for rolling over, until someone shouted, ‘Fire!’ in French. Then he leaped up. Pinto’s attempt to catch the man out – if he really was a German spy, that is – had failed.




On another occasion, Lieutenant-Colonel Pinto turned to one of his men during an interrogation of Boulanger and made arrangements, in German, for Boulanger to be shot by firing squad in an hour’s time! Once again, Boulanger didn’t react in any way to suggest that he’d understood a word. By now Pinto was beginning to doubt his



 own instincts. Had he made a mistake? Was Boulanger really just the Belgian farmer he claimed to be?




The following day, Boulanger was taken to Oreste Pinto’s office. There Pinto signed some papers and told Boulanger that he was free to go. Boulanger sighed with relief and turned to leave . . .




. . . Only then did he realize his terrible blunder. Pinto had spoken to him IN GERMAN. His cover was blown.
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I scream for something cooler!




If you really want to cool down on a hot day, it’s a mistake to think that ice cream is the answer. Ice cream contains both sugar and carbohydrates, which are oxidized in your body, giving off heat. Yes, h-e-a-t as in hot stuff . . . as in making you WARMER, not cooler.1






















 










Heads you lose




When his wife Eva Peron1 died in 1952, President Peron of Argentina ordered the Post Office to issue some stamps in her memory. Each stamp in the series had a portrait of Eva on it. All well and good so far, except that the president also issued orders that when the stamps were stamped with the postmark by the post office, the mark mustn’t disfigure his late wife’s face.




Because part of the reason for a postmark is to make sure that a used stamp isn’t peeled off and used again, this presented the Argentinian Post Office with a problem. Should they carry out their president’s wishes and risk losing money, or postmark the stamps as usual and risk the the president’s anger?




Judging by the used Eva stamps in people’s stamp collections today, a number of stamp stampers weren’t too good with their aim, or – perish the thought – deliberately postmarked Eva’s head slap-bang in the middle!


























 


 







Get it write!
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	The rather superb palindrome – spelled the same forwards and backwards – ‘Go hang a salami I’m a lasagna hog!’ only works if you misspell ‘lasagne’. 
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	In Philip Ardagh’s series of children’s books Unlikely Exploits, Smoky the cat not only changes into smoke (which was intentional) but also changes gender (which wasn’t). He starts out as a tomcat in The Fall of Fergal and is a she by the end of The Rise of the House of McNally!1
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	It’s a common mistake to think that Lewis Carroll created the names Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Although they’re characters in Alice Through the Looking-Glass (first published in 1871),2 the names first appeared in a poem by John Byrom in the 18th century. 




































 


 







Second to none




After Cromwell’s death in 1658, England’s commonwealth was at an end, and the British monarchy was reinstated. With King Charles II on the throne, a regiment of foot soldiers marched all the way from its headquarters at Coldstream1 down to London. There they met with the king on Tower Hill.




As professional soldiers, these men had been loyal to Cromwell and the Commonwealth and now Charles II needed them to be loyal to him. He ordered them to symbolically lay down their weapons – to end their association with Cromwell – and to pick them up again as his newly named ‘Second Regiment of Guards’.






This was a mistake.






They refused.




 They were too proud to be referred to as the second anything! The king quickly realized the error of his ways so changed his orders.






 


‘Coldstream Guards,’ he commanded, ‘pick up your arms.’ This they did, and since then they have been known as the Coldstream Guards.




With their familiar red jackets and high bearskin hats, this is the regiment which, among other duties, guards Buckingham Palace to this day. Their motto is Nulli Secundus: second to none.


















 










Right? No, doubly wrong!




One of Van Dyke’s famous paintings of Charles I shows the king with two gauntlets (armoured gloves). Nothing wrong with that, of course, except that he painted two right-hand gauntlets rather than one of each!


























 








Right, not wrong!




People often use King Canute as an example of a power-crazed fool who mistakenly thought that he could control nature. In fact (according to the legend), he was quite the opposite. Canute put up his hand and ordered the waves to stop to show his courtiers that he was just a person and that there was no way that the waves would do as they were told. And he was right.1 He got very wet.
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The dangers of bathing




Marat was one of the leaders of the French Revolution. His arch-enemies had been the Girondists1 but, by the end of May 1793, he had defeated them. And so began the Reign of Terror, in which not only the nobility but also his revolutionary rivals were rooted out and executed. Marat’s obsession with trying to weed out the very last of these Girondists led to a fatal error of judgement on his part.




Marie-Anne Charlotte Corday D’Armont was one of a rare breed: a noblewoman by birth who openly supported the revolution. The revolution? Yes. Marat? No. She was a Girondist. Charlotte Corday (as she preferred to be called) was horrified by the terror and took it upon herself to assassinate Marat.
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