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OUR “REGULAR”
READERS RAVE!



“Keep up the good work. I love your books and have almost every one of them. I got my Mom and Dad hooked on them two years ago, and my brother and wife recently started reading as well.”


—Jon


“You guys are amazing! I love fun trivia facts and history. My favorite thing about your book is that it is so random and funny.”


—John


“I love your books. They’re very educational and highly entertaining. I never want to set them down until I finish them. Keep them coming.”


—Roland


“Just a note to tell you that I’ve really enjoyed all 22 editions!”


—Michael


“I love Uncle John’s Bathroom Readers! I annoy everyone at school, my weirdo cousin, and my parents with your completely useless information. And it isn’t all useless. During school we do trivia, and I answer almost all of them correctly!”


—Megan


“I just wanted to say thank you for the book. I read it every day—it’s become my ‘Bathroom Bible.’”


—Katherine


“You guys are so amazingly smart! How do you know all this stuff? Like, come on, all the stuff I learned in Did You Know? and Facts to Annoy Your Teacher made me look just like Einstein!”


—Bobby
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INTRODUCTION



GREETINGS, FELLOW TRIVIA HOUNDS!


As we scramble to finish our latest (and our favorite-ever) Bathroom Reader, I’m reminded of a question that I hear a lot: “Aren’t you guys afraid you’ll run out of stuff to write about?”


The answer is a big, fat no.


We’re more concerned that we’re not going to live long enough to write about everything we plan to write about. (For example, in next year’s Bathroom Reader we’re going to include an amazing article about…on second thought, why spoil the surprise?) For us, every day is another fantastic opportunity to plunge into the depths of science, history, current events, language, sports, and pop culture. To explore strange, new worlds. To seek out new life and new civilizations. To boldly go… (Oops. I got carried away again.)


But what’s even more gratifying than hunting and gathering all the great information that goes into Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader is paring it all down to its most absorbing elements and passing it along to you.


So without further ado, here are a just a few of the Heavy Duty duty topics you’ll find in this book:


• When Words Collide: Pun-ishing quotes, a guide to “butt” words, phrases coined on The Simpsons, and Esperanto—the invented language that was supposed to bring about world peace


• Flubs and Flops: The best worst movie ever, the Wicked Witch who fell through the stage, and Michelangelo’s dirty little secrets


• Throne Room Tales: Toilet mishaps (as told by ER docs), an interesting “morsel” of archaeology called the Lloyd’s Bank Turd, poop that’s art, and art that poops


• Oddities Galore: The Whopperknocker and other mythical beasties, the strange fate of Big Nose George’s skull cap, some other famous leaning towers, and how to make prison wine


• Pop Science: The healing powers of witch hazel, all about anthrax, the solar system’s most violent moon, what the dinosaurs ate, and the physics of breakfast cereal


• Origins: The Mini Cooper, the Magic 8-ball, the office cubicle, the shopping mall, and the Ch-ch-ch-chia pet!


• History Unleashed: Intrepid explorers who never returned, the Mohawk “skywalkers” who built New York’s City’s skyscrapers, and the man who made Pearl Harbor a “day that will live in infamy”


• The Sporting Life: The weightlifter who ate himself out of the Olympics, the dangers of watching the Super Bowl, NASCAR’s most dangerous family, and Rollie Fingers’ $300 mustache


• Creature Features: The powerful brains of birds, the complex societies of ants, a devil of a turtle, 185 uses for a pig (would you believe…train brakes?), and the secret language of dogs


And speaking of dogs, I’m going to forego the usual thanking of the inhouse and outhouse BRI staff (Great job, everyone!) and take a moment to say thanks to the Bathroom Reader’s best friend, Porter the Wonder Dog. You’ve been our loyal companion since…well, before we even had an e-mail address. Thanks for your love, your cuteness, your tricks, and your sticking by my side on all those long nights of writing and editing. Porter, you give real meaning to the phrase “good dog.” Oh, yes you do!


So on behalf of Porter and the entire BRI staff, Happy Reading.


And as always…


Iri kun la Fluo!*


—Uncle John


 


(*That’s Esperanto for “Go with the Flow!”)




Check us out at www.bathroomreader.com. (We’re now on Facebook and Twitter, too!)








YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION



It’s always interesting to find out where the architects of pop culture get their ideas. These may surprise you.


PATRICK BATEMAN. In the 2000 movie American Psycho, Christian Bale portrayed Patrick Bateman, a stockbroker by day, sociopathic serial killer by night. Bale based his characterization on another actor. According to director Mary Harron, “he had been watching Tom Cruise on David Letterman, and he just had this very intense friendliness with nothing behind the eyes.”


DONKEY KONG. When a 1981 video game called Radar Scope sold poorly, Nintendo suddenly had 2,000 empty arcade-game cabinets to fill. At the same time, a deal with King Features to make a Popeye Nintendo game fell apart, so staff designer Shigeru Miyamoto just used the Popeye love triangle for inspiration—Popeye, his girlfriend Olive Oyl, and brute Bluto became Mario, Pauline, and a giant ape named Donkey Kong.


BENDER AND NELSON. Cartoonist Matt Groening’s two TV series are laced with references to John Bender, the teen rebel portrayed by Judd Nelson in The Breakfast Club, one of Groening’s favorite movies. The hard-drinking, sarcastic robot Bender on Futurama was named for him; school bully Nelson Muntz on The Simpsons was named after Judd Nelson; and Bart Simpson’s catchphrase “eat my shorts” was first uttered by John Bender.


OLD NAVY. Is there really a sea-based military force of elderly people? No, but there is a bar in Paris called Old Navy. In 1994 the president of the Gap, Millard Drexler, saw it while he was in France. He scrapped the name he was considering for his discount clothing store, Forklift, and decided instead to call it Old Navy.


THE SS MINNOW. The boat that took the seven castaways to Gilligan’s Island was named after FCC chairman Newton Minow. In a 1961 speech he called television a “vast wasteland.” Gilligan’s Island creator Sherwood Schwartz named the doomed vessel after Minow as an insult.




Paper made from banana-plant fiber is about 3,000 times as strong as regular paper.








EMBARRASSED IN THE E.R.



What’s worse than a trip to the emergency room? A trip to the E.R. for something really humiliating. These are real-life E.R. reports.


“Forehead pain: Patient shot self in nose with BB gun.”


“Head injury: Rolled off couch and hit telephone.”


“40-year-old female using toothbrush to make herself gag, accidentally swallowed toothbrush.”


“Abdominal pain. Diagnosis: tight pants and belt.”


“Patient stuffed ear with toilet paper so roach wouldn’t crawl in, now unable to remove.”


“Patient missed punching bag, hit metal safe.”


“Concussion, severe headache: Patient being pulled on a sled behind golf cart, struck a bump, launched in air.”


“Pulled groin while riding mechanical bull.”


“Bruised shoulder: Husband was throwing cell phone at cat, missed cat.”


“Patient, 23, used a sword to cut a piece of paper. Laceration left arm.”


“Accidentally swallowed guitar pick.”


“Patient, 31, was playing sex games with wife, had belt around neck, jumped over something and got hung up. Also fell down stairs.”


“Ankle injury from falling off stage doing karaoke.”


“Swallowed toothpick while eating cabbage.”


“Fell off monkey bars at police academy.”


“Patient playing with pillow case, buddy put a rock in it.”


“Insect bites on lips while riding a go-kart.”


“Generalized body rash after being in pool and hot tub at hotel.”


“Pain, swelling, blister on palm: Patient, 15, was playing video games, woke next day with swollen hand. Pain and swelling getting worse.”


“Patient has wrist pain after sex and bowling.”




Fewer than 1% of all patented inventions ever make money.








FOUNDING FATHERS



Three famous food origins to chew on.


ROBERT H. COBB. In the 1930s, the hot restaurant for anyone in the movie industry was the Hollywood Brown Derby, located at North Vine Street. Owner Robert Cobb claimed to have invented the restaurant’s signature dish in 1935, and named it after himself: the Cobb Salad. (A more likely scenario: the chefs at the Brown Derby invented it.) The original Cobb consisted of a mixture of greens (iceberg lettuce, watercress, chicory, and romaine), topped with diced chicken breast, tomatoes, avocado, chopped bacon, hard-boiled eggs, chives, and Roquefort cheese, served with a red wine vinaigrette. The Brown Derby closed in 1985 (Cobb died in 1970), by which time they’d sold more than four million Cobb Salads.


GRANNY SMITH. Maria Sherwood Smith was 50 years old when she and her husband Thomas settled on a farm in New South Wales, Australia, and began planting fruit orchards. She liked to experiment with fruit hybrids, and in 1868, at the age of 69, she crossed a European wild apple with a common Australian apple to create a new breed—light green in color, tart in flavor, and slow to brown when cut and exposed to air. Smith died just two years later, not living to see her apple blossom. The Australian government began cultivating it in 1895. It was first exported to the U.K. in the 1930s, but didn’t make it to the U.S. until 1972. Today it’s one of the most popular apple varieties in the world.


GENNARO SBARRO. In 1956 Sbarro emigrated from Naples, Italy, to Brooklyn, where he found work in an Italian deli. By 1959 he’d opened his own deli in the Bensonhurst neighborhood, and five years later he owned four delis around New York. In 1977 Sbarro expanded into restaurants. The first one was located where you’d still find a Sbarro today: a shopping mall. The store in Kings Plaza Shopping Center in Brooklyn (it’s still there) established the Sbarro format of pizza and pasta, served cafeteria-style. Today there are more than 1,600 Sbarro restaurants in 47 states and 43 countries. (And they’re still mostly in malls.)




Makes cents: Men tend to tip female waiters more; women tend to tip male waiters more.








DREAMY FACTS



What happens to you when you sleep? Read on.


• According to experts, dreaming is a natural brain function, and all human beings do it. But some people never remember their dreams.


• People who have quit a longtime smoking habit report having very vivid dreams for several weeks after stopping.


• The Old English word dream, which etymologists believe is the origin of our word dream, meant “'joy,” “mirth,” or “music.”


• Psychologists say that both men and women become sexually aroused while dreaming—even if the dream has no sexual content.


• Average amount of time spent dreaming per night: 1½ to 2 hours.


• The Raramuri people of northern Mexico believe that dreams are the result of one’s soul “waking” or “sobering,” and seeing the world more clearly than usual. (Raramuri families often wake up and discuss their dreams during the night.)


• The longest dreams—up to 45 minutes long—usually occur in the morning.


• Negative emotions, such as anxiety, are more commonly felt during dreams than positive ones are.


• Studies show that women who experience nightmares during pregnancy have easier births than women who don’t.


• Birds, like humans, experience REM (rapid eye movement) sleep, during which they experience brain wave activity similar to that of humans. This suggests that birds dream.


• Reptiles also experience brain activity during sleep that suggests they too may dream. (Fish do not.)


• Scientists believe schizophrenics suffer from irregular REM sleep, and that the hallucinations and delusions they experience may actually be “waking dreams.”


• For most of his life, President Lyndon Johnson had nightmares that he was paralyzed.




Shock jock: Green Bay QB Matt Hasselbeck has been struck by lightning twice.








LITTLE THINGS
MEAN A LOT



“The devil’s in the details,” says an old proverb. It’s true—sometimes the littlest things can cause BIG problems.


THE WRONG E-MAIL LIST


In April 2009, more than 30,000 applicants to the University of California San Diego received an e-mail that began: “We’re thrilled that you’ve been admitted to UC San Diego, and we’re showcasing our beautiful campus on Admit Day!” Thousands of excited students shared the good news and started booking flights and hotel rooms. But two hours later, those same applicants received a second e-mail from UCSD informing them that the first one was a mistake. “In all humility, I ask that you please accept my apologies,” wrote admissions director Mae Brown, who later explained that the first e-mail was supposed to go only to the 18,000 applicants who had been accepted, but it was accidentally sent to all 47,000 who applied. “We accessed the wrong database,” she admitted. Said one of the rejected applicants: “It was one of the greatest moments in my life and then, boom, it was one of the lowest.”


AN AUSTRALIAN ACCENT…IN AUSTRALIA


A man, a woman, and a dog walked into the Thai Spice restaurant in Adelaide, Australia, in 2009, only to be told by a waiter: “We don’t allow dogs in here!” The woman responded (in her native Australian accent), “But he’s a gay dog!” Offended, the waiter—who was from Thailand—told them to leave immediately. A few days later the restaurant’s owner, Hong Hoa Thi To, received a call from South Australia’s Equal Opportunity Tribunal asking him why service was refused to a blind man who came in with a friend and his guide dog. “Guide dog?” asked Hong? He thought the woman had said “gay dog.” The restaurant was ordered to apologize to the man and pay him $1,500. “My staff genuinely believed that it was an ordinary pet dog which had been desexed to become a gay dog,” said Hong.




Only Oscar to win an Oscar: Oscar Hammerstein II, for Best Song (1941 and ’45).





A TYPO


In 1987 Kamjai Thavorn, 30, was sentenced to 20 years in an Indonesian prison for heroin possession. In 2007 Thavorn, then 50, told the warden that his sentence had ended, and he should be set free. The warden’s answer: No. According to the prison’s paperwork, Thavorn began serving in 1997—not 1987—and still had a decade left to go. For the next three years, he pleaded to be set free…to no avail. He might still be behind bars today if not for a chance meeting in 2010 with Indonesia’s justice minister, who was touring the facility. Thavorn told the minister his situation, the matter was looked into, and Thavorn was finally freed. Prison officials apologized, explaining that whoever admitted him must have accidentally typed a “9” instead of an “8.”


THE WRONG ADDRESS


When real estate agent Peter Collard arrived at the six-bedroom house he was trying to sell in Brisbane, Australia, in 2010, he was horrified to discover that half of the yard was dug up and ten palm trees had been ripped out of the ground. Next to the devastation were two confused-looking workmen and a backhoe. When Collard asked them what the (blank) they were doing, the men quickly loaded the backhoe onto the trailer and, without a word, drove away. According to police, they were digging a swimming pool, but due to an address mix-up, they were at the wrong house. The workers were never located, and Collard’s insurance company denied his claim for compensation. Cost of the repair: $20,000.


A PIN


An American Airlines 767 landed at the company’s maintenance facility in Fort Worth, Texas, after a test flight in 2009. Standard procedure dictates that a pin be inserted into the front landing gear to prevent it from retracting while it’s on the ground. Someone forgot to follow standard procedure. When workers boarded to complete their post-maintenance checklist, one of them pulled the front landing gear lever. The wheel retracted and the 767 plunked down nose-first onto the tarmac. Luckily, no one was underneath it, but according to sources from the airline, the structural damage was so extensive that the plane—which was only six years old and cost $150 million—was “beyond repair.”




75% of Hawaii’s population lives on one island: Oahu.








GIVE ME A SIGN!



Church reader boards are a great source of humor and wisdom. Here are some real signs that we’ve collected.


“There are some questions that can’t be answered by Google”


“Staying in bed shouting, ‘Oh God!’ does not constitute going to church”


“Read the Bible—it will scare the hell out of you”


“Walmart is not the only saving place”


“Forgive your enemies—it messes with their heads”


“Salvation guaranteed, or your sins cheerfully refunded!”


“Do not criticize your wife’s judgment—see who she married”


“There’s no A/C in Hell either”


“God shows no favoritism but our sign guy does. Go Cubs!”


“Swallowing pride will never give you indigestion”


“Cars aren’t the only things recalled by their maker”


“Come in and let us prepare you for your finals”


“Life stinks. We have a pew for you”


“Friends are God’s way of apologizing to us for our families”


“Whoever stole our mower: God will get you.”


“How do we make holy water? We boil the hell out of it”


“Now open between Easter and Christmas!”


“Forbidden fruit creates many jams”


“Santa Claus never died for anyone”


“Down in the mouth? It’s time for a faith lift”


“Pessimists need a kick in the can’ts”


“Church parking only. Violators will be baptized”


“Too cold to change sign! Message inside.”




In the 1800s, artists used paint made from ground-up mummies.








FATAL FLIGHT FIRSTS



At least they got to be the first in the world at something.


LT. THOMAS E. SELFRIDGE


Claim to Fame: First person killed in a plane crash


Story: On September 17, 1908, Orville Wright was demonstrating his Wright Flyer at Fort Myer army base in Virginia. Along for the ride was 26-year-old First Lieutenant Tom Selfridge, a U.S. Army dirigible pilot. About 150 feet above the ground, a propeller broke. Wright was able to glide the craft to about 75 feet, but then it went into a nosedive. Selfridge suffered a fractured skull and died that evening. Wright suffered a broken thigh, pelvis, and ribs, and spent seven weeks in the hospital, but lived to fly again.


VERNON CASTLE


Claim to Fame: First celebrity plane death


Story: In the early 1900s, Vernon and Irene Castle were trendsetting superstars who appeared in Broadway productions and movies. When World War I began, Vernon returned to his native England and became a war pilot, then returned to the United States to train American pilots. On February 15, 1918, he took off from an airfield near Fort Worth, Texas—and was forced to make an emergency maneuver to avoid another plane. That caused his plane to stall, and it crashed. Castle died soon after.


ORMER LOCKLEAR


Claim to Fame: First airplane fatalities while filming a movie


Story: Locklear was a World War I pilot, then a barnstormer who flew in daredevil shows across the country. In 1920 he got the starring role as a pilot (and stunt man) in the film The Skywayman. For the movie’s finale, Locklear was supposed to simulate a plane crashing into oil derricks—at night. He’d warned the lighting crew to douse their lights as he got near so he could see to pull out of the dive at the last minute. They didn’t, and he crashed, killing himself and his co-pilot. However, thanks to the lights staying on, the director got vivid footage of the crash and its gruesome aftermath…and used it in the movie.




45% of Americans age 60 have at least one parent still living.








CANCELLED! WAIT…



Life doesn’t follow schedules, but TV does. So it’s surprising when the networks revive a show that’s been taken off the air—especially when they do it after broadcasting the “final episode.”


Program: Sledge Hammer!


The End: This dark satire-sitcom centered around a loose cannon police officer named Sledge Hammer (David Rasche). Sledge loved to use his gun—he slept with it, cooked with it, and shot criminals far more often than necessary. The show was a critical success for ABC, but not a ratings hit, so it was cancelled at the end of the 1986–87 season. Sledge Hammer! producers decided to have the show go out with a bang (of course): Sledge attempts to disable a nuclear bomb set to destroy Los Angeles. He is unsuccessful, and all the characters—and the entire city—are destroyed.


But Wait: The ratings for the last episode were so high that ABC changed its mind and renewed the show for another year. The scriptwriters explained the post-apocalypse revival by saying the new episodes took place “five years earlier” than the first season, even though the story lines picked up exactly where the plot had left off before the bomb threat. Unfortunately, ABC gave it a time slot opposite The Cosby Show and reduced its budget, suggesting that the network never really expected the show to do well. It didn’t. It was cancelled in 1988.


Program: Family Guy


The End: It debuted on Fox after the 1999 Super Bowl, so its initial ratings were high. But critics dismissed the animated show about an overweight man and his wacky, dysfunctional family as a ripoff of The Simpsons, and the ratings gradually declined. Fox stuck with the show until 2002, when it was quietly cancelled before the fall season.


But Wait: In 2003 reruns of the show found an audience on “Adult Swim”—the late-night block of adult-oriented cartoons on cable TV’s Cartoon Network. Suddenly, Family Guy was a big hit. In the 18–49 demographic (which advertisers and networks most want to reach), the show routinely beat The Tonight Show and Late Show with David Letterman, with an average of two million total viewers. On top of that, Family Guy DVD sets were the top TV sellers of 2003, moving three million copies. And so, in an unprecedented move, Fox brought the series back. Family Guy returned to the air in 2005, where it’s been a top-20 hit ever since.




The production of a single chicken egg requires about 120 gallons of water.





Program: Buffy the Vampire Slayer


The End: The critically acclaimed but little-watched show about a teenage girl who fights off pure evil aired on the teen-oriented WB network. After languishing in the ratings for five seasons, the WB cancelled Buffy in spring 2001. Writers wrapped up the show’s extensive mythology by having Buffy (Sarah Michelle Gellar) die.


But Wait: UPN bought the series and resurrected it in fall 2001. What about the dead main character? No problem! (It’s a show about the undead, after all.) Buffy’s friends use magic spells to raise her from the dead and pull her out of Heaven, which gives Buffy severe depression for the better part of the season. Despite a loyal cult following, the show’s ratings never improved. It was cancelled in 2003.


Program: Scrubs


The End: This hospital sitcom ran on NBC from 2001 until 2008, when the network cancelled it due to low ratings (it ranked 115th for the year). ABC picked up the show, but ratings for the eighth season were even worse, so the network ordered the show’s producers to prepare a final episode. The big ending aired in May 2009 with the on-again/off-again relationship of Drs. Dorian (Zach Braff) and Reid (Sarah Chalke) happily resolved and with every major guest star and minor character in the show’s run making an appearance. Dorian and Reid move away, everyone says goodbye, show over.


But Wait: ABC needed midseason replacement shows for the 2009–10 season, so despite having aired its final show, Scrubs was renewed for 13 more episodes. Creator Bill Lawrence completely revamped the show, setting it in a new location (a medical school) and with an almost completely new cast. It didn’t help. Only about half of the Scrubs viewers from the previous season returned (3.8 million vs. 5.6 million), and ABC aired all 13 episodes in just a few weeks.




All spider species make silk, but only about half spin webs to catch prey.








LOST (AND FOUND)
ALBUMS



Not every album that gets recorded—even ones by the most popular musicians—gets released to the public. For a variety of reasons, a project may get shelved indefinitely…or forever. But luckily, sometimes they do get to see the light of day. Here are a few albums that once were lost, but now are found.


ALBUM: Finian’s Rainbow soundtrack (1954)


LOST: Finian’s Rainbow was a hit Broadway musical—it ran for nearly two years, winning two Tony Awards, and originating the standards “How Are Things in Glocca Morra?” and “Old Devil Moon.” The plot: An Irish immigrant moves to the South and buries a pot of gold near Fort Knox, believing it will magically multiply, all the while trying to avoid the leprechaun from whom he stole the treasure. In 1954 a former Disney animator named John Hubley began production on an animated film version of Finian’s Rainbow and lined up top talent to provide voices and music, including Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, and the Oscar Peterson Trio. Nine songs were recorded before the production’s financial backers ran into tax trouble and the film project was canceled.


FOUND: In 2002 Hubley’s widow, Faith Hubley, discovered a low-quality acetate copy of the Finian’s Rainbow songs, recorded off the original master tapes (which have never surfaced). Narration was recorded in 1954, and that was on the master tapes, not on Hubley’s copy. But the nine songs were, and they were released on the 2002 box set Frank Sinatra in Hollywood (1940–1964).


ALBUM: Marvin Gaye, The Ballads (1979)


LOST: Gaye was one of Motown’s top-selling artists, and a dominant soul singer in America by the late 1960s. But what he really wanted to be was a jazz and torch-song singer. Motown let him try three times: The Soulful Moods (1961), When I’m Alone I Cry (1964), and Hello Broadway (1964) were all jazz and show-tune albums, and all sold poorly. Another attempt in 1968 was canceled halfway through recording. Gaye returned to his pop career until 1977, when he decided to take another shot at jazzy torch songs, recording The Ballads in his home studio. Included were “The Shadow of Your Smile,” “She Needs Me,” and “Why Did I Choose You.” Gaye convinced Motown to release it in 1979, but changed his mind and released a disco-tinged gospel album instead. The Ballads was never released; Gaye died in 1984.


Found: Columbia, Gaye’s label at the time of his death, worked with Motown to obtain Gaye’s never-released jazz recordings from 1968, along with tracks from the late-’70s sessions. The cobbling of those two sets (seven songs, plus alternate takes of three of those songs) was released in 1997 as Vulnerable. The cover featured a simple black-and-white portrait of Gaye, a leftover from the photo shoot for his 1971 classic, What’s Going On.




Guitar heroes: 20% of Americans have played in a band at some time in their lives.





Album: The Beatles, Get Back (1969)


Lost: In 1969 Paul McCartney decided that after several albums full of multitracked studio wizardry (Revolver, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and The White Album), the Beatles’ next record should be a return to the simple, blues-based, pared-down rock ’n’ roll of their early years—songs that could even be performed live, unlike their more recent technically intricate work. So the band convened to make an album McCartney appropriately titled Get Back, and invited a camera crew to make a documentary film of the process, also to be titled Get Back. The crew caught the Beatles in what would turn out to be the band’s final days. McCartney and John Lennon frequently clashed over the direction of the music, and George Harrison walked out of a session one day, vowing never to return (although he did). It was so taxing that the Get Back sessions went untouched for a year, until early 1970, when EMI Records forced the band to finish the album. Lennon decided to hire famed producer Phil Spector, whose first order of business was to change the name of the album (and the film) to Let It Be. Spector’s vision contrasted sharply with McCartney’s. He gave the songs an intricate, lush, sweeping orchestral sound, not the simple one McCartney had planned. McCartney hated it, and this dispute directly led to the breakup of the Beatles in April 1970, just one month before Let It Be was released. The original Get Back tapes were abandoned and locked away in a vault.




At one time, denture makers added uranium to false teeth to give them a “healthy” glow.





Found: In 2001 McCartney met with Let It Be film director Michael Lindsay-Hogg to discuss issuing the film on DVD for the first time, and the conversation turned to the creation of a companion album, but the way McCartney had meant to do Get Back, stripped of Spector’s influence. After getting approval from surviving bandmates Ringo Starr and George Harrison, McCartney hired audio engineers to assemble the album from the original tapes. They were digitally cleaned up and remastered and released in 2003 as the guitar/bass/drums/piano-only Let It Be…Naked. The album was a hit, selling a million copies in the United States.


Album: Chicago, Chicago XXII (1993)


Lost: Chicago was one of the biggest rock bands of the 1970s with hits like “Colour My World,” “Saturday in the Park,” and “Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?” In the ’80s, the band became even more popular when it shifted to a softer, synthesizer-driven sound—songs like “You’re the Inspiration” and “Hard to Say I’m Sorry.” By 1993 the band’s popularity had waned, so they decided to return to their 1970s jazz-rock sound by recording Chicago XXII, with plans to release it in March 1994. The band loved it and considered it the best thing they’d done in years. But executives at Warner Bros. Records felt it wasn’t commercial enough and pulled the album from its release schedule. At least that’s what they told the band. Members of the group believe Chicago XXII was shelved in retaliation for the group’s refusing to sign off on a deal to license its songs for use in TV commercials. Chicago left Warner in 1994, retaining the rights to Chicago XXII… but no other label wanted it.


Found: The album became an underground phenomenon; its mystique was boosted by Chicago doling out the unreleased music in pieces. Three band members each re-recorded songs for solo albums, a handful of finished tracks were included on a Chicago box set, and the band frequently performed the songs live, to positive response from fans. Rhino Records, which specializes in new albums by retro acts, took notice and gave Chicago XXII, re-titled Stone of Sisyphus, a proper release in 2008. The album didn’t trigger the group’s revival—it peaked at #122 on the album charts—but fans still called it Chicago’s best work in years.




Almost all flu viruses first infect chickens, then pigs, then spread to humans.








SUFFERING FOOLS



Just how hard is it to be smarter than most everyone else? We don’t know, but Uncle John says it’s really hard. Here are some more thoughts on the matter.


“For every person with a spark of genius, there are a hundred with ignition trouble.”


—Kurt Hanks


“A common mistake people make when trying to design something completely foolproof is to underestimate the ingenuity of complete fools.”


—Douglas Adams


“Stupidity is a gift of God, but one mustn’t misuse it.”


—Pope John Paul II


“Brains are an asset, if you hide them.”


—Mae West


“The trouble with the world is that the stupid are cocksure and the intelligent are full of doubt.”


—Bertrand Russell


“The company of fools may first make us smile, but in the end we always feel melancholy.”


—Oliver Goldsmith


“Before God we are all equally wise—and equally foolish.”


—Albert Einstein


“My New Year’s Resolution: To tolerate fools more gladly, provided this does not encourage them to take up more of my time.”


—James Agate


“Talk sense to a fool and he calls you foolish.”


—Euripides


“It’s too bad that stupidity isn’t painful.”


—Anton LaVey


“The only way to comprehend what mathematicians mean by infinity is to contemplate the extent of human stupidity.”


—Voltaire


“Always be smarter than the people who hire you.”


—Lena Horne


“Take all the fools out of this world and there wouldn’t be any fun living in it. Or profit.”


—Josh Billings


“Just think of how stupid the average person is, and then realize half of them are even stupider!”


—George Carlin




As of 2000, a Canadian law still on the books placed a bounty on all Indian scalps.








BAD NEWS / GOOD NEWS



From bad news you can often get an uplifting piece of good news. As these stories will prove.


HONK IF YOU LIKE FREEDOM


Bad News: Bernard Levine, 82, found an injured goose in his Toms River, New Jersey, backyard in April 2010. It had an arrow stuck in its chest.


Good News: Lucky for the goose, Levine is a retired veterinarian. He captured the stricken bird, took it to the Toms River Animal Hospital, which he founded in 1955, and surgically removed six inches of the 26-inch arrow (as well as several air gun pellets) from its chest. He then brought the goose to the Raptor Trust, a bird rehabilitation center. Three weeks later, Levine was present as vet techs freed the bird—now four pounds heavier and in perfect health—on the trust’s protected forest land. “It feels great to see him free and liberated,” Levine said, “enjoying life the way a goose should.”


LIFE SAVER


Bad News: In April 2010, Robert E. Smith, 48, was working as an attendant at a mental health facility in Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania, when he was told that a 20-year-old female patient had climbed out a window onto a fire escape and was headed up to the roof of the three-story building. Smith followed her out the window and tried to convince the troubled young woman to come back inside. She refused to listen, and made a lunge to jump. Smith grabbed her arm—and she took him with her. They fell together 30 feet to the ground.


Good News: The young woman survived…and so did Smith. He actually maneuvered his body as they fell so that he would hit first, which not only saved the woman’s life, but saved her from receiving any serious injuries at all. “That’s just the kind of person he is,” Smith’s uncle, Thomas Katchisin, told the Philadelphia Inquirer. Smith shattered bones in both his arms, suffered a wound to his head, broke several ribs, and, after several hours of surgery, was in the hospital for nine days. But he made a full recovery. “I have no regrets,” he said later. “She walked away, and that’s good.”




Among the passengers aboard the Mayflower: a Mastiff and a Springer Spaniel.





DOUBLE JEOPARDY


Bad News: In April 2010, Andriej Ivanov, 26, made his way to a bridge over the Belaya River in Ufa, central Russia. He wasn’t there for the view: His fiancée had recently been killed in a car crash—on the day before their wedding—and he was going to jump off the bridge and kill himself. Worse news: When he got to the bridge, he found that someone had beaten him to the spot. Maria Petrova, 21, had recently been thrown out of her parents’ home after she became pregnant and was there to kill herself. Ivanov arrived just as she was climbing over the railing to make the 100-foot plunge into the water.


Good News: Andriej ran to Maria and yelled for her to stop. “Something in my heart snapped,” he said, “and I couldn’t let her do it no matter how broken my own heart was.” He was able to convince her to climb back down, the two ended up talking long into the night, and then the next day, and the day after that—and in May 2010 announced to their families that they were getting married. “All that pain was worthwhile,” Maria said, “because it led me to my Andriej.”


[image: ]


KARMA


In 2006 Monty Python and A Fish Called Wanda star John Cleese performed his one-man stage show in the city of Palmerston North, New Zealand. He didn’t have a good time. He later reported in an audio diary on his website that the audience was unresponsive, the arena in which he performed was subpar, and that Palmerston North itself was so wretched it must be “the suicide capital of the country.” The unresponsive locals did respond to Cleese: They unofficially renamed their municipal garbage dump after him when someone put up a sign reading “Mt. Cleese” at the landfill. Said Palmerston North Water and Waste Manager Chris Pepper, “It’s popped up overnight, and nobody has said to pull it down.”




Tennis ball felt is usually made of wool.








DINO CHOW



So what did dinosaurs eat 200 million years ago? Don’t look now—it may be in your garden.


CLASSIC JURASSIC


You’ll find them in flower arrangements, funeral wreaths, back yards in Arizona and Southern California, and botanical gardens around the United States. They look like a cross between a palm and a fern, with a stout trunk and a crown of feather-like leaves across the top. But these ancient plants—called cycads, (pronounced “SY-kads”)—are closer to gingko trees and conifers. They’ve been growing on this planet for more than 300 million years, making them among the oldest species of any kind still living in the world.


During the Jurassic Period (200 million years ago), cycads dominated global forests. The Earth was much wetter back then, prime growing conditions for these plants. Based on fossil evidence, scientists believe cycads comprised 20 percent of all plant life at the time, so the jungles that Tyrannosaurus rex crashed around in and the brontosaurus munched on was most likely a cycad forest (which is why botanists prefer to call the Jurassic era the “Age of Cycads,” not the “Age of Dinosaurs”).


Cycads grow best in tropical and sub-tropical areas, but fossilized remains of the plants have been found on every continent and from Siberia to the South Pole. Scientists consider these finds proof that the Arctic and Antarctic were once much warmer.


LIVING FOSSILS


The key to the cycads’ longevity is their ability to produce their own fertilizer—in essence, they feed themselves. Their roots often grow out of the ground, providing a home for photosynthetic bacteria. In exchange, the bacteria provide nitrogen to the cycad. This nitrogen-fixing ability allows cycads to flourish in extremely poor soil: Some species can grow in sand, and many can tolerate salty soil. Sadly, many cycad species are endangered today, as their favored tropical habitat is rapidly being destroyed by human activity. Once widespread across the globe, cycads today are limited to ranges in Australia, Japan, sub-Saharan Africa, Madagascar, South Asia, Indonesia, Central and South America, Mexico, and Florida. Also, cycads reproduce slowly, which doesn’t help them survive abrupt changes to their environment. But cycads have already successfully weathered two mass extinction periods in world history, so don’t count them out.




Most charitable city, based on actual donations: Miami. Least: Detroit.





PSYCHED FOR CYCADS


• Cycads contain BMAA, a paralyzing neurotoxin. But native peoples in Australia, Africa, and North America found ways to leach out the poison and turn the starchy stems into edible flour.


• The Seminole Indians of Florida called cycads the “white bread plant.” Their entire diet was based around sofkee, a pudding made from its starch. When Confederate soldiers garrisoned in Florida during the Civil War ran out of provisions, they tried to create their own version of sofkee. Unfortunately they skipped the soaking process that removed the plant’s poison and hundreds died.


• White settlers in Florida eventually learned the Seminole process and created the first industry in the area by making a cooking powder they called arrowroot starch, or coontie, which was what the Florida cycad was called. During World War I, army doctors discovered that coontie mixed with beef broth was the only food that soldiers who’d been gassed could stomach. The coontie industry lasted until the 1930s, when the market collapsed due to the over-harvesting of native cycads.


• The Japanese word for cycad is sotetsu. Cycad nuts were eaten as a food of last resort during famines, and a particularly bad famine in the 1920s is still referred to as sotetsu jinkoku, or “cycad hell.”


• The Japanese sago “palm” is perhaps the best-known cycad in the world (though misnamed—it isn’t a palm).


• A great petrified forest of cycads lies just outside Minnekahta, in the Black Hills of South Dakota. It was once a national monument until fossil hunters stripped away all of the visible specimens and sold them to museums and collectors.


• The largest cycad alive today is the Hope’s Cycad, located in Daintree, Australia. It’s 1,000 years old and 65 feet high.


• Cycad seeds look like pine cones, and can weigh as much as 90 pounds.




Zimbabwe issued $1 billion bills in 2008. Price of a bottle of beer: $150 billion.








OLYMPIC PRANKSTERS



When American snowboarder Scotty Lago was forced out of the 2010 Winter Games in Vancouver after he posed for a suggestive photo with his bronze medal, that got us wondering: What other silly stunts have been pulled at the Olympics?


Athletes: Dean Kent, Corney Swanepoel, and Cameron Gibson, three swimmers representing New Zealand at the 2008 Summer Games in Beijing, China


Prank: Taking photos of a young teammate—in a compromising position, in a compromising condition, in a compromising place


Details: The day after the closing ceremonies, one of the younger members of the team, 18-year-old Daniel Bell, got drunk in a Beijing nightclub where the Speedo swimsuit company was hosting an open-bar party. Kent, Swanepoel, and Gibson found Bell passed out in the restroom (on the pot), and took immediate action. After calling for medical assistance, they cleaned Bell up and dragged him home…but not before taking a picture of him semi-nude (and still passed out) in the toilet stall. Somebody posted copies of the picture around the New Zealand swimmers’ quarters in the Olympic Village, and from there they spread to the rest of the team. That’s how the New Zealand Olympic Committee learned of the prank.


What Happened: Kent, Swanepoel, and Gibson were thrown off the Olympic team and exiled from the Olympic Village. They had to spend their last night in China in a Beijing hotel. (Bell received no punishment.)


Athletes: Troy Dalbey and Doug Gjertsen, American swimmers who won gold medals in two relay events in the 1988 Summer Games in Seoul, South Korea


Prank: Grand Theft Lion


Details: The day after winning their medals, Dalbey and Gjertsen celebrated their victory by bar-hopping with friends. As they were leaving the bar in the Hyatt Regency Hotel, Dalbey grabbed a decorative lion’s head off the wall and walked out with it. When the police caught up with them in another bar, they still had the lion and were arrested for theft (valued at $830).




Odds you’ll get stuck on your next elevator ride: 1 in 100,000.





What Happened: South Korean prosecutors agreed to drop the charges after Dalbey and Gjertsen admitted guilt and wrote a letter apologizing to the South Korean people. The U.S. Olympic Committee was less forgiving: Dalbey and Gjertsen were dropped from the team and confined to their Olympic Village quarters until they could leave the country. Dalbey was later suspended from competition for 18 months; Gjertsen, who was cleared of the theft charges, received a three-month suspension. (They both got to keep their gold medals.)


Athlete: Dawn Fraser, one of the greatest Australian swimmers of all time and winner of gold medals in the 1956, 1960, and 1964 Summer Games


Prank: Playing capture the flag…with the emperor’s flag


Details: During the 1964 Tokyo Games, Fraser and two friends were walking by the Imperial Palace when they saw an Olympic flag on a flagpole and decided to steal it. Police caught them red-handed.


What Happened: Apparently pranks are more acceptable in Japan than they are in South Korea, because as soon as the police realized who Fraser was, they released the three without charge, after Fraser signed autographs for the arresting officers. Emperor Hirohito even insisted that Fraser keep the flag. But the story doesn’t end there. Fraser had been making waves with the Australian Olympic Committee throughout the Games, marching in the opening ceremonies after she’d been told not to, wearing her own swimsuit instead of the one provided by the team’s sponsor (hers was more comfortable), and at the closing ceremonies, wearing a friend’s hat instead of the one that came with her team uniform. Small infractions all, but when Fraser got home, the Australian Swimming Union banned her from competition for 10 years, effectively ending her swimming career and shutting her out of the 1968 Summer Olympics. That, in turn, denied her a shot at becoming the first female swimmer to win gold medals in four different Olympics.


Athlete: Jim Chapin, a speed skater competing in the 1980 Winter Games in Lake Placid, New York




If you were born in Los Alamos, New Mexico, during WWII, your birthplace is listed as a post office box in Santa Fe—to keep the Manhattan Project a secret.





Prank: Boorish behavior—with an actual boar


Details: When Chapin learned that the Olympic Village cooks were preparing a special exotic-food dinner for the athletes, he and some friends “borrowed” the carcasses of a wild boar, a shark, and a barracuda from the kitchen. They snuck the 250-pound boar into the quarters of speed skater Beth Heiden and tucked it under the covers of her bed, lying flat on its back with its legs and snout pointing up toward the ceiling. “The boar still had the hair and everything,” Chapin told the Washington Post. “Sure would have liked to see Heiden’s face. We considered leaving the shark in the bathtub, but we thought it was too risky.” (No word on what happened to the barracuda.)


What Happened: They got away with it.


Athlete: Hal Prieste, an American diver who won a bronze medal at the 1920 summer games in Antwerp, Belgium


Prank: Stealing another flag—a very important flag


Details: Acting on a dare from teammate Duke Kahanamoku, Prieste, 24, climbed a 15-foot flag pole at the Olympic stadium and stole the Olympic flag. Not just any Olympic flag, either: The flag he stole was the very first one to feature the Olympic symbol of five interlocking rings, which had been created in 1913.


What Happened: Prieste was never caught, and the fate of that famous first flag remained a mystery for decades. Then one day in 2000, Prieste, then 103, decided to return the flag he’d kept in the bottom of a suitcase for 77 years. The flag was handed over in a special ceremony during the Summer Olympics in Sydney, Australia. “Will there be a plaque with my name on it?” Prieste jokingly asked officials. Sure enough, if you ever get a chance to visit the Olympic Museum in Lausanne, Switzerland, right next to the flag display you’ll see a plaque thanking Prieste for giving it back.


[image: ]


NO TAN IN MONTANA


On December 14, 1924, the temperature in Fairfield, Montana, dropped 84°F—from 63° at noon to -21° at midnight, the greatest 12-hour temperature change ever recorded in the United States.





FLUBBED HEADLINES



Whether silly, naughty, obvious, or just plain bizarre, they’re all real.


UAW Elects King as Next President


Big Ben Celebrates 150 Years of Bongs


HOMELESS MAN UNDER HOUSE ARREST


Colleen Campbell champions the rights of murder victims after being one herself


Tight end retires after colon surgery


Seven testify toddler looked hot


Editor’s wife rented to 2 suspects, FBI says


Woman in sumo wrestler suit assaulted her ex-girlfriend in gay pub after she waved at man dressed as a Snickers bar


Want to spell like a champ? Read Wenster’s Dictionary


DIANA WAS STILL ALIVE HOURS BEFORE SHE DIED


Arson Suspect is Held in Fire


Ten Commandments: Supreme Court says some okay, some not


Minus shorts, banks get breathing room


Black History Month Will Be Held Feb. 23


Teen Learns to Live With Stutttering


A’s Hole Keeps Getting Deeper


Steele Pure Gold


Death Is Nation’s Top Killer


SOME 70,000 TURTLE EGGS TO BE WHISKED FAR FROM OIL


POLL SAYS THAT 53% BELIEVE MEDIA OFFEN MAKES MISTAKES




World’s largest tire manufacturer: Lego. They make 300 million toy tires every year.








HOW NOT TO ROB A BANK



These days, it’s harder than ever to hold up a bank and actually get away with it, but some people do. Not these robbers, though: Each one made a key mistake. Let’s see what they did wrong.


THE JOB: A 16-year-old boy handed a note to a teller at People’s United Bank in Fairfield, Connecticut, in March 2010. The demand: “Put $100,000 into a bag.” As the teller started filling a bag, the boy noticed the bank was being put on lockdown, so he ran out with only $900. He made it to the parking lot and started running toward his getaway car. Inside it was his accomplice, 27-year-old Albert Bailey. A swarm of cops were already there and easily apprehended the pair.


THE MISTAKE: About 15 minutes earlier, Bailey actually phoned the bank and said, “Get the money ready—we’re coming!”


THE JOB: In April 2005, a group of armed men stormed into a Chicago bank and tied up several bank employees. The gang escaped with $81,000. The police had no leads and no suspects.


THE MISTAKE: Five months later, one of the robbers called a “Morning Zoo” Chicago radio show and bragged about the job. Calling himself “D,” he gave details that only the robbers would know. An FBI agent on her way to work was listening to the show, so she went to the radio station and traced the call to a cell phone owned by Randy Washington, 24. He and an accomplice, William Slate, 19, were both arrested.


THE JOB: In March 2010, Robert Yoder, 55, of Fallbrook, Washington, walked into a bank and demanded the teller fill up a pouch full of money. The teller complied. Yoder walked out of the bank, got into his truck, and drove away.


THE MISTAKE: Yoder was a tow-truck driver, and the name of his company was printed on the truck, which could clearly be seen by a surveillance camera. Yoder got a call that afternoon about a broken-down vehicle, but when he showed up, there was no broken-down vehicle, only the police. He was arrested.


THE JOB: A man walked into a Chase Bank in Chicago wearing a clown mask with a big red nose and red hair. He was carrying a toy machine gun. He handed a demand note to a teller, who filled up a bag with money. The clown ran out of the bank.




Mongolian warrior helmets doubled as cooking pots—and inspired the Chinese wok.





THE MISTAKE: His getaway vehicle was a bicycle. It took him a minute or so to get going (the mask, toy gun, and bag of money made it difficult). That was all the time that a police officer needed to chase down the clown and tackle him.


THE JOB: Jarell Paul Arnold, 34, walked into a credit union in Anchorage, Alaska, in 2009, asked the teller to check his account balance, and then handed her a holdup note. She filled a bag with about $600, and Arnold fled the scene. Police arrived at the bank a few minutes later, but the suspect was nowhere to be found.


THE MISTAKE: He asked the teller to check his account balance— and showed her his driver’s license to verify his ID. The teller gave the information to the cops; Arnold is now serving 12 years in prison for bank robbery, with no time off for stupid behavior.


THE JOB: In 2009 a would-be bank robber in Kirchheim, Austria, approached the door of the bank, donned a Barack Obama mask, took out a gun, and went to open the door.


THE MISTAKE: The bank was closed. It had been for 35 minutes. Inside were several bank employees taking part in a training session. The frustrated bank robber banged his gun on the window. According to one of the workers, “We thought it was part of the training, some sort of initiative test, or a joke. Laughing only seemed to make him more angry.” The robber gave up and left.


THE JOB: A man stuffed a knife into his front pants pocket and walked into a bank in Kumagaya, Japan, in 2010.


THE MISTAKE: He didn’t really know how to rob a bank, so he asked a teller, “Any idea how you rob a bank?” The teller asked her supervisor what to do if someone asks how to rob a bank. The supervisor politely asked the man to leave. He did, but the worker who was escorting him out noticed blood running down the man’s thigh. Somehow, he’d stabbed himself with his knife. He was taken to a hospital, treated, and arrested—but for illegal possession of a weapon, not for attempted robbery. (He didn’t actually rob the bank; he only asked how to do it.)




Length of the average professional fireworks show in 1980: 1 hour. Today: 20 minutes.








DOT BOMBS



Today we take buying things over the Internet for granted. But the concept of e-commerce was brand new in the 1990s, as billions of dollars were invested in new Internet companies. And nearly all of them fizzled—some because they were ahead of their time, others simply because they were bad ideas. Here’s a look at some of the biggest Internet busts.


COMPANY: Flooz.com


PRODUCT: Internet currency


LOADING… Most Americans do at least some online shopping or bill paying today, but in 1998 people were scared and skeptical about giving a credit card number over the Internet. So Flooz.com conceived a “safe” Internet currency. Consumers were supposed to go to Flooz.com, enter in their credit card number, and buy Internet money, or “Flooz,” which could then be used to pay for purchases at online merchants. Based on that concept, Flooz secured $34 million from investors and agreements with Tower Records, Barnes & Noble, Restoration Hardware, and other retailers to accept Flooz as legal tender on their websites.


…FILE NOT FOUND: A large percentage of Flooz’s budget went to TV commercials starring celebrity spokesperson Whoopi Goldberg. But the idea never quite caught on—as people became more comfortable with buying things over the Internet and as major retailers started securing credit card data with a new, nearly impenetrable data-disguising system called encryption, few thought it was necessary to buy special online money. Flooz flopped on August 26, 2001, after which all outstanding “flooz”—and $34 million in investors’ money—turned to dust.


COMPANY: Webvan.com


PRODUCT: Groceries


LOADING… The service offered by this Internet-based company was both old and new: Home delivery of groceries, which was once common but hadn’t been offered since the mid-20th century, when Americans started switching from local grocers to chain supermarkets. In Webvan’s business model, groceries would be ordered off the Internet and arrive at the customer’s home via a nearly fully automated process (the vans still required people to drive them). It seemed like a great idea to a lot of people: Webvan raised and spent more than $1 billion, using the funds to expand outside of its San Francisco home area to eight more cities in just over a year. Most of the money went for computerized warehouse facilities where orders were automatically boxed, sorted, and loaded onto delivery trucks. By mid-2000, Webvan.com was valued at $1.2 billion and announced plans to expand into 18 more metropolitan areas.




It takes 50 pounds of olives to produce one gallon of olive oil.





…FILE NOT FOUND: E-commerce may have changed many elements of business, but it did not change the fact that a company needs a certain number of customers to turn a profit. Webvan looked good to investors, but it expanded too fast. Furthermore, grocery profit margins are very slim—not enough to cover $1 billion worth of state-of-the-art distribution centers. Webvan spoiled in July 2001, its share price having dropped from $30 to 6¢ in a matter of months. The brand name—not the company—resurfaced in 2009 as “a member of the Amazon family.”


COMPANY: MVP.com


PRODUCT: Sporting goods


LOADING… This company had a lot going for it at its 1999 launch: Its investors included beloved sports icons (and seasoned product endorsers) such as quarterback John Elway, basketball superstar Michael Jordan, and hockey icon Wayne Gretzky. That seemed like a big advantage for a company selling sporting goods online. Another advantage: MVP.com had a lucrative advertising deal—a four-year contract with CBS Television in which the online merchant got consistent ad time during the broadcast of CBS’s highly watched NFL games. In return, CBS got an equity stake in the company, with a guaranteed annual payout of $10 million.


…FILE NOT FOUND: But just a year later, MVP.com failed to pay CBS its $10 million…because it didn’t have the $10 million to pay. In fact, the company never turned a profit. (Marketing experts say the advertising deal was ill-conceived—sports spectators are not necessarily sports participants.) When they didn’t receive their cut, CBS voided the contract…and canceled all of MVP.com’s future advertising. MVP.com was KO’d at the end of 2000. Its address (www.mvp.com) was taken over by SportsLine, a new sports news service managed by…CBS.




Made guys: 27 actors from the movie Goodfellas also appeared on The Sopranos.








WHEN WORDS COLLIDE



Wii hate when someone points out that weave used the wrong word to describe something, sew we complied this list of commonly misspelled or misused wurds.


• A capital is a nation or state’s principal city, which houses the capitol, the building in which lawmakers convene.


• To flounder is to struggle. But if you do it for long, you may founder, or completely unravel and come apart.


• A hoard is a large group of objects. A horde is a large group of people.


• Light can pass through a translucent object and become obscured. If the light goes all the way through, then the surface is transparent.


• Flotsam is cargo lost at sea, floating on the surface. Jetsam is jettisoned cargo that sinks to the bottom of the sea.


• To feel hostility toward something is to be adverse. To be completely opposed to it outright is to be averse.


• Emigrants leave their homeland to reside in another place. Once they’re in the new place, they’re called immigrants.


•An amiable person is cheerful and good-natured. An amicable person is cooperative.


• A distinct object is one that is clearly visible; a distinctive one is unique or unusual.


• A saying by a famous person is a quotation, not a quote. Quote is a verb that means to repeat somebody else’s words.


• A crevasse is a deep, wide crack. A crevice is a small, narrow crack.


• Elicit means to draw out something through persuasion, such as secret information. That info might have been a secret because it contained evidence of illegal or illicit activities.


• An eminent person is someone who is well known and highly regarded. The word imminent describes an event that is about to take place.


• Your conscience is your moral center, your sense of right vs. wrong. Conscious is an adjective that means to be awake and aware.




The Greatest: Muhammad Ali’s charities have fed 22 million meals to the hungry.








LUCKY FINDS



Ever stumbled across something valuable? It’s an incredible feeling. Here’s the latest installment of a Bathroom Reader favorite.


LET ME STAND NEXT TO YOUR FIRE


The Find: A burned guitar


Where It Was Found: Under a pile of junk in a garage


The Story: In 1967, while performing at the Finsbury Astoria, an old theater in North London, Jimi Hendrix doused his Fender Stratocaster with lighter fluid, lit a match, and set the guitar on fire. The roadies rushed in and put the fire out; Hendrix had to be taken to the hospital to be treated for minor burns. That performance was a defining moment in rock history, but the guitar itself was thought to have been lost. It changed several hands several times: Bassist Noel Redding had it at first, but it ended up with Hendrix’s press officer, Tony Garland, who stored it in his parents’ garage in East Sussex…and forgot about it. It remained there, untouched, for nearly 40 years, until Garland’s nephew unearthed it in 2007. The guitar—one of two that Hendrix burned, and the only one that survived—was sold to an American collector for $430,000. He said he was going to put some new strings on it, plug it in, and see if any of that “Hendrix magic” is still there.


WHAT THE FUGUE?


The Find: A musical symphony


Where It Was Found: In a library basement


The Story: Heather Carbo, a librarian at the Palmer Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, had heard a rumor that a symphony written in Beethoven’s own hand was stored somewhere in the seminary. But no one had ever seen it, and it was probably just that, a rumor. Then, one summer day in 2005, Carbo was cleaning out some cabinets in the library’s basement and found a colorful, hardbound book. The moment she saw it, she suspected it was the Beethoven symphony, but she can’t read music (or German), so she called in musical experts, who verified that it was indeed Beethoven’s “Gross Fugue in B flat major.” Released in 1826, less than a year before Beethoven’s death, the fugue—with its frequent use of dissonance—was panned by the critics. (It’s since been called “ahead of its time.”) The 80-page manuscript revealed the work of a composer who was constantly erasing and revising, and who wrote notes in the margins on everything from proper piano fingering techniques to his own dissatisfaction with the work. “This piece, more than any other, shows Beethoven striving for something beyond all human limits,” said American composer Gerald Levinson. How did it get to an American seminary? In 1890 it was purchased in Germany by Cincinnati industrialist William Howard Doane. The manuscript was thought to have been a part of a collection donated to the seminary by Sloane’s daughter in 1950, but everything else from that collection (including an original Mozart manuscript) had been accounted for. For decades, historians assumed that Beethoven’s Gross Fugue was lost forever. In December 2005 it was sold at auction to an anonymous buyer. Sale price: $1.7 million.




Your words, their property: Many social-networking sites have policies granting them legal ownership of your posts.





GETTING A LITTLE ACTION


The Find: A comic book


Where It Was Found: In a box in the basement


The Story: A down-on-their-luck family (who wish to remain anonymous) was about to lose their home. It had been in the family since the 1950s, but by 2010 they were nearly bankrupt and facing foreclosure. With no way to meet their mortgage payments, they decided it was time to pack up and move out. When Dad and the kids were sorting though boxes of Grandpa’s stuff in the basement (which hadn’t been touched for decades), they found some old comic books. One of them, called Action Comics #1, featured Superman on the cover, holding a car over his head. It was dated June, 1938. Could this be the very first Superman comic? The father contacted Vincent Zurzolo, the owner of Metropolis Collectibles in New York. “99.9 percent of the claims I hear that someone has found Action Comics #1 turn out be false,” he later said. But this time it was the real deal—the most sought-after comic book in existence. Originally sold for 10 cents, less than 100 copies are known to exist. It’s expected to fetch anywhere from $250,000 to $1 million for the family—more than enough to save their house. “You couldn’t have asked for a happier ending,” said Zurzolo. “Superman saved the day.”





PINK PING PONG



Heirloom tomatoes are rare or obscure varieties of tomatoes that result from random, natural cross-pollination. There are hundreds of them, and they’re often uniquely colored, shaped…and named. These are real names of real varieties.


Banana Legs


Ding Wall Scotty


Extreme Bush


Heidi


Burgess Mammoth Wonder


Turkey Chomp


Arkansas Traveler


Smeig Craig


Black Sea Man


Glamour


Polish Dwarf


Red Stuffer


Bloody Butcher


Mortgage Lifter


Snow White


Tartar of Mongolistan


Delicious


Eva’s Purple Ball


Tommy Toe


Mr. Stripey


German Johnson


Black From Tula


Moneymaker


Blaby Special


Golden Egg


Spoon


Green Zebra


Big Rainbow


Plum Tigris


Sugar Lump


Amish Paste


Zogola


Beauty Queen


Pink Ping Pong


Orange Fleshed Purple Smudge


Cherry-Go-Round


Kellogg’s Breakfast


Stump of the World


Hank




Mamma mia! Average ticket price for a Broadway show in 2010: $76.








THE LAST…



it’s nice to be the first, but being last can be memorable too.


…surviving American World War I veteran: Frank Buckles joined the Army at age 16 and served as an ambulance driver on the Western Front. He turned 109 in February 2010.


…major film released on VHS: The 2005 Oscar-nominated thriller A History of Violence.


…30-game-winning pitcher in Major League Baseball: Denny McLain of the Detroit Tigers, in 1968, amassed a 31–6 record.


…ABA player in the NBA: The NBA absorbed the failing American Basketball Association—and its top players—in 1976. The last one still playing in the NBA was Hall of Famer Moses Malone, who retired from the San Antonio Spurs in 1995.


…Soviet head of state: Mikhail Gorbachev was the General Secretary of the Communist Party when the U.S.S.R. dissolved in 1991, making him the last leader of the Soviet Union.


…U.S. president who was neither Democrat nor Republican: In 1850 Vice President Millard Fillmore—a Whig—assumed office upon the death of President Zachary Taylor and served until 1853.


…guest host of The Muppet Show: Roger Moore, then-portrayer of James Bond, hosted the last episode of the original show in 1981.


…person publicly executed in the guillotine: Eugene Weidmann, convicted of six murders, was beheaded on June 17, 1939, outside a prison in Versailles, France.


…black-and-white series on American television: Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. It didn’t switch over to color until 1969.


…immigrant to enter the U.S. via New York’s Ellis Island: A Norwegian man named Arne Peterssen was the last person to be processed at the facility, in 1954.


…time Coca-Cola was made with cane sugar: 1980. That year, American bottlers switched to the cheaper sweetener high-fructose corn syrup. (But Mexican and kosher bottlers still use sugar.)




Buckwheat is not related to wheat.








BIRD BRAINS, PART I



It’s long been assumed that the world’s most intelligent animals (after humans) are the “higher” mammals—great apes, dolphins, whales, and elephants, each of which uses tools and complex forms of communication. Over the past few decades, however, biologists have discovered that one non-mammal group also belongs to that exclusive club: birds.


WINGS


Earth’s 9,000 avian species include expert toolmakers, communicators, navigators, architects, and problem solvers. Numbering at least 100 billion, birds range in size from the tiny hummingbird—which is lighter than a penny—to the ostrich, which stands nine feet tall and can weigh 300 pounds. Birds inhabit every continent; some can fly five miles high (Rüppell’s vultures) and others can dive 1,000 feet below the surface of the ocean (Emperor penguins).


Birds’ levels of intelligence vary greatly as well. And even the so-called “dumb” ones are smarter than previously thought. Many farmers dismiss domestic turkeys as being quite stupid, but after studying poultry for 30 years, Oregon State University biologist Tom Savage says that turkeys are misunderstood: “They have a keen awareness of their surroundings. The dumb tag simply doesn’t fit.” As scientists are only recently finding out, this can be said of many bird species. In fact, a more fitting insult than “bird brain” is “lizard brain”: Birds’ brains are very large in proportion to their bodies—6 to 11 times larger than those of similar-size reptiles.


So which bird is the most intelligent of them all? The answer (coming later) may surprise you.


GIMME SHELTER


One way that scientists define intelligence: the ability to physically alter an object to suit a specific need, such as toolmaking or elaborate nest construction. Starting with nests, here are two of the most impressive avian abodes.


• Tailorbird: Native to tropical Asia, this warbler is known as “nature’s seamstress.” After finding two suitably large leaves in the top of a tree, the female pierces holes into the opposite edges of each one with her sharp beak (the holes are so tiny that the leaf doesn’t brown). Then the male brings her either spider silk, cocoon silk, or plant fibers. Using her beak as a needle, the tailor-bird threads the holes with the silk and literally sews the tops of the leaves together into a roof that that they put over the nest for camouflage and protection.




The average Hell’s Angels biker rides 20,000 miles per year.





• Bowerbird: The male of this Australian species spends up to nine months building an attractive home (or bower) to serve as a “love nest.” First, he gathers hundreds of stems and meticulously weaves them together into a hut on the ground with a wide opening; he uses a few larger sticks as pillars to hold up the massive roof, which can measure six feet across. Then he searches the forest for adornments to place inside and on top of his bower: colorful feathers from other birds, flower petals, autumn leaves, acorns, fruit, pebbles, shells, even human garbage. Outside, the bowerbird creates a “front lawn” using tufts of green moss and may even line the border with purple beetle wings. The final step: He performs an elaborate song-and-dance routine. When a female arrives at his colorful bower, he presents her with a flower.


HATCHING A THEORY


The big question among ornithologists (people who study birds): Do these unusual nesting skills come from mere instinct—as is the case with the nests of reptiles, fish, and insects—or is there something more intelligent at work? To find out, in 2008 a team of Scottish researchers studied African weaver birds. Because the males construct several nests each year, the team was able to study many constructions by a single weaver in a short period of time. If he was driven by instinct, then all of his nests would look roughly the same. But the weaver’s nests varied significantly, suggesting that experience plays some part in nest construction.


That’s significant because only the most intelligent animals can plan, improvise, and learn from their mistakes. Exactly which factor rules birds most—instinct or experience—is still being determined. However, it’s becoming evident that (at least from an intelligence point of view) some bird species are more like us than even most of our fellow mammals are.


For one, we’re both social animals. Biologists theorize that over time, the birds’ need to maintain a high place in their group’s “pecking order” has made their brains grow larger in proportion to their bodies. That’s how it worked with modern humans; it helped us become expert problem solvers. According to the results of one study, some birds are better at solving problems than we are.




Animal with the highest ratio of brain-to-body mass: the shrew (10%).





PIGEON-HOLED


The “Monty Hall Dilemma” (named after the Let’s Make a Deal host) is a logic test. You are given three doors to choose from and behind one of them is a prize. Let’s say you choose Door No. 1, but the tester opens Door No. 2 and says, “It’s not in here. Do you want to switch to Door No. 3?” Though it sounds counterintuitive to most people, switching doors actually doubles the probability of finding the prize. (For a more detailed explanation, see page 480.)


In 2009 researchers decided to try this dilemma on pigeons—and then try it again on humans. Their finding: “The birds adjusted their probability of switching and staying to approximate the optimal strategy. Replication of the procedure with human participants showed that humans failed to adopt optimal strategies, even with extensive training.” To translate (because it seems like we might need to), pigeons can be more logical than people.


WHAT A TOOL


According to legend, the ancient Greek playwright Aeschylus was told by a soothsayer that he would die when a house landed on him. Frightened, Aeschylus hid in the desert—far from any houses. Then an eagle flew over him, mistook Aeschylus’s bald head for a rock, and dropped a tortoise on it, killing Aeschylus. The question among ornithologists: Was the eagle using the playwright’s head as a tool with which to break open the tortoise’s “house” to get to the meat inside? Probably not, because the eagle didn’t manipulate Aeschylus’s head in any way. Vultures, however, are different: When a vulture finds an ostrich egg, it searches for a suitable rock, then picks up the rock in its talons, flies over, and drops the rock on the egg. Because the vulture manipulated the rock, it was using it as a tool. And one bird—the world’s smartest—takes this cracking process to a whole new level.


What is it? Turn to page 256 to find out.




Cars traveling at 65 mph need 160 feet to come to a stop. Semi-trucks need 420 feet.








CH-CH-CH-CHIA!



Even if you’ve never actually owned one, you probably know what a Chia Pet is, thanks to the TV commercials that blanket the airwaves each holiday season. Here’s the origin of one of America’s most popular pieces of pop-culture kitsch.


THE SEED OF AN IDEA


In 1977 a San Francisco advertising executive named Joseph Pedott made a trip to Chicago’s annual housewares show to drum up clients for his agency. As he toured the convention, Pedott quizzed exhibitors and attendees on what products were popular that year. One executive, a buyer for a chain of drug stores, told him about some little animal-shaped terra-cotta planters imported from Mexico that sold pretty well as gift items. The planters had grooves etched into their sides and came with a pack of chia seeds. When the seeds were soaked in water and planted in the grooves, the animals grew chia “fur.”


The little planters had been a part of Mayan culture for at least 200 years, but they’d been imported into the United States for only two. A Chicago importer named Walter Houston discovered them on a trip to Mexico in 1975 and had been selling them in Florida and the midwestern United States under the brand name “Chiapet.” But they weren’t a very profitable item, and he doubted they ever would be.


Pedott disagreed: He thought that with the right marketing push, Chiapets could sell very well indeed, at least for a season or two before the novelty ran its course. Rather than recruit Houston as a client for his ad agency, Pedott bought the rights to the Chiapet product line outright so that he could sell the little planters himself. In 1982 he rolled the product out nationwide under the slightly changed name “Chia Pet.” And what kind of pet? In 1982 there was only one kind: a ram.


AS SEEN ON TV


The biggest change that Pedott made to the Chia Pet line wasn’t the way he spelled the name, it was the way he sold the product. Walter Houston hadn’t spent a lot of money on advertising—he just pitched his product to stores, and if they liked it, they took a few and put them on their shelves. Marketed that way, the Chiapet line didn’t offer much promise to Houston or the retailers. Customers didn’t know what Chiapets were, or even that they existed at all, so no one was exactly breaking down the door to buy them. Chiapets might sit on store shelves for weeks or months on end, taking up valuable retail space that could have been used to sell items that were in greater demand.




Actor Dan Aykroyd has webbed toes.





This was where Pedott’s advertising background proved so valuable: In just 30 seconds, the catchy TV commercials he created introduced the Chia Pets to viewers and explained what they were and how they worked. And thanks to the famous “Ch-ch-ch-Chia!” jingle, invented during a brainstorming session when someone playfully stuttered the product’s name, the TV ads indelibly (and annoyingly) imprinted the Chia Pet name in the public mind.


Once those ads hit the airwaves, customers could walk into stores and ask for Chia Pets by name. And they did, by the tens and then by the hundreds of thousands. Whatever resistance retailers had to stocking the little rams—soon to be accompanied by bulls, bunnies, puppies, kittens, frogs, and countless other critters—melted away when the Chia Pets started flying off store shelves.


PERMA CHIA


About the only miscalculation Pedott made in his marketing strategy was that he assumed sales would drop off after a few years. They never did—nearly 30 years after the re-branded, re-marketed Chia Pets hit store shelves in 1982, his company, Joseph Enterprises, still sells about half a million of them a year, including licensed cartoon characters (beginning in 2000) and selected American presidents, including two different versions of President Barack Obama (“Determined,” with a serious look on his face, and “Happy,” with a smiling “Commander in Chia” look). The Obama Chia Pets are the first to depict a living person, and they’re also the most controversial Chia Pets ever: In 2009 both the Walgreens and CVS chains pulled them from store shelves after customers complained. (No word on whether the complaints were from Democrats or Republicans.)




Bestselling fiction author of all time: William Shakespeare. #2: Agatha Christie. (Dr. Seuss is #9.)





H–H–H–HEALTHY


If you were ever tempted to taste a chia seed or sprout but didn’t for fear of being p–p–p–poisoned, you needn’t have worried: The seeds and sprouts are actually good for you. They were an important food crop to the Aztecs and are still grown for food in Central and South America, and now even in Australia.


• The chia seeds are from the Salvia hispanica plant, a member of the mint family. They’re rich in omega-3 fatty acids and are also high in protein, fiber, and antioxidants.


• The seeds can be eaten raw or added to corn or wheat flour to make baked goods. The sprouts can be added to sandwiches or sprinkled on salads, just like alfalfa sprouts. In Mexico they’re mixed into water or juice to make a health drink called chia fresca. Chia Goodness is a brand of chia/hemp-seed breakfast cereals sold in the United States and Canada.


• If you’ve ever owned a Chia Pet, you know that when the seeds are soaked in water, they form an oily, gelatinous paste. That’s not some chemical that’s added to the seeds to make them stick to the Chia Pet; that’s a natural property of the seeds themselves, one that makes them useful in thickening porridge or oatmeal. That oil is also how the seeds got their name: Chia comes from chian, the Aztec (or Nahuatl) word for “oily.” The southernmost Mexican state of Chiapas takes its name from the Nahuatl words chia and apan—”chia river.”


• You may be eating chia seeds already, without even knowing it: They are sold in health food stores under the brand names Salba, Mila, and Sachia. Golf legend Arnold Palmer even has his own line of chia seeds, sold under the brand name Anutra.


POT-ABLE


Chia seeds can’t reach their full potential when planted on a Chia Pet. (How well would you do on a diet of water and no food?) So if you want to see what a full-grown chia plant looks like, plant some seeds in potting soil. They’ll grow more than three feet tall and produce clusters of purple or white flowers on long stems.


[image: ]


“Even a little dog can pee on a big building.” —Jim Hightower




Average person’s cholesterol level in China: 127. In America: 227.








RETRONYMS



It’s a new way to describe an old term after a new development requires differentiation. Confused? You won’t be after reading these examples.


Snail mail: It was called “mail” until e-mail. (A shorter version is beginning to catch on—”smail.”)


Land line: It was just a regular telephone line until cell phones became popular.


Coca-Cola Classic: The word “classic” was added in 1985 after the release of New Coke, which flopped.


World War I: Originally called “The Great War” and “The War to End All Wars”…until World War II.


Corn on the cob: Referred to as “corn” until canned and frozen corn became popular in the 1920s.


Cloth diaper: The invention of the disposable diaper in 1949 created the need for this term.


Hardcover book: All books were hardcover until the 1930s, when paperbacks were introduced.


Silent film: Called “films” until the talkies took over in the late 1920s.


Organic farming: How farming was done for millennia before chemical fertilizers and pesticides were introduced.


Vinyl records, or vinyl: Until CDs, records were just records.


Broadcast television: Needed since the introduction of cable and satellite TV.


Acoustic guitar: From the 1600s until the 1930s, they were just “guitars.” Then the electric guitar was invented.


George H.W. Bush: He rarely used his middle initials until his son became president.


Hard copy: To distinguish a printed, paper document from an e-mailed one.


Contiguous United States: Coined after Alaska and Hawaii became states in 1959.


Field hockey: The original “hockey,” it’s still called that in countries where ice hockey, created later, isn’t as popular.


Offline: What computer users refer to as anything not computer related, such as “outside.”




Moe money: Hank Azaria has voiced more than 160 characters on The Simpsons.








Q & A:
ASK THE EXPERTS



Everyone’s got a question or two they’d like answered—basic stuff, like “Why is the sky blue?” Here are a few of those questions, with answers from some of the world’s top trivia experts.


PREPARE FOR TAKEOFF


Q: On commercial airlines, why do you have to put your seat in the upright position before takeoff and landing?


A: “Should an emergency occur during either of these times, passengers have a better chance of survival if they evacuate the plane immediately. Milliseconds count in these situations, so everyone would be in a mad rush to find an emergency exit. Coach passengers know how difficult squeezing out of a seat mid-flight just to get to the lavatory can be; now imagine that the cabin is filled with smoke and visibility is near zero. Reclined seats, extended table trays, and briefcases in the aisle would cause already panicked folks to stumble and fall, and hamper the evacuation process.” (From Mental Floss magazine’s “7 Burning Questions About Air Travel,” by Kara Kovalchik)


EAT ME…NOT!


Q: What would happen if you ate one of those “Do not eat!” silica gel packets found in the packaging of dry goods such as clothing and medicine?


A: “Silica gel absorbs and holds water vapor. While the contents of a silica gel packet are basically harmless, consuming them would be an unpleasant experience. The moisture would be whisked away from the sides and roof of your mouth, your gums, and tongue, giving an all-too-accurate meaning of the phrase ‘dry mouth.’ If it did happen to get past your mouth—unlikely because you’d probably be making every effort to spit it out—you might suffer a few irritating side effects such as dry eyes, an irritated, dry feeling in your throat, aggravated, dry mucous membranes and nasal cavity, and an upset stomach.” (From “Discovery Health,” by Katherine Neer)




Color-coded? In one cat taste test, black-and-white birds were the cats’ least favorite.





FLUID ENTERTAINMENT


Q: Do liquid crystal displays (LCDs) actually contain liquid?


A: “In this case, the term ‘liquid’ refers to a peculiar quality of a certain type of crystal, not its physical appearance. The twisted nematic liquid crystal is the most common type used in LCD televisions and monitors today. It has a naturally twisted crystalline structure. A particular feature of this crystal is that it reacts to electric currents in predictable ways—i.e., by untwisting to varying degrees depending on the current to which it is exposed. Hence the ‘liquid’ part of the crystal’s moniker: Rather than being an oxymoron (How can a solid also be a liquid?), the term refers to the relative pliability of the crystals themselves, which is to say, their twistability.” (From “LCD TV Buying Guide,” by Jack Burden)


CHEER UP, OFFICER!


Q: Why do police officers wear blue uniforms?


A: “In 1829 the London Metropolitan Police, the first modern police force, developed standard police apparel. These first police officers, the famous ‘Bobbies’ of London, wore a dark blue, paramilitary-style uniform. The color helped to distinguish them from the British military, who wore red and white uniforms. Based on the London police, the New York City Police Department adopted the dark blue uniform in 1853. Today, most U.S. law enforcement agencies continue to use dark uniforms for their ability to help conceal the wearer in tactical situations and for their ease in cleaning. Dark colors also help hide stains.” (From “The FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin,” by Richard R. Johnson)


DON’T GET TESTY!


Q: Why do patients have to cough during a hernia exam?


A: “A hernia occurs when soft tissue, usually part of the intestine, protrudes through a weak point or tear in your abdominal wall. This bulging is most likely to occur when there’s increased pressure on your abdomen, such as when lifting, straining, sneezing, or coughing. Forcing a cough during a hernia exam causes your abdominal muscles to contract and increase pressure within your abdomen. This may force a hernia to bulge out, making it easier to detect during examination.” (From the Mayo Clinic’s website, by Michael Picco, M.D.)




About 6% of the world’s population experiences sleep paralysis—the inability to move for several minutes after awakening.








TO TELL THE TRUTH



Truth is elusive, truth is power, truth is the subject of these quotations.


“We know the truth, not only by the reason, but also by the heart.”


—Blaise Pascal


“The greatest enemy of knowledge is not ignorance. It is the illusion of knowledge.”


—Stephen Hawking


“As scarce as truth is, the supply has always been in excess of the demand.”


—Josh Billings


“The opposite of a correct statement is a false statement. But the opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound truth.”


—Niels Bohr


“Say not, ‘I have found the truth,’ but rather, ‘I have found a truth.’”


—Khalil Gibran


“There is nothing as boring as the truth.”


—Charles Bukowski


“When something important is going on, silence is a lie.”


—A. M. Rosenthal


“When I tell the truth, it is not for the sake of convincing those who do not know it, but for the sake of defending those that do.”


—William Blake


“The fact that a great many people believe something is no guarantee of its truth.”


—W. Somerset Maugham


“What people say, what people do, and what they say they do are entirely different things.”


—Margaret Meade


“All truths are easy to understand once they are discovered; the point is to discover them.”


—Galileo


“Truth is so rare that it is delightful to tell it.”


—Emily Dickinson


“The truth has a million faces, but there is only one truth.”


—Hermann Hesse


“All generalizations, including this one, are false.”


—Mark Twain





WHEN YOU GOTTA GO…



Everybody dies. But few people’s deaths are bizarre enough to get a mention in one of our books. So rest in peace, dearly departed, and know that your lives had great meaning—you’ve entertained a legion of bathroom readers.


SCHOOL’S OUT…FOREVER


For 36 years, Sharon Smith had devoted her life to teaching elementary school in Molino, Florida. On the day of her retirement in June 2008, the 57-year-old fourth-grade teacher bid a fond farewell to her final class of kids. Then, just a few minutes later, Smith had trouble breathing. She died en route to the hospital. Her retirement had lasted less than half an hour.


HEART TO HEART


Sixty-nine-year-old Sonny Graham’s 2008 death in Vidalia, GA, was thought to be just another tragic case of suicide until it was revealed that, 12 years earlier, he’d received a heart transplant from a donor who had also committed suicide. Even stranger, both men died in the same manner: a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Stranger still, Graham was married to Cheryl Cottle, the widow of the man whose heart he received. “I felt like I had known her for years,” he told a reporter in 2006. “I couldn’t keep my eyes off her.” Cottle was widowed a second time by the same sad heart.


CREAM-ATED


A French circus clown named Yves Abouchar was killed during a performance in 1995 after another clown threw a pie at his face. Abouchar choked on the foam topping.


SWAN SONG


In June 2010, rumors began circulating throughout Mexico that crooner Sergio Vega, also known as El Shaka, had been shot and killed. That’s not surprising, considering that Vega was a Grupero, a singer who performs narcocorridos—ballads about Mexican drug lords. Each drug lord has his own crooner, and they are often the victims of retribution from rival drug lords. However, the rumor of Vega’s murder was false. Vega, 40, confirmed that himself in an interview to an entertainment website. An hour later, while the news was circulating that he hadn’t been shot and killed, Vega was shot and killed.




Every three minutes, five Barbie dolls are sold on eBay.





HE BLEW IT


When investigators found the dead body of a 45-year-old Abner Kriller in his wrecked car, his glasses were covered by bubble gum. It seemed that Kriller blew such a big bubble that it popped all over his face. He couldn’t see and ran off the road.


NOT A PEAK EXPERIENCE


In 1993 a French mountain climber named Gerard Hommel—who’d successfully peaked Mt. Everest six times—died in his kitchen. He fell off a step ladder while changing a light bulb.


BLACK MAGIC NUMBERS


In 2001 Vladimir Grashnov, the former CEO of Mobitel, a Bulgarian mobile phone company, died of cancer at the age of 48. Two years after that, a Bulgarian mafia boss named Konstantin Dimitrov, 31, was shot and killed by an assassin. In 2005 Konstantin Dishliev, a Bulgarian real estate agent who sold drugs, was shot and killed. How are these three deaths related? Each man had been issued the same cell phone number from Mobitel. When each man died, it was assigned to the next man, who also died. (Mobitel has discontinued issuing that phone number.)


AUGUSTUS GLOOPED


In 2002 a chocolate factory worker named Yoni Cordon didn’t show up to his job in Hatfield, Pennsylvania, for three days. Then his body was found inside a 1,200-gallon vat of chocolate. No one had seen him fall in. Nor did anyone know exactly how many chocolate chips had been made and sold before he was discovered.


CHECKMATE


At a 1992 chess tournament in Moscow, Grand Chess Master Nikolai Gudkov beat a computer three times in a row. When he touched the electronic board for a fourth game, the computer electrocuted him.




Ratio of women to men in Oprah’s studio audience: 19 to 1.








PASTEUR CURED RABBIS



…and other real answers given on real tests by real students, collected by their poor, poor teachers and passed along to us.


Sir Francis Drake circumcised the world with a 100-foot clipper.”


“Ancient Egypt was inhabited by mummies and they all wrote in hydraulics.”


“The Magna Carta provided that no man should be hanged twice for the same offense.”


“The Civil War was between China and Pakistan.”


“A myth is a female moth.”


“Miguel de Cervantes wrote Donkey Hote.”


“The colonists won the War and no longer had to pay for taxis.”


“Benjamin Franklin discovered electricity by rubbing two cats backward and declared, ‘A horse divided against itself cannot stand.’”


“To change centimeters to meters you take out centi.”


“Lincoln’s mother died in infancy, and he was born in a log cabin which he built with his own hands.”


“In the Olympic games, Greeks ran races, jumped, hurled the biscuits, and threw the java.”


“The sun never set on the British Empire because the British Empire is in the East and the sun sets in the West.”


“Louis Pasteur discovered a cure for rabbis.”


“Lincoln went to the theater and got shot in his seat by one of the actors in a moving-picture show.”


“The French Revolution was accomplished before it happened and catapulted into Napoleon.”


“Homer was not written by Homer but by another man of that name.”


“Nero was a cruel tyranny who would torture his subjects by playing the fiddle to them.”


“Gravity was invented by Isaac Walton. It is chiefly noticeable in the autumn when the apples are falling off the trees.”




The German language has words to describe 30 different types of kisses.








FIGHT CLUB, STARRING
RUSSELL CROWE



Some films are so closely associated with a specific actor or director that it’s hard to imagine they weren’t the first choices. But it happens all the time. Can you imagine, for example…


BEN AFFLECK & MATT DAMON AS JACK & ENNIS (Brokeback Mountain, 2005) Gus Van Sant was the first big-name director to show interest in adapting Annie Proulx’s 1997 short story about the struggles of two cowboys who fall in love. Having previously directed real-life best friends Affleck and Damon in Good Will Hunting, Van Sant offered them the roles, but Damon declined (he’d just played a homosexual in The Talented Mr. Ripley). When Ang Lee took over the project, he offered the roles to Joaquin Phoenix and Mark Wahlberg (Wahlberg declined because the gay subject matter “creeped him out”). The parts ultimately went to Heath Ledger and Jake Gyllenhaal.


MARK WAHLBERG AS DONNIE DARKO (Donnie Darko, 2001) The first actor tapped to play the troubled teenager was Jason Schwartzman (Rushmore), who had to turn down the role because of scheduling conflicts. Vince Vaughn auditioned, but at 30 he was too old to play a high-school student. Mark Wahlberg was then offered the part, but reportedly told director Richard Kelly that he would only play Darko with a lisp. Kelly said no, and Wahlberg was out. The lengthy casting process came to an end as soon as Jake Gyllenhaal showed up. According to co-star and co-producer Drew Barrymore: “Jake simply was Donnie Darko.”


RUSSELL CROWE AS TYLER DURDEN (Fight Club, 1999) One of the film’s producers wanted Crowe to play Durden, the character who convinces the narrator to start a club for committing terrorist acts. That decision was put on hold while they looked for a director. The first choice was Peter Jackson, a fan of the original Chuck Palahniuk novel, but he’d already begun work on The Lord of the Rings. Bryan Singer (The Usual Suspects) was sent the book but he didn’t even read it. The third choice, British director Danny Boyle (Trainspotting), was busy with other projects. When their fourth choice, David Fincher, finally signed on, he lobbied for Brad Pitt to play Durden. Leading the candidates to play the narrator were Matt Damon and Sean Penn. Instead, Fincher cast the lesser-known Edward Norton, impressed by his performance in The People vs. Larry Flynt. The female lead was offered to Renée Zellweger, but she declined due to the dark subject material. Cast instead: Helena Bonham Carter.




Buy paint! Studies show artists have more lovers than people in other career fields.





TOM CRUISE AS BENJAMIN BUTTON (The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, 2008) F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1922 short story about a man who ages in reverse spent decades in development. Jack Nicholson was the first actor considered for the role of Button, and that was back in the 1970s. Several director/actor teams subsequently signed on to the project but then opted out, including Frank Oz and Martin Short, Steven Spielberg and Tom Cruise, and Ron Howard and John Travolta. Reason: The makeup effects were too difficult to do convincingly. Director Spike Jonze and screenwriter Charlie Kaufman (the team behind Being John Malkovich) were offered a shot at it, but they also said no. Thanks to improvements in digital effects, the story finally made it to the big screen in 2008 with David Fincher directing Brad Pitt in the lead, the duo’s third film together (after Se7en and Fight Club).


CAMERON DIAZ AS BRIDGET JONES (Bridget Jones’s Diary, 2001) When the film adaptation of Helen Fielding’s novel was announced, many industry-watchers in the U.K. (including Fielding herself) hoped that British actresses Helena Bonham Carter or Kate Winslet would play Bridget. Winslet was busy with other movies, and Bonham Carter wasn’t interested in a romantic comedy. With those two out—and to the horror of British fans of the book—the producers picked rail-thin American Cameron Diaz to play the slightly overweight Jones. But the director, Sharon Maguire, wanted an unknown for the part. So she auditioned another American, Renée Zellweger, then best known for her roles in Jerry Maguire and Nurse Betty. “If you go with me and we get this wrong,” Zellweger told the director, “we are so busted.” The actress spent months perfecting her British accent and gained nearly 25 pounds for the role. It paid off: Zellweger was nominated for an Oscar and, perhaps more importantly, she received rave reviews in England.




What did Princess Diana and H.G. Wells have in common? Both were high-school dropouts.








STRANGE LAWSUITS



These days it seems that people will sue each other over practically anything. Here are some real-life examples of unusual legal battles.


The Plaintiff: Craig Clark Show, 49, from Portland, Oregon
The Defendants: The Idaho State Police
The Lawsuit: In 2009 Show was riding his motorcycle through Idaho when he was pulled over on suspicion of drunk driving. He could only watch helplessly as the cops searched through all of his stuff…including a Native American medicine bag that had been blessed by a medicine woman, who told him the bag had to remain closed or its powers of protection would run out. The police opened it…and Show’s life started going downhill (for one thing, he was charged with a DUI), so he sued the police for the destruction of the bag’s mystical properties, seeking $25,000 in damages.


The Verdict: Perhaps there were protective powers in that bag—just before the court case was to begin in early 2010, Show fell seriously ill. The trial will resume after (and if) he recovers.


The Plaintiff: Sherri Perper, 56, of Queens, New York


The Defendant: Forum Novelties, a costume store


The Lawsuit: Perper went to a Halloween party in 2008 wearing a clown costume that she bought from Forum Novelties. But she couldn’t quite figure out how to walk in the oversize clown shoes. At some point, she tripped and crashed to the floor. It may have seemed funny to her fellow partygoers, but Perper wasn’t laughing. In fact, she was in agony…and she blamed the shoes. According to her lawyer, she sustained “severe fracture injuries” to both of her legs. Claiming that the clown shoes were “defective and dangerous,” Perper is seeking unspecified monetary damages.


The Verdict: Pending.


The Plaintiff: Gabriela Nagy, of Toronto, Canada


The Defendant: Rogers Wireless, a cellular phone company


The Lawsuit: In 2006 Nagy set up a business phone with Rogers Wireless in her maiden name. A year later, her husband (not named in court documents) added Internet and land-line services to the account, for which he received a bill—in his name—that included all the calls made on her line. And he noticed that she’d called one particular number quite often. It turned out she was having an affair, and it was her boyfriend’s number. Result: Her husband divorced her. She also claimed she was too depressed to go to her $100,000-per-year job and was fired. Nagy is suing Rogers for $600,000 for not respecting her right to privacy.




Sexism? Bad drivers? Men are 41% likelier than women to be stopped for speeding.





The Verdict: Pending.


The Plaintiff: John Brandrick, 62, from Cornwall, England


The Defendant: Royal Cornwall Hospital (RCH)


The Lawsuit: In 2005 Brandrick went to RCH complaining of acute abdominal pain and was told he had pancreatic cancer. He was given less than a year to live. Brandrick quit his job, stopped paying his mortgage, emptied his bank account, and bought lavish gifts and expensive meals for his loved ones. A year passed. Not only was Brandrick not dead, he felt great. He returned to RCH and was told that it wasn’t cancer after all…but pancreatitis, which had cured itself. Destitute, he sued RCH for negligence, but because he couldn’t afford a lawyer, he was hoping for a settlement.
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