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OUR “REGULAR READERS” RAVE!


Thank you for your yearly company, Uncle John.
You make the necessary room a much-less-exhausting pleasure.


—Jesse


This is not only a fantastic bathroom reader, it’s a fantastic book period! Thoroughly enjoyed reading it! It amazes me just how much information and trivia is put into this book. If you’re looking for something interesting to read, look no further!


—Trish D.


Worth every penny.


—Bob P.


From the best by the best.


—David C.


Interesting anecdotes & tidbits of trivia. I laughed until my legs fell asleep.


—Carla K.


I have a ton of their books. All of them are very fun to read and if you’re not careful…you’ll learn something.


—Mark J.


I’ve been a fan of this series since I started using the toilet on my own… If the Institute keeps popping these bad boys out every year, I’ll keep buying them. Buy this book. Read it. Love it.


—Derek G.


I never get tired of reading these books.
Great if you’re stuck somewhere waiting, like the hospital or airport.


—Lorne K.


Best bathroom book ever.


—Camille S.


Love this book, so full of trivia and fascinating facts.


—Cheryl B.









INTRODUCTION


Holy moly! What a couple of years it’s been! As we all tentatively removed our masks in 2022 and ventured back into the outside world, it’s evident that things have changed: the Bathroom Readers’ Institute staff is washing our hands a lot more and still maintaining a respectful distance from others, and we’re also embracing new fashion trends (we wrote most of this year’s Bathroom Reader in our comfiest athleisure duds), distracting ourselves with all the streaming services on offer, and taking advantage of relaxed work-from-anywhere policies. (The nice thing about a laptop? It’s a lot easier to use in the bathroom than the typewriters we started on 36 years ago.)


Most important about being back on the social scene after doing the socially distanced scene for a couple of years: it’s reminded me once again that variety is the spice of life, and that unique people, places, and activities are what keep that life interesting. That reminder is what inspired this year’s Bathroom Reader:


WHAT A WONDERFUL (WEIRD) WORLD


Luckily for us here at the BRI, “wonderful and weird” is our bread and butter. Since we published our first Reader in the late 1980s, we’ve been collecting the most interesting, entertaining, astonishing, amusing, and weird stories that we can find, and sharing those stories with our wonderful readers. This year’s absorbing collection is no exception. Speaking of “absorbing,” within these pages you’ll find instructions for how to create your own toilet paper (so you’ll never have to resort to tearing pages out of your beloved Bathroom Reader collection), a story of college students clogging the pipes with TP for a social-media stunt (hope it doesn’t cause a shortage—we all remember how that went in 2020!), and innovations in toilet tech that include luxury recycled toilet paper made from bamboo (what’s more weird and wonderful than that?).


What else will you find?


WEIRD: Creepy facts about crows, animal-care jobs you have to read about to believe, old radio programs that will make you wonder just how desperate people were for entertainment prior to television, and downright bizarre thrift-store donations.


POP CULTURE: How Bob’s Burgers came to be, 12 musical artists with real-life Spinal Tap mishaps, a comprehensive look at the life of Betty White, celebrity ghosts, albums by major artists that were recorded but never released, and the biggest flops in video game history.
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LAUGHS: Punny racehorse names, random quotes from famous people, accidentally hilarious headlines, and 38 rhyming ways to accuse someone of farting.


LANGUAGE: Tips for writing well, lots of word origins, odd place names, terms invented by Shakespeare, and a guide to the slang you’ll hear on the hiking trail.


ARTSY: The origins and mysteries surrounding the Venus de Milo, the 15th-century religious painting that thieves can’t keep their hands off, amazing thrift-store finds, and the teenagers who stumbled on the world’s best-preserved Paleolithic art.


FOOD: A delicious guide to barbecue styles, an equally delicious guide to tacos, forgotten fad restaurants, food truck names sure to whet your appetite, the origins of macaroni and cheese, and the dark side of licorice.


WONDERFUL: Everyday folks who ended up local heroes, helpful household hacks, long-tenured employees who really love their jobs, amazing accidental archaeological finds, and plain ol’ nice stories.


And much, much more!


Big thanks to the weird…er, I mean…wonderful people at the BRI who have contributed to this year’s Bathroom Reader—this book wouldn’t be possible without these talented folks.


Gordon Javna


Jay Newman


Brian Boone


Angela Garcia


Traci Douglas


Julie Chapa


Jeanette Rabbit


Eric Watanabe


Bruce Langley


Nathaniel Hornblower


Samuel Rosenbaum


Thomas Crapper


And of course we must thank our readers, who continue to support this annual endeavor. Whether this is your first Bathroom Reader or your 36th, we’re so pleased to have you along for the adventure.


Happy reading, and, as ever,


Go with the flow!


—Uncle John and the BRI Staff


[image: Images]









YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION


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


Matchbox Cars: In 1952, a little London girl named Anne had the naughty habit of bringing spiders to school in a matchbox. Her dad, an engineer named Jack Odell, wanted to break Anne of that habit, so he made her a tiny brass steamroller that he painted red and green. Anne’s friends liked her little “matchbox toy” so much that Odell converted a pub into a factory and started mass-producing them. Since then, more than three billion Matchbox cars have sold.


Forrest Gump: Tom Hanks wasn’t sure how he was going to play the slow-witted character—which made it difficult to cast a child actor to play young Forrest. Hanks had a thought: “You’ll never get a kid to re-create what I come up with.” So they cast the kid first, Tennessee-born Michael Humphreys. Hanks’s Forrest is a spot-on impersonation of Humphreys being himself.


Paddington Bear: The hero of the 1958 children’s book A Bear Called Paddington is first seen by readers at a train station, with the tag, “Please look after this bear. Thank you.” While staring at a blank page, British author Michael Bond thought back to 20 years earlier when he was at Reading Station in London and saw child refugees who’d recently been liberated from Nazi Europe. “They all had a label round their neck,” he recalled, “with their name and address on and a little case containing all their treasured possessions.” Inspired, Bond wrote the first line, “Mr. and Mrs. Brown first met Paddington on a railway platform.”


Wonder Woman: Gal Gadot, on how she came up with the persona for her version of Diana Prince: “I remember watching a documentary about Princess Diana and there was a part where they said she was full of compassion and always cared for the people and that was like, ‘Ding, ding, ding,’ that should be the Wonder Woman we have!”


The Sims: The Oakland-Berkeley Firestorm of 1991 killed 25 people and destroyed more than 3,000 homes—one of which belonged to video game designer Will Wright. Afterward, he had to figure out everything he’d need to rebuild. Wright, who is fascinated by architecture, had already designed the 1985 game SimCity and was currently working on Sim Ant (which simulates an ant colony). The fire got him thinking about psychologist Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which posits that you can’t seek enlightenment unless your basic needs are taken care of first. “I started to wonder about all the things we have and how we purchased them for a reason,” Wright said. From that came The Sims, the best-selling personal computer game of all time.
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Only major airport in use named after a comedian: Will Rogers World Airport in Oklahoma City.












36 BITS OF 36 TRIVIA


It’s our 36th Bathroom Reader, so here are 36 bits of trivia about subjects closely related to the big 3-6.


 


6 FAMOUS PEOPLE BORN IN 1936


• Robert Redford


• Mary Tyler Moore


• Burt Reynolds


• Jim Henson


• John McCain


• Buddy Holly


 


6 MAJOR EVENTS OF 1836


• The Texas Revolution, with Texas winning its independence weeks after the Battle of the Alamo.


• The U.S. Patent Office is formed and starts numbering patents; no. 1 goes to John Ruggles, who invented a steam locomotive traction wheel.


• Charles Darwin completes his research mission around the world, collecting the research that would become On the Origin of Species, the blueprint for the theory of evolution.


• The Arc de Triomphe is completed and dedicated in Paris.


• The first stretch of Canadian railroad opens, stretching from La Prairie to St. John in Quebec.


• Martin Van Buren is elected president of the United States, the first commander in chief for whom English was a second language (after Dutch).


 


6 HALL OF FAME ATHLETES WHO WORE A NUMBER 36 JERSEY


• Shaquille O’Neal (NBA)


• Dave Cowens (NBA)


• Jim Kaat (MLB)


• Gaylord Perry (MLB)


• Jerome Bettis (NFL)


• Matthew Barnaby (NHL)
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More than two-thirds of American astronauts, and 11 of 12 moonwalkers, were Boy Scouts.





 


6 FAMOUS PEOPLE WHO DIED AT AGE 36


• Princess Diana


• Marilyn Monroe


• Bob Marley


• Lord Byron


• Doc Holliday


• General George Armstrong Custer


 


6 36TH THINGS


• 36th biggest hit of all time on the Billboard Hot 100: “Somebody That I Used to Know” by Gotye featuring Kimbra (2011)


• 36th highest grossing movie of all time: Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest (2006)


• 36th pope: Liberius (AD 352–366)


• 36th state to join the U.S.: Nevada (1864)


• 36th largest metropolitan area in the U.S.: San Jose–Santa Clara, California (population 1.95 million)


• 36th play written and staged by William Shakespeare: The Tempest (1611)


 


6 FACTS ABOUT 36


• The atomic number for the element krypton.


• The total number of possible combinations of two thrown dice.


• The total number of inches in a yard.


• Is a perfect score on the ACT college admissions standardized test.


• Is the number of truly righteous people in each generation, according to the Torah, the sacred text of the Jewish faith.


• The number of gods who collaborated to create the first human, according to Maori legend.
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Laser tattoo removal procedures can remove birthmarks.












FAST-FOOD FOLLIES


For better or for worse, fast food is a big part of American life. With so many of us grabbing a quick burger on the run, the thousands of fast-food restaurants across the globe are bound to be the setting of some crimes or weird activity every now and then.


Taking the Order


In May 2022, Texas school employee Kelsey Golden was working from home; when her two-year-old son, Barrett, started messing around with her phone, she was so busy that she let him have it. “He likes to look at his reflection,” Golden said, unaware that her toddler even knew how to use apps or play games on it. A few minutes later, after Barrett returned her phone, Golden received a notification that her DoorDash driver was on the way, even though she hadn’t placed an order. She was more confused when a car pulled up to her house, and a driver popped out with a giant bag of the 31 McDonald’s cheeseburgers she’d apparently ordered. “Then it dawned on me that Barrett was playing with my phone,” she said. “I went back and looked at my phone and an order was placed at that time that he was playing with my phone.” Making things all the odder was that Barrett doesn’t even like cheeseburgers, and neither does Golden, so she offered them up for free on Facebook. “One woman came by, she was pregnant and wanted six of them,” Golden said. “No judgment.”


Long Live the King


When Jonathan Pruitt opened a business in the Concord Mall in Wilmington, Delaware, in 2022, he was given a key to a storage room. He opened it up and found not a closet, but a perfectly preserved Burger King. With decor dating to the 1990s, everything in the former fast-food restaurant was intact—booths, bolted-down chairs, kitchen equipment, and the art on the walls. According to mall records, the Burger King opened with the rest of the mall in 1987 but was closed in 2009 and subsequently walled up and made completely invisible from both the inside and outside of the mall; its exterior windows had been boarded up and painted over. It had been used as a storage facility until 2019, at which point new owner Namdar Realty Group purchased the mall and locked it up. Photos and videos of the eerie, totally preserved Burger King went viral in spring 2022. “It’s kind of cool. When I first saw it, I was blown away myself,” said Tom Dahlke, Concord Mall’s general manager.
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Oldest unaltered Congressional district: the one comprising the entire state of Delaware, unchanged since 1789.





Would You Like Drugs with That?


In June 2022, hungover after celebrating her 21st birthday, Emily Somers of Leeds, England, ordered a vegetarian McPlant burger (with ketchup and cheese) from McDonald’s, for delivery. When it arrived, the burger box bore a sticker with the handwritten words, “Only Ketamin, Sandwich, Cheese.” Fearing that the sandwich was part of some ill-fated drug transaction—ketamine (not ketamin) is a powerful narcotic—Somers and her boyfriend examined the burger for tampering and lacing. “The fact it goes through the kitchen and then someone delivers it, that puts a bit of worry on your mind,” Somers told reporters. With nothing amiss, Somers believes that a McDonald’s employee added the “-amin” to the “ket” ketchup abbreviation written on the sticker. In response, McDonald’s sent Somers a coupon for £7.50 ($9.17) off her next order.


The Footlong Arm of the Law


Businesses that conduct a lot of cash transactions—such as fast-food places and sandwich shops—are a common target for burglars and armed robbers looking to make a quick score. At about 2:00 a.m. one night in August 2019, an unidentified man broke into a Subway near the George Washington University campus in Washington, D.C. But according to surveillance video, the individual had no interest in making off with the outlet’s cash on hand. The man walked into the Subway, grabbed a bag of potato chips, then jumped over the counter and made himself a chicken sandwich with all the fixings. Then he walked out with the sandwich and chips. Total amount of stolen goods: $8.49.


Not-So-Secret Sauce


Bel-Fries is a boutique, upscale fast-food restaurant in New York City specializing in French fries, prepared in the traditional Belgian method and served with special sauces, which cost an additional $1.75 apiece. At 4:00 a.m. one night in July 2022, three women put in their orders and asked for some extra dipping sauce. When told they’d be charged accordingly, the trio erupted. “We explained to them that this is a business rule and that it is the same for everyone, but they did not understand,” head cook Rafael Nuñez told reporters. The women started grabbing and throwing anything they could get their hands on, including bottles of fry sauce, a computerized cash register terminal, and a plastic barrier bolted to the counter. Then the women climbed up to the counter and started dancing. “Two of my employees were hit in the head with glass bottles,” co-owner Annalee Schlossberg said. Chitara Plasencia, Tatiyanna Johnson, and Pearl Ozoria were arrested, with the latter facing additional charges of stealing money out of the register and punching her arresting officer in the face.
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Highest-grossing foreign-made film ever in Estonia: Tenet ($1.2 million).












OOPS!


Everyone makes outrageous blunders from time to time. So go ahead and feel superior for a few minutes.


EEK EEK! DELETE DELETE!


The 2017 finale of The Great British Bake Off —between home bakers Sophie Faldo, Kate Lyon, and Steven Carter-Bailey—brought in 7.7 million viewers. It’s too bad that a lot of those viewers already knew who the winner was going to be. Blame Dame Prue Leith for that. The celebrity chef, 81—one of the reality show’s two judges—explained that, six hours before the finale aired, “I was having a siesta in Bhutan and I picked up my phone and I saw a message from the production company who said ‘don’t forget to congratulate the winner after 10 p.m.’ I looked at my watch and quickly tweeted ‘bravo Sophie.’” But Leith had forgotten to account for the time difference. A moment later, “A text came whizzing in which just said ‘eek eek it’s tonight delete delete’!” Even though the tweet was barely up for a minute and a half, a screenshot went viral and caused an uproar on social media. “It was absolutely awful,” Leith said. But at least one person wasn’t mad at her: “What’s interesting is the prime minister of Bhutan rang me up and said, ‘You have put Bhutan on the map.’”


A FAILURE TO COMMUNICATE


On April 20, 2022, in Washington, D.C., the United States Congress was in recess, but there were still scores of people staffing the 20 buildings of the Capitol complex (including the famous Rotunda). At around 6:30 p.m., an airplane entered the Capitol’s restricted air space. Unaware of any scheduled air traffic, the U.S. Capitol Police ordered an immediate evacuation of the entire complex. As everyone was making their way outside, the single-engine airplane flew over…and kept on going to Nationals Park—home of Major League Baseball’s Washington Nationals—where members of the U.S. Army Golden Knights Parachute Team parachuted onto the field before a home game.


The team and the fans knew the plane was coming; so did the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), which had cleared the flight in advance. How come no one told the Capitol Police? Because of an “extremely unusual oversight,” as the FAA put it. In other words, they forgot to tell them. It’s “outrageous and inexcusable,” said Rep. Nancy Pelosi (D-CA). “The unnecessary panic caused by this apparent negligence was particularly harmful for Members, staff and institutional workers still grappling with the trauma of the attack on their workplace on January 6th.” The FAA apologized, acknowledging that “our actions affect others.”
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Royal Australian Navy ships are adorned with red kangaroo pictures to avoid confusion with British Royal Navy vessels.





BASEMENT DWELLERS


“We recommend you have professionals deal with any pest control issue,” said Pete Piringer of the Montgomery County (Maryland) Fire & Rescue Service. Because an exterminator would have found a safer way to clear a snake infestation than what this homeowner (unnamed in press reports) attempted in November 2021. Hoping to “smoke” the reptiles out of the basement of his $1.8 million manor, he placed some hot coals near the snakes…and also near some “combustible materials” (also unidentified). Then the homeowner left the house. Hours later, a neighbor saw smoke coming from the building and called 911. It took 75 firefighters all night to extinguish the fire—which cost an estimated $1 million. An investigation concluded that it was an accident. “Firefighters located evidence that some snakes did not survive,” said Piringer. “However others likely did.”


WAIT, WAS THAT TODAY?


On July 4, 1922, the New York Times printed a facsimile of the Declaration of Independence on the final page of its A-section, beginning an Independence Day tradition that went unbroken for 100 years…almost. On July, 4, 2022, readers flipped to that page of the print edition, but there was no Declaration of Independence. The Times’s critics quickly took to Twitter, some simply mocking the omission, with others accusing the newspaper of “betraying America”—like former White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer, who tweeted, “As the leftists at the @washingtonpost say, democracy dies in darkness.” The Times printed the Declaration on July 5, along with an assurance that it was not their intention to break the tradition. The omission was blamed on “human error,” thus absolving any nonhumans from blame.


A BRIDGE TOO FAR


A recent population boost to the city of Cuernavaca, located in the Mexican state of Morelos, caused increased pollution in the local waterways. In June 2022, after city leaders announced a cleanup program, they held a ceremonial river walk to inaugurate a new footbridge over a stream. Most of the delegation was on the bridge—made of wooden boards held together by chains—when the chains failed and more than two dozen people plunged 10 feet into the shallow, rocky creek. According to press reports, “Four city council members, two other city officials, and a local reporter were injured and had to be extracted on stretchers from the gully and were taken to local hospitals.” Here’s the “Oops!” part: Not only did the delegation far exceed the bridge’s maximum capacity, but as they were crossing the bridge, several people started jumping up and down to make it sway. “That was reckless,” said Mayor José Luis Urióstegui…outside the hospital where he too was treated for minor injuries.
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Only person nominated in seven different Oscar categories: Kenneth Branagh.












WORD ORIGINS


This is how we (Rick)roll.


Never: This word goes all the way back to Proto-Indo-European (PIE), the theoretical ancient language that split into dozens of modern languages whose words have similar roots. Never entered Old English in the 5th century as næfre—from ne (“not”) and ǽfre (ever).


Gonna: Origin unknown, but linguists believe this contraction of “going to” originated with the Scots’ usage of ganna. It entered English around the turn of the 20th century.


Give: Another PIE word (ghabh, “to give or receive”), give entered Old English as giefan, and then Middle English as yiven. The modern pronunciation comes from the Old Norse word gefa. The phrase “give up” dates to the 1570s.


You: This second-person personal pronoun goes back to PIE and entered Old English as eow. In early modern English, you was the plural form of thou (which entered Old English from the Proto-Germanic thu). The singular thou was used as the subject (“thou singest”); the singular thee was the object (“of thee I sing”). Likewise, the plural you was the subject (the only modern equivalent is the informal y’all) and the plural ye was the object (“Hear ye, hear ye!”). So how come only you is left? In the 1400s, well-to-do English speakers were influenced by the French plural vous, the formal way to address the aristocracy—so they adopted the similar-sounding you for formal settings, and it came to be accepted for singular or plural (eventually replacing ye). You got a big boost in the 15th century thanks to you-users Queen Elizabeth I and William Shakespeare substituting it for thou and thee: “I love you with so much of my heart that none is left to protest” (Much Ado about Nothing). By the 1700s, thou and thee had become so informal that they were considered vulgar. Proper Londoners, afraid of sounding vulgar, dropped the words altogether. Ironic result: English—which has more synonyms than any other language—has only one word for you. It can mean one or many, be a subject or an object, and can be formal or informal. Compare that to Spanish’s tú, usted, ustedes, vos, and vosotros. (German has even more.)


Up: One of the oldest unchanged words in English, this adverb entered Old English from PIE with the same basic spelling and pronunciation it has today. The versatile up can be a preposition (“up the tree”), a noun (“ups and downs”), an adjective (“the up escalator”), a verb (“up the ante”), or an adverb (“give you up”). So don’t worry, up will never let you down.
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Fan-voted “Best Act Ever” at the 2008 MTV Europe Music Awards: U2, Britney Spears, and Christina Aguilera lost to 1980s English pop singer Rick Astley.












WEIRD ANIMAL NEWS


This year’s installment of Weird Animal News features a “grilled” goose, a fish out of water, highly aroused sea snakes, and fuzzy widdle baby duckies.


HOW YOU DOIN’?


A few facts about olive sea snakes: they’re highly venomous, they can grow up to six feet long, they have poor eyesight, and the males can get really horny. Added up, that’s bad news for snorkelers and scuba divers in Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, where these snakes thrive. Tim Lynch learned this all too well when he spent two years in the mid-1990s collecting data about olive sea snakes for his PhD thesis. While diving, he recorded 158 encounters—many of them unprovoked attacks. When Lynch compiled his data (which he didn’t publish until 2020), he realized that most of the attacks came during breeding season. Conclusion: “A reproductively active male, highly aroused, mistakes the diver for another snake (a female or a rival male).” That’s where the snakes’ bad eyesight comes into play. What should you do if a libidinous sea snake swims up and coils around your leg? Absolutely nothing. “Allow for the snake to investigate chemical cues with its tongue,” advises Lynch. “A bite is unlikely unless the animal is threatened or injured…Attempting to flee is likely to be futile and may even increase the ardor of the pursuit; and attempting to drive the animal away may induce retaliation.” Thankfully, most land snakes are not known to behave so amorously.


FREE RIDE


In June 2019, a Canada goose (or, as Foxnews.com incorrectly spelled it, a “Canadian goose”) became lodged in the grille of a pizza delivery car. Behind the wheel was Ryan Harrington of Burlington, Vermont. He said that when he saw the two-foot-tall waterfowl waddling across the road, he slammed on his brakes…but not in time. “I heard a thud, and I thought, ‘Oh my god, I just hit a goose.’” Harrington didn’t even realize until he got back to work that the goose was stuck in the car’s grille. The animal was alive and alert, but Harrington had no idea how to free it, so he notified his manager. They called, well, everyone, and before long, a ragtag team of rescuers—including wildlife officials, firefighters, and Esther Lotz, of a nonprofit called Helping Animals in Crisis—were all working together to get the goose free. Once they did, Lotz took the newly named Roberto (or Roberta, if it’s female) to a rehabilitation center, where it was diagnosed with a broken pelvis. At last report, Roberto (or Roberta) was expected to make a full recovery.
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Popular snack food in Quebec: communion wafers.





GOOD EGGS


It’s a kitchen question: should you store your eggs in the fridge or at room temperature? Adele Phillips tried a third method: an incubator. The 29-year-old British woman performed the experiment in 2020 after learning about it on social media. She went online and bought an incubator (an apparatus used to keep eggs warm when a mother bird can’t sit on them), and then she went to a Waitrose grocery store to buy a carton of six free-range duck eggs “delicately hand-collected,” according to the packaging. “I was so excited for them to hatch, but I still had in the back of my mind that these are supermarket eggs,” Phillips told the BBC. “They have been collected, bashed around on a delivery truck, then rattled around on a trolley onto a shelf, picked up and put down by who knows how many people.” A Waitrose spokesperson explained that their eggs are unfertilized…mostly. “As a result of [the] difficulty in sexing, a male white-feathered duck may very occasionally be left with a group of females, although, these instances are extremely rare.” The spokesman added that fertilized eggs are as safe to eat as unfertilized, unless they’re incubated. After a month, Phillips’s persistence paid off: three ducklings hatched! She named the “three little balls of fluff” Beep, Peep, and Meep, and moved them in with her pet chickens.


A FULL TANK


Did you know that goldfish can drive? Not cars, mind you—but a Fish Operated Vehicle (FOV). Developed in 2022 by scientists at Israel’s Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, the FOV consists of a small fish tank mounted onto a wheeled platform. It uses a navigation system known as LIDAR (short for Light Detection and Ranging) that, according to the American Geosciences Institute, is a “remote sensing method that uses…a pulsed laser to…generate precise, three-dimensional information about the shape of the Earth and its surface characteristics.” This technology allows the fish’s movements to steer the FOV. Researchers placed a target outside the tank and then awarded the goldfish a food pellet when it successfully “drove” to the target. After steering aimlessly at first, it took only a few days for the fish to teach themselves how to navigate around obstacles to get to the food, “all while avoiding dead-ends and correcting location inaccuracies,” boasted driving instructor Shachar Givon. “It shows that goldfish have the cognitive ability to learn a complex task in an environment completely unlike the one they evolved in.” (Watch a video of the experiment online, if you get the chance. It looks very…cartoony.)
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It costs $20 million to construct the average Formula 1 race car; 90 percent of the money goes to building the engine.





HAPPY TRAILS


Here’s a riddle: How can a slug be in two houses at once? When it’s a pet snail. (Think about it.) Never heard of a pet snail? Jessica Noyce wants to change that. In 2020, the British woman launched a mail order website out of her home in England, from which she ships snails to customers throughout the UK and western Europe (using snail mail, no doubt). So the pets are protected during shipping, they’re surrounded by moss inside a plastic box that’s stamped “Handle with Care.” The benefits of having a pet snail? “They’re quite easy for kids to handle,” Noyce explains. “They don’t suddenly jump out at you or jump off you.” She also says they require little care and, because they’re omnivores, you can feed them anything from strawberries to steak—even their own eggs, if you want. Snails are also “therapeutic to watch” as they “glide around their tank.” Noyce also points out that some species are less slimy than others, but she advises that you always wash your hands after handling them. And snails are fine living alone but can also be kept in small groups. One warning: “If you do keep them together they will breed together—so two snails will quite quickly become 1,000.” That’s when the real fun begins.
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The Mona Lisa was painted onto a plank of wood, not a canvas.












ACTORS ON ACTING


People who pretend for a living get real.


“Acting is horrible, painful, and yet also intoxicating and emotionally liberating.”


—Jodie Foster


“Acting deals with very delicate emotions. It is not putting up a mask. Each time an actor acts he does not hide; he exposes himself.”


—Rodney Dangerfield


“Being the wood that the nail banged into doesn’t feel good—that’s what acting is.”


—Sean Penn


“Your internal dialogue has got to be different from what you say. And you know, in film, hopefully that registers and speaks volumes. It’s always the unspoken word and what’s happening behind someone’s eyes that makes it so rich.”


—Viola Davis


“I never took acting classes, but I knew I could do it based on the skill with which I lied to my parents on a regular basis.”


—Ryan Reynolds


“Leave me to the thing I love. I love acting. But being called ‘the greatest living actress’—a designation not even my mother would sanction—is the opposite of good or valuable or useful. It is a curse for a working actor.”


—Meryl Streep


“Almost anyone can give a good representative performance when you’re unknown. It’s just easier. The real pro game of acting is after you’re known—to ‘un-Jack’ that character, in my case, and get the audience to reinvest in a new and specific, fictional person.”


—Jack Nicholson


“You’re always after a total suspension of disbelief, but the only people you can really achieve it with is children.”


—John Lithgow


“Wanting to be a good actor is not good enough. You must want to be a great actor. You just have to have that.”


—Gary Oldman


“Great acting is being able to create a character. Great character is being able to be yourself.”


—John Leguizamo


“Great acting is not easy; anyone who says it is, is either shallow or a charlatan. And one of the hardest things about acting is admitting that it is hard.”


—Robert Cohen


“Acting provides the fulfillment of never being fulfilled. You’re never as good as you’d like to be. So there’s always something to hope for.”


—Glenda Jackson




[image: Images]


Technically, pine cones are fruit.












THE BETTY WHITE TIMELINE, PART I


In the 2010s, when the U.S. seemed more divided than ever, there was one thing that everyone could agree on: Betty White was a national treasure that must be protected at all costs. Here’s a century-long look at one of Hollywood’s best lives lived.


AMERICA’S “GOLDEN GIRL”


“Betty White has logged more hours on television, I think, than any other human being,” said her old friend Mary Tyler Moore in 2000. It may be true; White was right there at the beginning of TV—actually, she was around before it—and rarely stopped working for more than 80 years. She became a superstar on The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and later a national treasure on The Golden Girls. And while so many other stars her age either died or faded from the spotlight, White just kept getting more and more famous. She embodied fun, innocence, mischievousness, and compassion, all at once. And she served as one of the last living links to the earliest days of modern entertainment—having befriended everyone from Buster Keaton to Bob Hope to Johnny Carson to Ryan Reynolds. As passionate as White was about entertaining people, she was even more passionate about helping animals. That came from her parents—who, as you’ll soon find out, were also responsible for her sense of humor.


















	1922

	 

	Betty Marion White is born on January 17 in Oak Park, Illinois. An only child, her family moves to Alhambra, California, just outside of Los Angeles, when she’s a year old. “When I was brought home from the hospital, my mother said we had an orange marmalade cat, Toby. If Toby hadn’t approved of the new baby, I would have been sent right back to the hospital.”






	1920s

	 

	Little Betty displays some impressive singing chops, so her parents spring for lessons. But it’s on family camping trips to the Sierras where she discovers her love of nature. “As a kid, I didn’t want to be a princess or any wonderful movie star or anything like that. I wanted to be a forest ranger with all my heart. I remember on all those wonderful wilderness vacations that we would take, my dad always wore a forest ranger hat. It was his…thing.”






	1930

	 

	Betty’s first taste of show business comes at eight years old when she plays a crippled orphan on a radio show called Empire Builders. It’s obvious in the recording (available online) that the little girl has natural charm and perfect comedic timing. When later asked if she was funny as a kid, White answers, “I did a magnificent job of choosing a mother and father. And there wasn’t a straight man in the house. I mean that in a nice way.”






	1930s

	 

	The Whites spend the Great Depression living in Beverly Hills. Betty’s love of animals grows…as her number of pets grows. “My dad made radios to earn extra money because times were bad all over. The problem was nobody else had any money to buy radios, either. So he’d trade them for dogs.”






	1939

	 

	White graduates from Beverly Hills High School. Because women cannot become park rangers (yet), she decides to be an entertainer. Inspired by “America’s Singing Sweethearts,” Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy (“I didn’t just love Jeanette MacDonald; I was Jeanette MacDonald”), White writes and stars in a play she performs at her graduation ceremony. In the audience is an early investor in television, who hires her and another student for a demonstration at the Packard Motor Company. White does a song-and-dance number in front of a camera on the top floor, while people on the first floor watch her on a screen. This marks the first official television broadcast in what would soon be known as “Television City.” “I wore my high school graduation dress—and our Beverly Hills High student body president, Harry Bennett, and I danced the Merry Widow Waltz.”






	1940s

	 

	Beyond that, however, White has little success finding work in television. “From the start, I knew I had square jawbones and all the things they tell you are not photogenic. I wanted to look like Lana Turner, and I just didn’t. But I did do one modeling job: It was for Sears, Roebuck, and I got 50 cents for modeling a dress. My salary went up from then on.” Her first official job in show business is a radio commercial for Parkay margarine. The director who hired her, Fran van Hartesveldt, offers her a role on his radio show The Great Gildersleeve. White hones her style—for $5 a show—on popular programs such as Blondie and This Is Your FBI. “Tuesday was casting day. And I would just go in and sit around the office. I figured if they saw me often enough they’d just think they had hired me and then they’d give me a job.”






	1941

	 

	The United States enters World War II. White, 19, signs up for the American Women’s Voluntary Services. In addition to working as a truck driver, delivering military supplies to Hollywood Hills, she also entertains the troops before they’re shipped overseas. As White recalled in 2010: “It was a strange time and out of balance with everything, which I’m sure the young people are going through now. We’ll never learn.” Through this work, White gets to meet Bob Hope, and they become friends (and in 1989, she’ll convince Hope, 85, to do a guest spot on The Golden Girls).






	1945

	 

	White weds an army pilot named Dick Barker. “I married my first husband because we wanted to sleep together. It lasted six months, and we were in bed for six months.” Five of those months are spent on his parents’ chicken farm in Ohio, where White is told she’ll have to slaughter chickens if she wants to live there. She moves back to Hollywood.






	1947

	 

	White weds a Hollywood agent named Lane Allen. She later says they were both in love, but, “He didn’t want me to be in show business. When you have a calling you have to follow it, so I made the choice, blew the marriage, and I’ve never regretted it.”






	1948

	 

	White lands her first steady TV job on a show called Grab Your Phone. It is “four girls answering phones. They’d ask a question and people would call in with the answers. I got ten dollars a week. They said, ‘Don’t tell the other girls because they’re only getting five dollars, but because you can ad-lib with the host, you get ten.’” It’s on this show that White catches the eye of a popular Los Angeles radio disc jockey named Al Jarvis, who has his sights set on television.






	1949

	 

	Jarvis offers the 27-year-old White a job as cohost of Hollywood on Television. White later reveals that the former radio man wanted a woman “so viewers would have something to look at.” The show airs all afternoon, every weekday. “There was only one other station on at the time, so it was either us or the test pattern.”






	1951

	 

	White earns her first Emmy nomination for Hollywood on Television. She’s up against Gertrude Berg, Judith Anderson, Helen Hayes, and Imogene Coca (whom you may remember as crabby Aunt Edna from National Lampoon’s Vacation). Berg wins. The event “wasn’t the lights and fashion it is now,” White said in 2014. “You still got dressed up and it was still an honor even that early on, but it wasn’t the worldwide schmear it is now.” The following year White is nominated for a Los Angeles regional award for “Most Outstanding Female Personality.” She’s up against sexy socialite Zsa Zsa Gabor. “I was just interested in seeing how it came out, but they announced my name instead of Zsa Zsa’s. I was just in shock. I could not believe it. And I don’t think Zsa Zsa could, either.”






	1952

	 

	The long hours of Hollywood on Television become too much for Jarvis, so White takes over and becomes TV’s first female daytime talk show host. (Her pay: $50 per week.) For the next two years, White is on the air with The Betty White Show for five-and-a-half hours a day, six days a week. She monologues, sings songs, plays funny characters, and interviews “whoever walks through that door.” Her highlight: when silent-film comedy legend Buster Keaton appears and they set up a little toy store for an improvisational sketch: “Buster just used everything in the set, and I can’t explain to you why it was funny. It was the imagination. If his head was made of glass, you’d be able to see the wheels go around, you know?”






	1953

	 

	KLAC station manager Don Fedderson (also responsible for Lawrence Welk’s and Liberace’s big breaks) offers White her own “situation comedy” revolving around one of her sketch characters: a housewife named Elizabeth. “It won’t work,” White tells Fedderson. “The jokes won’t hold up that long, you can’t do a half-hour.” He persuades her to do the show, and she later says, “How wrong I was.” Life with Elizabeth lasts two seasons. White also becomes the first American woman to produce a TV show when she cofounds Bandy Productions. Fedderson, on White’s appeal: “Women like her because she isn’t in competition with them. Men like her because she is the kind of girl they’d like their daughters to grow up to be.”






	1953

	 

	White meets future Tonight Show icon Johnny Carson on his first show, Carson’s Cellar. They hit it off immediately. “We just always kind of cracked each other up,” she says. After first making dozens of appearances on Tonight Starring Jack Paar (1957–62), White will be one of Carson’s most frequent and popular guests. During a 1987 appearance, she quips to Carson, “If you hadn’t gotten in such a rush to get married, we could have arranged something.”






	1954

	 

	NBC picks up The Betty White Show, and White reaches a national audience for the first time. One of her recurring guests is a Black tap dancer named Arthur Duncan. A flood of complaints come in objecting to the show being integrated. (This takes place against the backdrop of the Brown v. Board of Education case that led to desegregation in schools.) White’s on-air response: “He stays. Live with it.” The Betty White Show is canceled not long after (but won’t be the last show with that name).






	1955

	 

	White is named honorary Mayor of Hollywood, a position that holds no actual political power (she emcees events and shows up at ribbon cuttings). But because it’s voted on by the viewing public, it shows that Betty White has already amassed a loyal following nearly two decades before she lands her first big sitcom role.









The password is…“game show.” Tune in to page 109 for Betty White’s rise to TV royalty.
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Roman gladiators didn’t eat grains or meat.
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According to a recent poll, 6 percent of Americans claim they could beat a grizzly bear in a fistfight.
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We see you: people with polycoria have multiple pupils in one eye.
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In the early 1800s, tuberculosis caused a quarter of all deaths in Europe.












SHOW OFF THOSE PEARLY GRAYS


Here’s a brief history of how people sought to change the shade of their chompers—and “white” wasn’t always the desired effect.


GOAT MILK, SAGE, AND SUNFLOWERS


Because of the general wear-and-tear on teeth before the age of modern dentistry, white teeth in ancient Rome were a sign of wealth and prominence. What worked for Caesar and his ilk? A paste made from goats’ milk…and urine. By the 12th century in Europe, white teeth remained desirable but the method to get them changed: patients used a rub made from sage and salt, or one made from sunflowers. Did this work? Yes, but it also broke down the teeth’s protective enamel.


NOW THE STORY GETS DARK


Ohaguro, or the ingestion of natural ingredients to turn the teeth as black as possible, was practiced in Japan for about 1,000 years. Contrasted with stark white face makeup, black teeth came into fashion during the Heian period and hung around until the end of the Edo period in the 1870s. First the teeth of a fashionable individual were rubbed with pomegranate rinds, which made it easier for the black color to stick. That person then drank a mixture of spices, tea, and kanemizu, a liquid made up primarily of iron fillings. As soon as the mixture turned black, it was down the hatch, and the color would adhere to the teeth along the way.


A SWEET CODA


In the 16th century, black teeth were concurrently popular in England. That’s when sugar became available, although it was so expensive that only the super rich could afford it. Because sugar rots teeth and turns them black, “naturally” blackened teeth became a status symbol.


THE HEAT OF THE MOMENT


A lot of modern teeth whiteners use hydrogen peroxide. Its ability to turn yellowed teeth to a brighter shade of white was discovered by accident. In the 19th century, early dentists were looking for a way to heal gums broken down from both infection and invasive orthodontics. Hydrogen peroxide worked for that, and dentists noticed that when it was left on the gums for a while, it escaped to the teeth…and made them whiter. In 1918, a dentist discovered that the combination of a heat lamp with a hydrogen peroxide soak made the whitening extremely effective.
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Seriously: Witzelsucht is a rare mental-health disorder in which a person can’t stop telling jokes or making puns.












LIFE IN 1962


Here’s a look back at what day-to-day living was like 60 years ago, during the age of the space race and men wearing hats.


IN THE KITCHEN


• A loaf of bread: 21¢


• A dozen eggs: 32¢


• Avocados: 29¢ for three of the then-exotic fruit


• Potatoes: 79¢ for a 20-pound bag


• Ground beef: 40¢ per pound


• Steak: $1.05 per pound


• Velveeta: 79¢ for a two-pound brick or loaf


• Spam: 39¢ for a 12-ounce can


• Sugar: 89¢ for a 10-pound bag


• Flour: 55¢ for a five-pound bag


• Cake mix: A cheaper and faster alternative to baking from scratch, all the rage in the early 1960s, a box of Better Crocker cake mix cost 25¢.


• Butter: 75¢ a pound


• Margarine: More commonly called oleo, the butter substitute cost about 20¢ a pound.


• Milk: 35¢ a gallon


• Cereal: Kellogg’s Corn Flakes and Post Toasties Corn Flakes both cost 27¢ for an 18-ounce box (but Post’s came with a free baseball card).


• Shortening: A three-pound can cost 49¢.


• Hershey Bar: 5¢


• Beer: $1.70 for a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon


• Coffee: A two-pound can of Chase & Sanborn ran 97¢. A six-ounce jar of new and novel just-add-water instant coffee cost 59¢.


 AROUND THE HOUSE


• Blender: A fancy, five-speed model with a chrome base cost $31.


• Electric cooker: The popular countertop appliance cost $20.


• Automatic dishwasher: The labor-saving device cost $240 (not counting installation).


• Laundry machines: An average household clothes washer cost $185, and an electric dryer ran about $130.


• Color TV set: Upgrading from a black-and-white set to a full-color model was expensive. A new one cost around $500 (down from $700 earlier in the decade).


• Phone call: Need to talk to someone overseas? It cost $12 for three minutes.


• Stamps: It cost 4¢ to mail a letter with first-class postage.


• Newspaper: The price of a weekday issue of the New York Times went up nearly 50 percent…from 5¢ to 7¢.


• Toys: Some of the top playthings include the Firebird 99 realistic sports car dashboard playset ($6), a Fred Flintstone replica pedal car ($24), the talking Chatty Cathy doll with movable limbs and realistic hair ($10), and the Etch A Sketch drawing tool ($3).


• Guitar: An entry-level electric guitar, so you could play that wild and crazy rock ’n’ roll all the kids were into, cost $54.95 at Sears.


• Home: A new single-family home cost, on average, $12,550.


• Apartment: Average rent on a one-bedroom apartment in New York City was $110 a month.


• Gas: A gallon averaged 27¢.




[image: Images]


“Beauty parlor stroke syndrome” is a rare medical phenomenon in which people suffer a stroke after having their hair washed in a sink.





WHAT PEOPLE EARNED


• The average household earned $6,000 a year. A factory worker netted an annual average of $5,100, while public school teachers earned $5,500.


IN THE NEWS


• After U.S. espionage missions discovered Soviet Union missiles in communist Cuba just 90 miles from Florida, a monthlong standoff nearly led to nuclear war.


• Movie star and sex symbol Marilyn Monroe died at the age of 36 of an apparently intentional overdose of sleeping pills.


• Albert Sabin’s oral polio vaccine was administered to millions of children and helped eradicate the disease.


MUSIC


• Among the most popular records of the year: the instrumental clarinet ballad “Stranger on the Shore” by Mr. Acker Bilk, “I Can’t Stop Lovin’ You” by Ray Charles, “The Loco-Motion” by Little Eva, and “Monster Mash” by Bobby “Boris” Pickett. Some of the decade’s biggest acts were just getting started: Bob Dylan released his first album, the Beatles auditioned for record labels, and the Rolling Stones played their first shows. At the Grammy Awards, in only their fourth year of existence, pianist Peter Nero was named Best New Artist, while Henry Mancini’s “Moon River” (from the movie Breakfast at Tiffany’s) won Song of the Year and Album of the Year.


MOVIES


• On average, a movie ticket cost 85¢ ($6.85 in modern money). The most attended movie of the year was the three-hour, black-and-white World War II epic The Longest Day, about the Normandy invasion on D-Day, starring John Wayne, Henry Fonda, and Robert Mitchum. Second-most popular movie of the year: Lawrence of Arabia, which won the Academy Award for Best Picture.


TELEVISION


• The biggest thing on TV in 1962 were shows proudly announcing that they were broadcasting in color, urging millions of Americans to replace their old black-and-white models. (ABC’s first series broadcast in color: The Jetsons.) The top three shows on the air at the time, on the three channels in existence, were all color Westerns: Wagon Train, Bonanza, and Gunsmoke.




[image: Images]


Cost of building a mile of railroad track: about $1.5 million.





SPORTS


• Major League Baseball expanded to 20 teams, adding the New York Mets and the Houston Colt .45s (later renamed the Houston Astros) and lengthening the schedule from 154 games to 162. In the NBA, the Boston Celtics beat the Los Angeles Lakers four games to three to win their fifth championship in six years. In hockey, the Toronto Maple Leafs won the 1962 Stanley Cup, and in football, the Green Bay Packers won their eighth NFL championship (and second in a row).


VITALS


• Life expectancy for an American male born in 1962 was estimated at 75.2 years, and for a female, 80.6 years. Population of the United States: 186.5 million. World population: 3.1 billion.


NAMES


• The most popular names for baby boys born in the U.S. in 1962: Michael, David, John, James, and Robert. For girls: Lisa, Mary, Susan, Karen, and Linda.


NOTABLES


• President John F. Kennedy, in the last full calendar year of his life, was named Time magazine’s Man of the Year for 1962. In a nationwide poll, he was called the Most Admired Man in America, too. Americans won the Nobel Prize in three categories in 1962: The Grapes of Wrath author John Steinbeck took the Literature prize, James Watson shared the Physiology award for helping to discover the double-helix structure of DNA, and antiwar activist Linus Pauling won the Peace Prize, having already won for Chemistry in 1954.


INNOVATIONS


• Phil Knight developed the first shoe made specifically for running, which would become the flagship product of his company, Nike. Stan Lee’s superhero creation Spider-Man made his debut in Marvel Comics. Planters introduced dry-roasted peanuts. Soda and beer manufacturers began distributing their products in cans with pull tabs. The futuristic Space Needle opened in Seattle, as part of the World’s Fair.
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“Don’t wake me for the end of the world unless it has very good special effects.”
—Roger Zelazny
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Sherlock Holmes creator Sir Arthur Conan Doyle played professional soccer and judged the first bodybuilding competition.












WHAT WAS MARIJUANA?


No matter which side of the legalization debate you fall on, chances are you know a lot more about cannabis (the preferred nomenclature for marijuana) than most people did in 1967—the height of the hippie era, also known as the “Summer of Love.” That’s the publishing date for a trivia book in our library called More Tell Me Why: Answers to Over Four Hundred Questions Children Ask Most Often, by Arkady Leokum. It’s unclear where Leokum got his information (or his name), but his answer reads just like the 1950s movie Reefer Madness. Here’s the entire Q and A.


WHAT IS MARIJUANA?


“Every now and then you read of someone being arrested for using or possessing marijuana. The law prohibits its use in many countries. Marijuana is obtained from the hemp plant. It is a drug but, unlike many other drugs, it is not recognized as a medicine. It acts as a narcotic, which means it can produce a stupor. As a narcotic it is either smoked or eaten, and it has been used by people since ancient times. In India it is known as bhang, charas, or ghanga; in Egypt it is known as hashish; in North Africa it is known as kif; in the Western Hemisphere it is called ‘marijuana.’


“Marijuana affects the central nervous system. Many people who are emotionally unstable and have been involved in crimes of all sorts have been known to be marijuana users.


“When a person takes marijuana it can produce all kinds of strange results. A person may feel thirsty, hungry, and crave sweet foods. It may make him nauseous, dizzy, or sleepy. It may make him very irritable, give him delusions of grandeur, or the feeling that he is being persecuted. Sometimes it makes people very talkative and unable to control their laughter, or it may cause fear, depression, mental confusion, and even delirium.


“Some people who have smoked just one marijuana cigarette have suffered very disagreeable effects a short time afterward. Young people who make the mistake of wanting to ‘try it’ are often led into the terrible practice of using heroin or morphine afterward, and they become addicts.


“Marijuana itself is a complex kind of drug and much study remains to be done about it by scientists. But there is no question that it should be avoided by everyone who wants to lead a healthy, happy life.”
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“Normal is an illusion. What is normal for the spider is chaos for the fly.”
—Charles Addams
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According to Guinness World Records, the most children delivered in a single birth is nine, to a mother from Mali in 1999.












ACCIDENTAL ARCHAEOLOGISTS


History isn’t just something you find in a book. These folks are proof that it can also be found by accident.


 


THE FIND: THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS


Found in 1947 by: Muhammed edh-Dhib and his cousin Jum’a Muhammed, two young bedouin shepherds working near the area of Qumran on the northwestern edge of the Dead Sea, a salt lake in the Judean Desert (now part of the West Bank in Israel)


The Story: As Jum’a’s long workday was nearing an end, he scuttled up a sandstone cliff to retrieve a wayward goat when he came across a small cave, one of several that dotted the cliff side. It was too dark inside to see anything, so Jum’a tossed in a stone and heard the sound of pottery breaking. Excited, he ran down to tell Muhammed. The two went back the next morning, and Muhammed crawled into the cave first. The young bedouin was hoping to find a treasure, but found only jars. He removed the stopper from one and pulled out a bundle of cloth wrapped around a very old scroll written in a language he didn’t recognize.


The cousins had no clue how significant their find was, but they knew enough not to damage the scrolls. They brought three of them to a cobbler in Bethlehem named Kando, who dealt in antiquities. Kando couldn’t read the text, either. He told the teens to go back and retrieve the rest. They brought back four more scrolls, for which they were paid the equivalent of about $35.


As word spread throughout the Middle East about the discovery of ancient biblical texts, many dismissed them as a hoax, but that didn’t stop theologians and archaeologists from traveling to the region to see the “Dead Sea Scrolls” for themselves. The first academic to view them was Eliezer Lipa Sukenik, a professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem: “My hands shook as I started to unwrap one of them,” he wrote in his diary. “It was written in beautiful biblical Hebrew…I suddenly had the feeling that I was privileged by destiny to gaze upon a Hebrew Scroll which had not been read for more than 2,000 years.” Over the next decade, archaeologists excavated ten more Qumran Caves and found intact scrolls and fragments of more than 900 texts written in Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic.


The History: Widely regarded as the greatest biblical archaeological find of all time, the Dead Sea Scrolls “have provided Old Testament manuscripts approximately 1,000 years older than our previous oldest manuscript,” explains archaeologist Dr. Bryant Wood of the Associates for Biblical Research, demonstrating that “the Old Testament was accurately transmitted during this interval. In addition, they provide a wealth of information on the times leading up to, and during, the life of Christ.”
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Bees won’t fly in the dark unless they absolutely have to.





 


THE FIND: THE EDINBURGH VAULTS


Found in the 1980s by: Norman “Norrie” Rowan, a pub owner and former rugby player for the Scottish national team


The Story: Rowan was renovating a room in his pub in downtown Edinburgh when he hammered through a wall and discovered a passageway. He got a flashlight and followed the passageway into a large room with an arched stone ceiling. The air was stale, and the floor was littered with piles of rubble and discarded junk—including antique toys, medicine bottles, broken dishes, and oyster shells.


Rowan soon discovered that this was just the beginning of a network of passageways and vaults that had been abandoned for who knows how long. Over the next few years, he and his sons removed tons of debris from the vaults—one of which he converted into a living space for traveling rugby players. In 1989, Rowan became a national hero after he hid a defecting rugby player named Cristian Raducanu in the vaults, helping him elude the Romanian secret police.


Today, the Edinburgh Vaults are privately owned. A few are rented out for events, including for the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. The vaults also boast a reputation as one of the most haunted places in Europe. You can take a ghost tour, or watch one of the numerous paranormal TV shows that attempt to make contact with such Edinburgh Vaults spirits as the Cobbler, the Aristocrat, Jack the Child, and Mr. Boots.


The History: The vaults are located beneath the surface of Edinburgh’s elevated South Bridge. Constructed between 1785 and 1788 to connect two sections of hilly city, the bridge is 30 feet high and 1,000 feet long. After the sides were enclosed with basalt, shops and taverns opened on top, and the city steadily rose up on either side. Though not originally intended to be occupied, the arched vaults and tunnels below were soon converted into wine cellars, storage areas, and workshops. But not for long—the porous basalt let in too little air and too much moisture, resulting in a mold infestation. The vaults were abandoned after a few years.


Then came 1845, when Ireland’s potato famine led to a major influx of Irish immigrants, and Edinburgh’s population rose rapidly. The vaults took on a second life as the city’s seedy underbelly—rife with shady taverns, illegal brothels, and organized-crime hideouts (not to mention—according to rumors—a convenient place to store the bodies of murder victims). The U.K.’s infamous Hellfire Club, where the well-to-do went to get up to no good, used the Edinburgh Vaults as a secret meeting place.
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Twelve percent of all world languages are used in Papua New Guinea (population: 8 million).





But the vaults truly were hell to the hundreds of impoverished and ostracized people who lived in them. “The inhabitants are morally and geographically of the lower orders and seldom come up to the light of day,” wrote Scottish poet Alexander Smith in 1865. “Their condition is as little known to respectable Edinburgh as are the habits of moles, earthworms, and the mining population.” Whenever fires broke out in the city, the vaults filled with smoke, turning them into death traps. (No wonder there are so many purported ghosts down there.)


In 1875, the Edinburgh Vaults were abandoned, filled with rubble, sealed shut, and forgotten about for more than a century, until Rowan came along with his hammer. Then came the archaeologists and historians, who are still sorting through the artifacts. One of the more ironic finds: thousands of oyster shells. Considered a delicacy today, oysters were a staple food of the poor in the 19th century.


 


THE FIND: WARRATYI, A PREHISTORIC SETTLEMENT


Found in 2011 by: Clifford Coulthard, an Aboriginal elder of the Adnyamathanha people, who inhabit the Flinders Ranges—a remote, rugged mountain chain in South Australia’s Outback


The Story: This accidental archaeologist was working with actual archaeologist Giles Hamm, a doctoral student from Melbourne’s La Trobe University. Hamm was surveying the Adnyamathanha ancestral lands, with the Aborigine as his guide. But they hadn’t had much luck finding places to search for artifacts until the moment Coulthard asked to pull the car over for a pit stop. Then, as Hamm later recounted, “Nature called and Cliff walked up this creek bed into this gorge and found this amazing spring surrounded by rock art.”


Intrigued by the petroglyphs he saw, Coulthard ventured higher up the steep terrain—to about 65 feet above the dry creek bed—and found himself on a ledge, at the base of which was a shallow cave. Technically a rock shelter, it’s 30 feet wide by 12 feet deep, but barely tall enough to stand in. Peering inside, Coulthard saw piles of tiny bone fragments and stone tools. The ceiling was blackened from soot, meaning people once lived inside. Coulthard rushed back down to retrieve Hamm, who agreed that this could be a significant find. His preliminary estimate for the age of the settlement, dubbed Warratyi: around 5,000 years old. During the next five years, archaeologists carefully catalogued the site, finding 4,300 artifacts and 200 animal bone fragments. Further study has revealed that the site is much older than Hamm’s estimate.
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The New Yorker founding editor Harold Ross quit school at 13.





The History: Radiocarbon dating puts Warratyi’s age between 46,000 and 49,000 years old. That means early modern humans were in the continent’s harsh, arid interior a full 10,000 years earlier than researchers previously thought. “There is a Eurocentric view that material culture in Australia is quite simplistic and backward,” said Michael Westaway, an Australian paleoanthropologist, “but this helps rewrite that story.” Among the oldest artifacts found at the site were stone axe heads, sharpened bone points, ochre pigments, and feather shafts. These show a much more complex culture than that of mere “cavemen”—the residents were expert tool makers and artists who wore ceremonial feathers and face paints.


The bone fragments also reveal a lot about prehistoric Australia. They come from more than a dozen mammals and at least one reptile—along with a 5,000-pound marsupial called a Diprotodon. This odd-looking creature was the size of a hippo, with a bearlike head and a squished nose. Prior to this find, there was no evidence that humans and Diprotodon ever interacted. It was theorized that the animals went extinct 46,000 years ago due to climate change. But now it appears—as Australia’s climate became hotter and drier—the early modern humans who’d made it that far south were forced to adapt, so they ate all the megafauna.


Warratyi would have been the perfect spot to take refuge: After the creek dried up, the spring still provided fresh water (as it continues to today). The shelter offered protection from the elements and a wide view of the valley. And it might still be unknown today, if not for, as Hamm tells it, “A man getting out of the car to go to the toilet led to the discovery of one of the most important sites in Australian pre-history.” Coulthard said the find only helps to reaffirm his people’s knowledge that they’ve lived there for a very long time. And he doesn’t believe his discovery was by chance: “The spirits showed me the way” (via his bladder).
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NOW BATTING…TODD BONZALES


In the 1990s, a Japanese video game designer attempted to come up with American-sounding names for baseball players. Here are the results.


• Sleve McDichael


• Onson Sweemey


• Darryl Archideld


• Anatoli Smorin


• Glenallen Mixon


• Mario McRlwain


• Raul Chamgerlain


• Kevin Nogilny


• Tony Smehrik


• Bobson Dugnutt


• Willie Dustice


• Jeromy Gride


• Scott Dourque


• Shown Furcotte


• Dean Wesrey


• Mike Truk


• Dwigt Rortugal


• Tim Sandaele


• Karl Dandleton


• Todd Bonzales
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Two most-used substances on Earth: 1) water; 2) concrete.












MORE “FLORIDA MAN” STORIES


Oh, those Florida Men, always getting themselves in the news.


FLORIDA MAN WRITES SOME NOTES


The COVID-19 pandemic was especially difficult for high school seniors in 2021. Knowing their final year was mired in “negativity and turmoil in the world,” Jeff Reaves, a principal from Palm Coast, Florida, decided to write a personal note to each of his graduates. In order to make sure every note was personal and positive, he recalled all the interactions he’d had with the students and looked at their transcripts—whatever it took to make sure he really knew them. Then Principal Reaves left the notes on all the students’ seats at the graduation ceremony. The kicker: there were 459 graduates at Matanzas High School that year. Every one of them received a note. The project took Reaves several months to complete, and his good deed made international headlines. (But it went over best with the graduates.)


FLORIDA MAN FINDS SOME MONEY


One night in 2015, a homeless 62-year-old Florida man with a beard and disheveled gray hair walked into Tampa’s newly opened Community Housing Solutions Center, which required identification. He said his name was John Helinski, but his personal identification had been stolen, and he’d been living in a cardboard box under a bench in downtown Tampa for three years. Helinski was assigned a case manager named Charles Inman, who also enlisted the help of a police officer named Daniel McDonald. McDonald has made it his mission to use his position in law enforcement to help people living on the streets. But this case wasn’t easy. In order to get an ID, Helinski needed a birth certificate, but he’d been born as a U.S. citizen in Poland. “There was no other option than to succeed,” said Inman. After two weeks of red tape, they were able to procure a birth certificate from the U.S. State Department’s Bureau of Consular Affairs and get Helinski a new Social Security card. With the proper documents in hand, Helinski went to his old bank (which had changed names) and discovered that his long-forgotten-about account had been collecting Social Security benefits for years. The full amount wasn’t disclosed, but the “small fortune” was enough to get Helinski back on his feet and into an apartment. “I haven’t felt this peaceful in years,” he said.
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The 1930 Philadelphia Phillies set a record for most hits by a team in a season (1,783)…





FLORIDA MAN LOSES SOME MONEY


“The last year and a half hasn’t been easy on this industry,” said Shawn Shepherd, who owns Wahoo Seafood Grill in Gainesville, Florida, in August 2021. He was talking about COVID-19. “We’re hurting and we’re exhausted, but this incredible act of kindness has restored our faith in humanity.” That act came in the form of a $10,000 tip left by an unidentified customer, who thanked all 10 of Wahoo’s workers—each of whom received $1,000—for “showing up and working hard.” The restaurant said the employees would all do something to “pay the kindness forward.”


FLORIDA MAN PAYS SOME BILLS


In December 1983, a young Florida dad named Mike Esmond couldn’t pay his electric bill, so he and his three daughters spent that Christmas shivering through one of the coldest spells that Pensacola has ever had—with temps dropping to 9 degrees and icicles hanging from the eaves. Esmond never forgot that time. By December 2019, he’d done well enough as a small business owner that he was able to pay the past-due utility bills of everyone in Gulf Breeze who was in danger of losing gas and water services. So, instead of a cancellation notice, 36 people—who owed a collective $4,600—were all informed that their December bills had been paid. Merry Christmas from Mike.


FLORIDA MAN GETS ON THE LAWN


While walking to work in a Palm Beach neighborhood in 2021, a Florida lawn-care worker named Tony (no last name was given) saw a car driving erratically. In the driver’s seat was one of his neighbors—and the man was convulsing! Tony sprang into action and tried to stop the car, but it ran over his foot (with no injuries, thanks to his steel-toe boots) and came to a halt in a nearby front yard. The driver was unresponsive, and the doors were locked. Tony yelled for help and called 911; first responders were able to extract the driver and get him to a hospital, and Tony was credited with saving the man’s life. Of course, this being Florida, this story made national headlines because of the Florida man that lived in the house where this all took place: he was heard shouting from his window, “Get off our lawn! Get the man out of here, have him die somewhere else!”
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LABOR OF LOVE


The Huichol Indians have lived in Central Mexico for up to 15,000 years. One of their ancient traditions revolves around Dad feeling what Mom feels…during childbirth. The soon-to-be-father attempted this by straddling two poles suspended above his wife. A rope was then tied around his scrotum, and she held onto the other end. Whenever Mom felt pain during the birthing process, she’d yank on the rope just so Dad could feel it, too. Aww.
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…but still finished in last place in the National League.












UNCLE JOHN’S STALL OF SHAME


We’re always amazed by the creative ways people get into trouble with bathrooms, toilets, toilet paper, and other bathroom accoutrements. To “honor” them, we’ve created the Stall of Shame.


Dubious Achiever: Kyle Maitai, 33, an employee of Whakatane Brownfreight Tank Service in New Zealand


Claim to Shame: Losing his load where it should never have flowed


True Story: In May 2021, Maitai was arrested for dumping a truckload of raw sewage into the Orini canal, a protected waterway that serves as an important habitat for indigenous birds and fish, and as a significant cultural location for local Maori. He initially told police that a clamp had come loose while he was driving, creating a leak, so he pulled over on a bridge and tried to fix it but the pressure was too high to keep the tank from bursting. There were two problems with that story: the valve opening wasn’t damaged, so it couldn’t have leaked, and two eyewitnesses saw Maitai standing beside the truck as the waste flowed from it with no hose attached. The only way the waste could flow was by someone manually opening the release valve with a lever. Maitai opened the valve, then stood by as nearly 1,600 gallons of brown goo gushed out of the tank and into the canal. So why did he do it? According to police, he simply wanted to go home, and the wastewater facility where he was supposed to dump it was too “out of the way.”


Outcome: Maitai was found guilty and, at last report, was awaiting sentencing. The habitual offender was fired from his job (he later got a new one as a bus driver). The prosecutor, Adam Hopkinson, pressed for jail time in lieu of a fine that Maitai couldn’t afford or community service that he’d just skip out on (as he had before). “Normally your Honor would be dealing with carelessness, negligence, and systemic failures,” said Hopkinson. “It’s unusual to have a deliberate case of pollution like this.”


Dubious Achiever: Phil Ateto, 39, of Annapolis, Maryland


Claim to Shame: Dressing up like a poo and then making a stink


True Story: If Ateto had left the stink bomb at home and just worn the Pile of Poo emoji costume, he might have landed himself a place in “Uncle John’s Stall of Fame,” or at least in “Bathroom News.” But instead, he really did stink the place up. Ateto showed up to the Anne Arundel County Council meeting in May 2022 wearing street clothes. But after a vote about police accountability didn’t go the way he hoped it would—he wanted more accountability—he ducked out and put on a full-body poop emoji costume, emblazoned with the words “Police Accountability Board.” Then the man in brown walked up to the podium to speak his mind. Afterward, back at his seat, Ateto brandished a vial labeled “Stink Bomb” and poured foul-smelling liquid onto himself.


The meeting took a 20-minute recess while Ateto was escorted out of the building. By this point, the stench was overtaking him and he could barely breathe. He declined medical assistance.


Outcome: In an ironic twist, police held Ateto accountable for his actions and charged him with disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace.
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Only Asian country entirely within the Southern Hemisphere: Timor-Leste.





Dubious Achiever: Timothy Sled, 38, of Kingsland, Arkansas


Claim to Shame: Shooting the Man in Black…just to watch him pee


True Story: Kingsland (population 514) is the birthplace of country music legend Johnny Cash. That’s why there’s a silhouette of Cash holding his guitar painted on the water tower—about 150 feet off the ground. In May 2022, Timothy Sled aimed his rifle toward the “Ring of Fire” singer’s midsection and fired one shot. If his desire was to make it look like Cash was peeing, he was successful, as a steady stream of water started leaking out in just the right location. As amusing as it may have looked, it wasn’t funny for the townsfolk, considering the tank holds most of their water and the leak caused a loss of 30,000 gallons per day. Because Johnny’s leak couldn’t be plugged from the outside, workers had to wait for him to finish up before they could go inside the tank and fix it. The leak continued for more than a week; in the meantime, residents had to deal with reduced water pressure and, in some cases, brown water. The water loss cost $200 per day and the repairs another $5,000. “That might seem small in bigger places,” said Mayor Luke Neal, “but for somewhere like here it’s a pretty large number.”


Outcome: Sled was still awaiting sentencing at press time, but was facing two felony charges that carried fines of up to $20,000 and 16 years in jail. (Uncle John believes the shooter should have to pay…in cash.)


Dubious Achievers: Students attending Gettysburg College in Pennsylvania


Claim to Shame: Clogging pipes for shallow pursuits


True Story: “It kind of ruins the things at the school,” said student David Parella, “and we need to use those bathrooms and stuff, so it’s not funny at the end of the day.” Nor is it funny at the beginning of the day—or any other time—to walk into your college dorm’s shared bathroom only to discover that the toilets have been stuffed full of toilet paper. Parella and other students blame the string of pranks—which occurred in December 2021—on social media: “People want the reaction, like, attention from that.” There doesn’t seem to be much more to it. The pranksters place the end of a TP roll into the toilet, flush it, and watch it unroll down the drain until the toilet clogs. Then they post photos and videos of the TP-riddled bathrooms on TikTok.


Facilities administrator Jim Biesecker sent a school-wide email warning that if the vandals aren’t caught, then the rest of the students will have to pay for the damages—which were extensive. Restrooms in at least six buildings were targeted, and the ensuing backups caused major plumbing problems all over campus. For a few days, the three-story school library had to make do with just two small bathrooms. But no one had it worse than the school’s already overworked plumbers.


Outcome: Despite posting their pranks online, the vandals weren’t caught: there were rumors, but no solid proof. Will they strike again? For now, Gettysburg’s toilets are flowing just fine.
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The moon is constantly leaking sodium into space.
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PATRON SAINTS


The Roman Catholic Church has more than 10,000 saints,


many of whom are “patron saints”—protectors of certain professions,


people suffering from various ailments, and even certain hobbies. Here are a few of note.


Saint Matthew:


Patron saint of accountants.


Saint Fiacre:


Patron saint of gardeners, taxi drivers, and hemorrhoid sufferers.


Saint Adrian of Nicomedia:


Patron saint of arms dealers and butchers.


Saint Anne:


Patron saint of women in labor. (Not to be confused with Saint John Thwing, patron saint of women in difficult labor.)


Saint Nicholas of Myra:


Patron saint of children and pawnbrokers.


Saint Joseph:


Patron saint of opposition to atheistic communism.


Saint Joseph of Arimathea:


Patron saint of funeral directors.


Saint Martin de Porres:


Patron saint of race relations, social justice, and barbers.


Saint Martha:


Patron saint of dieticians.
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Just Room Enough Island near New York is the smallest inhabited island in the world; it’s the size of a tennis court.












FLUBBED HEADLINES


Here are some honest-to-goodness headlines, proving that even the most careful editors sometimes make mistooks.


Man Arrested for Everything


VOLCANO IN HAWAII MAY SPEW FRIDGE-SIZED REFRIGERATORS


Bear Attacks Woman while Walking Dogs


Greenland Meteorite May Be from Space


Quebec Man, Mangled by Boat Propeller, Pieces His Life Back Together


Sex Education Delayed, Teachers Request Training


Close Look at Dating Finds Men Choose Attractive Women


Body Search Reveals $4,000 in Crack


Body in Duffel Bag May Be Homicide


VOLUNTEERS SEARCH FOR OLD CIVIL WAR PLANES


Lawyers Give Poor Free Legal Advice


Woman Missing Since She Got Lost


Was Bank Robber a He or a She? Breasts Might Be a Clue


Feral Cats Cover More of Australia Than Internet Does


Prisoner Serving 2,000-Year Sentence Could Face More Time


Tuna Biting off Washington Coast


Survey Finds Fewer Deer after Hunt


Rooms with Broken Air Conditioners Are Hot


Police Help Woman in Heat


Police Found Drunk in Street


TO AVOID SNAKEBITES, AVOID BOTHERING SNAKES


Infant Pulled from Wrecked Car Involved in Short Police Pursuit
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It takes around three million presses to wear out an Xbox controller button.












MYTH-CONCEPTIONS


“Common knowledge” is frequently wrong. Here are some examples of things that many people believe…but, according to our sources, just aren’t true.


Myth: Cows sleep standing up.


Fact: They might doze off while standing around a pasture, but for an intense period of sleep—which doesn’t usually last much more than two hours—they’ll lie down.


Myth: Toilet paper manufacturers bleach the product to make it white, so as to make it seem clean and pristine.


Fact: Toilet paper, which finishes up as a pale brownish gray, is bleached to make the final product softer. The fact that it turns white is a happy accident.


Myth: The Indianapolis 500, the most famous car race in the United States, is held in Indianapolis, Indiana.


Fact: The Indianapolis Motor Speedway is so large that it actually occupies its own geographic enclave of Indianapolis called Speedway, established around the racetrack in 1912.


Myth: Hawaii is a part, albeit a distant one, of North America.


Fact: It’s part of the United States of America, but otherwise Hawaii doesn’t have anything to do with America. It’s not part of the continent of North America, but is situated inside of the geographic grouping called Oceania.


Myth: Warthogs are aptly named—they’re covered in warts.


Fact: Warts are lumps caused by a virus, and warthogs just have bumpy, thick, roughly textured skin. It protects them from sustaining damage during fights with other animals.


Myth: Muscles get sore the day after exercising hard because of a buildup of lactic acid.


Fact: That pain is actually a phenomenon called DOMS, or delayed-onset muscle soreness. It’s caused by inflammation and tiny, temporary muscle tears.


Myth: White and green asparagus are different varieties of the same vegetable.


Fact: They’re the exact same plant and species. To make asparagus white, farmers cover the shoots with dirt; they’ll still grow, but without access to the sun to trigger photosynthesis, they don’t turn green.


Myth: Some buildings, such as skyscrapers and office complexes, are so big they have their own zip codes.


Fact: A handful of individual edifices do have zip codes all their own—but it’s not because they’re large, rather because they send and receive such a high volume of mail.
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Number of people born on Antarctica: 11.





Myth: In 1947, Jackie Robinson became the first African American man to play Major League Baseball.


Fact: In 1879, the Providence Grays of the National League signed African American athlete William Edward White. He played in one game.


Myth: On the popular 1970s TV detective show Columbo, the rarely used first name of the titular detective, played by Peter Falk, was Phillip.


Fact: A couple of times, Columbo flashed his badge and his police ID showed that his name was Frank. “Phillip” came from The Trivia Encyclopedia author Fred L. Worth, who planted the item in his book as a copyright trap—if he saw it in other trivia publications, he could sue for infringement. The “fact” spread and appeared in Trivial Pursuit, and Worth unsuccessfully sued the publishers.


Myth: The sun is a ball of incandescent gas.


Fact: It’s really a miasma, or self-attracted, mass of plasma—meaning it’s simultaneously in gas, solid, and liquid states.


Myth: Possums pretend to be dead in order to trick predators into leaving them alone.


Fact: “Playing possum” isn’t voluntary. When a predator comes near, the animals go into shock and then faint. They’ll wake up and come out of their comatose state some unpredictable amount of time later on.


Myth: Olive oil is oil.


Fact: Olive oil is olive juice. Vegetable-derived oils are fatty liquids obtained by extraction through squeezing and pressing a particular part of the plant, usually the seeds. Olives are the fruit of the drupe tree, and to get olive “oil,” they’re juiced like apples or oranges. It’s called olive oil, not olive juice, because oils are made of fat—as is what comes out of an olive.


Myth: Polaris, the North Star, is a star.


Fact: The famous navigational reference point looks like a single source of light to the naked human eye, 432 light years away. But Polaris is a triple star system, comprised of three gravitationally bonded celestial bodies.


Myth: Foxes are solitary creatures.


Fact: Fully grown foxes live in social groups of two to six animals. They do prefer to hunt and forage alone, however.
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The last time the U.S. officially declared war: against Germany in World War II.












BOBBING FOR LAUGHS


This just in: Bobs are funny.


“A guy walks into a psychologist’s convention with a banana in his pocket. When asked about the significance of this, he says, ‘Well, they were all out of grapes.’”


—Bob Newhart


“My wife is a saint. She’s Gandhi. She walks around in diapers and won’t eat.”


—Bob Saget


“I got a horse for my wife. I thought it was a fair swap.”


—Bob Monkhouse


“You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t climb a ladder with a rabbit in each hand.”


—Bob Mortimer


“People ask me, ‘What do you miss most about Price Is Right?’ And I say, ‘The money.’ But that is not altogether true. I miss the people, too.”


—Bob Barker


“Sporting goods companies pay me not to endorse their products.”


—Bob Uecker


“Whenever someone says, ‘I love writing,’ I always think, ‘You probably suck at writing.’”


—Bob Odenkirk


“I’m really small, so I think if I shrink, I’d turn into a puddle.”


—Millie Bobby Brown


“Most dictators were short, fat, middle-aged, and hairless. Besides Danny DeVito, there’s only me to play them.”


—Bob Hoskins


“Getting the nomination is like gravy. Winning would be like whatever is better than gravy.”


—Billy Bob Thornton


“Kurt Vonnegut said, ‘The best of Bob and Ray is virtually indistinguishable from the worst.’ I’m sure he meant that as a compliment.”


—Bob Elliott


“If you can’t laugh at yourself, make fun of other people.”


—Bobby Slayton


“People go, ‘Oh, Trump must be good for comedy,’ and I go, ‘Ehhh.’”


—Bobcat Goldthwait


“Instead of eating, I do Botox. I have about 1,100 pounds of Botox all over my body. If it ever cracks, I’m in trouble.”


—Bob “Super Dave Osborne” Einstein


“I don’t feel old. I don’t feel anything till noon. That’s when it’s time for my nap.”


—Bob Hope


“The sun’s not yellow. It’s chicken.”


—Bob Dylan, “Tombstone Blues”
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Nintendo games are coated in a foul-tasting substance to prevent babies from trying to eat them.












HISTORY’S MOST PILFERED PAINTING, PART I


Some of the most famous, valuable, and important pieces of art have been the subject of heists over the years—some successful, some not so much. Most stolen masterworks are eventually located and returned to their places of origin, securely guarded to prevent theft and to guarantee enjoyment by the public. But then there’s this 15th-century religious painting made by a Belgian painter for a cathedral. For hundreds of years, bad guys haven’t been able to leave it alone.


HELLO, FLANDERS


Jan van Eyck was one of the most important painters working in the 15th century in Flanders (now part of Belgium). After a work period of about eight years, and with assistance from his brother, Hubert, he completed Adoration of the Mystic Lamb in 1432. Regarded as Van Eyck’s masterpiece and a definitive work of the early Renaissance period, the painting is absolutely massive, measuring 17 feet wide by 12 feet tall. It weighs more than 4,000 pounds, and that’s because of the heavy medium in which Van Eyck worked—Adoration of the Mystic Lamb is regarded by art historians as the first major oil painting, composed in a lush, velvety, realistic but also dreamlike way that would afterward come to define fine art for centuries.


Adoration of the Mystic Lamb isn’t really one painting—it’s 12. The piece is comprised of 12 individual panels of various sizes, arranged in two rows and winged out on the ends, each depicting a different biblical figure, biblical event, or moment in Christian history. When the 12 individual paintings are combined, the work tells the story of Christianity, and among the figures represented are the Virgin Mary, Saint John the Baptist, angels, Adam and Eve, and Cain and Abel. The panel placed front and center, and the largest of all, shows a crowd of religious figures deep in prayer, worshipping a lamb on a sacrificial altar while a dove flies overhead—the lamb represents Jesus Christ at the moment of crucifixion, and the bird is meant to be the Holy Spirit.


Such large, multifaceted works of art were commonly commissioned by Roman Catholic Church officials in this era, and were meant to be prominently displayed and used as a worship aid in cathedrals. And that’s what Adoration of the Mystic Lamb was intended for: Van Eyck painted it at the behest of the Church, which placed it in Saint John the Baptist’s Church (now Saint Bavo Cathedral), located in the Flemish city of Ghent. That’s what gives the painting its alternate name, the Ghent Altarpiece.


And yet, despite its massiveness, prominence, and display in a public place watched over by powerful authorities, the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb didn’t remain safe and sound for long.
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The U.S. is home to 43 percent of all the world’s golf courses.





CLEANING AND CALVINISTS


Adoration of the Mystic Lamb remained untouched, unmoved, and appreciated for 200 years, up until the tumultuous mid-1500s. The piece was originally even bigger, as Van Eyck painted a predella, a step or shelf at the bottom of the piece, which depicted limbo, or purgatory, in Catholic doctrine. Around 1550, painter Jan van Scorel was hired to clean the altarpiece, and he messed up the predella so badly that it was taken off the rest of the painting, placed in storage, and then irretrievably lost.


The Roman Catholic Church elevated Ghent’s Saint John the Baptist Church to Saint Bavo’s Cathedral by 1559, an assertion of its power in the area during a time of extreme tension between the city’s Catholics and residents following the rise of various Protestant sects, particularly the austere and aggressive Calvinists. Calvinists deeply opposed what they saw as greed and corruption in Catholic leadership, along with a perceived obsession with iconography; they argued that adherents of the Catholic faith prayed to those objects and graven images, thus violating God’s law. And sitting right there in the big church in their hometown was the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, one of the greatest examples of iconography ever created.


UP AND DOWN


In 1566, things boiled over, and, after violent riots, Calvinists took over Ghent. On April 19 of that year, the inevitable happened: they tried to break into Saint Bavo’s, torches in hand, aiming to remove the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb and then ritualistically burn it. Ghent Catholics were ready, stationing guards inside the cathedral, but the rioters couldn’t break down the heavy, locked wooden doors. Two nights later, the mob came prepared, busting down the doors with a tree trunk used like a battering ram. And they discovered that the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb was… gone. After the close call on April 19, the Catholics disassembled the artwork into its 12 individual panels and hid them in a cathedral tower, then stationed a single-file line of guards inside the narrow spiral staircase leading to it.


After the coast was clear, the guards secretly moved the painting to Ghent’s guarded town hall. It remained there until 1567, when Catholics regained control of the city and the Adoration went back to Saint Bavo’s. When Calvinists took over again from 1577 to 1584, the Adoration once again went into storage; leaders considered sending it to Queen Elizabeth I in England to thank her for funding their Protestant uprising, but ultimately decided against it. When Catholic Spanish invaders occupied Ghent from 1584 on, the 12-panel piece returned to the cathedral, where it would stay, unperturbed, for nearly two centuries.
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Capital with the smallest population: King Edward Point, in the South Sandwich Islands, with 22.





ADAM AND EVE AND JOSEPH


Emperor Joseph II took over the Holy Roman Empire in 1769 and passionately embraced the rationalism and intellectualism of the Age of Enlightenment, but didn’t act on his philosophies until after the death of his Catholic mother in 1781. At that point, he ordered all masterworks of religious art across the European empire removed from churches and placed into museums, thus divorcing them from their spiritual associations and allowing them to be appreciated purely on their artistic merits.


Adoration of the Mystic Lamb was allowed to stay in Saint Bavo’s Cathedral, since it was already universally perceived as art detached from religious meaning—thousands of artists made pilgrimages to Ghent to see it each year. Joseph II traveled to the city to see it himself, and while he appreciated it overall, he was appalled by the nude and naturalistic panels depicting Adam and Eve. While the couple’s private parts are obscured by leaves, the figures are painted to look like regular people—a little lumpy, with skin imperfections—not the idealized specimens of humanity favored by classical artists. Depicting humans as imperfect went against Joseph II’s rational, humanity-boosting philosophy, and, seeing his disgust and rage, the mayor of Ghent ordered that the Adam and Eve panels be detached from Adoration of the Mystic Lamb and placed into storage in the cathedral.


OFF TO FRANCE


Launched in 1789, the French Revolution was declared a success by 1792. By that point, antimonarchist rebels had abolished royal rule (and guillotined the king and queen) and established the democratic French Republic. Reinforcements called in by the French royals before their deaths—in the form of the armies of their allies Austria and Prussia—were the Republicans’ next target, and they expelled the invaders, pushing them into what is now Belgium, specifically the region of Flanders, including the city of Ghent.


The new French leaders loathed grand, classical art, finding it a symbol of aristocratic privilege and obscene wealth reflecting a corrupt, money-driven Catholic Church. Art, Republicans believed, should be for the people—all the people—and after they executed more than 15,000 elites and monarchial allies, the Republicans seized their victims’ artworks and brought them all back to Paris. Among the spoils of this social war: Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, which resided in the Cathedral in Ghent, now under French control. General Charles Pichegru’s army carefully removed the central panels of Adoration—leaving behind the wings, and the Adam and Eve panels that were hidden in storage—and brought them to the Louvre, Paris’s central and most prominent art museum. Now a symbol of the power of the French Revolution, Adoration became one of the top draws at a museum filled with priceless masterworks.
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