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FOREWORD  

My mother got me interested in trivia when I was in high school, right around the same time Trivial Pursuit debuted their classic game. Just like a lot of people reading this now, we would play that game, again and again, until we had every question memorized. My mother is why I became a history major in college, and she is the sole reason why I started Stump! Trivia Quiz twelve years ago. Unfortunately, she passed away five months after I started my first pub trivia event. She would love this book.

Since starting Stump! Trivia, I’ve met a lot of people that are very excited (almost crazy!) about trivia—Ken and Katie are two of those people. They always loved coming out to play pub quizzes, and elaborating with the host on the things that they know . . . until Ken started running his own Stump! Trivia events. After that happened, trivia kind of took over their lives. So when they asked me to me to write a foreword for a book they were writing I was a little intrigued. I know how passionate they are about trivia, and a book about the biggest F ups of all time? That could be interesting. Actually for the most part, if something has to do with trivia, you can count me in, and after reading the book, I’m glad I said yes.

Sometimes people do things that are just so stupid that a simple Q and A doesn’t give you enough information. You walk away asking yourself, How on earth could that happen? And that is why this book is so great. This book gives you detailed reasons why these 220 blunders occurred, in most cases thanks to some idiot who made a wrong decision and will forever live in infamy (especially now that this book has been written). The authors have combined bizarre and unbelievable facts and factiods with a great sense of humor and  a generous shot of sarcasm (and maybe even a splash of mockery every now and then).

So get ready to laugh and mock with the best of them. Be sure to study up on these 220 blunders, because if they haven’t been included in a Stump! Trivia question yet, they soon will be at an event near you.

Bob Carney, founder and owner of Stump! Trivia 

www.stumptrivia.com




INTRODUCTION 

The Trojan Horse. The Hindenburg. The Balloon Boy fiasco. What a cluster of calamities. One day you’re accepting a gift from a penitent Greek, the next you wake up with a spear in your face wondering what went wrong.  One second you’re taking a Jerseylicious trip to the Shore on a state-ofthe-art airship, the next you’re plunging to the ground in a hot-as-hell fireball because someone thought flammable paint was a good idea. What it all boils down to is this: Nobody’s perfect. At one point or another, you’ve cut someone off in traffic, forgot your wedding anniversary, or missed a big meeting because you were busy updating your Facebook status. We all mess up. C’est la vie. Right?

Wrong. Let’s just call a spade a spade and agree that when people f*#k up on a large, game-changing scale, we should mock them. Relentlessly. For centuries on end. Think about it: There are morons out there who have scuttled ships, downed aircraft, and sunk presidential campaigns with simple, mindless acts of sheer stupidity. We shouldn’t have to give these half-wits a hug and tell them that they’ll do better next time!

But let’s get serious for a second. While you make fun of these disaster-causing dimwits, keep in mind the old saying that history repeats itself. And you don’t want any of these mishaps coming back to rear their ugly heads a second time around. This is why The Little Book of Big F*#k Ups takes you on a death-defying walk from the beginning of time through the present to take a look at history’s most screwed-up scenarios. Here you’ll hear voices from the past in the form of historical quotes and learn lessons that will leave you riveted to the spot, unable to look away, such as:

• Never trust a dyslexic stockbroker 

• Don’t search for a gas leak while holding a lit blowtorch 

• Sometimes autopilot isn’t the best idea 

• An improperly flushed toilet can sink more than your dinner plans 

And . . .

• Arsenic and sugar look a lot alike. So if you have both lying around (and who doesn’t), it might be a good idea to pull out that old label maker.

Sounds fun, right?

So, grab your gas masks, hoard your canned goods, and be glad you weren’t involved in any of the major mistakes you’re about to shake your head at. Let the mockery begin!




A LONG, LONG TIME AGO

ORIGINAL SIN

And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat; and she gave also unto her husband with her, and he did eat.

—Genesis 3:6 

Whether you think the Bible is a big book of mythology or a Dear Diary entry written exclusively by the big guy upstairs, you have to admit that the original f*#k up was a doozy.

Adam and Eve were living the good life in the nudist colony that was the Garden of Eden. They didn’t have to go to work. They lived in an idyllic climate. God delivered takeout to them a few times a day—and all he asked was that they leave his damn produce alone. They were pretty much good to go . . . until Eve decided she wanted to go apple picking. Eve didn’t have the option of calling her sister or childhood friends to partake so she prodded her man (hell, at that point, the only man), Adam, who reluctantly agreed to go along.

And so Eve decided she wanted the one thing she wasn’t supposed to have: an apple from the Tree of Knowledge. She gave in to temptation, then convinced Adam to join in her misbehavior. God was pissed, and kicked Adam and Eve out of his house and punished mankind by making us all grow our own food and experience natural childbirth. Nicely done, first family. F*#kers! 




1184 B.C.

BEWARE OF GREEKS BEARING GIFTS 

This hollow fabric either must inclose, Within its blind recess, our secret foes; . . . Somewhat is sure design’d, by fraud or force: Trust not their presents, nor admit the horse.

—Laocoon in Virgil’s Aeneid 

According to legend, by 1184 b.c. the Trojans and the Greeks had been warring for ten long years over the beautiful Helen of Troy. (Apparently the fact that she had left Greece—and her husband—of her own free will didn’t make a lick of difference to those fighting for her return.) Tired of fighting, the Greeks decided to take things into their own hands and built a huge horse that they hoped the Trojans would take as an “okay, you win” present, which is exactly what they did. The Trojans pulled the horse into their beleaguered city and celebrated their “victory.” However, once night fell the sneaky Greeks who had hidden inside the massive horse (surprise!) spilled out onto the streets of Troy and pretty much killed anyone who had been stupid enough to believe that they would just give up and leave.

Let’s break this down: A huge wooden horse that was large enough to contain roughly forty Greeks, the belief that the Greeks would just give up after fighting for Helen for ten long years, and a warning from a respected Trojan priest who pretty clearly laid out the Greeks’ plan. Sounds like the Trojans got just what they deserved.


A HORSE OF A F*#KED-UP COLOR 

Today, a Trojan horse is a malware program that software giant Cisco describes as “a harmful piece of software that looks legitimate. Users are typically tricked into loading and executing it on their systems.”






480 B.C.

XERXES: GREEK FOR “POMPOUS ASS”

I am Xerxes, great king, king of kings, the king of all countries which speak all kinds of languages, the king of the entire big far-reaching earth.

—Xerxes himself 

Persian king Xerxes was moving right along in his rampage through Greece.  His main strength was the large quantity of naval vessels that he used in his conquests, which often outnumbered all of what Greece had in their fleet.  Xerxes needed his navy to help supply his large army, and this was a facet of his charge that the Greeks would attempt to exploit in their efforts to put a stop to Xerxes’s run. Due to the combined actions of his large naval fleet and accompanying army, Xerxes scored relatively easy victories as he advanced along the coast. Not surprisingly the king developed a god complex where he felt like he could not be stopped, but his cockiness soon got in the way of his battle acumen and stopped him dead in his tracks.

While preparing to mount an attack on the Peloponnesian peninsula, Xerxes was accosted by an escaped Greek slave who informed him that the Greek fleet was fighting amongst each other and would soon side with Xerxes in an effort to prevent war. This didn’t seem right, did it? Would the self-proclaimed “king of kings” really listen to an escaped slave? Why yes, he would. Xerxes turned his fleet around and headed out of the Peloponnesian peninsula . . . right into the waiting Greek fleet. Hook, line, and sinker. Xerxes’s ships, which were much larger and less mobile than the Greek ships, couldn’t maneuver and were essentially trapped in the peninsula. One by one his ships—and all of the men on them—went down. With the fleet gone, Xerxes couldn’t support his massive army and was left to retreat out of Greece with what he had left.

Xerxes thought he had it all figured out, but one pesky peon had his day in the sun and ensured Greece of its independence.




413 B.C.

A DARK DAY IN SYRACUSE 

And when all were in readiness, and none of the enemy had observed them, not expecting such a thing, the moon was eclipsed in the night, to the great fright of Nicias and others, who, for want of experience, or out of superstition, felt alarm at such appearances.

—Plutarch 

The Second Battle of Syracuse was a stunning defeat for the Athenians during the Peloponnesian War. They had already lost a lot of men when the Syracusans pretended to retreat and, instead, attacked the Athenians just as they sat down for some celebratory baklava. In addition, there was a threat of a Spartan invasion in the Greek region of Attica that was probably more important to win. Mulling this over, the Athenian commander Nicias decided to retreat with his army—if not his pride—intact. He was all ready to sneak out of Syracuse when disaster struck in the form of . . . a lunar eclipse.

Now, we all know how scary a shadow can be, so it makes total sense that Nicias decided to delay his army’s retreat by twenty-seven days. The end result? Syracusans’ block of the Athenians’ escape route, the execution of Nicias, the enslavement of his army, and, eventually, the overthrow of the democratic Athenian government. And all because Nicias was afraid of a shadow.


NOTHING LIKE NATURE (AND A COUPLE VIRGINS) TO SAVE THE DAY

The most famous solar eclipse happened in 585 b.c. The Lydians and the Persians were all lined up to battle it out when the sun went dark.  Instead of fighting, a peace treaty was drawn up and two marriages took place to seal the deal. Who knows how many battles could have been avoided just by turning off the lights.






399 B.C.

THE SOCRATIC SUICIDE

Squeezing a foot hard, [the attendant] asked him if he felt anything. Socrates said that he did not. He did the same to his calves and, going higher, showed us that he was becoming cold and stiff. Then he felt him a last time and said that when the poison reached the heart he would be gone. 

—Plato, Socrates’s student 

Socrates had quite the resume: philosopher, teacher of Aristotle and Plato, and inventor of the Socratic Method. You’d think that such a man would be respected, but over the years Socrates had done a few things that really pissed off the democratic government in Greece.

In fact, Athens brought Socrates to court on charges of impiety, a refusal to believe in the Greek gods (which makes sense; who wouldn’t believe in gods who threw thunderbolts and were obsessed with sleeping with mortal women?), and of corrupting the youth of the city by sharing his ideas with them. He was found guilty, and the jury proposed the death penalty as punishment (seems a bit harsh, no?). Then they asked Socrates what he thought his punishment should be. Instead of taking things seriously, Socrates suggested that Athens reward him for educating her citizens. Let’s just say that the Athenian government didn’t appreciate Socrates’s sense of humor.

The philosopher was forced to commit suicide by drinking hemlock, a poison that paralyzes the central nervous system and eventually stops the heart, when all he had to do was suggest a realistic punishment. Maybe he wasn’t the brightest priest at the Parthenon. See where sarcasm gets you?




390 B.C.

WIELD YOUR SCEPTER WISELY 

A Celt stroked the beard of one of them, Marcus Papirius, which he wore long as they all did then, at which point the Roman struck him over the head with his ivory mace, and, provoking his anger, was the first to be slain. After that, the rest were massacred where they sat.

—Livy, Roman historian 

By the time the Gauls made it into Rome in 390 b.c., they had been besieging the city for seven months. Rome was a tough nut to crack, and when they finally breached the city walls, what they found was a ghost town. Almost every single Roman remaining had retreated to the Citadel, which was easier to defend. However, the Roman senators decided they were so freakin’ important that their presence distracted the soldiers protecting the city and were sitting outside the Citadel when the Gauls approached—just waiting to be collateral damage. Next thing you know, one of the senators hit a Gaul over the head with his scepter and all hell broke loose. All the senators were killed and the city was set on fire.

The Gauls never did break into the Citadel; the Romans eventually paid them 1,000 pounds of gold to go away. If it weren’t for the arrogance of the senators, chances are that the Gauls would have left the city in better shape and some government officials would have been left alive to take charge. Senators, the next time the Gauls come a knocking, leave your egos at the Citadel door!


MOTHER GOOSE HAS GOT YOUR BACK

One of the Gauls’ best attempts to get into Rome was actually thwarted when the sacred geese of the Temple of Juno started honking, alerting the Roman soldiers of the attack. Silly geese!






217 B.C.

HMM . . . WHY IS THAT LAKE RED?

Though every other person in the council advised safe rather than showy measures, urging that he should wait for his colleague, in order that joining their armies, they might carry on the war with united courage and counsels . . . Flaminius, in a fury . . . gave out the signal for marching for battle.

—Livy, Roman historian 

Usually, the rule is that you don’t f*#k with Rome, but in the Second Punic War, the rule was more likely don’t f*#k with Hannibal, the leader of the Carthaginians. Hannibal was raised to hate Rome and took warfare against them to a whole new level. In 217 b.c., Hannibal spent his time trying to taunt Roman consul Flaminius into fighting him. At first Flaminius wouldn’t budge, but then Hannibal marched around Flaminius, severing the consul’s route to Rome (which is, after all, where all roads lead). Flaminius had had enough and, against the advice of his advisors who suggested he wait for reinforcements, headed out after Hannibal in a rage.

Unfortunately for the Romans, Hannibal had a feeling Flaminius would come after him and was lying in wait. The consul led his army right into Hannibal’s trap, and Flaminius and 15,000 Roman soldiers were taken out in roughly four hours. Local legends say that the lake was red with blood for days after the Battle of Lake Trasimene. A few days later, Hannibal also defeated the reinforcements that Flaminius should have waited for. See what happens when people can’t play nice?


A TACTICAL ERROR

In an ironic twist, Rome actually stole many of Hannibal’s techniques and used them to strengthen their empire. Bet Hannibal was rolling in his grave.






48 B.C.

LIBRICIDE, ROMAN STYLE

When the enemy endeavored to cut off his communication by sea, he was forced to divert that danger by setting fire to his own ships, which, after burning the docks, thence spread on and destroyed the great library.

—Plutarch 

World domination and book burning typically go hand in hand. The Spanish bishop of Yucatan burned all but three of the sacred texts of the ancient Mayan civilization. Adolf Hitler and the Nazis burned books by scientists, humanists, and Jewish authors. And Julius Caesar burned the largest collection of knowledge in the world at the time: the Royal Library of Alexandria in Egypt. Why would Julius Caesar, orator and lover of knowledge, burn down the first international library, an institution that was home to original scrolls by philosophers and playwrights such as Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides? According to Greek historian Plutarch, it was just a big ol’ f*#k up.

Turns out that Caesar was trying to take over the city when, in a strategic move, he set fire to his own fleet—and subsequently took out more than he bargained for. The lesson here? Render to Caesar anything that Caesar wants, or he’ll burn your house—and ship . . . and docks . . . and centuries worth of culture—to the ground.


NOTHING LIKE SOUTHERN HOSPITALITY

In 1966, John Lennon made the mistake of claiming that the Beatles were “more popular than Jesus.” People throughout the South angrily responded by setting their Beatles records on fire. The Ku Klux Klan got involved and actually nailed a Beatles record to a cross before lighting the match. Point well taken.






44 B.C.

ET TU, BRUTE?

Are you a man to pay attention to a woman’s dreams and the idle gossip of stupid men . . . listen to me, cast aside the forebodings of all these people, and come.

—Marcus Brutus, Roman senator (as reported by Nicolaus of Damascus) 

If you’ve sat through a college Shakespeare course, chances are you’ve heard the words, “Et tu, Brute?” (“And you, Brutus?”)—the last words out of the mouth of Julius Caesar before he succumbed to the stab wounds inflicted by his fellow senators. The fact that his BFF Marcus Brutus was wielding one of the knives only added insult to injury.

Caesar seemed pretty shocked by the whole situation, which is surprising to anyone with access to a history book since it seems that he was fairly well warned of what was going to happen. Pretty much everyone Caesar knew tried to convince him not to go to the Senate that day. His friends had all heard rumors that something bad was going to go down. His doctors told him to take a sick day.  And his wife had a vision the night before that foretold Caesar’s death.

But did he listen? Nope. He let Brutus convince him he would be seen as a complete wuss if he stayed home. So, throwing caution to the wind, off he went to his death. But at least he died with his pride intact . . .

Moron.


NO ONE EVER SAID THE SECRET SERVICE WAS KID FRIENDLY

In 1963, the Toronto Star reported that a little boy tried to talk to JFK just minutes before he was gunned down. Supposedly, the boy frantically chased after the car shouting, “Slow down. For God’s sake, slow down!” The boy was thrown to the ground by a Secret Service agent and was never heard from again.






27 B.C.

WHEN IT ALL COMES CRASHING DOWN

One Atilius, of the freedman class, having undertaken to build an amphitheatre at Fidena for the exhibition of a show of gladiators, failed to lay a solid foundation to frame the wooden superstructure with beams of sufficient strength; for he had neither an abundance of wealth, nor zeal for public popularity, but he had simply sought the work for sordid gain.

—Tacitus, The Annals 

Dealing with contractors sucks. Everything is always over budget. Nothing’s ever finished on time. The stuff you want done isn’t done right. It’s frustrating, but take comfort in the fact that this type of tomfoolery has been going on for centuries.

In 27 b.c., Atilius set to work building the Fidenae amphitheater. Unfortunately, he didn’t take the time to make sure the foundation was structured properly. But no one seemed to care; they just wanted to watch gladiators kill each other.

Psyched that their favorite shows were back on after their former emperor Tiberius had outlawed the gladiator spectacles, close to 50,000 people swarmed to the Fidenae amphitheater to watch the games. The weight of all those bloodthirsty people shifted the foundation and buckled the stadium. Close to 20,000 died, lazy Atilius was run out of town, and a town building inspector was hired. Looks like the Fidenae townsfolk should have checked Atilius’s references before forking over all of their hard earned solidus.




A.D. 61

DON’T F*#K WITH ROME

Ignore the racket made by these savages . . . They are not soldiers—they’re not even properly equipped. We’ve beaten them before and when they see our weapons and feel our spirit, they’ll crack.

—Suetonius, Roman commander (as reported by Tacitus, Roman historian) 

In a.d. 61, Britain (along with everywhere else) was occupied by Rome. The Brits weren’t thrilled with this to begin with, but when the Romans started exerting their force, the Brits decided they had had enough.
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