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Uncle John’s


ABSOLUTELY
ABSORBING

BATHROOM
READER®




OUR “REGULAR” READERS RAVE!


“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you!!!
“I have been a bathroom reader since I was a little kid, starting with MAD magazine when I was 10….You have given the frowned-upon habit a new respectability. We have every Bathroom Reader ever published, and love all of them. In fact, we are known in our circle of friends as the “household with the best bathroom reading material.” Keep up the great work; we are crossing our legs waiting for the next volume!”

—Brenda B., Illinois

“The BRI is a fine upstanding (er…downsitting) organization…that takes the facts and runs with them, no matter how large the load. I, like other readers, salute you as you go about your business, logging all this information and getting a handle on the facts. Bravo!”

—Todd G., Prince Edward Island

“Thanks to the BRI, I won a BBQ for 25 people on a radio show for knowing who invented the parking meter.”

—Linda L., Arizona

“I’m thinking of changing my religion!!!”

—Joel A., Saskatchewan

“Mothers introduce you to the world. Mine is better than most because she also introduced me to the wonderful world of the Bathroom Readers Institute when she bought me the Ultimate Bathroom Reader for my 16th birthday. At first, I was a little skeptical…but then I opened up the first page and was captivated. Thank you, BRI! Without you I don’t know where I’d be!”

—Andrew G., Wisconsin

“Well what can I say? Because of you guys, my wife never sees me, I miss work, and basically have no social life anymore. I have become an Uncle John junkie. I can’t help [but] listen to other people’s conversations and interrupt them if they say or do something that I found in your wonderful books. Well, it’s that time again. I have to go. Thank you.”

—“The Wilsonator,” Florida

“This past year my grandson went off to college, where he wouldn’t have access to his family’s Bathroom Reader. So I got him his own to take back to school, accompanied by a letter pointing out that over the course of one’s life there were various rites of passage: the first haircut, wearing long pants, sitting at the adult table for holiday meals, etc. It was my honor to acknowledge another rite of passage by providing him with his own personal copy of the Bathroom Reader.”

—Thomas O’H., Tennessee

“Until the BR came into my life, my visits to the WC were oh so stressful, as many a time I was forced to resort to reading the items in my wallet. Now, thanks to the Bathroom Reader, I will never have that problem again!”

—John R., California

“Every year for the past 11 years, my husband has given me your latest edition of the Bathroom Reader for Christmas. Why? Because he really likes to read them! If you ever stop printing these books, I may get some alternative presents…such as jewelry or lingerie.”

—Janice C., Oregon

“Me and my sister, Liz, bought a Bathroom Reader for my grandpa for his birthday, but we liked it so much we kept it. Now each of our four bathrooms has a different volume. I just quote random stuff from your books at school and know I am the Dalai Lama of my high school. Thanks and keep writing.”

—Mary D., Michigan
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Random Fact: In the 1800s, drinking “tea” made from boiled old shoes was thought to cure disease.



INTRODUCTION


Well, we did it again.

Every year at this time—the last minute—we flip through the book to see what’s missing…and realize we still haven’t written the introduction.

It’s almost a tradition. Jennifer says nervously, “John, the book has to go to the printer tomorrow. Will you please write the intro?” And Uncle John pays no attention at all, because he still has, oh, six hours before complete panic sets in.

A few hours later, we get an ultimatum from Sharilyn: If it’s not here by three o’clock, she won’t have time to copyedit it. It’s do-or-die. Now or never. Truth or consequences.

In the end, it always gets done—barely—just like the rest of the Bathroom Reader. And all is forgiven, because our readers seem to enjoy these books so much.

Actually, we really like this edition. In fact, a lot of the BRI thinks it’s the best Bathroom Reader we’ve ever done (although it’s hard to tell when you’ve been working on something for so long). Good sign: Our proofreader says she had a hard time proofing the manuscript—she got involved in the stories and started reading them instead of correcting them. But we’ll wait to see what you have to say before we take any bows.

Let us know via www.bathroomreader.com. We’ll be waiting.

A few notes:

• There are more three-page and two-part articles in this Bathroom Reader than in the previous few—we had more topics we wanted to cover in depth. To make up for it, we didn’t feature one story running through the whole book, as we did in previous Readers with the Tonight Show, Miss America, etc. (We did, however, include the final installment of the Tonight Show story this time.) Which do you prefer?

• A call to our many Canadian readers: Help us include more Canadian-oriented material—send us articles or appropriate book titles, so we find the best resources. We promise, next edition, to include the best of what we receive (and if we use your submission, you get a free Reader!).

• Our next edition is our 13th! That gives us a whole range of possible subjects to cover. Got any good info on superstitions? We’re all ears.

Let’s see, what else? Oh, yes—our Web site. Last year we introduced the Throne Room; this year, we’re introducing the Salon (a chat room). Now you can actually talk to us…and each other. Plus, we’ve decided to start putting original material online that you can’t get in our books—starting with the History of the Bra, which we promised to include in the Great Big Bathroom Reader. Well, better late than never…and at least it’s free. Print it out and leave it in the “reading room.” Or use your laptop—a whole new concept in bathroom reading!

Thanks so much for your support. We are perpetually delighted—and astonished—by your enthusiasm for our work. As we’ve said before, that’s what keeps us going through the long months of research and writing. We know that someone out there—you—is waiting for it.

And, as always, remember:

Go with the flow!

Bathroom Readers’ Institute,

October 4, 1999



YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION


It’s always fascinating to find out who, or what, inspired cultural milestones like these.

OSCAR THE GROUCH. “At a restaurant called Oscar’s Tavern in Manhattan, Jim Henson and Sesame Street director Jon Stone were waited on by a man so rude and grouchy that…going to Oscar’s became a sort of masochistic form of lunchtime entertainment for them. They immortalized him as the world’s most famous grouch.” (Sesame Street Unpaved)

FREDDY KRUEGER. Writer/director Wes Craven reportedly named the evil character of his Nightmare on Elm Street film after a kid at high school who harassed and bullied him.

MEN ARE FROM MARS… In the early 1980s, “John Gray was looking for a playful way to talk [to an audience] about the differences between men and women.” He borrowed the interplanetary theme from Steven Spielberg. “Men, he said, were like the alien E.T.—and from Mars to boot, the planet of the warriors. The audience loved it, [so he added that] women…were from Venus, the planet of love and affection.” (USA Today)

BMW SYMBOL. The Bavarian Motor Works once manufactured airplanes. Their logo represents a plane’s propeller.

LAVERNE & SHIRLEY. In 1959 Gary Marshall was eating at a Brooklyn restaurant with his date when “another woman approached the table and began arguing with Marshall’s companion. Before he knew what was happening, his quiet, demure date was shucking her coat and wrestling in the aisle.” The incident made such an impression on Marshall that in 1975 he wrote it into an episode of his TV show, “Happy Days.” He named the two brawling women Laverne and Shirley. Audiences loved the pair, and the following year they had their own sitcom. (New York Daily News)

 





What food are you most likely to be allergic to? Nuts.








COURT TRANSQUIPS


We’re back, with one of our regular features. Do court transcripts make good bathroom reading? Check out these quotes. They’re things people actually said in court, recorded word for word.

Q: “James shot Tommy Lee?”

A: “Yes.”

Q: “Then Tommy Lee pulled out his gun and shot James in the fracas?”

A: “No sir, just above it.”

Q: “Doctor, did you say he was shot in the woods?”

A: “No, I said he was shot in the lumbar region.”

Q: “Have you lived in this town all your life?”

A: “Not yet.”

Q: “The hospital is to the right?”

A: “It was on this side.”

Q: “When you say this side, can you say right or left?”

A: “Sure. Right or left.”

Judge (to jury): “If that be your verdict, so say you all.”

Two Jurors: “You all.”

Q: “Doctor, will you take a look at those X-rays and tell us something about the injury?”

A: “Let’s see, which side am I testifying for?”

Q: “How would you expect somebody to react, being stabbed six times in this fashion?”

A: “Well, it might slow him down a little.”

Q: “How was your first marriage terminated?”

A: “By death.”

Q: “And by whose death was it terminated?”

Q: “And what did he do then?”

A: “He came home, and next morning he was dead.”

Q: “So when he woke up the next morning he was dead?”

Q: “Can you describe the individual?”

A: “He was about medium height and had a beard.”

Q: “Was this a male or a female?”

The Court: “You’ve been charged with armed robbery. Do you want the court to appoint a lawyer to represent you?”

Defendant: “You don’t have to appoint a very good lawyer, I’m going to plead guilty.”

Q: “What happened then?”

A: “He says, ‘I have to kill you because you can identify me.’”

Q: “Did he kill you?”

A: “No.”

Judge: “Well, gentlemen of the jury, are you unanimous?

Foreman: “Yes, your Honor, we’re all alike—temporarily insane.”

 





Leaf-cutter ants can build anthills 16 feet deep and an acre square.








MADE IN THE USA


You’ve heard of inventors Thomas Edison and Alexander Graham Bell. But what about Chester Greenwood and Frank Rose? Let’s give them their due, too.

THE EAR-MUFF. When he was 15 years old, Chester Greenwood went ice skating on a pond near his home in Farmington, Maine. He nearly froze his ears off. The next day he covered his ears with a thick woolen scarf…but it was too heavy and itchy. So the next day, he bent some wire into ear-shaped loops and asked his grandmother to sew fur around them. That worked perfectly. So many neighbors asked Chester for a pair of “muffs for ears” that he patented his design and founded the Greenwood Ear Protector Factory in 1877. He became extremely wealthy supplying them to U.S. soldiers during World War I.

THE OUTBOARD MOTOR. According to company lore, Ole Evinrude, a Norwegian immigrant, got the idea for an outboard motor while on a picnic with his sweetheart Bessie. They were on a small island in Lake Michigan, when Bessie decided she wanted some ice cream. Ole obligingly rowed to shore to get some, but by the time he made it back the ice cream had melted. So Ole built a motor that could be attached to his rowboat, and founded the Evinrude company in 1909.

THE FLY SWATTER. Dr. Samuel J. Crumbine of the Kansas State Board of Health was watching a baseball game in Topeka in 1905. It was the bottom of the eighth inning, the score was tied, and Topeka had a man on third. Fans were screaming “Sacrifice fly! Sacrifice fly!” to the batter, or “Swat the ball! Swat the ball!” Crumbine, who’d spent much of the game mulling over how to reduce the spread of typhoid fever by flies during hot Kansas summers, suddenly got his inspiration: “Swat the fly!” Crumbine didn’t actually invent the fly swatter; he just popularized the idea in a front-page article titled “Swat the Fly,” in the next issue of Fly Bulletin. A schoolteacher named Frank Rose read the article and made the first fly swatter out of a yardstick and some wire screen.

 





More babies are born in the month of September than in any other month.








FOREIGN FUNDS


Ever wonder why different kinds of money are called what they are? Why is a franc called a franc, for example? We did. So, we put together a list of various currencies and how they got their names.

POUND. (English) Named for its weight in Sterlings—the unit of currency in Medieval England. The first pound coin was issued in 1642.

LIRA. (Italy). From the Latin word libra, or “pound.”

DRACHMA. (Greece) Means “handful.”

RUPEE. (India) Comes from the Sanskrit rupa, which means “beauty” or “shape.”

KORUNA. (Czechoslovakia) Means “crown.”

GUILDER. (Netherlands) From the same root as “gilded,” the guilder was originally a gold coin. It was first introduced from Florence in the 13th century.

ROUBLE. (Russia) Means “cut-off,” a term that dates back to the days when portions of silver bars were literally “cut off” from the bars and used as coins. The rouble was first issued as a silver piece in 1704.

PESO. (Mexico) Means “weight.” It was introduced by Spain in 1497, then adopted by Mexico and other Latin American countries in the late 19th century.

PESETA. (Spain) Means “little peso,” and was created in the 18th century as a “companion” coin to the Spanish peso (no longer in circulation.)

FRANC. (France) First issued in 1360, as a gold coin. Gets its name from its original Latin inscription, Francorum Rex, which means “King of the Franks,” the title given to kings of France in the 1300s.

RIYAL. (Saudi Arabia) Borrows its name from the Spanish real, meaning “royal.”

ESCUDO. (Portugal) Means “shield,” referring to the coat of arms on the original coin.

YEN. (Japan) Borrowed from the Chinese yuan, which means “round,” and describes the coin. First issued in 1870.

 





Take a guess: How many muscles are there in your ear? Nine.








OOPS!


Everyone’s amused by tales of outrageous blunders—probably because it’s comforting to know that someone’s screwing up even worse than we are. So go ahead and feel superior for a few minutes.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY!

“Matt Brooks of Cheshire, England, a furnaceman, thought he was 63 years old in 1981. When he applied for early retirement, he learned that he was really 79 and should have retired 14 years earlier.”

—Encyclopedia Brown’s Book of Facts

BLIND JUSTICE

“Judge Claudia Jordan caused panic in her court in Denver when she passed a note to her clerk that read: ‘Blind on the right side. May be falling. Please call someone.’ The clerk rang for help. Informed that paramedics were on the way, the judge pointed to the sagging Venetian blinds on the right side of the room. ‘I wanted someone from maintenance,’ she said.”

—The Fortean Times

HIGH WIRE ACT

“During a parade through Ventura, California, a drum major twirled his baton and threw it high into the air.

“It hit a power cable and melted. It also blacked out ten blocks, put a radio station off the air and started a grass fire.”

—The World’s Greatest Mistakes

AMEN

“Warren Austin, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations in 1948, expressed the wish that Arabs and Jews would settle their differences ‘like good Christians.’ ”

—Not A Good Word About Anybody

FLOUR POWER

“After great expense and preparation, British climber Alan Hinkes attempted to scale the 26,000-foot-high Nanga Parbot mountain in Pakistan. He got about halfway up and was eating a Pakistani bread called chapati, which is topped with flour, when the wind blew the flour in his face, causing him to sneeze. It resulted in a pulled back muscle that made further climbing impossible.”

—News of the Weird, Nov. 28, 1998

 





First TV show to win an Emmy for Outstanding Drama: “Pulitzer Prize Playhouse,” in 1950.






THAT’S B-U-R-T, RIGHT?

“Scrawling his way into immortality in the concrete in front of Mann’s (formerly Grauman’s) Chinese Theater in Hollywood, Burt Reynolds misspelled his own name.”

—Hollywood Confidential

LETTER BOMB

NORWALK, Conn.—“The Caldor department store chain apologized this week after 11 million copies of an advertising circular showed two smiling boys playing Scrabble around a board with the word ‘rape’ spelled out. Caldor said it does not know who did it or how it got past the proofreaders. ‘Obviously, it’s a mistake,’ said Caldor spokeswoman Jennifer Belodeau.”

—The Progressive, February 1999

FORGET ABOUT THAT RAISE

LONDON—“A trader cost his employers an estimated $16 million when he pressed the wrong key on his computer during training, launching the largest single trade in German futures.

“The Daily Telegraph did not name the trader of the firm, but described him as a junior trader working out of London for a German finance house.

“Apparently, while training on what he thought was software simulating financial transactions, he posted an offering of 130,000 German bond futures contracts, worth $19 billion. But he had pressed the wrong button, entering the system for actual dealing.”

—Medford Mail Tribune, Nov. 20, 1998

AND EYES LIKE BONZO?

“During a high-level meeting with Arab leaders, Reagan off-handedly remarked to the Lebanese foreign minister, ‘You know, your nose looks just like Danny Thomas’s.’”

—Hollywood Confidential

 





Surprising poll result: 53% of Americans think they’re paid “the right amount.”








LET ME WRITE SIGN—I GOOD SPEAK ENGLISH


When signs in a foreign country are in English, any combination of words is possible. Here are some real-life examples.

At a Tokyo bar: “Special cocktails for the ladies with nuts.”

At a Budapest zoo: “Please do not feed the animals. If you have any suitable food, give it to the guard on duty.”

At a Budapest hotel: “All rooms not denounced by twelve o’clock will be paid for twicely.”

In a Hong Kong supermarket: “For your convenience, we recommend courteous, efficient self-service.”

At a Norwegian cocktail lounge: “Ladies are requested not to have children in the bar.”

In a tailor shop in Rhodes: “Order your summer suit. Because is big rush we will execute customers in strict order.”

A laundry in Rome: “Ladies, leave your clothes here and spend the afternoon having a good time.”

In a Czech tourist agency: “Take one of our horse-driven city tours—we guarantee no miscarriages.”

On a Viennese restaurant menu: “Fried milk, children sandwiches, roast cattle and boiled sheep.”

In a Swiss mountain inn: “Special today—no ice cream.”

A doctor’s office in Rome: “Specialist in women and other diseases.”

In a Moscow hotel room: “If this is your first visit to the USSR, you are welcome to it.”

At a Vienna hotel: “In case of fire, do your utmost to alarm the hotel porter.”

At a Hong Kong dentist: “Teeth extracted by the latest Methodists.”

At a Swedish furrier: “Fur coats made for ladies from their own skin.”

 





Vitamin rule of thumb: The darker green a vegetable is, the more vitamin C it contains.








FAMILIAR PHRASES


Here are the origins to some common phrases.

STUMP SOMEONE

Meaning: Ask someone a question they can’t answer

Origin: Actually refers to tree stumps. “Pioneers built their houses and barns out of logs…and they frequently swapped work with one another in clearing new ground. Some frontiersmen would brag about their ability to pull up big stumps, but it wasn’t unusual for the boaster to suffer defeat with a stubborn stump.” (From I’ve Got Goose Pimples, by Marvin Vanoni)

PAINT THE TOWN RED

Meaning: Spend a wild night out, usually involving drinking

Origin: “This colorful term…probably originated on the frontier. In the nineteenth century the section of town where brothels and saloons were located was known as the ‘red light district.’ So a group of lusty cowhands out for a night on the town might very well take it into their heads to make the whole town red.” (From Dictionary of Word and Phrase Origins Vol. 3, by William and Mary Morris)

STAVE OFF

Meaning: Keep something away, albeit temporarily

Origin: “A stave is a stick of wood, from the plural of staff, staves. In the early seventeenth century staves were used in the ‘sport’ of bull-baiting, where dogs were set against bulls. [If] the dogs got a bull down, the bull’s owner often tried to save him for another fight by driving the dogs off with a stave.” (From Animal Crackers, by Robert Hendrickson)

WING IT

Meaning: Do something with little or no preparation

Origin: “Originally comes from the theater. The Oxford English Dictionary suggests that it refers to the hurried study of the role in the wings of the theater.” (From The Whole Ball of Wax, by Laurence Urdang)

 





First announcer to say, “He shoots, he scores!” during a hockey game: Foster Hewitt, in 1933.








CEREAL STORIES


We didn’t realize how familiar cereal and its ads have become until we read Cerealizing America, by Scott Bruce and Bill Crawford. Some anecdotes from the book, to prove the point:

RAISIN’ CONSCIOUSNESS

In the late 1960s, a thirty-something adman named Danny Nichols was sweating it out to come up with a new ad campaign for Kellogg’s Raisin Bran. He had done all his research and had spent many long hours analyzing the product, trying to come up with a new commercial angle.

Following the advice of a colleague, Danny took the box of Raisin Bran home. He stared at it. He smelled it. He ate it. He fiddled with it. Finally, he dumped the entire box out on his kitchen table and began to play with it. He picked up a little scoop he had for coffee and filled it with raisins. He emptied the scoop and filled it again. The next day he rushed in to his office and announced excitedly, “I’ve got a great idea! There are two scoops of raisins in every box of Raisin Bran!”

PINK-ENSTEIN

In 1971, inspired by the TV shows “The Addams Family” and “The Munsters,” General Mills created Franken Berry and Count Chocula cereals. They immediately ran into a public relations problem with Franken Berry. “Within weeks they had to recall it; they pulled all of it off the shelves,” laughs the artist who designed the scary breakfast characters, “because when kids went to the bathroom, their stools were pink from the food coloring.” This probably happened with both characters, “But with Count Chocula being brown, who would know?”

YABBA-DABBA-DOUGH

In 1969, Hanna-Barbera’s long association with Kellogg ended. The animation studio—creators of Yogi Bear, Scooby Doo, the Flintstones, and other cartoons—sent out a mailing to other companies announcing that their characters were now available for licensing.

 





When mating, a hummingbird’s wings beat 200 times per second.






As it happened, Post was in the process of phasing out its line of sugar-coated rice krispies, Rice Krinkles…but still had a fruit-flavored version they wanted to market. With Krinkles defunct, they had no name or character to put on the box. That’s when the Hanna-Barbera flyer arrived.

Post needed something quickly. Figuring the fruit cereal looked enough like little rocks to make it compatible with the Flintstones, they made a deal to use Fred and Pebbles. Post execs hoped they’d get a few years out of Pebbles cereal. Thirty years later, they’re still making it. “That’s probably the longest license in existence,” says Bill Hanna.

LUCKY CHOICE

In 1960, Post began experimenting with multicolored marshmallow candy bits—“marbits” in industry jargon—in a cereal called Huckle Flakes. The cereal combined cornflakes with “little marshmallow balls dyed dark blue like huckleberries,” recalls a package designer. “They came up with the concept of an Italian moustachioed organ grinder character for it…I never figured out the association between huckleberries and Italians, but we did the package.” Huckle Flakes died in test markets. But the concept of an “ethnic cereal” with marbits survived.

“Somebody came up with the idea of [an] Irish cereal,” says a former Post adman. They added marbits in the shapes of shamrocks, stars, half moons, and diamonds—and had Lucky Charms.

DOIN’ THE FLAKE

The breakfast table’s first real rock hit was “Doin’ the Flake,” a 1965 Kellogg’s Corn Flakes promotion recorded by Gary Lewis and the Playboys. A surfer-type song co-written by Leon Russell (who also provided the deep-throated “flake-flake-flake” background vocals), “Doin’ the Flake” was a bargain for only thirty-five cents and a box top. The flip side of the record featured the Playboys’ hits “This Diamond Ring” and “Little Miss Go-Go.”

Crazy new dance, it’s the talk of the town, it’s the Flake

“‘Doin’ the Flake’…was within this promotional thing of, ‘Hey, your career needs this,’” Gary Lewis explained nearly thirty years later. “But all it got me was about 43,000 cases of Corn Flakes.”

 





The world’s highest public telephone booth is on the Siachen Glacier, in India.








FAMOUS FOR 15 MINUTES


Here it is again—our feature based on Andy Warhol’s prophetic remark that “in the future, everyone will be famous for 15 minutes.” Here’s how a few folks have used up their allotted quarter-hour.

THE STAR: Jeff Maier, a kid from Old Tappan, New Jersey

THE HEADLINE: Most Valuable Player? 12-year-old Cinches Playoff Game for Yankees

WHAT HAPPENED: On October 9, 1996, Jeff Maier was sitting in the front row of Yankee Stadium’s right-field stands, watching a critical playoff game between the Yankees and the Baltimore Orioles. In the eighth inning New York’s Derek Jeter hit a long fly to right field. The Orioles’ outfielder probably would have caught it, but Maier stuck out his hand…and deflected it into the stands for a game-tying home run. The Yankees went on to win, 5-4, in 11 innings.

THE AFTERMATH: The home run was replayed on TV so many times that by the end of the game Maier was famous. The next day he made appearances on Good Morning America, Live with Regis and Kathie Lee and Hard Copy. But he turned down a chance to appear on the Late Show With David Letterman, The Larry King Show and Geraldo so that he could take a limo (provided by the New York Daily News) to see the next playoff game from front-row seats behind the Yankee dugout.

THE STAR: John Albert Krohn, an ex-newspaperman

THE HEADLINE: Circular Logic: Man Pushes Wheelbarrow Around the Country—Literally

WHAT HAPPENED: In 1908 Krohn decided to become the first person to push a wheelbarrow around the perimeter of the United States. He did it for the money—Krohn figured he could sell aluminum souvenir medals along the way, and then sell the rights to his story when he made it home. “Sure, money is the root of all evil,” he admitted, but “most of us need the ‘root.’ ”

 





Ketchup was once sold as a medicine.






Krohn left Portland, Maine, on June 1,1908, and wheelbarrowed his way west to Washington State, then south to the Mexican border, then east to the Atlantic and north back to Maine. He covered 9,024 miles in 357 days, wearing out 11 pairs of shoes, 121 pairs of socks, and 3 rubber tires. TV and radio didn’t exist, but he received plenty of news coverage and an enthusiastic response nearly everywhere he went; in some communities he was even “arrested” and sentenced to a meal and a bed at the best hotel in town.

THE AFTERMATH: Krohn did write a book—no word on how well it sold—and then spent the rest of his life working in his garden.

THE STAR: Fawn Hall, a 27-year-old, $20,000-a-year government secretary assigned to the U.S. National Security Council in 1987. Her boss: Lt. Col. Oliver North.

THE HEADLINE: Fawn Stood by Her Man…And He Fed ’er Into the Shredder

WHAT HAPPENED: Oliver North was the mastermind behind the Iran-Contra scandal, a plan to sell arms to Iran in exchange for the release of U.S. hostages, then divert the profits to the Contras in Nicaragua—a direct violation of U.S. law.

As word of the scheme began leaking to the press in mid-1986, North, assisted by loyal secretary Fawn Hall, began altering and destroying incriminating documents. After North was fired from his post, Hall continued the shredding on her own. When she testified about her role in the coverup before a nationally televised congressional hearing, she became a celebrity overnight.

THE AFTERMATH: Hall kept a low profile, turning down several lucrative endorsement offers (including one from Revlon to become part of the “America’s Most Unforgettable Women” campaign). “I was so out of my league,” she says. “One day you’re a normal girl walking down the street; the next, they want to put you in movies.”

Hall worshipped North as “a hero,” and at the end of her congressional testimony let his friends know she “wanted to hear from him”…but North never spoke to her again, not even to thank her for the risks she’d taken on his behalf.

 





Two dogs were hanged for witchcraft in Salem, Massachusetts, during the Salem witch trials.






Hall later transferred to a job at the Pentagon, but she attracted so much attention that she eventually had to quit. “People would come in and stare at me,” she says.

She moved to Los Angeles to write a book and married Danny Sugerman, former manager of the rock group The Doors, and an ex-heroin addict. He introduced his new wife to crack cocaine. “I took one hit on the crack pipe, and I was addicted, instantly,” she told Redbook magazine.

Hall surfaced again in mid-1994, when the National Enquirer revealed she was being treated for crack addiction at a Florida halfway house. By late 1995, both Hall and Sugerman had kicked their habits. Still no word from North, not even a postcard or a phone call. “Ollie used me,” she says. “I was like a piece of Kleenex to him.”

THE STAR: Lenny Skutnick, 28, a clerk in the Congressional Office Building in Washington, D.C., in 1982

THE HEADLINE: Just Plane Brave: Man Saves Woman from Icy Grave

WHAT HAPPENED: Skutnick was driving home from work one winter day in 1982 when Air Florida’s Flight 90 crashed into the Potomac River. Skutnick parked his car and went down to the river, where a crowd was gathering.

A rescue helicopter managed to pluck four passengers from the icy water, but by the time it got to 23-year-old Priscilla Tirado, she was too cold to grab the dangling life ring, and the helicopter propeller wash kept pushing it out of reach. “Won’t somebody please come out here and save me?” she screamed.

Skutnick jumped into the Potomac, swam to Tirado, and dragged her back to shore. “She was going to drown if no one moved,” he explained later. Meanwhile, a television crew recorded the entire rescue and broadcast it live to 50 million viewers.

THE AFTERMATH: One of the people watching was President Reagan. He was so impressed that he invited Skutnick to the White House and publicly thanked him during the State of the Union Address.

 





The navel divides the body of a newborn baby into two equal parts.








“IT’S NOT A WORD… IT’S A SENTENCE”


A page by people who know the true meaning of “wedded bliss.”

“Bigamy is having one husband too many. Monogamy is the same.”

—Erica Jong

“Marriage is the triumph of imagination over intelligence. Second marriage is the triumph of hope over experience.”

—Anonymous

“Marriage is really tough because you have to deal with feelings and lawyers.”

—Richard Pryor

“Marriage is a three-ring circus: engagement ring, wedding ring, and suffer-ring.”

—Anonymous

“A man in love is incomplete until he has married. Then he’s finished.”

—Zsa Zsa Gabor

“Love is blind, but marriage restores the sight.”

—Georg Lichtenberg

“Politics doesn’t make strange bedfellows—marriage does.”

—Groucho Marx

“Before marriage, a man yearns for the woman he loves. After marriage, the ‘Y’ becomes silent.”

—Anonymous

“The poor wish to be rich, the rich wish to be happy, the single wish to be married, and the married wish to be dead.”

—Ann Landers

“Marriage teaches you loyalty, forbearance, self-restraint, meekness, and a great many other things you wouldn’t need if you had stayed single.”

—Jimmy Townsend

“Love is an ideal thing, marriage a real thing; a confusion of the real with the ideal never goes unpunished.”

—Johann von Goethe

“It’s a bit dangerous out there, and I guess men have to choose between marriage and death. I guess they figure that with marriage at least they get meals. But then they get married and find out we don’t cook anymore.”

—Rita Rudner

 





The only tree from which we eat the flower is the fig.








HOW TO TELL IF YOUR HEAD’S ABOUT TO BLOW UP


Some people call the Weekly World News a low-brow tabloid. Uncle John, however, considers it one of America’s great satire magazines (along with the Onion, from Madison, Wisconsin). This article, reprinted from the May 24,1994 edition, supplies important information about the dreaded affliction HCE.

SURPRISE!

MOSCOW—Doctors blame a rare electrical imbalance in the brain for the bizarre death of a chess player whose head literally exploded in the middle of a championship game!

No one else was hurt in the fatal explosion but four players and three officials at the Moscow Candidate Masters’ Chess Championships were sprayed with blood and brain matter when Nikolai Titov’s head suddenly blew apart. Experts say he suffered from a condition called Hyper-Cerebral Electrosis, or HCE.

“He was deep in concentration with his eyes focused on the board,” says Titov’s opponent, Vladimir Dobrynin. “All of a sudden his hands flew to his temples and he screamed in pain. Everyone looked up from their games, startled by the noise. Then, as if someone had put a bomb in his cranium, his head popped like a firecracker.”

AN EXPLOSIVE SITUATION

Incredibly, Titov’s is not the first case in which a person’s head has spontaneously exploded. Five people are known to have died of HCE in the last 25 years. The most recent death occurred…in 1991, when European psychic Barbara Nicole’s skull burst. Miss Nicole’s story was reported by newspapers worldwide, including WWN. “HCE is an extremely rare physical imbalance,” said Dr. Anatoly Martinenko, famed neurologist and expert on the human brain who did the autopsy on the brilliant chess expert. “It is a condition in which the circuits of the brain become overloaded by the body’s own electricity. The explosions happen during periods of intense mental activity when lots of current is surging through the brain. Victims are highly intelligent people with great powers of concentration. Both Miss Nicole and Mr. Titov were intense people who tended to keep those cerebral circuits overloaded. In a way it could be said they were literally too smart for their own good.”

 





If the average male never shaved, his beard would be 13 feet long on the day he died.






Although Dr. Martinenko says there are probably many undiagnosed cases, he hastens to add that very few people will die from HCE. “Most people who have it will never know. At this point, medical science still doesn’t know much about HCE. And since fatalities are so rare it will probably be years before research money becomes available.”

In the meantime, the doctor urges people to take it easy and not think too hard for long periods of time. “Take frequent relaxation breaks when you’re doing things that take lots of mental focus,” he recommends.

THE WARNING SIGNS

Although HCE is very rare, it can kill. Dr. Martinenko says knowing you have the condition can greatly improve your odds of surviving it. A “yes” answer to any three of the following seven questions could mean that you have HCE:

1. Does your head sometimes ache when you think too hard? (Head pain can indicate overloaded brain circuits.)

2. Do you ever hear a faint ringing or humming sound in your ears? (It could be the sound of electricity in the skull cavity.)

3. Do you sometimes find yourself unable to get a thought out of your head? (This is a possible sign of too much electrical activity in the cerebral cortex.)

4. Do you spend more than five hours a day reading, balancing your checkbook, or other thoughtful activity? (A common symptom of HCE is a tendency to over-use the brain.)

5. When you get angry or frustrated do you feel pressure in your temples? (Friends of people who died of HCE say the victims often complained of head pressure in times of strong emotion.)

6. Do you ever overeat on ice cream, doughnuts and other sweets? (A craving for sugar is typical of people with too much electrical pressure in the cranium.)

7. Do you tend to analyze yourself too much? (HCE sufferers are often introspective, “over-thinking” their lives.)

 





Experts tell us that the human body has about 60,000 miles of blood vessels.








THE WORLD’S WEIRDEST PLANTS


Here is a list of 10 of the most peculiar plants and trees in the world from The Best Book of Lists Ever compiled by Geoff Tibballs.

1. The Sausage Tree of Africa (Kigelia Africana) gets its name from the long, thick fruits which hang from the tree like sausages. The fruits have a different connotation to the Ashanti people of Ghana, who call it the “hanging breast tree,” comparing it to old tribeswomen whose life of unremitting breastfeeding results in very long breasts.

2. The Starfish Flower (Stapelia variegata) from Africa looks like a brown and yellow starfish nestling in the sand. It also smells like a dead animal, as a result of which flies, thinking it’s a lump of rotten meat, decide it is the perfect place to raise a family. As they lay their eggs on the surface, they inadvertently pollinate the flower at the same time.

3. Welwitschia mirabilis, from the deserts of Namibia, can live for over 2,000 years, yet its central trunk never grows more than 3 feet in height. Instead the energy is transmitted into its two huge leaves which never fall and continue growing throughout the plant’s life. The leaves can be as long as 20 feet.

4. The Banyan Tree (Ficus benghalensis) of India has more than one trunk. When the tree attains a certain size, it sends down ropelike roots, which, on reaching the soil, take root and then thicken to form additional trunks. So the tree can spread outwards almost indefinitely. A 200-year-old specimen in the Calcutta Botanic Gardens had over 1,700 trunks, whilst during Alexander the Great’s Indian campaign, 20,000 soldiers are said to have sheltered under a single banyan tree.

5. The merest touch causes the Sensitive Plant (Mimosa pudica) to collapse in one-tenth of a second. The wilting pose deters grazing animals from eating it. Ten minutes later, when the danger has passed, the plant reverts to its upright position.

6. Puya Raimondii of Bolivia can take up to 150 years to bloom. And once it has flowered, it promptly dies. Although it is an herbaceous plant, it is built like a tree with a stem strong enough to support an human adult.

 





Jackrabbits got their name because their ears look like a donkey’s (jackass).






7. The Grapple Tree (Harpagophytum procumbens) of South Africa produces a fearsome fruit called the “Devil’s Claw” which has been known to kill a lion. The fruit is covered in fierce hooks, which latch on to passing animals. In trying to shake the fruit off, the animal disperses the seeds but at the same time, the hooks sink deeper into the creature’s flesh. If the animal touches the fruit with its mouth, the fruit will attach itself to the animal’s jaw, inflicting great pain and preventing it from eating. Antelopes are the usual victims.

8. The Sugarbush (Protea repens), the national flower of South Africa, depends on forest fires for survival. When its seeds have been fertilized, they are encased inside tough fireproof bracts which don’t reopen until they have been scorched by fire. When the fire has passed, the seeds emerge undamaged.

9. As it reaches upwards, the trunk of California’s Boojum Tree (Idris columnaris) gradually reduces to long, tentacle-like protuberances. Sometimes these droop down to the ground and root so that the tree forms a complete arch. The tree has no branches but is instead covered with thorny stems.

10. When the fruit of the South American Sandbox Tree (Hura crepitans) is ripe, it explodes with such force that the seeds can be scattered up to 15 feet from the main trunk. The explosion is so loud that it can scare the life out of unsuspecting passers-by.

[image: ]

POKER ODDS

• Odds of getting one pair in a hand of poker: 1 in every 1.37 hands.

• Three of a kind: 1 in every 46 hands.

• A straight: 1 in every 508 hands

• A full house: 1 in every 693 hands.

• A straight flush: 1 in every 72,192 hands.

• A royal flush: 1 in every 649,739 hands.

 





If you lined up all the Slinkys ever made in a row, they could wrap around the Earth 126 times.








RESCUED FROM THE TRASH


In the last few BRs, we’ve included a section called “Lucky Finds” (see page 322), about the amazing things people have picked up at flea markets and garage sales. Here’s a variation on the theme: the unexpected treasures in this section were literally rescued from the trash, as they were about to be lost forever.

CARRIE, Stephen King’s first novel

Trash: King, 24, was making $9,500 a year teaching high-school English and living in a trailer—a rented trailer—with his wife and two kids when he began work on Carrie. At the time, he was selling short stories to magazines just to make ends meet. “Carrie” started out as a short story, but the author couldn’t finish it because it was “too realistic” and too focused on the “world of girls,” which he didn’t understand. “After six or eight pages,” he says,

I found myself in a high-school locker room with a bunch of screaming girls who were all throwing sanitary napkins and screaming “Plug it up!” at a poor, lost girl named Carrie White who had never heard of menstruation and thought she was bleeding to death.

Appalled by what he’d written, he threw the pages away.

Rescue: That night, as King’s wife was emptying the wastebasket, she noticed the crumpled papers. “[She] got curious about what I’d been writing, I guess,” he says. She thought it was great, and insisted that he finish it.

I told her it was too long for the markets I’d been selling to, that it might turn out to be a short novel, even. She said, “Then write it.” I protested that I knew almost nothing about girls. She said, “I do. I’ll help you.” She did, and for the last 28 years, she has.

Doubleday paid a meager $2,500 advance for the book, thinking it might be a sleeper. It wasn’t—it was a blockbuster. Carrie became a nationwide best-seller, and was later made into a hit film. “The book’s reception floored everyone, I think,” King says, “except my wife.”

 

 





Cost, in parts and labor, for an Academy Award Oscar statuette: about $300.






EMILY DICKINSON’S POEMS

Trash: Dickinson was a homebody and virtual recluse. She hid her writings from everyone, including family, and was so private that she asked her sister Lavinia to burn her letters, unopened packages, and manuscripts after she died. So when Emily passed away in 1886 at age 56, Lavinia respected her wishes.

After destroying hundreds of manuscripts and letters without reading them, Lavinia opened a bureau drawer and found more than 600 poems in one box, and hundreds more “totally unordered and in various stages of completion.” Surprised by the discovery, she stopped to read some before burning them…and was astonished by the quality of the writing.

Rescue: Years later editor Mabel Loomis Todd recounted what happened next:

Soon after Emily’s death, Lavinia came to me, in late evening, actually trembling with excitement. She told me she had discovered a veritable treasure—quantities of Emily’s poems which she had no instructions to destroy. She had already burned without examination hundreds of of manuscripts, and letters…carrying out her sister’s expressed wishes but without intelligent discrimination. Later she bitterly regretted such inordinate haste. But these poems, she told me, must be printed at once.

Todd spent the next four years sorting and editing Dickinson’s surviving letters and poems. The first volume of poems was published in November 1890, and sold out six printings in the first five months. Today, she is considered one of America’s greatest poets.

JACKSON BROWNE’S CAREER

Trash: Browne was still an unknown singer in the late 1960s, when David Crosby, of Crosby, Stills, and Nash, urged him to send a demo tape to manager David Geffen. Browne did…and as Fred Goodman writes in Mansion on the Hill, “Geffen did exactly what most people in the entertainment industry do with unsolicited material from unknown performers—he threw it away without a listen.”

Rescue: “As luck would have it, Geffen’s secretary happened to notice the 8 × 10 glossy” that Browne had sent and thought he was attractive. Curious about how he sounded, she fished the recording out of the trash. Goodman writes:

 





Odds of being injured by a toilet seat in your lifetime: 1 in 6,500.






“You know that record and that picture you threw out?” she asked Geffen the next day.

   “You go through my garbage?” asked her boss.

   “Well, he was so cute that I took it home. And he’s very good. Listen to the record.”

Geffen did…and took Browne on as a client. When he couldn’t get anyone to sign Browne to a record contract, he started his own label, Asylum—and Browne became its first star. Browne then helped fill out the label’s roster, turning it into a monster success by bringing Geffen acts like the Eagles and Linda Ronstadt. The “rescue” made Geffen a billionaire.

YOU BET YOUR LIFE, a quiz show starring Groucho Marx

Trash: “You Bet Your Life”—featuring hours of Groucho’s comedy—was one of America’s top 10 shows in the 1950s. But by 1973, it was off the air and long forgotten. In August of that year, the program’s producer/creator, John Guedel, got a call from NBC:

They asked me, “Would you like to have a set of films for your garage as mementos of the show?” I said, “What do you mean?” They said, “We’re destroying them to make room in our warehouse in New Jersey.” I said, “You’re kidding. How many have you destroyed so far?” They said 15 of the 250 negatives. I said, “Stop! Right now! Let me talk to New York.”

Rescue: Guedel immediately called NBC’s top brass and made a deal to syndicate “You Bet Your Life” rather than destroy it. He approached several TV stations…but no one bought it. Finally he went to KTLA, Channel 5 in Los Angeles, and asked them to run the show as a favor to Groucho—so he wouldn’t have to drag out his projector every time he wanted to watch it. They agreed and, to everyone’s surprise, it was a hit. In fact, it was so popular that other stations signed up, sparking a Groucho fad. “The boom in Groucho-related merchandise exceeds the Davy Crockett craze of twenty years ago,” a surprised Groucho told a reporter in the 1970s, “So now, they tell me, I’m a cult.” Groucho remained a pop icon until his death in 1977.

“Hollywood is the place where they shoot too many pictures and not enough actors.” —Walter Winchell

 





Which part of a map is the ideo locator? The part that says “YOU ARE HERE.”








FLUBBED HEADLINES


These are 100% honest-to-goodness headlines. Can you figure out what they were trying to say?

British Left Waffles on Falkland Islands

Shot Off Woman’s Leg Helps Nicklaus to 66

Plane Too Close to Ground, Crash Probe Told

Juvenile Court To Try Shooting Defendant

Stolen Painting Found by Tree

BOMB HIT BY LIBRARY

After Detour to California Shuttle Returns to Earth

Boy Declared Dead, Revives as Family Protests

Dead Coyote Found in Bronx Launches Search for Its Mate

CHILDBIRTH IS BIG STEP TO PARENTHOOD

42 Percent of All Murdered Women Are Killed by the Same Man

National Hunting Group Targeting Women

Fire Officials Grilled Over Kerosene Heaters

POLICE CAN’T STOP GAMBLING

Ability to Swim May Save Children from Drowning

LOW WAGES SAID KEY TO POVERTY

Youth Hit by Car Riding Bicycle

Hostage-Taker Kills Self; Police Shoot Each Other

TESTICLE CARGO SEIZED

Check With Doctors Before Getting Sick

Police Kill Youth in Effort to Stop His Suicide Attempt

INTERN GETS TASTE OF GOVERNMENT

Convicted S&L Chief Donated to University

Study: Dead Patients Usually Not Saved

PARKING LOT FLOODS WHEN MAN BURSTS

U.S. Ships Head to Somalia

U.S. Advice: Keep Drinking Water from Sewage

SUICIDES ASKED TO RECONSIDER

Cold Wave Linked to Temperatures

Gators to Face Seminoles With Peters Out

New Autos to Hit 5 Million

 





What do rabbits and horses have in common? They can’t vomit.








“I SPY”…AT THE MOVIES


You probably know the kids’ game “I spy, with my little eye…” that was turned into a popular series of books called I Spy. Well, moviemakers have been playing that game with each other (and their actors) for years. Here are some in-jokes and gags you can look for the next time you watch these films (from Reel Gags, by Bill Givens and Television In-Jokes, by Bill van Heerden).

SCREAM (1996)

I Spy…Wes Craven, the film’s director

Where to Find Him: He’s the school janitor, wearing a Freddy Krueger sweater from his Nightmare on Elm Street movie.

E.T.—THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL (1982)

I Spy…Harrison Ford

Where to Find Him: He’s the biology teacher who explains that “the frogs won’t feel a thing.” Screenwriter Melissa Mathison wrote this bit part for her husband. You won’t see his face, because his back is to the camera.

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF THE THIRD KIND (1977)

I Spy…The Grateful Dead’s Jerry Garcia

Where to Find Him: Among the masses in the Indian crowd scene.

BEETLEJUICE (1988)

I Spy…Elwood (Dan Aykroyd) and Jake (John Belushi) Blues from the Blues Brothers

Where to Find Them: The scene in which Barbara (Geena Davis) and Adam (Alec Baldwin) go to their caseworker’s office. Elwood and Jake are peeking through the blinds.

THE ADDAMS FAMILY (1991)

I Spy…Barry Sonnenfeld, the film’s director

Where to Find Him: The scene in which Gomez (Raul Julia) is playing with his train set. When he looks into the window of a train car, a tiny commuter looks back up at him. That’s Sonnenfeld.

 





Bestselling posthumous hit of all-time: (Just Like) Starting Over, by John Lennon.






THE LOST WORLD: JURASSIC PARK (1997)

I Spy…Ads for some improbable new movies: King Lear, starring Arnold Schwarzenegger; Jach and the Behnstacks, starring Robin Williams; and Tsunami Surprise, with Tom Hanks’s head attached to a surfer’s body

Where to Find Them: In the window of a video store.

THE ROCKY HORROR PICTURE SHOW (1975)

I Spy…Easter eggs

Where to Find Them: Various places during the movie. For example, one is under Frank’s throne, one is in a light fixture in the main room, and you can see one when the group goes into an elevator to the lab. What are they doing there? The film crew had an Easter egg hunt on the set, but didn’t find all the eggs…so they show up in the film.

TRUE ROMANCE (1993), PULP FICTION (1994), FOUR ROOMS (1995), FROM DUSK TILL DAWN (1996)

I Spy…Big Kahuna burgers and Red Apple cigarettes

Where to Find Them: They’re writer/director Quentin Tarantino’s special signature on his work. They first showed up in True Romance. “In Pulp Fiction,” says Bill Givens in his book, Reel Gags, “Samuel L. Jackson recommends Big Kahuna burgers and both Bruce Willis and Uma Thurman smoke Red Apple cigarettes. In From Dusk Till Dawn, George Clooney carries a Big Kahuna burger bag, and you can spot a pack of Red Apples in his car. In Four Rooms, Red Apple smokes are near the switchboard.”

HALLOWEEN (1978)

I Spy…William Shatner

Where to Find Him: On the psycho’s face. The film’s budget was so small, they couldn’t afford a custom-made mask. So they bought a William Shatner mask, painted it white, and teased out the hair.

 





Politics aside: The heel of a sock is called the “gore.”








CLASSIC (B)AD CAMPAIGNS


Companies are always trying to come up with new ways to make their products look attractive. These efforts are notable for achieving the opposite result.

CASHING IN YOUR CHIPS

Brilliant Marketing Idea: In 1998 the Bangkok subsidiary of the American ad agency Leo Burnett came up with a novel way to sell Thailand’s “X” brand potato chips: show that they’re so much fun, even “the sourest man in history” can’t help turning into a fun guy.

Oops: The historical figure they used was Adolf Hitler. In the commercial, Hitler eats some chips, then strips off his Nazi uniform and dances merrily as a Nazi swastika morphs into the brand’s “X” logo. The ad generated so many complaints—especially from the Israeli Embassy in Bangkok—that they had to pull it and issue apologies. “The campaign was never intended to cause ill feelings,” an agency spokesperson told reporters.

MYSTERY OF THE EAST

Brilliant Marketing Idea: In England, Smirnoff Vodka’s ad agency created a campaign using the slogan “I thought the Kama Sutra was an Indian restaurant…until I discovered Smirnoff.”

Oops: They were forced to cancel it, a company spokesperson admitted, “when we conducted a survey and discovered that 60% of people did think it was an Indian restaurant.”

HIGH FLYER

Brilliant Marketing Idea: In 1967 Pacific Airlines, a commuter airline on the West Coast, hired award-winning adman/comedian Stan Freberg to design an unorthodox new campaign. As Bruce Nash and Allan Zullo write in The Misfortune 500, Freberg “suggested PAL poke fun at the one thing airlines never mention—fear of flying.”

 





The tomato comes in over 4,000 varieties.






Oops: Pacific Airlines, at Freberg’s direction, placed full-paged ads in newspapers that read:

Hey there! You with the sweat in your palms. It’s about time an airline faced up to something: Most people are scared witless of flying. Deep down inside, every time that big plane lifts off that runway, you wonder if this is it, right? You want to know something, fella? So does the pilot deep down inside.

Freberg also arranged for flight attendants to hand out survival kits containing rabbits’ feet and the book The Power of Positive Thinking, and instructed that when the plane touched down on the runway, flight attendants were supposed to exclaim, “We made it! How about that!” The airline went under two months after the campaign started.

AH-NOLD GO BOOM!

Brilliant Marketing Idea: In 1993, Arnold Schwarzenegger was America’s #1 box-office attraction. Columbia Pictures decided to promote his latest movie, The Last Action Hero, with a 75-foot-tall balloon of Schwarzenegger’s character in New York’s Times Square. Instead of holding a gun, like he does in the movie, Ah-nold had a fistful of dynamite in his hand. “We thought a gun was too violent an image,” a Columbia spokesperson explained.

Oops: After months of planning, Columbia Pictures finally launched the balloon. Unfortunately, it was just days after the terrorist bombing of the World Trade Center. The studio tried replacing the dynamite with a police badge, but ended up just taking the balloon down. The Last Action Hero was one of the biggest flops of the decade.

LOVELY RING, MRS….UH…

Brilliant Marketing Idea: Executives in the jewelry department of Neiman-Marcus, an upscale department store, thought it would be good business to send a personal note of thanks to each of their biggest customers.

Oops: According to The Business Disaster Book of Days: “Most of the notes were addressed to the men, the people who had paid for the expensive baubles. But most of the envelopes were opened by women. Unfortunately for Neiman-Marcus, many of these women—wives of the purchasers, mostly—had not been the recipients of the costly purchases.”

 





Is the tongue the only muscle attached at just one end? Our sources say yes.








THE RIGHT STUFF


Thoughts from a conservative with a sense of humor—P. J. O’Rourke.

“Remember the battle between the generations twenty-some years ago? Remember all the screaming at the dinner table about haircuts and getting jobs and the American dream? Well, our parents won. They’re out there living the American dream on some damned golf course, and we’re stuck with the jobs and haircuts.”

“Seriousness is stupidity sent to college.”

“Every government is a parliament of whores. The trouble is, in a democracy the whores are us.”

“A number of…remarkable things show up in holiday dinners, such as…pies made out of something called ‘mince,’ although if anyone has ever seen a mince in its natural state he did not live to tell about it.”

“There’s one…terrifying fact about old people: I’m going to be one soon.”

“Everybody knows how to raise children, except the people who have them.”

“You can’t shame or humiliate modern celebrities. What used to be called shame and humiliation is now called publicity.”

“A fruit is a vegetable with looks and money. Plus, if you let fruit rot, it turns into wine, something Brussels sprouts never do.”

“Feminism is the result of a few ignorant and literal-minded women letting the cat out of the bag about which is the superior sex.”

“The sport of skiing consists of wearing three thousand dollars’ worth of clothes and equipment and driving two hundred miles in the snow in order to stand around at a bar and get drunk.”

“Politicians are interested in people. Not that this is always a virtue. Dogs are interested in fleas.”

“I like to do my principal research in bars, where people are more likely to tell the truth or, at least, lie less convincingly than they do in briefings and books.”

 





About 8,000 Americans are injured by musical instruments each year.








“SHE’LL ALWAYS BE DAD TO ME!”


What would you do if your gender prevented you from pursuing the career of your choice? Many women faced this problem in the past. For a rare few the solution was, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” They literally lived their lives as men.

DR. JAMES BARRY, British army surgeon and pioneer of sanitary reforms in medicine in the 19th century

Background: Barry entered Edinburgh University’s medical school in 1808 when he was just 15 (only men were admitted to medical school then). He rose to become one of the most skilled doctors in England. As Carl Posey writes in Hoaxes and Deceptions, the “tiny, beardless doctor” was no shrinking violet:

Far from keeping a low profile, the medic courted attention, picked quarrels, fought a duel, flirted outrageously with the ladies, and once horsewhipped a colonel in public. Adored by patients, but despised by colleagues, Barry was finally forced into early retirement in 1859.

Surprise! Shortly after Barry died in 1865, at the age of 73, acquaintances discovered why, despite his having spent 57 years in the army, no one had ever see him naked: he was a woman.

Note: Apparently, not everyone had been fooled. “Many people seem to have known her secret all along,” Posey writes, “and simply—perhaps because of Barry’s powerful patrons—declined to mention it.”

CHARLIE PARKHURST, “one of the toughest stagecoach drivers of the Old West”

Background: Parkhurst worked for the California Stage Company at the height of the Gold Rush in the 1850s. He was 5'7" tall, had broad shoulders, gambled, and chewed tobacco. “Once,” Carl Sifakis writes in Hoaxes and Scams, “this legendary master of the whip raced a team across an unstable bridge, reaching the other site just before it collapsed. Another time, stopped by highwaymen, Charlie shot the leader and escaped with passengers and goods intact.”

 





Chance that public road in the U.S. is unpaved: 1%. In Canada: 75%.






Parkhurst, who claimed to be an orphan, never grew any facial hair, something that friends attributed to a “fetish” for shaving every day. Unlike his rowdy friends, he also avoided prostitutes, and preferred to sleep apart from other men. Other than that, for all appearances he was one of the guys.

Surprise! In the late 1860s, an illness forced Parkhurst into retirement, and on December 31,1879, he died alone in his cabin near Watsonville, California. A doctor called in to investigate the death found not only that he had died of cancer, but also that he was a woman who had given birth at some point in her life. Who was this mystery woman? Nobody knows—that was one secret she did manage to take to the grave.

BILLY TIPTON, jazz musician and leader of the Tipton Trio

Background: Tipton was a popular jazz musician in Washington from the 1930s to the late 1980s. He married three times and his last marriage, to Kitty Oakes, lasted 19 years. He had three children, all adopted, a fact he attributed to an “injury” that he claimed made “normal” sexual relations impossible. Early in his jazz career his baby face and high-pitched voice caused some listeners to joke that he was too feminine to be a man. But that was about as close as anyone came to suspecting the truth.

Surprise! After years of refusing to see a doctor despite his failing health, Tipton died in 1989 of a bleeding ulcer at his mobile home in Spokane, Washington. He was 74. The paramedics who responded to the call quickly discovered that Tipton was a female, something that apparently only Kitty Oakes had known.

It turns out that at the age of 18, Tipton had borrowed her brother’s name and began dressing as a man so she could work as a jazz musician. In those days, most women in jazz were “girl singers,” whose careers were short and of limited range.

Tipton’s children were shocked. “I’m just lost,” her son Jon Clark told reporters after learning his father was a woman. “The guy at the funeral home showed me a little yellow piece of paper where it was marked ‘female’ under sex. I said, ‘What?’ and he said it was true. Even so, she’ll always be Dad to me.”

 





Fetuses can hiccup.








VEGETABLE TRIVIA


Did you eat your vegetables today? BRI member Jeff Cheek, a former CIA man (no kidding) loves to write about food. He sent us this potpourri of vegetable facts.

CORN. The most versatile of all food plants, it can be eaten at every stage of development. You can find it in more than 3,000 grocery items. In fact, according to The Great Food Almanac, “the average American eats the equivalent of three pounds of corn each day in the form of meat, poultry, and dairy products.”

GARLIC. One of the first foods ever cultivated. First written reference: 5,000 years ago, in Sanskrit. At banquets, ancient Greeks served each guest a bowl of parsley, believing it would mask “garlic breath.” A vestige of this custom survives. Many restaurants still drop a sprig of parsley on every plate.

LETTUCE. The name comes from the Latin lactuca (milk) because of the white liquid that oozes from broken stalks. The Romans prized it so highly that any slave caught eating lettuce was given 30 lashes.

EGGPLANT. Originated in China, where it was grown as a decoration. The Chinese called eggplants “mad apples,” believing they caused insanity. It was accepted as a food only after it was brought to the Mediterranean.

LEEKS. These members of the onion family originated in Egypt, then spread to Rome. (Emperor Nero drank a quart of leek soup every day, thinking it improved his singing voice.) The Romans introduced the leek to Wales and it became the Welsh national symbol in 640, when Saxons invaded from England. With no uniforms, it was hard to tell friend from foe in the battle, so each Welsh soldier pinned a leek on his cap to identify himself. They won, and every March 1, St. David’s Day, the Welsh pin a leek to their hats or lapels to commemorate the victory.

RADISHES. Since they’re ready to harvest after only 42 days, the Greeks named them Raphanos, meaning “easy to grow.” The Romans changed this to Radix, meaning “root.”

 





In medieval Japan, dentists extracted teeth with their hands.








IT ISN’T 2000 FOR EVERYONE


Does the new millennium mean the end of the world?…the beginning of the New Age?…We’ve all got an opinion, but for much of the world the question is irrelevant—because, according to their calendars, it’s not a new millennium….

…It’s 5760

Who Says? The Hebrew (Jewish) calendar. Their year 2000 occurred in 1760 B.C.

Origin: It’s a lunar calendar that dates to 3760 B.C.—according to Jewish tradition, the date the world began.

…It’s 4698

Who says? The Chinese calendar. Their year 2000 occurred in 698 B.C.

Origin: A lunar calendar dating from 2600 B.C., when the Emperor Huang Ti introduced the first cycle of the zodiac. It begins at the second new moon after the winter solstice.

…It’s 1921

Who Says? The Reformed Indian Calendar. Their year 2000 will arrive in 2079 A.D.

Origin: India gained independence from England in 1947. In 1957, it officially adopted this calendar, based on the beginning of the Saka Era (a Hindu time cycle).

…It’s 1421

Who Says? The Muslim Calendar. Their 2000 will arrive in 2579 A.D.

Origin: A lunar calendar that dates back to 622 A.D., the year Muhammad and his followers migrated from Mecca to Medina to escape persecution.

…It’s 1378

Who Says? The Persian calendar. Their year 2000 arrives in 2622 A.D.

Origin: This solar calendar was created by the poet and mathematician Omar Khayyám. Iranians and many Central Asians celebrate their new year every spring equinox.

…It’s 2543

Who Says? The Thereveda Buddhist calendar. Their year 2000 occurred in 1457 A.D.

Origin: Dates from 544 B.C., the commonly accepted date of Buddha’s death (he was 80). Thereveda Buddhists celebrate the new year in mid-April.

 





Do you alphabetize your spice rack? Only one in twelve Americans does.








THE ORIGIN OF BASKETBALL, PART I


Unlike baseball and football, which trace their roots to games that have been played for centuries, basketball was invented by one man—a Canadian named James Naismith—in a couple of days in 1891. It is the only major sport considered native to the USA. Here’s its history.

SOMETHING NEW

Today the YMCA is synonymous with sports, but that hasn’t always been the case. In the mid-1880s, it was primarily a missionary group. “In fact,” Ted Vincent writes in The Rise and Fall of American Sport, “the Young Men’s Christian Association condemned almost all sports, along with dancing, card playing, and vaudeville shows, on the grounds that these activities were ‘distinctly worldly in their associations, and unspiritual in their influence,’ and therefore ‘utterly inconsistent with our professions as disciples of Christ.’”

Good Sport

Then, at the YMCA’s national convention in 1889, 24-year-old Dr. Luther Gulick started a revolution when he suggested that “good bodies and good morals” might actually go together. He insisted that keeping physically fit could make someone a better person, rather than inevitably leading them down the path of sin….And he proposed that the YMCA use organized athletics to reach out to youngsters who might otherwise not be interested in the Y’s traditional emphasis on religion.

His proposal met with heavy opposition from conservatives, who argued that a “Christian gymnasium teacher” was a contradiction in terms. But when Gulick’s idea was put to a vote, he won. Gulick was put in charge of a brand-new athletics teaching program at the YMCA School for Christian Workers in Springfield, Massachusetts.

CHANGING TIMES

Gulick’s ideas were actually part of a larger social movement. For decades, America had been making the transition from a largely rural, farm-based society to an industrialized economy, in which much of the population lived and worked in cities. Americans who had once labored in fields from sunup to sundown were now spending much of their working lives cooped up inside a factory, or behind a desk or sales counter.

 





In 1797 James Hetherington invented the top hat and wore it in public. He was arrested for disturbing the peace.






“Middle-class Americans in particular reacted to the growing bureaucracy and confinement of their work lives, and to the remarkable crowding of their cities, by rushing to the outdoors, on foot and on bicycles,” Elliot Gorn writes in A Brief History of American Sports. “Hiking, bird-watching, camping, rock-climbing, or simply walking in the new national parks—participation in all of these activities soared in the years around the turn of the century.”

MASS APPEAL

Middle-class Americans who embraced physical activity as the answer to their own yearnings also began to see it as an answer to some of society’s ills. The repeal of child labor laws and high levels of immigration meant that the tenement districts in America’s major cities were full of immigrant youths who had little or nothing to do. Leaders of the “recreation movement,” like Dr. Gulick, felt that building public playgrounds and bringing organized play programs into the slums would help the kids stay out of trouble and make it easier for them to assimilate into American life.

“Reformers thought of themselves as being on an exciting new mission, Americanizing children by helping them to have fun,” Gorn says. “Playground reformers sought to clean up American streets, confine play to designated recreational spaces, and use their professional expertise to teach ‘respectable’ athletics.” In an era in which public playgrounds were virtually unheard of, the facilities and athletic programs that organizations like the YMCA were beginning to offer often provided the only positive outlet for urban kids’ energies.

BACK TO SCHOOL

As Gulick set up his program to train YMCA physical education instructors, he also decided to require men training to be “general secretaries” (the official title for men who ran local YMCA chapters) to take phys ed classes.

These students were older and more conservative than other students. They hadn’t been sold on Gulick’s newfangled sports ideas and, left to their own devices, would avoid physical education classes entirely. Gulick feared that if he didn’t bring these future YMCA leaders around to his point of view while they were in Springfield, they wouldn’t implement his programs when they got back home…and his efforts would be fruitless.

Cold Shoulder

Working with the general secretaries was a snap at first: in the early fall they just went outside and played football or soccer. But when the weather turned cold and they were forced indoors, things got difficult. The best recreation Gulick could come up with was a schedule of military drills…followed by German, French, and Swedish gymnastics. Day after day, the routine was the same, and the students became thoroughly bored.

THE INCORRIGIBLES

Within weeks, the class was in open rebellion, and two successive physical education instructors resigned rather than put up with their abuse. They told Gulick that he might as well give up on “The Incorrigibles,” as the class had become known.

Gulick wasn’t ready to quit yet. For weeks, an instructor named James Naismith had been arguing that The Incorrigibles weren’t to blame for the situation. “The trouble is not with the men,” he said, “but with the system we are using. The kind of work for this class should be of a recreative nature, something that would appeal to their play instincts.” At one faculty meeting, he even proposed inventing a new indoor game. So when Gulick put Naismith in charge of the class, he commented pointedly: “Now would be a good time for you to work on that new game that you said could be invented.”

For Part II, turn to page 181.
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“I cannot imagine any condition which could cause this ship to founder. I cannot conceive of any vital disaster happening to the vessel. Modern shipbuilding has gone beyond that.”

—E.J. Smith, captain of the Titanic

 





Attention Pentagon! The United States has never lost a war in which mules were used.








THE UNFINISHED MASTERPIECE


Even if you’re not an art lover, you’ve probably seen the best and most famous picture of the first U.S. president, George Washington, painted by Gilbert Stuart—it’s the one on the dollar bill. But did you know that it was never finished? Here’s the story.

PRESIDENTIAL PORTRAITURE

Before photography, sitting for a portrait was a long, tedious process. George Washington never liked it, and by the time he retired from the presidency, he’d vowed never to do it again. He routinely refused requests from artists who wanted to capture his likeness one more time for posterity. But in 1796, he got a request he couldn’t refuse: his wife Martha wanted them both to pose for portraits to be hung together in a central place in their home.

The painter Martha had in mind was Gilbert Stuart—a celebrated artist in both Britain and America and the portraitist of choice for hundreds of politicians and dignitaries. George agreed with her decision; he’d already posed for two other paintings with Stuart and found him relatively easy to sit for.

STUART’S STORY

Stuart didn’t feel the same way about Washington. He thought the ex-president was too stiff, and complained to friends about his stony countenance, his foul teeth, and the dead look in his eyes.

But Stuart still took Mrs. Washington’s assignment gladly. Alcoholism and exorbitant spending had put him in debt, and he needed cash. Besides, he’d made quite a bit of money from his first two Washington portraits:

• He sold the first one to a wealthy merchant for a tidy sum…but before delivering it, quickly painted and sold at least 15 copies. (One was later used for the image on U.S. quarters.)

• The second painting—a full-length portrait this time—was so well received that Stuart was able to sell dozens of copies before delivering it to the banker who originally commissioned it.

 





During the 1980s, the average speed of traffic in New York City was less than 10 mph.






Aware of Stuart’s past duplicities and not wanting to spend months waiting while the artist copied her paintings, Martha Washington made a careful deal: she insisted that Stuart agree to deliver the portraits the moment they were finished.

WORKING WITH GEORGE

The sitting with Washington began much like the previous efforts. Stuart was relieved to see that the president was wearing a new set of false teeth that made his face look more natural. But he was exasperated when, once again, Washington’s face turned to stoniness the minute he sat down.

Stuart told jokes and anecdotes trying to capture an engaging, interested look. It didn’t work…but in the middle of the sitting, Washington’s face momentarily lit up with a pleasant expression. Stuart began drilling him to find out what had happened…and discovered that Washington had seen a horse go by outside.

Stuart began talking horses—anything and everything he could think of. Then he talked about farming, and anything to do with rural life. Washington’s entire demeanor changed: he became more natural, more lighthearted; his face became brighter.

CREEP OR GENIUS?

The result was the best portrait of the first president ever painted. In fact, Stuart was so pleased that he immediately began trying to figure out a way to keep it. If he could just get out of his deal with Mrs. Washington, he could make more than just a dozen hurried copies—he could do hundreds at his leisure and finally get out of debt. But how could he pull it off?

Then he hit on a plan. He stopped a few brushstrokes short of completing the painting, leaving a little canvas peeking through where Washington’s collar should have been. Then he told messenger after messenger from the impatient ex-First Lady, “Sorry, it’s not finished yet.”

SECOND-RATE ART

Even a visit from the former president couldn’t shake the painting loose. Instead Stuart sent along one of his copies of the original. Mrs. Washington hung it up, but told her friends: “It is not a good likeness at all.”

 





Your brain uses 40% of the oxygen that enters your bloodstream.






In fact, not many of the copies were. Stuart was interested in speed, not quality. According to one of his daughters, on a “good day” he could pump out a copy every two hours. Many had little or no resemblance to Washington at all. An acquaintance of Stuart’s wrote, “Mr. Stuart told me one day when we were before this original portrait that he could never make a copy of it to satisfy himself, and that at last, having made so many, he worked mechanically and with little interest.”

Regardless, the portrait became a wildly popular commodity and Stuart dashed off more than 200 copies, calling them his “hundred dollar bills.” But he still couldn’t completely rid himself of debt. Ironically, in the end there were so many inferior copies of the Unfinished Portrait (by other artists as well) that they actually did significant damage to Stuart’s reputation. When he died in 1828, he still owed considerable money, and his youngest daughter, Jane—also a portrait painter—had become the breadwinner for the family.

BY THE WAY

The original paintings, still technically “unfinished,” never were delivered to the Washington family. The Boston Athenaeum wound up owning them, and today they’re shared part of the year with the Boston Museum of Fine Arts and the National Portrait Gallery in Washington.
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LAST LAUGH

“On Nixon’s death in 1994 President Clinton declared an official day of mourning and closed the federal government for a day, as had been done upon the deaths of former Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, and Johnson. The cost of closing the federal government for one day in 1994? More than $400 million. Of that total, $23 million was extra premium pay for ‘essential’ workers who had to go to work anyway to keep the government functioning. They received time and a half for that day.”

—Stupid Government Tricks, by John Kohut

 





What’s a suriphobe? Someone who’s afraid of mice.








IT’S A WEIRD, WEIRD WORLD


Proof that truth really is stranger than fiction.

A STRANGE BE-LEAF

“A Swiss woman has left over a half-million dollars to a houseplant. The millionairess, from Geneva, once described her newly rich jade plant as her ‘best and only friend.’ She is believed to have conversed with the plant for the last five years.”

—The Edge, April 19, 1999

LOOK AT THOSE MELONS!

“Britain’s biggest supermarket chain has asked growers to supply smaller melons after research showed women shoppers subconsciously compared them to the size of their breasts.

“The Daily Telegraph said buyers working for Tesco were told by researchers that a current preference for smaller busts was the reason why traditional big, fleshy melons were remaining unsold.

“‘We were surprised,’ said a Tesco spokesman. ‘But it’s certainly produced results. Since we introduced smaller melons two months ago we have sold more than a million.’”

—Reuters, May 3, 1999

A SILLY SUPERSTITION?

“Gerald Steindam, 24, of Miami, Florida, vowed never to fly Eastern Airlines’ flight 401 (New York-Miami) after luckily missing a flight 401 in 1972 that went down in the Everglades.

“In 1980 he overcame his superstitious fear and took the flight. The plane was hijacked to Cuba.”

—Encyclopedia Brown’s Book of Strange Facts

A REAL CONDOM-NATION

“Police in Sri Lanka recently arrested a man after finding a condom in his wallet. ‘Why would anyone want to carry a condom in his wallet, unless of course he was up to some mischief,’ a police officer was quoted as saying. The man was released after questioning.”

—San Francisco Chronicle, 1993

 





There are an estimated 171 billion U.S. pennies in circulation.








Q&A: ASK THE EXPERTS


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

KNUCKLE UNDER

Q: Why do our knuckles crack?

A: “The bones in our fingers are separated by small pads of cartilage, and in between are small pockets of a thick liquid. When you bend your fingers, the bones pull away from the pads of cartilage and a vacuum forms. As the bending continues…the vacuum bubble bursts, making the cracking sound you hear. The process is very similar to what happens when you pull a rubber suction cup off a smooth surface.” (From Ever Wonder Why?, by Douglas B. Smith)

SEEING THINGS

Q: What are those little squiggles you see floating on your eyes when you look at the sky?

A: “They’re called ‘floaters.’ To some people they look like spots; to others, like tiny threads. They’re not on your eyes, though; they’re in your eyes. That’s why blinking doesn’t make them go away. Floaters are all that’s left of the hyaloid artery. The hyaloid artery carried blood to your eye and helped it grow…when you were still inside your mother’s womb.

“When your eyes were finished growing, the hyaloid artery withered and broke into pieces. But since these pieces were sealed up inside your eye, they had no place to go. You’ll see them floating around the rest of your life.” (From Know It All!, by Ed Zotti)

STOP, POP AND ROLL

Q: How does quicksand work?

A: “Not by pulling you down. Quicksand is nearly always found above a spring, which creates a supersaturated condition that makes the sand frictionless and unable to support weight. In addition, quicksand is airless, which creates suction as you struggle to get free. The most effective way to escape quicksand is to position yourself on top of it and ‘roll’ out.” (From The Book of Answers, by Barbara Berliner)

 





Bird rule of thumb: If they could sweat, they wouldn’t be able to fly.






LONG-DISTANCE RUNAROUND

Q: Why does the alphabet on a phone start on the #2 button rather than on the #1?

A: Back when dial phones were used, a pulse or clicking sound was made whenever you dialed. The pulses corresponded to the number dialed, so “when you dialed the number 1, it sent out one click…2, sent two clicks, and so on. Sometimes a random clicking caused equipment to think someone was dialing a number beginning with 1, when they actually weren’t. Thus a rule was made: No phone number can start with 1. This rule is still observed, though solely for the sake of tradition.” (From Why Things Are, Volume II: The Big Picture, by Joel Achenbach)

I CAN SEE CLEARLY NOW

Q: How does an X-ray photograph your bones but not your flesh?

A: “An X-ray camera fires electrons at a plate covered with silver halide crystals, which are sensitive to light. Your leg is put in the way of the penetrating stream of particles. When an electron reaches the plate unimpeded, it turns a halide crystal black. The crystals that receive no electrons fall away when the plate is developed and leave that area white under the light. X-ray particles are so highly energized that most of them pass right through flesh. Bones, on the other hand, are very densely packed and contain large amounts of calcium. They stop the X-rays by absorbing them—the crack in your tibia shows up black on the plate because that’s where bone isn’t.” (From How Do They Do That?, by Caroline Sutton)
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Slippery when wet

Ice isn’t slippery. What makes people and things slip on ice is water. A thin layer of ice melts when pressure is applied to it and it is this wet layer on top of the ice that is slippery.

 





Queen termites can lay an egg every second, or 86,000 eggs a day.








POLITICALLY INCORRECT


Observations from Bill Maher, host of TV’s late-night political talk show.

“I believe Dr. Kevorkian is onto something. I think he’s great. Because suicide is our way of saying to God, ‘You can’t fire me. I quit.’”

“The economy is incredibly good. It’s too good. It’s happy, excited. The GNP is up, the Dow Jones is up. Inflation is at its lowest level since 1963. I went to the ATM today, and I inserted my card—it moaned.”

“We survived the 1980s. Back then, the economic program was called ‘trickle down.’ That actually meant they were pissing on you. How the whole theory goes was this: ‘We have all the money. If we drop some, it’s yours. Go for it.’”

“My mother is Jewish, my father Catholic. When I went to confession, I’d pray, ‘Bless me, father, for I have sinned. And I think you know my lawyer, Mr. Cohen.’”

“Kids, they’re not easy, but there has to be some penalty for sex.”

“I saw a product in the market, Mr. Salty pretzels. Isn’t that nerve? Everything nowadays is low salt or salt-free. Here’s a guy who says, ‘The hell with you, I’m Mr. Salty pretzels.’ Like Mr. Tar and Nicotine cigarettes, or Mr. Gristle and Hard Artery beefsteak.”

“This country loves guns; we even have salad shooters. This country thinks that salad is too peaceable, you have to find some way to shoot it.”

“Remember, kids, guns aren’t for fun. Guns are for killing things like songbirds, and deer, and intruders, and Spice Girls, and busybodies who just won’t leave your cult alone, and women who don’t understand you’re the best man for them. That may sound crazy, but when you’re holding a gun, you decide who’s crazy.”

“They added up all the people in this country who consider themselves a minority and it added up to more than the population of the country.”

 





Food for thought: Peanut butter sandwiches weren’t popular until the 1920s.








TWINKIE FAILURE TESTING


Everyone seems to think that Twinkies, the eternally maligned snack cake, can last forever and withstand any kind of abuse. The folks at Spy magazine put that common belief to a test. Here are the results, reprinted from their July 1989 issue.

IN AN EFFORT to clarify questions about the purported durability and unusual physical characteristics of Twinkies, we subjected the Hostess snack logs to the following scientific experiments:

EXPOSURE: A Twinkie was left on a window ledge for four days, during which time an inch and a half of rain fell. Many flies were observed crawling across the Twinkie’s surface, but contrary to hypothesis, birds—even pigeons—avoided this potential source of sustenance. Despite the rain and prolonged exposure to the sun, the Twinkie retained its original color and form. When removed, the Twinkie was found to be substantially dehydrated. Cracked open, it was observed to have taken on the consistency of industrial foam insulation; the filling, however, retained its advertised “creaminess.”

RADIATION: A Twinkie was placed in a conventional microwave oven, which was set for precisely 4 minutes—the approximate cooking time of bacon. After 20 seconds, the oven began to emit the Twinkie’s rich, characteristic aroma of artificial butter. After 1 minute, this aroma began to resemble the acrid smell of burning rubber. The experiment was aborted after 2 minutes, 10 seconds, when thick, foul smoke began billowing from the top of the oven. A second Twinkie was subjected to the same experiment. This Twinkie leaked molten white filling. When cooled, this now epoxy-like filling bonded the Twinkie to its plate, defying gravity; it was removed only upon application of a butter knife.

EXTREME FORCE: A Twinkie was dropped from a ninth-floor window, a fall of approximately 120 feet. It landed right side up, then bounced onto its back. The expected “splatter” effect was not observed. Indeed, the only discernible damage to the Twinkie was a narrow fissure on its underside. Otherwise, the Twinkie remained structurally intact.

 





Estimated cost of maintaining a chimpanzee in captivity for 60 years: $300,000.






EXTREME COLD: A Twinkie was placed in a conventional freezer for 24 hours. Upon removal, the Twinkie was not found to be frozen solid, but its physical properties had noticeably “slowed”: the filling was found to be the approximate consistency of acrylic paint, while exhibiting the mercury-like property of not adhering to practically any surface. It was noticed that the Twinkie had generously absorbed freezer odors.

EXTREME HEAT: A Twinkie was exposed to a gas flame for 2 minutes. While the Twinkie smoked and blackened and the filling in one of its “cream holes” boiled, the Twinkie did not catch fire. It did, however, produce the same “burning rubber” aroma noticed during the irradiation experiment.

IMMERSION: A Twinkie was dropped into a large beaker filled with tap water. The Twinkie floated momentarily, began to list and sink, and yellow tendrils ran off its lower half, possibly consisting of a water-soluble artificial coloring. After 2 hours, the Twinkie had bloated substantially. Its coloring was now a very pale tan—in contrast to the yellow water that surrounded it. The Twinkie bobbed when touched, and had a gelatinous texture. After 72 hours, the Twinkie was found to have bloated to roughly 200 percent of its original size, the water had turned opaque, and a small, fan-shaped spray of filling had leaked from one of the “cream holes.”

Unfortunately, efforts to remove the Twinkie for further analysis were abandoned when, under light pressure, the Twinkie disintegrated into an amorphous cloud of debris. A distinctly sour odor was noted.

SUMMARY OF RESULTS: The Twinkie’s survival of a 120-foot drop, along with some of the unusual phenomena associated with the “creamy filling” and artificial coloring, should give pause to those observers who would unequivocally categorize the Twinkie as “food.” Further clinical inquiry is required before any definite conclusions can be drawn.
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“A wife lasts only for the length of a marriage, but an ex-wife is there for the rest of your life.”

—Woody Allen

 





Researchers say: Marriage makes a woman more likely to become depressed; a man, less likely.








THE DONALD


What can you say about Donald Trump? Nothing he hasn’t already said about himself, in one way or another.

“In the second grade…I punched my music teacher because I didn’t think he knew much about music….I’m not proud of that, but it’s clear…that…early on I had a tendency to stand up.”

“You know, it really doesn’t matter what [the media] write as long as you’ve got a young and beautiful piece of ass.”

“I’ll tell you, it’s Big Business. If there is one word to describe Atlantic City, it’s Big Business. Or two words—Big Business.”

“There’s no one my age who has accomplished more. Everyone can’t be the best.”

“I love creating stars. To some extent I have done that with Ivana. To a certain extent I have done that with Marla. I have really given a lot of women great opportunity. Unfortunately, after they are a star, the fun is over for me.”

“It’s a lot better to side with a winner than a loser.”

“How about the guys that stand there grabbing the urinal for balance? I watch in amazement. Then they come up and say, ‘I’m a big fan, can I shake your hand?’ And I’m a bad guy for saying, ‘Excuse me!’ They were just holding the big wonger, and they want to shake your hand!”

OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/star4.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781607106791.jpg
5 .Ww\mmREADERS’//W,[





