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OUR “REGULAR”
READERS RAVE



I love Uncle John’s Bathroom Readers! Never stop!


—Liam T.


I’ve been a huge fan of Bathroom Readers ever since I was a kid. Just wanted to let you know how much I love them!


—Carrie S.


Do you have a readers’ Hall of Fame? I started reading the series after I joined the Army and I now have 74 Bathroom Readers and that has to be a record. Thank you for all the great books over the years.


—Michael M.


As a big fan of Uncle John’s, I look forward to the newest edition every year.


—John S.


One whole bookshelf in my home is dedicated to Bathroom Readers, though I (and now my entire family, including grandchildren) read them EVERYWHERE.


—William M.


I have enjoyed your books for many years, and have given them as gifts countless times.


—Doug M.


On page iii of your Old Faithful Bathroom Reader, Carl S. says that he has 25 of your books. While this is impressive, it does not match my collection of 75. The knowledge I gain from reading your books is unbelievable. Thanks for producing these books!


—Steve A.


Love your books. Keep up the good work.


—Michelle S.


I now enjoy going to the restroom, for I know I will get to read one of your books.


—Willie P.










INTRODUCTION



One score and twelve years ago (translation: the late 1980s), I had an uncanny idea to create a book full of facts and trivia for people—like us—who read in the bathroom. It was supposed to be a one-time shot, but there was something about that 228-page tome that really struck a chord with readers of all ages and backgrounds. So we did another volume, and then another, and another…and here we are, 30 years later, putting the finishing touches on the 32nd annual edition:


Uncle John’s Truth, Trivia, and the Pursuit of Factiness Bathroom Reader.


This book is a whole lot bigger than that first one was, but it retains the same tried-and-true ingredients that have led to more than 20 million Bathroom Readers being sold: a host of absorbing articles covering a wide array of topics ranging from silly to serious.


People always ask us where we come up with new topics to write about, so here’s an interesting story: I was visiting the great city of Boston recently, and decided to call my cousin Jonathan for dinner. When he came into my hotel lobby a few hours later, he had a wide-eyed look on his face and said, “Paul’s across the street!” I had no idea what he was talking about, but he said it again, this time pointing toward the door, “Paul’s across the street!” I looked out the window and saw a Revolutionary War–era cemetery with a plaque saying Paul Revere was buried there. My first thought: I wonder where America’s other Founding Fathers are buried. My second thought: That would make a great article for this year’s book. And that’s pretty much the essence of Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader—hundreds of Bostonians walk past that cemetery every day, but we trivia hounds see it…and we want to know more. (By the way, that cemetery is called the Granary, and you can read about it on page 332.) Here’s some more of what’s in store for you:




•Origins: hashtags, infomercials, the MRI, strip malls, and how pizza got to America


•Speaking of food… the biology of hot sauce, candy bar trivia, bloody foods, and fast-food chains that died out


•Speaking of dying… a website that tells you if someone croaked in your house, “dead” people who showed up at their own funerals, and dares that went very, very wrong


•Speaking of blunders… a rogue’s gallery of dumb crooks (like the bank robber who stopped to give a TV interview), messy truck spills, gun goofs, and some of the worst business decisions in history


•Speaking of history… the story of the Great Seal, Civil War surgery techniques, the real “Grizzly” Adams (and the man who played him on TV)


•Speaking of pop culture… Simpsons guest stars, ridiculous TLC shows, the demise of Saturday morning cartoons, and bitter sports feuds


•Speaking of sports… surfer slang, plays that changed the rules, baseball’s only switch-pitcher, and some unfortunate sports nicknames like “Big Donkey” and “Doo Doo”


•Speaking of doo-doo… poop-themed toys, the prisoner who refused to poop for a month, and that time Bill Gates left a “present” on the podium. (Don’t worry, it’s not as gross as it sounds.)





And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.


Once again, I have to hand it to the dedicated trivia hounds here at the Bathroom Readers’ Institute who work their tails off all year long to bring you these books. Thank you, folks:


Gordon Javna


Jay Newman


Brian Boone


John Dollison


Pablo Goldstein


Kim Griswell


Lidija Tomas


Thom Little


J. Carroll


Derek Fairbridge


Megan Boone


Maggie Javna


Bo, Lou, and Ivy, B.R.I.T.


Jonathan Small


Glenn Cunningham


Sue Newman


John Javna


Thomas Crapper


We’re what you might call info-nerds. No matter where we are, our radars are constantly tracking the world for new material—whether in an old graveyard or in the day’s headlines…like this head-scratcher that just appeared on my screen: “Feral Pig Steals Beer, Gets Drunk and Starts Fight With a Cow.” When I see something like that, it makes me happy to be alive.


And because you’ve made it this far into the introduction, you’re probably an infonerd as well. Wear the badge proudly! Whether you’ve been a Bathroom Reader fan for years, or you’re just now discovering us, we’re honored to have you along for the ride. So strap yourself in, because this behemoth of a book is going to move you.


As always, go with the Flow…


—Uncle John and the BRI staff
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Hi, Mom!













YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION



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


CAESAR THE APE: Andy Serkis’s motion-capture character from the Planet of the Apes prequels goes from wise leader to vengeful revolutionary. To portray the leader, Serkis (who also played Gollum and King Kong) asked himself, “Who is an example of a really intelligent, powerful but egalitarian leader?” His answer: Nelson Mandela. When it came time for him to portray the vengeful Caesar, Serkis took inspiration from Clint Eastwood’s character in The Outlaw Josey Wales.


LANA DEL REY: When the soulful singer-songwriter (“Video Games,” “Summertime Sadness”) was 11 years old, “I saw Kurt Cobain singing ‘Heart-Shaped Box’ on MTV and it really stopped me dead in my tracks. I thought he was the most beautiful person I had ever seen. Even at a young age, I really related to his sadness.” The Nirvana front man remains an influence on Del Ray, especially “in terms of not wanting to compromise lyrically or sonically.”


DONALD DUCK: It’s obvious where his surname came from (he’s a duck), but what about “Donald”? The most likely theory: When Walt Disney was creating Mickey’s best friend in 1932, he read about Donald Bradman in the papers. The Australian cricketing legend, while on a North American goodwill tour in 1932, scored what’s called a duck (similar to a strikeout in baseball). A popular editorial cartoon featured a somewhat familiar-looking duck wearing a shirt that says “Donald’s Duck.” Not long after, Disney’s Donald Duck debuted.


“JUST DO IT”: In 1988 an ad man named Dan Wieden read about the 1977 execution of convicted murderer Gary Gilmore, whose last words were “Let’s do it.” Wieden really liked the directness of the statement and pitched “Just Do It” to Phil Knight, whose Nike shoe company was struggling. Knight was apprehensive, in part because of the grisly inspiration. According to Wieden, “I said, ‘Just trust me on this one.’ So they trusted me and it went big pretty quickly.”


CHUCKIE FINSTER: In the 1990s Nickelodeon cartoon Rugrats, the character of Chuckie was based in part on the man who wrote the show’s music, Mark Mothersbaugh (who fronted Devo and later scored such films as The Royal Tenenbaums, The Lego Movie, and Thor: Ragnarok). “We both had thick glasses,” said Mothersbaugh. “We’re both nearsighted. And I had pretty wild hair back then. I didn’t have kids yet, so it still had color in it.”




[image: Images]


F. Scott Fitzgerald was the first writer to use the word “wicked” to mean “wonderful.”













I SHOULD BE SOUVLAKI



If you’re going to go to the trouble of opening an eatery, why not give it a funny name, like these real restaurants, bars, and cafés?


Lettuce Souprise You


What the Pho


Pho Ever Yum


UnPhoGettable


Wasabi Lobby


Like No Udder Vegan Ice Cream


Lebaneser Scrooge


Bun of Brothers


Planet of the Grapes


I Should Be Souvlaki


Abra Kebabra


Basic Kneads Pizza


Party Fowl


Lox Stock & Bagels


Life of Pie


Brew’d Awakening


Eggspectation


My Big Fat Greek Restaurant


Between Buns


The Crabby Oyster


Chez What?


Poo Ping Palace


The Bar F Saloon


Miso Hapi


The Wurst Shop in Dickinson


Club Foot


Jonathan Livingston Seafood


Lawrence of Oregano


A Salt & Battery Fish and Chips


It’s About Thyme


Debbie Does Donuts


Seoul Man


The Elbow Room


What Ales You


Barca Lounge


Nacho Daddy


Nacho Mama’s


Aesop’s Tables


Half Fast Subs


Cluck U


Sacred Chow


Taco Bill


Lard Have Mercy


Nincomsoup


Turnip the Beet


Vincent Van Doughnut


The Chocolate Log


Frying Nemo


New Cod on the Block


Wish You Were Beer


Lord of the Fries


Lord of the Wings


Just Falafs


Fleetwood Macchiato


The Middle Feast


Massive Wieners


Frank & Stein (hot dogs and beer)


Bread Zeppelin


Fishcotheque


Pita Pan


Baguettaboutit


Burgatory


The Dairy Godmother


Squat and Gobble Cafe


Open Sesame


Moon Wok


Drink Wisconsinbly Pub


Bean Me Up


Pour Judgment


I Dream of Weenie


Pastabilities


Kale Me Crazy
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Only country where both lions and tigers still live in the wild: India.













OBSCURE GEOGRAPHY



You can probably point out a canyon (a deep gorge, often with a river running through it) or a peninsula (land surrounded by water on all sides but one). But who knew that every kind of waterway, bunch of trees, or open field had its own definition? Here are some esoteric geographical features that you can use to annoy family and friends. (You’re welcome.)


Backwater. A section of river where the water is seemingly still, or where there’s almost no current.


Butte. A medium-height hill with very steep sides and a flat top, that stands on its own, meaning it’s not part of another series of hills.


Stack. Found along ocean coasts, stacks are steep columns of vertical rock formed by waves knocking into them and eroding them over the centuries.


Arroyo. Also known as a dry gulch, it’s a stream-formed gully located in a desert area where water flows through for only part of the year.


Steppe. A large, sweeping grassland free of trees (except for ones by a river or lake).


Guyot. Also called a tablemount, a guyot is an isolated, underwater hill with a flat top that ascends to no more than 660 feet below the surface of the water.


Interfluve. A long, narrow, elevated piece of land (like a plateau) that develops between two parallel rivers or streams.


Palisades. Tall, strong, steep cliffs made of basalt.


Spur. The term for a flat ridge that juts out of the side of a mountain or hill.


Shoal. Also called a sandbar or sandbank, a shoal is a small hill of sand in that, at high tide, becomes submerged in a body of water, creating a shallows.


Syrt. A highland or plateau—flat land at a higher elevation than the surrounding area—split in two by water erosion, most commonly found in Russia and Central Asia.


Taiga. The thick forest of conifers (spruce, fir, and pine) with low levels of rainfall, found just south of Arctic regions.


Chaparral. A small forest, or a thicket of thorny shrubs or small trees that’s so dense you can’t walk through it.


Kettle. A sediment-filled pool of water left behind in a hollow as floodwaters drain, or a glacier melts or moves away.


Piedmont. The hilly area at the base of a mountain. Also known as foothills.


Seamount. A submerged volcano or mountain that rises from the ocean floor, but whose summit is below the water surface.
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The fidget spinner was invented in 1993…but didn’t catch on until 2017.













NAME THAT SPORT



The origins of the names of baseball, basketball, and football are pretty obvious…but what about some of the less obvious sports?


TENNIS As early as the 12th century, the French played a game called tenez, which means “take” or “receive.” But linguists say that in the colloquial French of the time, the word meant something more like “be aware” or “look alive”…which is what you might want to hear if a small ball was barreling toward your head. Indeed, players of tenez would shout out that very word at the beginning of a round when serving. It made its way into English (as te’netz) around the year 1400 or so. But the game of tennis wouldn’t evolve into something close to the game we know today until the late 1500s, which is when French and English players started using nets and racquets. Before that, tenez (or te’netz) was played with just a ball and the players’ hands.


POLO Games similar to polo—a simple stick-and-ball game, made more exciting and dangerous with the addition of having to do it on horseback—date back hundreds of years in South Asia. It was so entrenched in Asian culture that in the Tibetan Balti language, pulu means “ball.” That’s what players in India called the sport in the late 19th century when British colonists got a taste for it (and brought it back to England), altering the spelling from pulu to polo.


GOLF The first time anybody wrote down the word “golf” was in 1457 when Scottish ruler King James II banned “ye golf.” Reason: the sport was so popular that soldiers were skipping out on their compulsory archery practice to play it. The word referred to an early form of the sport, not played on individual holes on a plot of land set aside for the purpose, but more of a target-based, short-range game played in fields or in neighborhoods. As the sport caught on in Scotland (despite royal edicts from James II and his successors), it was spelled several ways, including “goff,” “gowf,” “goif,” “gowfe,” “golve,” and, especially, “gouff.” Whatever its spelling, historians now believe it comes from the Scottish Gaelic word golf, which means “to strike.” (Makes sense.)


HOCKEY Ice hockey is a sport most associated with Canada, but the game we call field hockey is probably much older, dating back to the early 1500s (at least) in Ireland, where documents refer to a pastime played with a ball and “hockie stickes.” What’s a hockie sticke? A stick with a hook or a curve at the end, like a shepherd’s staff; the word hockie comes from the Old French word hoc, which means “hook.”
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Jerry Lewis never wore the same pair of socks twice.













OOPS!



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


FORGET THE HOLE THING


In 2018 an installation at a Portuguese art gallery called “Descent Into Limbo” created the illusion of a black circle painted onto a white floor. But it was an actual hole—eight feet in diameter and eight feet deep. The artist, Anish Kapoor, set up the lighting so there were no shadows, making it really look like a black circle painted onto a floor. Despite several signs warning patrons not to approach the hole, one of them did and fell in, and had to be hospitalized.


GONE TO POT


Someone donated a cooler to a Goodwill store in Monroe, Washington, in 2017. Whoever it was obviously didn’t check its contents beforehand. When Goodwill workers opened it, there were five bags of marijuana stashed inside, totaling 3.75 pounds. It’s illegal to own more than one ounce of cannabis in Washington, and this stash had a street value of several thousand dollars. Debbie Willis of the Monroe Police Department said that they were unable to track down the mysterious benefactor. “There are many people on social media claiming it’s theirs, but we have yet to have one walk through the door.”


OH, NUTS!


In September 2018, an Ohio University freshman named Zoey Oxley was writing one of the first papers of her college career. She typed her own name in the header but couldn’t remember the instructor’s name, so she put “Professor whats his nuts” as a placeholder. “I made a mental note to change it,” Oxley later told reporters. But she forgot… until shortly after she uploaded the paper—which could not be un-uploaded. And then she sent a frantic email to John Hendel (aka Professor whats his nuts) informing him that she got his name wrong and begging him not to hold it against her. The next day, after Hendel read the paper, he wrote back to her: “Well, the university would likely want me to tell you about professionalism and to make sure you proofread your paper before you submit it.” But he decided not to hold it against her because, as he told her, “It’s funny.”


She put “Professor whats his nuts” as a placeholder.


GRAND THEFT OOPS


In 2018 a woman rented a Nissan Something-or-other (she had no idea what model it was) and began her vacation in Cornwall, Ontario. Her first stop: a Walmart to pick up some groceries. When she finished shopping, she got back into the black Something-or-other and drove away (the key fob had been left in the car). And boy, did she have some nasty words for the rental company when she returned the car two weeks later. For one thing, the car was dirty. And for another, someone had left a set of golf clubs in the trunk. A bewildered clerk went out to look at the car and then informed the lady, “That’s not our car.” They’d rented her a Sentra; this was an Infiniti. Happy ending: the owner of the Infiniti, who’d reported it stolen from the Walmart parking lot, got back his car…and his golf clubs.
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Howdy, neighbor: On average, 67 different bacteria species live in your belly button.





A BRIDGE TOO FAR


Turkish people take their historic stone bridges very seriously. So when a particularly treasured arch footbridge near the mountain village of Arslanca went missing in 2018, angry villagers launched an investigation, speculating that archaeological treasure hunters had dismantled the 300-year-old bridge rock by rock and stolen it. Some villagers said they’d seen the bridge as recently as a week before it was reported missing (it was located outside of town). Others weren’t so sure, but they were all angry…until the results of the investigation came in. The police concluded that “the bridge was destroyed by a flood three months ago.” No one had even noticed.


PART MAN, PART SPOON


One night in 2017, a 25-year-old Chinese man, identified in news reports as Zhang, made a drunken bet that he could tie a string to a metal spoon, swallow the spoon, and then retrieve it. The first two parts of the bet went fine, the third part—the retrieval—not so fine. The string came off and the spoon remained in Zhang’s esophagus. But it didn’t really hurt, and he could still eat, so he didn’t go to the doctor and went on with his life. A year later, Zhang got punched in the chest (it’s unclear why), and then felt a stabbing pain so intense that he immediately went to the hospital. An X-ray and endoscopy revealed the eight-inch spoon was still there, and that his esophagus was infected. During a two-hour surgery, doctors got the spoon out the same way it went in, through his mouth. Zhang was expected to make a full recovery.


THE OLD MAN AND THE SWAMP


If you’re a duck hunter, it’s a good idea to bring along a dog that can retrieve the duck you just shot. Otherwise, you have to go get it yourself. That’s the predicament faced by a 79-year-old hunter from New Hampshire (name not released). His dead duck landed in a swamp, so the man trudged through the mud to get the duck…and before he knew it, he was neck-deep and couldn’t move. That’s where he spent the next 33 hours until game wardens finally found him. The man was suffering from hypothermia but was otherwise okay.
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Why are green hats taboo for married men in China? They’re “a signal that he’s been cheated on by his wife.”













“THE HIKING SUCKS”



Proving you can’t please everybody, here are some one-star Yelp reviews of some of America’s most treasured national parks and monuments.


Hawai’i Volcanoes National Park: “Paid $20 to get in. Didn’t even get to touch lava.”


Crater Lake: “Ok yes the water is very blue. And then also the water is quite blue, not to mention that the water is very blue. Other than that, mosquitoes ate the whole family alive, we left after one hour.”


Haleakala: “Do yourself a favor and just google ‘pretty sunrise’ and save yourself the disappointment.”


Yellowstone: “If you’ve seen one geyser, you’ve seen them all.”


Badlands: “I didn’t see what the big deal was. We drove a million years to see some semi impressive rock formations? And there were RATTLESNAKES everywhere? Dumb. You lose cell service because you’re in Nowhere USA. The only thing bad about these lands is entire experience. Waste of time. Thank god I was drunk in the backseat for the majority of the trip.”


Yosemite: “How about you cut down the surrounding burned trees and make another parking lot or five.”


Zion: “Picture a bunch of fraternity and sorority folks at Six Flags or Disney World and you will get an idea of what Zion is truly like in the summer.”


Big Bend: “I visited last year around Labor Day weekend. I thought there’d be lot of visitors and tourists but I was wrong. The park was empty. I found it lonely.”


Grand Canyon: “Every 500 feet a new vantage point of the same thing: a really big hole in the ground.”


Petrified Forest: “Literally more petrified wood at the gift shop than in this entire ‘forest.’ ”


Sequoia: “There are bugs and stuff, and they will bite you on your face.”


Denali: “DON’T TAKE THE BUS… drive the 19 miles in with your car. You’ll see just as much and you don’t have to listen to stupid tourists run their mouths all day.”


Death Valley: “This is the ugliest place I’ve ever seen.”


Devil’s Tower: “Just a large elevated rock in the middle of nowhere.”


Carlsbad Caverns: “A walk along dimly lit paths with rocks and pits and pools illuminated BFD. If you have never been inside a cave or seen a picture of a cave this might interest you, otherwise don’t waste your time, energy nor money.”


Joshua Tree: “Ugly and the hiking sucks.”
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Itchy fact: It would take 1.1 million mosquitoes to drink all of a full-grown adult’s blood.













SUPERHERO FIRSTS



It’s a bird…it’s a plane…it’s…a page of superhero trivia!


[image: Images] FIRST FEMALE SUPERHERO


It wasn’t Wonder Woman. She and her “lasso of truth” debuted in an October 1941 issue of All Star Comics. But more than a year earlier, in February 1940, readers of Jungle Comics were introduced to a superhero named Fantomah—an immortal woman from ancient Egypt who fought evil in the present day when she turned into a skull-faced monster. After that appearance, the character was never seen again.


[image: Images] FIRST SUPERHERO MOVIE


While numerous film serials that centered on superheroes like Mandrake the Magician, Batman, Captain America, and Captain Marvel played in movie theaters in the 1940s, the first full-length film in the genre was 1951’s Superman and the Mole Men. It also happened to be the pilot for the 1952–58 TV series Adventures of Superman.


[image: Images] FIRST SUPERHERO KILLED IN THE LINE OF DUTY


The January 1940 publication Pep Comics #1 unveiled a character named the Comet, the alter ego of scientist John Dickering, who discovers a lighter-than-air gas that, when injected, allows him to leap into the stratosphere and melt things with his eyes. Then in Pep Comics #17…he croaks.


[image: Images] FIRST SUPERHERO WEDDING


After bumming around the fringes of DC Comics titles for years, underwater warrior Aquaman did something truly remarkable in Aquaman #18 in 1964: He got married. The king of Atlantis made a queen out of his lady love, Mera, which was the first time superheroes got hitched on the page.


[image: Images] FIRST SUPERHERO MOVIE TO WIN AN OSCAR


At the 1990 Academy Awards, Batman took home the Oscar for Best Art Direction. Nineteen years later, Heath Ledger became the first actor to win an Oscar for playing a comic book villain, portraying the Joker in The Dark Knight. (It was presented posthumously, because Ledger died of a drug overdose in 2008, shortly after completing his work on The Dark Knight, and a year before the Oscar was awarded.)
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Goats that listen to Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas Is You” produce more milk.













LOGO ORIGINS



You see these corporate logos everywhere, but did you ever wonder how they came to be? Wonder no more.




Company: Audi





Logo: Four interlocking rings


Meaning: The company—and its logo—are based on carmakers that had been around since the early 20th century. In 1932 two German car companies, DKW and Wanderer, merged with two others, Horch and Audi, to form the Auto Union. Both Horch and Audi were founded by engineer August Horch. (“Audi” is the Latin equivalent of the word horch, which is German for “listen.”) The rings in Audi’s logo represent those four car companies.




Company: Mercedes-Benz





Logo: A three-pointed star, with its points touching the inner rim of a circle


Meaning: Carmaker Gottlieb Daimler’s company, Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft, released a model called the Mercedes in 1901. In 1926 DMG merged with Karl Benz’s company to create Daimler-Benz, later Mercedes-Benz. The three points of the star represent the three things Daimler wanted to create machines to traverse: land, water, and air.




Company: Arby’s





Logo: A cowboy hat


Meaning: When Arby’s opened in the early 1960s, Westerns were all the rage on TV and at movie theaters. And what do we associate with cowpokes? Beef cattle. So when Arby’s opened in 1964, it marketed its hamburger alternative—roast beef sandwiches—with a giant cowboy hat atop all its restaurants. The extra-tall hat allowed room for a lot of copy, and in big letters the signs proclaimed, “Arby’s Roast Beef Sandwich is Delicious.” In 1975 the logo was reduced to a simple outline of a cowboy hat, and all the text was dropped except for “Arby’s.”




Company: Starbucks





Logo: A mermaid (from the neck up)


Meaning: When Starbucks Coffee Tea and Spices opened in Seattle in 1971, the founders named the company after a character from the novel Moby-Dick and wanted something associated with the sea for its logo. They found a 16th-century wood carving of a two-tailed mermaid, and hired graphic designer Terry Heckler to build on that. His design was a crowned, naked mermaid…still with the two tails. In 1987, after Starbucks was acquired by Howard Schultz and began a national expansion, the decision was made to lose the mermaid’s lower half (and her navel), cut out most of the tail (the rest is off to the sides and looks like arms now), and to focus on her smiling face.
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The phrase “kid gloves” comes from boxing gloves made from goat, or “kid,” leather.







Company: Microsoft





Logo: A square made up of four other squares, each a different color: red, green, yellow, and blue


Meaning: Microsoft’s main competitor, Apple, had an obvious logo, thanks to its name (it’s an apple). So Microsoft had to be a bit more clever. The company assigned a different color to the branding of each of its main four divisions, and those are represented in the corporate logo. The blue is for its flagship Windows operating system, the red is for its Office suite of productivity software, the green is for its Xbox video game sector, and the yellow is for its hardware line of Surface tablets.




Company: NBC





Logo: A peacock with rainbow-colored wings


Meaning: NBC, once a radio network and then a black-and-white television broadcaster, started airing color programs in 1954 and needed a logo that would strikingly announce that fact. Inspired by the phrase “proud as a peacock” (because they were proud of the color changeover), the marketing department chose the image of a peacock for their logo, and made its wings six different colors. Why six? That’s how many divisions NBC had at the time.
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A RANDOM BIT OF FACTINESS
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An absolute diarchy is a country ruled by two people. Example: Swaziland, which is ruled by the king and his mother.













GHOST SHIPS



We’re used to thinking of “ghost ships”—ships adrift on the high seas—as relics of the distant past. But every once in a while, ships are still found adrift, sometimes with no clue as to what happened to their crews.


 


THE RYOU-UN MARU


Background: This 164-foot-long Japanese fishing vessel was tied up at its dock in Aomori Prefecture when the most powerful earthquake ever recorded in Japan struck off its eastern coast in March 2011. The earthquake was followed by a giant tsunami, which swept the unoccupied Ryou-Un Maru from its mooring and carried it far out to sea.


Ghost Ship: Japanese authorities and the owner of the Ryou-Un Maru assumed that the ship sank, as did countless others carried off by the tsunami. But a year later the ship was spotted drifting more than 4,700 miles away off the coast of British Columbia. The owner of a Canadian fishing vessel tried to tow the ship back to port in order to claim it as salvage, but the attempt failed. Because the ship was unlit at night and her fuel tanks were filled with diesel fuel, it was deemed a navigation hazard and a potential ecological hazard if it ran aground. So when it drifted into the Gulf of Alaska that April, the U.S. Coast Guard fired on it and sank it. (They also filmed the sinking, and you can watch it on YouTube.)


 


THE BAYCHIMO


Background: In October 1931, this 230-foot Hudson’s Bay Company cargo steamer got trapped in the sea ice near Barrow, on the northern coast of Alaska. A skeleton crew set up camp on the ice and planned to remain with the ship through the winter, but when a powerful blizzard freed the ship from the ice and blew it out to sea, it was abandoned to its fate.


Ghost Ship: Few people thought the ship would survive the winter without being crushed by the ice, but it did, beginning a pattern of floating free in the summer months, and getting trapped in the ice again in winter months, that lasted nearly 40 years. The last person to board the ship was apparently a sea captain named Hugh Polson, who tried to salvage it in 1939. That attempt failed, and the ship continued to drift for another 30 years. The last confirmed sighting of the Baychimo was in 1969, stuck in the ice between Point Barrow and Icy Cape in the Chukchi Sea. What happened to the ship after that—and whether it is still afloat—is unknown.
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Number of three-point shots Shaquille O’Neal made in his entire NBA career: one.





 


THE LYUBOV ORLOVA


Background: In January 2013, this derelict, 295-foot-long Russian cruise ship was being towed from St. John’s, Newfoundland, to a wrecking yard in the Dominican Republic. But the towline broke, leaving the Lyubov Orlova adrift in the North Atlantic off the Newfoundland coast. Because the ship posed a threat to offshore oil installations in the area, the Canadian government arranged for the ship to be towed away. The weather did not cooperate. Stormy seas, including 20-foot waves and 35-knot winds, led the towing ship to cut the Lyubov Orlova loose rather than risk further danger by towing it all the way back to a Canadian port. By then, the ship was in international waters, which made it the owner’s responsibility, not the Canadian government’s, which washed its hands of the matter. “It is very unlikely that the vessel will re-enter waters under Canadian jurisdiction,” the government said in a statement.


The abandoned cruise ship drifted eastward across the Atlantic for two months.


Ghost Ship: The abandoned cruise ship drifted eastward across the Atlantic for two months. As it moved closer to the UK and Ireland, it was the subject of lurid tabloid stories speculating that it was filled with thousands of “cannibalistic rats” with nothing to eat but each other, and who would wreak havoc on land wherever the ship ran aground. Then in late February 2013, the ship’s emergency radio beacons, or EPIRBs, activated when the ship was 700 miles off the Irish coast. The EPIRBs are designed to activate when they are immersed in water, such as when a ship is sinking. This, and the lack of any further sightings of the ship since then, led international authorities to conclude that the Lyubov Orlova had finally sunk.


 


THE ITALIA


Background: Who says a ghost ship can’t be an airship? The Italia was a dirigible similar in appearance to the Goodyear Blimp. In 1928 it embarked on a mission to visit the North Pole by air. The expedition ran into trouble on the morning of May 25, 1928, when it lost altitude and crashed onto the ice with such force that much of the gondola and crew cabin broke off. With this weight removed, the airship was suddenly much lighter, and as it rose into the air, it began drifting away with six members of the crew still aboard.


Ghost Ship: Thinking fast, the crew started tossing essential equipment and supplies out of the airship, in the process giving the crewmembers on the ice a better chance of surviving until help arrived days or weeks later. (The survivors were spotted by a search plane on June 20 and rescued.) But this may have doomed the airborne crew’s chances of survival, because tossing out all those supplies made the Italia hundreds of pounds lighter, causing it to rise even higher in the sky—too high to jump from the crippled airship to safety below. The Italia slowly drifted away; how far and for how long it drifted and where it finally landed is unknown; it and the six crewmembers still aboard were never seen again.
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Lime juice can cause chemical burns if it reacts with sunlight on your skin.





 


THE MV JOYITA


Background: Dubbed the “Mary Celeste of the South Pacific,” the MV Joyita was a 69-foot charter cabin cruiser that departed Apia, Samoa, at 5:00 a.m. on October 3, 1955, with 25 passengers and crew, bound for the Tokelau Islands, some 320 miles to the north. The trip was supposed to take between 41 and 48 hours, but the Jovita never arrived.


Ghost Ship: Five weeks later, the ship was found abandoned and adrift, 600 miles west of its intended course; the passengers and crew were nowhere to be seen. At the time of its discovery, the Jovita was flooded and listing heavily to the port (left) side. The ship’s clocks, which ran off the ship’s electrical power, were all stopped at 10:25 p.m. The interior lights were switched to the on position, as were the running and navigation lights, which are used at night. The life rafts were missing, and the ship’s log and other items that would be useful in life rafts were not on the ship. This evidence led investigators to suspect that the ship began taking on water late one night, sparking a panic that caused the passengers and crew to take to the life rafts sooner than was necessary…or wise. If the emergency had happened during daylight hours, cooler heads might have prevailed, and the passengers and crew might have stayed with the ship and been rescued. But that’s not what happened. An extensive search that covered 100,000 square miles of open water (conducted in the days after the Jovita went missing) yielded nothing. No trace of the missing passengers and crew has ever been found.
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FIVE FAMOUS FOODIES AND THE FOODS THEY HATE


1. Guy Fieri: eggs


2. Ina Garten: cilantro


3. Rachael Ray: store-bought mayonnaise


4. Ree Drummond: bananas


5. Giada De Laurentiis: coconut




[image: Images]


If you peel off a Post-It from the side, it won’t curl like when you pull from the bottom.
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HOORAY FOR HARRY!


It’s time we heard what the Harrys have to say.


“It is amazing what you can accomplish if you don’t care who gets the credit.”


—Harry S. Truman


“When in doubt, do something.”


—Harry Chapin


“I’m sure there are more people capable than I, better looking than me, better educated than me, smarter than me. But I’ve got the job.”


—Sen. Harry Reid


“I DON’T MIND IF MY SKULL ENDS UP ON A SHELF AS LONG AS IT’S GOT MY NAME ON IT.”


—Debbie Harry


“Neckties satisfy modern man’s desire to dress in art.”


—Harry Anderson


“It’s something my mother believed in: If you are in a position of privilege, if you can put your name to something that you genuinely believe in, you can smash any stigma you want, and you can encourage anybody to do anything.”


—Prince Harry


“A real girl isn’t perfect. A perfect girl isn’t real.”


—Harry Styles


“The two are unrelated. I’m not into turtles or space stuff.”


—Harry Connick Jr., on his album Star Turtle


“The greatest escape I ever made was when I left Appleton, Wisconsin.”


—Harry Houdini










YOU STOLE WHAT?



You might be able to steal someone’s heart, or a glance, or a base—but could you steal a vineyard? Here are some odd things that people have taken without asking.


TOED AWAY


Joshua Williams, 28, of Upper Hunt, New Zealand, attended the traveling Body Worlds exhibition in Auckland in May 2018. As he was viewing the various corpses and dissected body parts (preserved through a process called plastination), a sudden urge came over him, and before he knew it, he’d stolen two toes from an unguarded foot. Not replicas—actual human toes. Later, Williams had another urge: he posted a photo of his ill-gotten gains on Instagram, along with the caption: “I stole a toe from an uncovered display lol.” The cops didn’t lol. They arrested Williams, who apologized profusely. He claimed he didn’t realize the toes were worth thousands of dollars, and he was mortified to be facing a seven-year prison term for theft and “interfering with a dead body.” But Judge Bill Hastings took pity on him. “Excuse the pun,” he said, “but you have been toe-tally overcharged.” A conviction, said Judge Hastings, would leave Williams with the reputation of a “grave-robber with a shovel” for the rest of his life. He let the toe thief go.


HAMMER TIME


Police in Healdsburg, California, are on the lookout for a big ball-peen hammer. How big? It’s 21 feet long and weighs 800 pounds. Made out of steel and redwood, the enormous tool had spent the previous year as an art installation on the lawn of a community center, until it went missing in October 2018. The artist, Doug Unkrey, offered a $1,000 reward for the hammer’s return. He figures that it took at least eight people and a flatbed truck to steal it, but he doesn’t understand the motive: “Why would you take this thing? Where are you going to put it?”


AMBULANCE CHASERS


In 2018 a 37-year-old Oregon woman named Christy Lynn Woods, who has a “lengthy and colorful rap sheet,” was walking past a Roseburg apartment building where paramedics were trying to revive an unconscious woman. But Woods was more interested in their ambulance; it was unlocked, and the keys were in the ignition. So she jumped in and sped away. Then she led cops on a 30-mile chase over city streets and the interstate highway. The joy ride nearly turned deadly when—while traveling at 85 miles per hour with sirens blaring—Woods rear-ended a police car that was trying to divert traffic. She managed to keep going (the officer maintained control of his car and was unhurt), but a few minutes later, spike strips slashed all four of the ambulance’s tires. Woods pulled into a gas station and gave up. Then she tried to play nice. “I didn’t try to hurt anyone,” she claimed from the back of a squad car. Then she blamed the paramedics: “Why did they leave it unlocked?” According to the Daily Mail, it was the 39th time Woods had been arrested since 2011, but this time she hit the jackpot, being charged with “first-degree attempted assault, second-degree assault, unauthorized use of a motor vehicle, attempting to elude police in a vehicle, failure to perform the duties of a driver, two counts of first-degree criminal mischief, reckless endangering, reckless driving, interfering with a medical services provider, and driving while suspended.” It’s a good bet Woods won’t be going on any more joy rides for a long time.
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First American woman to earn a degree in geology: First Lady Lou Hoover.





STOLEN COLON


Want to make a thousand bucks? That’s the reward being offered for a 10-foot-long inflatable colon that went missing from the back of a pickup truck at the University of Kansas in October 2018. The replica human colon, which weighs 150 pounds and is valued at more than $4,000, is part of the Cancer Coalition’s “Get Your Rear in Gear” campaign, and they really want it back.


THE GRAPES OF WRATH


In October 2018, a vineyard went missing from a hillside in southern Germany. Not the vines, just the grapes—but all of the grapes. The sophisticated thieves made away with more than 3,500 pounds of grapes that were going to be made into Riesling wine. According to BBC News, local vintners blame rival winemakers because the thieves “unerringly select the choicest grapes, steal them just as they ripen, and have access to specialized harvesting equipment.” The BBC also pointed out that this vineyard wasn’t on a remote hillside; it’s right next to a busy supermarket near the village of Deidesheim, and the theft occurred on a weekday afternoon.


THE GRATED CHEESE ROBBERY


A tractor-trailer carrying 41,000 pounds of parmesan cheese went missing from Marshfield, Wisconsin, in 2016. That was one of three incidents that year in which $90,000 worth of Wisconsin cheese was stolen. In another incident, a truck driver left a trailer full of cheddar in a supposedly secure lot in the Milwaukee suburb of Oak Creek (to get his truck serviced). When he returned a few hours later, the trailer and its 20,000-pound $46,000 payload were gone. Who was behind these robberies? As of last report, authorities have yet to apprehend anyone, and they weren’t even sure of the thieves’ end game. It’s not like you can just sell giant blocks of cheese door to door.


Update: Two of the cheesy trailers were recovered a few weeks later—one turned up at a grocery store, the other in a warehouse (both shipments had to be thrown out). But the location of the third truck of cheese—and the identity of the Wisconsin cheese pirates—remains a mystery. (You could call it a…cold queso.)
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Tea tea? “Chai” is the Hindi word for tea.













I DARE YOU!



We’ve all felt the overwhelming call to do something silly or stupid because a friend or older sibling dared us to. These people did…and paid a terrible price.


DON’T GET WITH THE PROGRAM


In 1993 the James Caan college football drama The Program hit movie theaters. It featured a lot of scenes of older players hazing younger ones, including a sequence where players lay down on the dividing line in the middle of a road while cars zoom past them on either side. Not long after the film came out, 24-year-old Marco Birkhimer decided he wanted to try the stunt…because a friend dared him to do it. (Both men had been drinking heavily.) So Birkhimer took a rest in the middle of Route 206 in Bordentown, New Jersey. He was struck by two cars and died instantly.


FORE!


While many rock musicians like to smash up hotel rooms, Ed Sheeran decided to smash up fellow superstar Justin Bieber. “We’d been out to a dive bar. He just drank water and I got hammered. Then we went to a golf course, and he lay on the floor and put a golf ball in his mouth and told me to hit it out of his mouth,” Sheeran told the Guardian. Sheeran accepted the challenge. Then he heard a sickening “dull thud” sound. He’d missed the ball, and had instead “cracked Justin Bieber right in the cheek with a golf club.”


SLUG BUG


One day in 2010, 19-year-old Sam Ballard was hanging out on the patio outside his home in Sydney, Australia, drinking wine with some fellow rugby players. Then Ballard saw a slug crawling on the ground, and jokingly wondered if he should eat it. His friends enthusiastically dared him to do it, so Ballard popped it into his mouth, and it slithered down his throat. Some time later, Ballard complained of weakness and severe leg pain. His mother, Katie, thought it could be multiple sclerosis, because her husband had that condition. Then Ballard mentioned the slug he’d consumed. That was the source of the pain and weakness. Doctors diagnosed him with rat lungworm disease. Some slugs eat the feces of rats or frogs, which contain a parasitic worm. That infects the slug, and Ballard ate one such infected slug. Soon after his diagnosis, he fell into a coma that lasted for more than a year, and then woke up paralyzed and requiring a feeding tube and 24-hour care. After eight years of living like that, Ballard died in 2018.
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Brazil is home to the world’s largest cashew tree—it sprawls over 80,000 square feet of land.





POWERFULLY STUPID


In 2010, 18-year-old New Hampshire high-schooler Kyle DuBois finished his project in his industrial education class and had some time to kill, so he decided to mess around with some of the classroom’s electrical equipment. Someone—it’s unclear exactly who—dared DuBois to attach some wired alligator clamps to his own nipples. The incentive: one of his pals said he’d give him…a can of Mountain Dew. DuBois accepted the challenge (hey, a can of soda was on the line), attached the clamps, and turned on the battery they were attached to. It delivered a strong jolt of electricity, sending DuBois into cardiac arrest. An ambulance took him to a local hospital, where he was treated for severe burns and respiratory failure. (His family sued the teacher for negligence. No word on the outcome.)




A TIP FROM UNCLE JOHN


If you ever find yourself stranded in the middle of the ocean, treading water, you can survive (or at least not die right away) by using a technique called “downproofing.” 1. Take off your pants and tie the legs together in a tight knot. 2. Lift the pants by the waistband above your head and whip them through the air to “inflate” them. 3. Stick your head through the knot and keep the waistband underwater. The whole thing will act as a makeshift flotation device.





WHAT FUN!


A bunch of guys in their 20s were hanging around a playground in the Niederviehbach area of southern Germany in 2012, when somebody challenged somebody else (names not included in news reports) to a dare. The young man agreed to let his friends use packing tape to secure him to a push-style merry-go-round (also called a roundabout), and then spin him around as fast as they could. They couldn’t get him going around fast enough to their liking, so they attached a car to the merry-go-round and stepped on the gas. That sent the device spinning at a tremendous speed, so fast that the man broke loose from the playground equipment and flew into the air. He was pronounced dead at the scene due to severe head injuries.
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WHAT THE DUCK?


At some point in Donald Duck’s long history, Disney animators worked out an extensive family tree for the character. Among Donald’s relatives: his sister Delia (mother of Huey, Dewey, and Louie), Gladstone Gander, Abner “Whitewater” Duck, Gus Goose, Downy O’Drake (Scrooge McDuck’s father), Fanny Coot, Molly Mallard, “Dirty” Dingus McDuck, Gretchen Grebe, and Gertrude Gadwall.




[image: Images]


When T. S. Eliot worked for a publishing house, he rejected George Orwell’s Animal Farm.













ANIMALS UNDER
THE INFLUENCE



Drugs—they’re not just for people anymore.


STONED SHEEP


Nellie Budd had a farm, and on that farm she had some sheep, and those sheep got really high one day in 2014 after they ate seven large bags of marijuana (yes sir, yes sir, seven bags full). Budd had no idea how the buds ended up on her farm; the police suspect that a dealer stashed them in what probably seemed like a good hiding place under a hedgerow. Budd’s sheep were later seen “stumbling on their feet,” as she described it, adding, “they probably had the munchies.” Estimated street value of the flock’s supper: $5,000. (Budd says they suffered no lasting effects.)


MAGIC MUSSELS


In 2018 the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife tested mussels and other filter-feeders in Puget Sound for controlled substances. Result: they tested positive for oxycodone. How’d it get there? Trace amounts of the pain-relieving opioids ended up at wastewater treatment plants, which are unable to filter out all the drugs. In the past, this wasn’t a huge problem, but the opioid epidemic of the 2010s saw a dramatic spike in the amount of drugs that have been making their way into waterways. And not only oxycodone. “We found antibiotics, we found antidepressants, chemotherapy drugs, and heart medications,” said project biologist Jennifer Lanksbury.


ZONED-OUT ZEBRAFISH


In an effort to better understand the science of addiction, researchers at University of Utah Health say they’ve “devised a system that allowed zebrafish, a small tropical fish, to self-administer doses of hydrocodone, an opioid commonly prescribed to people for pain.” Zebrafish, it turns out, “share similar biological pathways [with people] that lead to addiction.” So it shouldn’t be surprising that the results were very…humanlike: Within a few days, the zebrafish were increasing their drug intake, even when doing so meant putting themselves at risk. (The researchers placed the mechanism that delivers the drug into shallower and shallower water.) After a couple of days off the drugs, the zebrafish displayed typical signs of withdrawal, most notably increased anxiety. Lead researcher Randall T. Peterson called the discovery “exciting,” in that it could provide a “useful and powerful model” to follow when treating humans for addiction.
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If you ever see a face in an inanimate object, that’s called pareidolia.





E-CTOPUS


As if octopuses weren’t weird enough already, it appears that they really dig “rolling” on ecstasy. The discovery came about during a 2018 study of the antisocial behavior of octopuses, which only cohabitate while mating—otherwise they kill each other. But not on MDMA, the drug also known as ecstasy. Although the brains of humans and octopuses have little in common, they have nearly identical genes “for a protein that binds the signaling molecule serotonin to brain cells,” according to NPR. “This protein is also the target of MDMA.” That’s why scientists decided to give ecstasy to the invertebrates. The first dosage was probably a bit too much: “They looked like they were freaked out,” said lead reseacher Gul Dolen of Johns Hopkins University. “They would sit in the corner of the tank and stare at everything.” So after a few tweaks, the scientists found the right dose, and the otherwise solitary animals not only preferred to be around each other, but they actually “hugged”—as in, they wrapped their tentacles around each other and gently stroked each other.


The birds got drunk and started flying into windows and cars.


BOOZY BIRDS


Have you noticed an increase in the number of birds flying into your windows? Is it October? Do you live in Gilbert, Minnesota? If you answered yes to these questions, there’s a perfectly logical explanation for it: the birds are drunk. It happens every October, and 2018 was such a bad year that the Gilbert Police Department issued a statement telling people not to panic. The odd behavior, they warned, would last only while there were still berries on bushes. An early frost caused the berries to ferment before most of the birds flew south for the winter, so the birds got drunk and started flying into people’s windows and cars. The public was assured that “there is no need to call law enforcement about these birds as they should sober up within a short period of time.” The cops concluded their post with the following list of bird behaviors that, if you see, you should definitely call them:


•Heckle and Jeckle walking around being boisterous or playing practical jokes


•Woodstock pushing Snoopy off the doghouse for no apparent reason


•The Roadrunner jumping in and out of traffic on Main Street


•Big Bird operating a motor vehicle in an unsafe manner


•Angry Birds laughing and giggling uncontrollably and appearing to be happy


•Tweety acting as if he is 10 feet tall and getting in confrontations with cats


•Any other birds after midnight with Taco Bell items
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The skyscraper at 20 Fenchurch in London reflects sunlight to the ground so intensely that it has melted parts of cars that park in front of it.





ALTERED ARACHNIDS


“The more toxic the chemical, the more deformed a web looks in comparison with a normal web.” That’s the conclusion of a 1995 NASA study in which scientists gave common spiders doses of caffeine, amphetamines, marijuana, and chloral hydrate. They were re-creating a 1948 study conducted by German zoologist H. M. Peters and pharmacologist Peter Witt. Peters simply wanted the orb weavers to spin their webs at a time other than pre-dawn (so he didn’t have to wake up so early to study them). Witt fed various spiders sugar water laced with “caffeine, mescaline, amphetamine, LSD, or strychnine” in the hopes of throwing off their sense of time. It threw off a lot more than that, as evidenced in their wonky webs: some got big, some got small, some didn’t do anything at all. (Interestingly, the caffeinated spider spun the weirdest web.) So what have all these doped-up arachnids taught us about drugs over the years? Not much, according to a 2015 article in Vice: “It turns out, giving a spider drugs is just one possible interruption to a process within a brain that is, like all nonhuman brains, alien to us. We can’t plausibly look at the handiwork of that arachnid and assume we know anything more about the drug that made it that way.”


Still, it’s fun to look at their drug-induced handiwork. Here are what the webs from the 1995 NASA study look like:
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This spider was given mescaline.







[image: Images]


This spider was high on marijuana.
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This spider was tripping on LSD.
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This spider was crazed by caffeine.
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About a third of Americans have their fingerprints on file with law enforcement.













HEADLINES, FLORIDA STYLE



The phrase “Florida Man” actually has its own Wikipedia entry. It is defined as a meme that “calls attention to Florida’s supposed notoriety for strange and unusual activity.” These actual news headlines help define it a little more.


“Florida Man Arrested for Calling 911 After His Cat Was Denied Entry Into Strip Club”


“Another Person Seen Clinging to Car Hood on I-95 in Miami”


“Florida Man on Drugs Kills Imaginary Friend and Turns Himself In”


“HARDWARE STORE DISCARDS 15 FEET OF CARPET AFTER FLORIDA MAN ROLLS HIMSELF UP IN IT AND PEES”


“8-HOUR STANDOFF ENDS AFTER PALM HARBOR MAN TELLS POLICE HE WAS SHOOTING AT RATS IN HIS BACKYARD”


“Florida Man Charged With Assault With a Deadly Weapon After Throwing Alligator Through Wendy’s Drive-Thru Window”


“Florida Man Calls 911 During Police Chase, Asks for Donald Trump”


“THOUSANDS OF GUN OWNERS IN FLORIDA PLANNING TO ‘SHOOT DOWN’ HURRICANE IRMA”


“Florida Man Wrecks Liquor Shop, Blames ‘Hookah-Smoking Caterpillar’ from Alice in Wonderland”


“Florida Man Stuffing Fish down Pants in Pet Store Theft Caught on Camera”


“Tampa Teacher Arrested for Drunkenly Letting a 14-year-old Boy Drive Her to Waffle House”


“Cape Coral ‘Off-the-Grid’ Woman Thought George Michael’s Song ‘Faith’ Would Heal Dog”
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Since 2017, Portuguese law has required restaurants to offer vegan options.













I SPY…AT THE MOVIES



You probably remember the kids’ game “I Spy, with My Little Eye…” Filmmakers have been playing it for years. Here are some in-jokes and gags you can look for the next time you see these movies.


 


Hook (1991)


I Spy… George Lucas and Carrie Fisher


Where to Find Them: Steven Spielberg’s take on the classic Peter Pan story featured a cameo from the Star Wars creator and the woman who played Princess Leia. Lucas and Fisher are the kissing couple on the bridge that begins to float away when fairy dust lands on them. (They’re so small on the screen it’s tough to make out who they are.)


 


The Matrix (1999)


I Spy… Sushi recipes


Where to Find Them: The green computer code that opens the movie (and is seen several more times throughout the trilogy) was created by visual effects guru Simon Whiteley. He scanned the characters into a computer from his Japanese wife’s sushi cookbook and then digitally manipulated them. “Without that code,” says Whiteley, “there is no Matrix.”


 


Independence Day (1996)


I Spy… A line from Jurassic Park


Where to Find It: David (Jeff Goldblum) is a passenger in a spaceship trying to escape aliens when he says, “Must go faster!” It sounds nearly identical to the “Must go faster!” line reading Goldblum gave as Dr. Ian Malcolm in 1993’s Jurassic Park when he’s a passenger in a Jeep trying to escape the T. rex. It sounds identical because it is. Independence Day director Roland Emmerich liked that line so much he looped in a recording of it. Jurassic Park director Steven Spielberg was reportedly upset at having a line he’d written and directed reused in another film only three years later.


 


Django Unchained (2012)


I Spy… Franco Nero, star of Django, the 1966 Italian “spaghetti Western” that this movie is based on


Where to Find Him: Django (Jamie Foxx) is sitting at a bar when a stranger with a white hat sits down next to him. That’s Nero, who asks: “What’s your name?” Foxx: “Django.” Nero: “Can you spell it?” Foxx: “D-j-a-n-g-o. The ‘D’ is silent.” Nero: “I know.” Nero later said that he wanted a bigger part in the movie that was inspired by his cult character, and suggested to Tarantino that he play a “horseman in black” who haunts young Django and is later revealed to be his father. Tarantino said no, and cast him as the stranger at the bar instead.
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Toothpaste can be made from oranges.





 


Cold Feet (1989), The Fisher King (1991), and The Big Lebowski (1998)


I Spy… A white baseball shirt with black sleeves that features an illustration of Japanese sporting hero Kaoru “the Gentleman of Baseball” Betto


Where to Find It: On Jeff Bridges. That’s one of his favorite shirts. And because he’s Jeff Bridges, he got to wear it in all those movies. (Watch all three films in order and you can see how the shirt ages over the decade.)


 


Alice in Wonderland (2010)


I Spy… A famous sound effect


Where to Find It: When Tweedledee and Tweedledum (both played by Matt Lucas) are captured by a JubJub bird, the creature lets out an otherworldly shriek. The sound designers must have been Trekkies—they used the same shriek emitted by the massive alien space probe in Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home (the one with the whales).


 


Ralph Breaks the Internet (2018) and Shark Tale (2004)


I Spy… An indestructible license plate


Where to Find It: When Ralph (voiced by John C. Reilly) is inside the violent racing game Slaughter Race, he comes across a shark that opens its mouth to reveal a Louisiana “Sportsman’s Paradise” license plate. In Shark Tale, Lenny the shark (Jack Black) throws up the very same license plate, which was first seen by movie audiences at the beginning of Jaws (1975). It was pulled from the stomach of a dead tiger shark.


Bonus: Jaws director Steven Spielberg put a message on that Louisiana license plate—the number “007-981.” It happened that, at the time, Spielberg really wanted to direct the next James Bond movie. So he decided to place several references to Live and Let Die—the then most recent Bond film—on the license plate. (One example: in the Bond film, a Louisiana cop hides behind a billboard with the “Sportsman’s Paradise” slogan, a reference to the license plate in Jaws.) When Spielberg asked Bond producer Albert Broccoli outright if he could direct the next Bond movie, Broccoli told him no, saying Spielberg wasn’t “good enough” of a director. Interestingly, in the next Bond movie—The Spy Who Loved Me—Broccoli introduced a new henchman character named Jaws (Richard Kiel)…who nearly gets eaten by a shark.
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Twitter started out as a podcasting search tool. (It flopped.)













BEST-SELLERS OF
THE 19TH CENTURY



Take a look at this week’s best-selling books list in your local newspaper. Perhaps you’ve read and enjoyed one or two of them…but will they be considered “classic” 100 years from now? Probably not. How do we know? Check out these examples of what most Americans were reading in the 1800s. Hint: It wasn’t Moby-Dick or Huckleberry Finn.


[image: Images] The Spanish Brothers: A Tale of the 16th Century by Deborah Alcock


This historical novel from 1871 takes place about 300 years before that, during the Spanish Inquisition of the early 1500s. After two brothers of Seville secretly convert to Protestantism, they’re rounded up by the Catholic Church and tortured, never losing their convictions. Alcock reportedly earned so much from the sales of this salacious story with religious overtones that she was able to buy two carriages. (That’s a lot of money.)


[image: Images] She: A History of Adventure by H. Rider Haggard


First serialized in The Graphic in 1886 and 1887, this influential early work of fantasy literature is the first-person account of a daring explorer named Horace Holly. Along with his loyal ward, Leo, he ventures deep into “darkest Africa,” and stumbles upon a lost kingdom. It’s ruled by the all-powerful She, a white-skinned queen named Ayesha. (And all of her subjects have dark skin.) Similar works by later authors—such as The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling and The Lost World by Arthur Conan Doyle—endured into the 21st century; She did not.


[image: Images] Guy Mannering by Sir Walter Scott


Sir Walter Scott only wrote poetry under his own name. Slightly embarrassed of his less artistic and more blatantly commercial historical fiction, he published those novels anonymously. He eventually claimed credit, of course, and his most famous novel today is Ivanhoe. During his creative heights in the 1810s, however, his most popular work was Guy Mannering, a thrilling tale of smugglers, kidnapping, and grand adventure. In this story set in the 1760s, Harry Bertram, five-year-old son of a Scottish lord, witnesses some smugglers kill a customs officer, so they kidnap him and bring him along on their criminal exploits. Released just a few months after Scott’s previous hit novel, Waverly, fans lined up at bookstores to buy copies of Guy Mannering. It sold 2,000 copies on its first day, and 50,000 in the next few months. It had such influence that the Prince Regent (later crowned King George IV) requested an audience with the author. It was so popular that a dog breeder named a new kind of Scottish terrier after a character in the book—the Dandy Dinmont Terrier.
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Most popular singer in Iraq: Lionel Richie.





[image: Images] Looking Backward: 2000–1887 by Edward Bellamy


In this 1888 work of science fiction, a Boston man named Julian West falls into a hypnosis-induced sleep in the late 19th century…and wakes up in the year 2000. By then, the United States is a socialist (or, as the book calls it, “Nationalist”) utopia. A guide named Dr. Leete shows Julian all the advancements in society, such as how the government owns everything and redistributes wealth equally, and the government provides free food for all. Looking Backward was so popular—the only novels that sold more copies in the United States in the 1800s were Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Ben-Hur—that more than 150 “Bellamy Clubs” were formed. Club members sat around and discussed ways to enact the reforms of the book.


[image: Images] The Soldier’s Wife by George W. M. Reynolds


If staying power is any indication, Reynolds wasn’t nearly as accomplished a writer as his English contemporary Charles Dickens. But in the 1850s, his work greatly outsold that of the Great Expectations writer. Reynolds’s serialized Mysteries of London sold 40,000 copies a week (at a penny a pop), and he also wrote the first werewolf novel, Wagner the Wehr-Wolf, and one of the first romance novels, Rosa Lambert. But The Soldier’s Wife was his biggest blockbuster, selling 60,000 copies on the day it hit stores in 1852. It has a little something for everyone. It’s about an innocent young man who joins the British Army but who rubs his superiors the wrong way, and frequently gets whipped (500 lashes on more than one occasion). Along the way he manages to carry on a swoon-worthy love affair, but is ultimately executed by a firing squad.


[image: Images] Trilby by George du Maurier


Who hasn’t dreamed of leaving their mundane life and moving to Paris to live a bohemian lifestyle, hanging around in cafés reading poetry all day, and drinking wine all night? A lot of that romantic imagery first became embedded in the American consciousness from the 1894 novel Trilby. The story is about Trilby O’Ferrall, a half-Irish girl working in Paris as both a laundress and a model for painters. Every man she meets in this idealized 1850s Paris falls madly in love with her, among them an older cad named Svengali. (Trilby introduced that word into the English language.) After being serialized in Harper’s Monthly in 1894, it was published as a novel in September 1895 and quickly sold a whopping 200,000 copies. (If the sales figure doesn’t wow you, keep in mind that at that time there were no big-box retail stores, no bookstore chains, and no internet.)
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Eew! Katy Perry collects locks of other celebrities’ hair.
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AND NOW…FOR SOMETHING
COMPLETELY QUOTABLE


The influential British comedy troupe Monty Python formed in 1969. Here’s what its six members had to say off-screen.


“I don’t do drugs. I’ve got enough bizarre chemicals floating around in my head.”


—Terry Gilliam


“LIFE DOESN’T MAKE ANY SENSE, AND WE ALL PRETEND IT DOES.”


—Eric Idle


“If you want to create comedy, try to make people laugh. If you can make people laugh, head in that direction. If nobody laughs, well, that’s not good news.”


—Terry Jones


“Creativity is not a talent. It is a way of operating.”


—John Cleese


“We don’t deliberately set out to offend. Unless we feel it’s justified.”


—Graham Chapman


“John Cleese once told me he’d do anything for money. So I offered him a pound to shut up, and he took it.”


—Eric Idle


“If God did not intend for us to eat animals, then why did he make them out of meat?”


—John Cleese


“I always wanted to be an explorer, but it seemed I was doomed to be nothing more than a very silly person.”


—Michael Palin










THE FIRST SHOW ON…



Every TV channel or service has to start somewhere. Here’s the first original show for a bunch of them.


 


CARTOON NETWORK


The Ted Turner-owned service was initially a repository for old cartoons like The Flintstones and The Yogi Bear Show. In December 1993, it aired its first brand-new program, The Moxy Show. It consisted of more old cartoons, but intercut them with brand-new 3-D animation segments starring a dog named Moxy and a flea named Flea.


 


HBO


The network known for its adult-oriented, hard-hitting dramas like The Sopranos and Game of Thrones first branched out from Hollywood movies and boxing matches (HBO stands for “Home Box Office,” after all) in 1983, with the kids’ show Fraggle Rock, produced by Muppet master Jim Henson.


 


SHOWTIME


HBO’s biggest competitor has always been Showtime, but that network had original shows first. The premium cable service set itself apart from other nascent cable channels in 1982 with A New Day in Eden, a salacious soap opera in the vein of Dallas or Falcon Crest…except that it offered frequent full-frontal nudity.


 


AMAZON PRIME VIDEO


To think that Amazon used to just sell books, which it would mail to customers. Now it sells everything, and offers customers a trove of streaming movies and TV shows. It’s earned critical acclaim for its original shows like Transparent and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. The first Amazon Video original series was a 2013 sitcom called Alpha House, co-created by Doonesbury cartoonist Garry Trudeau, about four Republican congressmen who live together in a Washington, D.C., townhouse.


 


THE CW


In 2006 mini networks UPN and The WB merged to become The CW. Several shows from each channel made the jump to the new network, and the first week of programming consisted almost entirely of those shows’ season finales from the previous spring. On September 18, 2006, The CW debuted with a special episode of Entertainment Tonight and a rerun of the 2005–06 season finale of family drama 7th Heaven.
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A squirrel’s teeth never stop growing.





 


MTV


Today, MTV airs mostly reality shows, and very few music videos, which comprised all of the network’s content when it debuted in August 1981. By the late 1980s, MTV started moving into regularly scheduled shows. First musical show: Dial MTV, a viewer-request program. First non-musical show: the game show Remote Control in 1987.


 


ABC


Following CBS and NBC’s jump from radio to television, the American Broadcasting Corporation became the third major TV network with its launch in April 1948. The first show broadcast on its affiliates in Philadelphia, Baltimore, New York, and Washington, DC: On the Corner, a talk show starring comedian Henry Morgan.


 


FOX


Before the “fourth network” launched its first prime-time lineup in April 1987 (which included Married…With Children and The Tracey Ullman Show), Fox programmed a late-night talk show called The Late Show, hosted by longtime The Tonight Show guest host Joan Rivers.


 


NETFLIX


More than five years after the online service introduced streaming movies and TV shows, it started making its own exclusive shows. The very first, in 2013: House of Cards. It was an American remake of a British show, starring Kevin Spacey as the ruthless, cutthroat, and murderous politician Frank Underwood.


 


HULU


The online service was the first internet-based network to win a Best Drama Series Emmy (for The Handmaid’s Tale, in 2017). The first time the network programmed something that wasn’t TV episodes that had previously aired on other, traditional networks was the comedy-laced entertainment/news show The Morning After in 2011.


 


NICKELODEON


Beginning in the late 1970s as a Columbus, Ohio, area station called QUBE, Nickelodeon went national on early cable systems in April 1979. Into the 1980s, it filled its schedule with kids’ programs and made-for-TV movies imported from Canada. The first original, made-for-Nickelodeon show was a 1980 talk show for kids called Livewire. Host Mark Cordray led discussions of current events issues with kids, and then usually brought on a band. R.E.M. made its American TV debut on Livewire.
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Watermelon rind is edible (and full of vitamins).













LUNKERS, LOGS,
AND MACK ATTACKS



Learn all this deep-sea fishing lingo and you might be able to get a job on one of those Deadliest Catch boats. Okay, not really, but at least you’ll know what they’re talking about.


•Candy: Fish used as bait; more often than not, it’s live squid.


•Barney: A know-it-all fisherman who also seems unable to actually catch anything (as in the similar talks-a-big-game Barney Fife from The Andy Griffith Show).


•Fresh dead: In lieu of live squid, a fisherman’s next choice is just-killed, or “fresh dead,” squid.


•Green stuff: cold or dirty water.


•Boil: A disturbance on the surface level of the water when a big fish chases after a smaller fish.


•Soaking bait: Throwing candy out into the ocean…and waiting until it gets a bite.


•Chummer: A seasick fisherman.


•Dogs: Seals (because they bark).


•Bucketmouth: A massive sea bass.


•Alby: An albacore tuna.


•Longfin: An albacore tuna.


•Log: A large barracuda.


•Lunker: A massive trout or sea bass.


•Bounce: To haul a fish up and into a boat without any help.


•Condo: A huge float of kelp moving its way across the sea.


•Steel kelp: An offshore oil rig.


•Come unbuttoned: When a fish wriggles its way off of a hook.


•Coffee grinder: When a line gets a bite and the reel spins wildly.


•Mack attack: Fishermen have to throw bait at mackerel to get them to go away, so that they can catch more desirable fish. A “mack attack” occurs when the mackerel eat up everything tossed their way…and they still won’t scram.


•Breezers: Unwanted fish swimming through a prime fishing spot.


•Hitchhiker: A ling cod that’s attached itself to a rockfish.


•Chickens: Seagulls.


•Cocktail: When fishermen use two or more baits on the same hooks at the same time.


•Bird’s nest: A pile of unwound, overrun fishing line falling off a spool.
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What’s the difference between whiskey and bourbon? Bourbon is made in the U.S.













TERRRIBLE TYPOS



It’s a 9ood thing we never make any mistooks, or this pgae would be really ironic.


The player’s name is Carter Hart—but here’s how an ESPN headline writer spelled it: “Philadelphia Flyers recall goalie Carter Harter.”


A 155-year-old bottle of Allsopp’s Arctic Ale was auctioned on eBay in 2007 as “Allsop’s.” Because the second “p” was missing, only three people saw the listing, and one of them bought it for $304. He then relisted it—with the correct spelling—and made over $500,000.


Did the biggest blowout in NBA history take place on January 29, 2017? Here’s how a California newspaper reported Golden State’s 2-point win over Portland: “Warriors 1113, Blazers 111.”


North Carolina’s Yancey County News asks a tough question: “So What’s Is the President’s Gun Policy?”


A doozy from the Post-Journal in Jamestown, New York. They meant “Roles” (we hope): “Julia Roberts Finds Life and Her Holes Get Better with Age”


Some sweet advice from an electronic traffic alert sign: “Winter Conditions Drive with Cake.”


This sign would have benefited from some punctuation: “HUNTERS PLEASE USE CAUTION WHEN HUNTING PEDESTRIANS USING TRAILS”


The New York Times had to apologize for putting the city of Stockton out to sea: “An obituary on Wednesday about Alex Spanos, the owner of the Chargers, misstated the location of Stockton, Calif… It is about 80 miles east of San Francisco, not west.”


A sign for a fund-raising event outside the Royal Canada Legion in Etobicoke, Ontario: “Christmas Bazaar & Craft Show / Fight Children with Diabetes”


Reporting the death of Marvel Comics legend Stan Lee in 2018, New Zealand’s Gisborne Herald got him confused with another celebrity: “Spike Lee Dies at 95.”


At a doughnut shop: “Mini Dognuts $2.25”


In 2010 the Irish Times reported on a medical publication that accidentally described a renowned therapist as “the rapist.” (Luckily, it was changed before it went to press.)
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Makes sense: During the Cold War, missile manufacturer Raytheon made refrigerators.













THE PRESIDENT’S DESK



Eighteen presidents have used the Oval Office since William Howard Taft moved in in 1909. In all that time, only six desks have served as the “First Desk.”


OPEN FOR BUSINESS


It wasn’t long after Theodore Roosevelt moved into the White House in 1901 that he realized the building would not be big enough to accommodate both his large family and his presidential staff. So he ordered the construction of a West Wing that would serve as office space for himself and his administration, freeing up some second-floor offices in the Executive Mansion to be converted into more living space for the First Family. But TR’s West Wing office was rectangular. It wasn’t until his successor, William Howard Taft, doubled the size of the West Wing in 1909, that a new, oval-shaped office was added to serve as the president’s office. It was the first Oval Office.


[image: Images] The (Theodore) Roosevelt Desk


Though Teddy Roosevelt never occupied the Oval Office, his desk did. When Taft moved into the newly completed office in October 1909, he continued to use the desk he’d inherited from Roosevelt: a sturdy but plain mahogany desk built in the Federalist style that he set in front of the large windows that faced south.


[image: Images] The Hoover Desk


Roosevelt’s desk served as the presidential desk through the administrations of Taft, Woodrow Wilson, Warren G. Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and into Herbert Hoover’s term. But after a Christmas Eve fire caused extensive damage to the West Wing in 1929, Hoover accepted the gift of a 17-piece set of art deco office furniture, including a desk (made entirely of American woods and faced with maple burl veneer) that was donated by an association of furniture makers in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The Roosevelt desk, which suffered little damage from the fire, was put in storage.


When Franklin D. Roosevelt defeated Hoover and became president in 1933, he kept Hoover’s desk—rather than his fifth cousin Theodore Roosevelt’s desk—and used it for the entire 12-plus years of his presidency. (During extensive renovations, he also moved the Oval Office to its present location in the southeast corner of the West Wing, a location that permitted him to come and go quietly, without attracting the attention of his aides.) Then, after FDR died in office in April 1945, his successor, Harry Truman, had the Hoover desk and other personal items sent to Roosevelt’s home in Hyde Park, New York. The Hoover desk remains on display in a re-creation of FDR’s Oval Office at the site, which is now the Franklin Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum. To replace it, Truman had the (Theodore) Roosevelt desk pulled out of storage. It remained the president’s desk through both the Truman and the Eisenhower years (1945–1961).
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Try it: Soaking shrunken clothes in warm water and hair conditioner will unshrink them. After soaking, stretch them back to their normal size.





[image: Images] The Resolute Desk


Of all six desks to serve as the president’s desk in the Oval Office, the Resolute desk has the longest history in the White House, though it wasn’t moved into the Oval Office until after John F. Kennedy became president in 1961. It was made from timbers taken from the HMS Resolute, a British Royal Navy ship that became trapped in ice in the Canadian arctic in 1853 and had to be abandoned. By the summer of 1855, the Resolute had floated free of the melting ice, and it was found adrift on the open sea by an American whaling ship and sailed to Connecticut. There, the U.S. government paid to have the ship repaired, and returned it to England in 1856 as a gesture of “national courtesy.” The ship remained in service until 1879. After it was scrapped, Queen Victoria had some of the salvaged English oak timbers made into an ornate desk that she presented as a gift to President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880, in thanks for returning the HMS Resolute in 1856.


President Hayes used the Resolute desk in his private study in the White House residence, where it remained in use for the next 80 years. Originally the “kneehole” was open, and visitors to the White House could see a president’s legs when he was seated at the desk. But President Franklin D. Roosevelt was sensitive about being seen with the steel leg braces he’d worn since being crippled by polio in the early 1920s, so he commissioned the desk’s most prominent feature: a wood “modesty panel” in front that featured a carved presidential seal. The modesty panel covered the kneehole and would have concealed FDR’s legs from view had he lived long enough to use it, but he died before work on the modesty panel was completed.


By 1961 the Resolute desk had been relegated to the White House’s ground-floor Broadcast Room; that was where First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy found it while working on an ambitious project to redecorate the White House and restore its historic character. She thought the desk’s unique maritime history would appeal to JFK, so she had it moved to the Oval Office in February 1961. (In one famous picture taken of the desk in 1962, a young John F. Kennedy Jr. can be seen peeking out through the open modesty panel while his father sits at the desk.)


[image: Images] The Johnson Desk


After JFK was assassinated in 1963, his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, removed the Resolute desk from the Oval Office and replaced it with the mahogany desk that he had used as U.S. senator and vice president. Johnson later had four buttons installed in his desk. If he pushed the first button, an aide brought him coffee; pushing the second button meant he wanted tea; the third button would bring him a Coke; and the fourth meant that LBJ wanted his favorite soft drink, Fresca.


Johnson had four buttons in his desk. If he pushed the first button, an aide brought him coffee. Second button: tea. Third: a Coke. Fourth: his favorite soft drink, Fresca.
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Marlon Brando liked to stay up all night watching ants walk around his kitchen.





[image: Images] The “Wilson” Desk


LBJ only loaned his desk to the White House; when he left office in 1969, he took it with him back to Texas. Today it is on display in the replica Oval Office at his presidential library in Austin. That left his successor, Richard Nixon, without a desk, so Nixon picked a large mahogany desk that he had used when serving as Dwight D. Eisenhower’s vice president. He liked the desk because he believed that it had been used by President Woodrow Wilson, whom he admired. But that was untrue, and the name is a misnomer: no one named Wilson ever used the desk.


Rather than settle for buttons that brought beverages, Nixon had the Secret Service install five hidden microphones in the desk, which Nixon used to secretly record Oval Office conversations. When the existence of the recordings became known during the Watergate scandal, they helped seal Nixon’s fate and forced him to resign the presidency in 1974.


[image: Images] The C&O Desk


Nixon’s successor, Gerald R. Ford, continued to use the Wilson desk. But when Ford left office in 1977, his successor, Jimmy Carter, opted to bring the Resolute desk back into the Oval Office. Ronald Reagan also used the desk, but when his term ended in 1989, his successor, George H. W. Bush, wanted the desk he’d used while serving as Reagan’s vice president: a walnut desk built in 1920 for one of the owners of the Chesapeake & Ohio Railway. To date, Bush is the only president to use the C&O desk in the Oval Office; after he left office in 1993, Bill Clinton went back to using the Resolute desk. It has remained in use in the Oval Office by every president since then. (One “improvement” made by Donald Trump: a red LBJ-esque button in a small box decorated with the presidential seal. The box sits on the desktop and whenever Trump pushes the button, an aide brings him a Diet Coke.)
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“Is running for president just ‘starting a podcast’ for rich people?”


—Patton Oswalt
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Good! Ghana banned sales of used underwear in 2010.













SPORTS CONTRACT
DISASTERS



The worst of the worst, awarded to players and coaches who were supposed to be the best of the best.


CHARLIE WEIS


In 2005, after offensive coordinator Charlie Weis helped lead the New England Patriots to three Super Bowl wins in four years, he was hired as the head coach of his alma mater, the University of Notre Dame. After signing a six-year, $12 million contract, Weis’s NFL-style play had an immediate impact, making Notre Dame one of the best teams in college football. Halfway through that first season, the team’s executive tore up the first contract and signed Weis to an unprecedented 10-year deal worth a reported $30 to $40 million. The team was ranked ninth in the nation that year, which is commendable, but was not the championship season they were hoping for. After that, Weis wasn’t able to re-create the magic, and he was fired after season five, resulting in a $19-million buyout for the remaining years on his contract. Starting in 2012, Weis coached the University of Kansas for three years of a five-year contract before being let go, leading to another buyout, this time for $5.6 million. That’s nearly $25 million that Weiss was paid to not coach football (and $25 million more than all of his student-athletes were paid to play it).




A TIP FROM UNCLE JOHN


Under the Uniform Commercial Code (rules that govern commercial contracts), a written contract is legally required only if the person for whom work is being contracted will be paid more than $500. For a transaction of less than $500, “getting it in writing” isn’t legally necessary—a verbal contract will suffice. But that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea. As Sam Goldwyn famously said, “A verbal contract isn’t worth the paper it’s written on.”





ALBERT HAYNESWORTH


From 2002 to 2008, Tennessee Titans defensive tackle Albert Haynesworth racked up an impressive 24 quarterback sacks. A bidding war ensued when he became a free agent, and was won by the Washington Redskins, who agreed to pay Haynesworth $100 million over seven years. Much of that was guaranteed to the player, a rarity in the owner-friendly NFL. After Haynesworth received his massive payday, he showed up to camp out of shape, criticized his coaches’ defensive schemes, and his performance on the field was far from stellar. Two mediocre seasons later, the Redskins traded him, and were out $50 million.
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No buts about it: When shown photos of other chimpanzees’ rear ends, chimps can recognize the chimps that they know.





ALLAN HOUSTON


In the 1999 NBA playoffs, New York Knick Allan Houston hit a running jump shot that sealed the Knicks’ first-round victory, so when his contract was up for renegotiation in 2001, Houston’s agent used that heroic moment to leverage the team into an incredible six-year, $100 million contract. Houston was a pretty good player when he was healthy, but nowhere near good enough for such an exorbitant contract, which limited the team’s buying power for other talent. He missed most of the next two seasons due to bad knees. That, along with his monster salary, made it impossible for the Knicks to trade him. Houston retired in 2005, but he was still one of the league’s highest-paid players for the next two seasons. His contract caused such a kerfuffle that the NBA later created the Allan Houston rule—an amnesty clause allowing teams to waive players without the player’s salary counting toward their salary cap.


GILBERT ARENAS


In 2008 Washington Wizards star Gilbert Arenas signed a six-year, $111 million contract to continue playing basketball in the nation’s capital. He had missed most of the previous season due to a knee injury, but before that, Arenas was a promising all-star who some thought would mature into Washington’s version of Kobe Bryant. So Wizards executives felt it was crucial to the team’s success that they keep him in town. In the first year of his new contract, Arenas played only two games due to nagging injuries. The following season was even worse. In December 2009, Arenas got into a heated argument with teammate Javaris Crittenton over unpaid gambling debts. Both men brandished weapons from their lockers. Arenas pled guilty to felony gun charges and was suspended by the NBA for the rest of the season. The Wizards traded him, and he played his last game in 2012 after being put on waivers, using the Allan Houston rule. Arenas still collected every dollar of that contract, though. (It could have been worse: Crittenton is currently serving 23 years in prison for manslaughter.)


Arenas was a promising all-star who some thought would mature into Washington’s version of Kobe Bryant.


ALBERT PUJOLS


Albert Pujols shocked the baseball world when he announced his decision to leave the St. Louis Cardinals for the Los Angeles Angels after the 2011 season. One of the best hitters in baseball, Pujols had been a three-time MVP in St. Louis and led his team to two World Series titles. Angels owner Arte Moreno offered the veteran a 10-year, $254 million contract, but Pujols was already 32 years old, and had already been in the majors for a grueling 11 seasons. He was able to extend his career as a designated hitter (meaning he didn’t have to play defense), but his batting average, on-base percentage, and walks all dropped significantly. The Angels have made the playoffs only once during his tenure (and were swept). At last report, Pujols, who is eight years into the deal, said he has every intention of fulfilling his contract.
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First literary reference to French fries: in Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities.





PHIL JACKSON


Nicknamed the “Zen Master” for his ability to turn volatile, disparate players into winning teams, Jackson coached the Chicago Bulls and Los Angeles Lakers to a combined 11 championships. In 2014 he was hired to turn around the struggling New York Knicks, but not as head coach. Taking the title of president, Jackson signed a five-year, $60 million contract. His first move: he hired the untested Derek Fisher, his “floor general” with the Lakers, as the Knicks’ head coach. Fisher signed a five-year, $25 million contract…and led the Knicks to a franchise-worst 17–65 record. He was fired midway through his second season. Jackson followed up the Fisher debacle with a series of puzzling free agency signings, ill-conceived draft picks, and an unnecessarily public feud with his only superstar player, Carmelo Anthony. The only thing Jackson did right was drafting Kristaps Porzingis, an unknown Latvian seven-footer who quickly endeared himself to NBA fans across the nation. But by the end of Jackson’s third season, damaging reports emerged that he fell asleep during a scouting trip and that he was thinking about trading Porzingis. After a disappointing 80–166 record, Jackson and the Knicks agreed to part ways. He received the full $24 million remaining on his contract.


RICK DiPIETRO


In 2000 the New York Islanders selected Rick DiPietro first overall in the NHL Draft, only the second time a goalie has been a number-one draft pick. Six years later, he signed a whopping 15-year, $67.5 million contract, locking him in until he was 39 years old. Any player would have a hard time living up to that contract, but “Rickety” Rick DiPietro wasn’t even that good when healthy. He suffered a litany of injuries that allowed him to play only 50 games in a five-season span. With eight years left on his contract, in 2013 the Islanders cut DiPietro by coming to terms on a deferred payout on most of his remaining salary: $1.5 million per year over 16 years. (Not a bad retirement fund, if you can get it.)
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BOY, OH BOY


How did authors Susan Eloise Hinton and Joanne Rowling become known as S. E. Hinton and J. K. Rowling? Their publishers figured their books would sell better if boys didn’t know the authors were women.
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A 2009 search of Loch Ness for its monster found no monster…and 100,000 golf balls.













LOONY LOTTO WINNERS



What would you do if you won the lottery? Here’s what not to do.


THERE IS NO “WE” IN “LOTTERY” In 2007 airplane mechanic Arnim Ramdass began acting strangely around his Florida home. According to his wife, Donna Campbell, he suddenly disconnected their phone and refused to let anyone turn on a TV. Why was he behaving so oddly? Campbell didn’t know, but she got her first clue when she got a piece of mail about Ramdass’s purchase of a new house. Rather than confront her husband, she went to her computer, Googled her husband’s name, and found several news stories about how he and 16 coworkers had won a $19 million jackpot in the Florida Lottery. Ramdass’s share came to about $600,000, with which he’d planned to steal away to his new home, leaving his wife in the process. Shocked, Campbell sued her husband for a piece of the windfall, but a judge sided with Ramdass. (Soon after, Campbell filed for divorce.)


BAD MATH Somehow, winning the lottery put Suzanne Mullins in a financial hole she couldn’t crawl out of. After nabbing a $4.2 million payout from the Virginia Lottery in 1993, Mullins had to split the winnings with two other players, and then opted for yearly payments instead of a lump sum. That left her with around a $48,000 annuity… which wasn’t enough to cover the loan she’d taken out to pay off her son-in-law’s $1 million in medical bills. Result: Mullins had to file for bankruptcy.


IT HAD A NICE RING TO IT Most 19-year-olds don’t have enough life experience or training to understand day-to-day money management, let alone how to handle millions of dollars. So you almost can’t blame Jonathan Vargas of Gaston, South Carolina, for how he decided to spend most of the $35.3 million he won playing Powerball in 2008. Sure, he bought his mother a house, but he invested most of his winnings in a wrestling TV production company called Wrestilicious. Meant to compete with the WWE and the WCW, this one featured women in lingerie wrestling in a pink ring. Wrestilicious was bankrupt within a year.


BAD LUCK, GOOD LUCK, BAD LUCK Winning the lottery couldn’t have come at a better time for David Lee Edwards. In 2001 the Kentucky ex-con—unemployed and living in his mother’s basement—won $27 million in the Powerball jackpot. Almost immediately, he bought a $600,000 house, $1 million worth of cars, a $78,000 watch, a private jet, hundreds of swords and medieval weapons, and a fiber-optics installation company. Within a year, he’d spent $12 million…but neglected to pay his taxes. The bank foreclosed on the house, the woman he’d married after he struck it rich got arrested for stabbing her boyfriend, and Edwards died in 2013.
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Ouch! About 750 Americans lose a finger in snowblower accidents each year.













ASK THE EXPERTS



Questions about the world we live in, with answers from the world’s top trivia experts.


DON’T SAY CHEESE


Q: Do English people really have bad teeth?


A: “There is nothing wrong with British smiles. According to dozens of jokes, one spy-spoof movie series and even some Britons themselves, the British and bad teeth go as hand-in-hand as tea and crumpets. You can even tell when a British film star has been to Hollywood, the story goes, because they suddenly procure a bright white, perfectly aligned smile. And, as BBC Magazine discovered when they reviewed the state of British teeth, some UK-based dentists say that their customers prefer a more ‘natural look’ than their American counterparts.


“Yet what does the data say? First, it depends on what you mean by ‘bad.’ Whether you choose to whiten or straighten your teeth is a matter of fashion. In terms of dental health, what really matters is decay. On that measure, Britain does better than many other countries around the world—including the United States. In a recent World Health Organization report of the dental status of children, British youths had fewer decayed, missing, or filled teeth than those in France, Spain, and Sweden; Britain’s rates were comparable with Germany, the Netherlands, and Finland. The United States, on the other hand, did quite a bit worse. At the age of 12, children in the United Kingdom have on average better teeth than their American counterparts.” (From “Do Brits Really Have Bad Teeth?” by Claudia Hammond, BBC Future)


TAKING STOCK


Q: Why are there no publicly traded law firms?


A: “Actually, there is one. In May 2007, an Australian personal injury firm, Slater & Gordon, went public in a move that stirred debate among lawyers worldwide. (Arguing attorneys—what fun!) Traditionally, a lawyer’s first responsibility is to the courts; the client’s needs are considered secondary. If a law firm were a public corporation, the reasoning goes, lawyers would also need to provide value to shareholders. This could potentially create sticky situations: Shareholders might not be thrilled about a firm defending a controversial client, for example.


“But with Australia jumping over the line, the U.S. likely will follow suit and move to publicly traded law firms. Proponents point out that even when a law firm is owned by lawyers, financial concerns can potentially interfere with serving a client. They also argue that public capital would give some law firms the financial leeway to accept more low-income clients and risky cases. Finally, of course, lawyers could make a lot of money on initial public offerings—not that such a prospect matters to a lawyer.” (From Why Do Guys Like Duct Tape? from Apandisis Publishing)
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Technical term for opening a bottle of champagne with a sword: sabrage.





JUST TO BE SURE


Q: Why are autopsies performed on criminals who have just been executed?


A: “A convicted murderer is brought into a chamber. He is strapped to an electric chair. The executioner flips the switch. The prisoner dies. One wouldn’t think Quincy would be required to diagnose the cause of death. Yet, as far we know, every state that has capital punishment requires an autopsy to be performed on the executed prisoner. Three reasons:


1.“Ascertaining the cause of death can still be contested, even if it seems obvious. For legal reasons, states find it prudent to protect themselves.


2.“ ‘An autopsy will reveal the presence or absence of any preexisting diseases, injuries, or potential toxic substances (alcohol, drugs, poisons),’ says Michael Graham, Chief Medical Examiner of St. Louis, Missouri. Dr. Bill Hamilton of Gainesville, Florida, recalls that when a body of a prisoner executed in Florida was shipped to California for burial, a cemetery official found what he thought were signs of torture. Eventually, the body was exhumed and the ‘abuse’ turned out to be electrical burns associated with electrocutions. Routine autopsies would forestall such accusations.


3.“Most states have laws specifying that any person who dies in custody of prison systems must be autopsied. In this litigious age, the last thing state penal systems need are lawsuits or investigative journalists hounding them years after an execution.” (From What Are Hyenas Laughing at, Anyway? by David Feldman)


HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PBBLLBBBTLL!


Q: Can a fart propel an astronaut through the space station?


A: “You’d think it should work, at least a little bit—farts are an outgassing of flatus from the body, and you’d think the basic Newtonian law of action/reaction should mean that the farter is pushed away from the fart material, resulting in some sort of propulsive motion. There’s no documented NASA study of FARTS (Fast Acting Rectal Transportation System) or anything like that, but there is an admission that informal tests were attempted from retired Canadian ISS astronaut Chris Hadfield when the topic of getting ‘stuck’ (floating in a module, and finding oneself unable to reach anything to push against) in the middle of a large space station module came up. His answer: ‘We all tried it - too muffled, not the right type of propulsive nozzle :)’ ” (From “Can You Use Your Farts to Propel Yourself in Zero Gravity?” by Jason Torchinsky for Jalopnik)
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In some Alaskan kindergartens, children are taught how to butcher moose.
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MOLLY’S MUSINGS


Texas-born journalist and essayist Molly Ivins (1944–2007) wrote about politics…but at least she was funny about it.


“BEING SLIGHTLY PARANOID IS LIKE BEING SLIGHTLY PREGNANT—IT TENDS TO GET WORSE.”


“The thing about democracy is that it is not neat, orderly, or quiet. It requires a certain relish for confusion.”


“I’ve always found it easier to be funny than to be serious.”


“We should all laugh more at our elected officials—it’s good for us and good for them.”


“You can’t ignore politics, no matter how much you’d like to.”


“Be outrageous, ridicule the fraidy-cats, rejoice in all the oddities that freedom can produce.”


“I believe that ignorance is the root of all evil. And that no one knows the truth.”


“You could probably prove, by judicious use of logarithms and congruent triangles, that real life is a lot more like soap opera than most people will admit.”


“Some days, I’d feel better with Punxsutawney Phil in the Oval Office. At least he doesn’t lie about the weather.”










WHEN ATHLETES FART



When you watch a sporting match, do you wonder how much the athletes fart? We do. Here’s what we found out.


 


THUNDEROUS BOLT


Tommy Bolt was an excellent golfer (he won the 1958 U.S. Open), and he had a pretty cool name. But he also had a nickname, “Terrible Tommy,” which he got because of his bad behavior. If a shot didn’t go his way, he’d routinely break out into a temper tantrum or throw a club. At the 1959 Memphis Invitational Open, he approached the tee and made an outburst…from his rear end. Bolt broke wind in full view (and earshot) of other golfers, spectators, and PGA officials. After he finished his round, the PGA fined Bolt $250. (They called it “conduct unbecoming a professional golfer.”)


 


POOL FARTS


Snooker, a variant of billiards, is technically a sport, combining strategy and physical exertion to get the right balls into the right holes. It’s also one of the most-watched live competitive events on TV in the UK. At the 2013 Snooker World Championship semifinals, featuring Judd Trump against Ronnie O’Sullivan, Trump was setting up for a crucial shot late in the game. Suddenly, the silence in the hall (not to mention Trump’s concentration) was broken by the loud, unmistakable sound of flatulence. The fart came from someone in the spectator gallery, who understandably didn’t take credit for their work, even though Trump laughed. Interruption over, Trump set up for the shot again…and once more the rogue farter let loose. This time Trump was irritated. The disturbance got so in his head that he missed his big shot…and lost the match.


 


GRAND SLAM OF FARTS


Darts is extremely popular in Europe, and to win the Grand Slam of Darts is the sport’s greatest achievement. Gary Anderson of Scotland has won the whole thing twice, but to get into the 2018 finals he first had to defeat Wesley Harms of the Netherlands. Harms claims that Anderson stooped very low during their face-off to secure the win. Several times when he walked past Anderson, he was bombarded by a “fragrant smell” of “rotten eggs,” Harms told a Dutch TV station. “It’ll take me two nights to lose this smell from my nose.” Anderson agreed that there was a gas leak but claimed that it came from someone in the audience. “If the boy thinks I’ve farted he’s 110 percent wrong,” Anderson told the BBC. “I had a bad stomach once on stage before and admitted it. So I’m not going to lie about farting on stage.” Despite Harms’s protests, Anderson’s win stood. Said Barry Hearn, head of the sport’s overseeing body, the Professional Darts Corporation, “Something doesn’t smell right.”


He was bombarded by a “fragrant smell” of “rotten eggs.”
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About 2 percent of all identified bird species have been spotted just once.







A TIP FROM UNCLE JOHN


While flatulence is normal and healthy, there are some steps you can take to cut down on excessive farting. 1. Slow down at meals and eat smaller portions. That helps the body digest food easier, thus reducing gas production. 2. Drink more water. That can aid the body in processing food, which in turn leads to fewer gas leaks.





 


A CAVALIER ATTITUDE


LeBron James can do it all on the basketball court: dunk, drive, make three-pointers, rebound, block, steal…and fart and get away with it. During a nationally televised game in 2009, James emerged from the locker room and nonchalantly took a seat on the Cleveland Cavaliers’ bench in an open spot next to teammate Anderson Varejao. James kept a perfectly straight face as he let out a stinker…only breaking his stoicism after Varejao started wildly overreacting when he got a whiff of the broken wind.
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EXTREMELY TOUGH MOVIE QUOTE QUIZ


Can you guess what films spawned these memorable lines? (Answers on page 527)


1.“Forget it, Jake. It’s Chinatown.”


2.“Welcome…to Jurassic Park!”


3.“Sincerely yours, the Breakfast Club.”


4.“They tell me you’re a man with true grit.”


5.“The first rule of Fight Club is: You do not talk about Fight Club.”


6.“My name’s Forrest, Forrest Gump.”


7.“Goooooood morning, Vietnam!”


8.“We’re sending you back…to the future!”


9.“I wish I was big!”


10.“Dude, where’s my car?”


11.“I’m Batman!”
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Real person with most Lego figures made in his image: actor Chris Pratt….













LEFT BEHIND



Ever slapped yourself in the forehead for leaving something behind? But it’s unlikely that any of your forgotten stuff compares to these 32 items left in taxis, hotel rooms, Ubers, subways, and on planes.


1.A goat dressed like Abraham Lincoln


2.A bathtub full of potatoes


3.A full set of 18k-gold teeth


4.A case of cheerleaders’ pompoms


5.A live chicken


6.A birth certificate and Social Security card


7.Multiple cats, a $100 tip, and a note that said “Thanks for taking care of these guys.”


8.A breast pump with breast milk


9.A baseball signed by Babe Ruth


10.A replica of Meghan Markle’s wedding dress


11.A black-and-white tuxedo for a small dog


12.An army rucksack filled with false teeth


13.A Harry Potter magic wand


14.A Bible filled with cat photos


15.A bag of haggis


16.A mannequin


17.A fish tank complete with fish and water


18.A blue-eyed cockatoo called Brexit


19.A giant stuffed Spider-Man toy


20.A Joseph’s Amazing Technicolor Dream Coat costume


21.A journal kept by a man who thought his wife was trying to kill him


22.A pair of yet-to-be-implanted breast implants


23.A bag containing two dead mice


24.A Star Wars skateboard


25.“Why I Love Salad”: a notebook filled with 40-plus handwritten pages


26.A dead alligator


27.Deer antlers and a welding helmet


28.A full rabbi costume, including the beard


29.A Swarovski-encrusted 5-foot wedding cake


30.A glass eye in a glass of water


31.A liter of fake blood


32.A bag of snails
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…There are Lego versions of his characters from The Lego Movie, Guardians of the Galaxy, and Jurassic World.













FORGOTTEN
FAST-FOOD CHAINS



Do you remember eating at any of these chain restaurants years ago? Apparently you didn’t eat there often enough, because they all went out of business.


PUP ’N’ TACO (1956–1984). A chain of just over 100 stores, primarily in California. They specialized in a few items: pups (hot dogs), tacos (Mexican food)…and pastrami sandwiches. Pup ’N’ Taco was a fast-food pioneer but lost out in a crowded market it helped invent. Taco Bell bought the chain for its real estate in 1984, and closed them all down.


KENNY ROGERS ROASTERS (1991–2011). Kentucky governor John Y. Brown turned Kentucky Fried Chicken into an international conglomerate, and he tried again with roasted chicken, licensing the name and image of country music star Rogers as his angle. KRR closed its last North American store in 2011, but remains a popular chain in Southeast Asia.


WETSON’S (1959–1975). Wetson’s did in New York what McDonald’s had done for the Midwest—serve up 15-cent burgers and 10-cent fries by the millions. They even had a couple of clown mascots—Wetty and Sonny. But when McDonald’s expanded into the New York metro area, Wetson’s couldn’t compete and its 70 locations slowly closed until none were left.


HEAP BIG BEEF (1967–1972). This chain sold “He-Man sized roast beef sandwiches” (a Heap Big Beef sandwich cost 59¢; Great Big Beef cost 99¢) in hundreds of A-frame restaurants decorated with a Native American theme. Also on the menu: Shawnee Shakes and Pawnee Pies.


GINO’S (1957–1982). A few retired Baltimore Colts football players, including namesake and spokesman Gino Marchetti, opened this East Coast chain in 1957. It set itself apart from other fast-food joints by offering higher-quality products: from ground sirloin “banquet on a bun” burgers, and fries cut fresh daily at each location. In the end, the Marriott Corporation bought all 350 Gino’s stores and converted them into Roy Rogers restaurants.


RED BARN (1961–1988). The first fast-food restaurant with a double-patty burger (the Big Barney) and a salad bar, more than 400 Red Barns dotted 19 states. That’s a lot of restaurants, but only a small percentage of what competitors like McDonald’s, Burger King, and Wendy’s had, and those big chains saturated Red Barn right out of business.
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Scientists say the first cold virus was transferred to humans from camels.





LUM’S (1956–1983). A Miami hot dog stand turned into a chain of family-style fast-food joints with a menu focused on beer-steamed hot dogs. It grew to 400 restaurants by 1971, which is when Kentucky Fried Chicken chairman John Y. Brown bought the company. He sold it to the German fast-food chain Wienerwald in 1978. That purchase, along with some other ill-advised business decisions, forced Wienerwald into bankruptcy in 1982, leading to the closure of Lum’s.


MACHEEZMO MOUSE (1981–2003). This Portland, Oregon, chain served Mexican-style fast food, but with a “healthy” twist: they used Monterey Jack cheese instead of fattier cheddar, and higher-fiber black beans instead of pinto beans. Company founder Tiger Warren died in a plane crash in 1999, and his successors’ poor management led to a mountain of debt so insurmountable that in 2003 the company suddenly shut down all its locations.


LA PETITE BOULANGERIE (1977–2000). Boulangerie is French for “little bakery.” This mall-based chain sold muffins, bagels, and other bakery goods at more than 68 locations across the country. A series of lawsuits cut into profits in the 1980s, and in 1987 what was left was absorbed by its chief competitor—Mrs. Fields Original Cookies.


SANDY’S (1958–1979). An early McDonald’s franchisee wanted to expand into new territory, but CEO Ray Kroc wouldn’t let them and then demanded a bigger piece of the profits for the McDonald’s they already owned. Solution: they started this burger-and-fries McDonald’s competitor. Using checkered patterns and a Scottish theme, the chain grew to more than 120 locations all over the Midwest… until the early 1970s, when McDonald’s and Hardee’s put them out of business. (Hardee’s actually bought them out.)


 


FORGOTTEN SODAS TO WASH DOWN THAT FORGOTTEN FOOD


[image: Images]Josta (1995–1999). Pepsi’s fruity, chocolatey energy drink enhanced with a stimulant called guarana.


[image: Images]Chime (1964–1972). Coca-Cola’s Dr Pepper ripoff before it introduced its next Dr Pepper ripoff, Peppo (later renamed Mr. Pibb).


[image: Images]Sunbolt (1994). Carbonated, caffeinated Gatorade.


[image: Images]Orbitz (1997). A clear beverage with little balls of gelatin suspended in it.


[image: Images]Hubba Bubba (1988–1989). Bubble gum–flavored soda.


[image: Images]Evervess (1966–1973). Pepsi’s attempt to market club soda as a soda option, rather than as a mixer.


[image: Images]dnL (2002–2005). The name is “7 Up” upside-down, reflecting how this was a caffeinated version of the famous noncaffeinated 7 Up.
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Google spends about $925 million annually on electricity.













STRANGE CRIME



Some true crime stories are tough to categorize. They’re just…strange. (Shameless plug: For more bizarre crime stories like these, check out Portable Press’s Strange Crime.)


WRONG HOUSE, JERKS


One morning in July 2018, a Manchester, England, man awoke to an alarming discovery: someone had let the air out of his van’s tires and spray-painted this message on his house: “PAY YOUR BILL YOU B*ST*RD.” The man (who wished to remain anonymous in news reports) was frightened but also perplexed…because he had no unpaid bills. A few days later, he awoke to find a second spray-painted message: “PAY YOUR BILL DONNA!” He didn’t know anyone named Donna. And this time, the perpetrator cut the van’s brake line and even set fire to his neighbor’s van. The police said they’d try to look into the matter, but there wasn’t much for them to go on. The homeowner painted his own message (“DONNA DOES NOT LIVE HERE”), but he’s still so scared that neither he nor his wife can sleep through the night. “Someone has obviously upset someone,” he told the Manchester Evening News, “and I am stuck in the middle of it.”


TREAD LIGHTLY


It was a scary scenario for an FBI agent and three members of the Oregon State Police Bomb Squad in September 2018. They were investigating a rural property belonging to 67-year-old Gregory Lee Rodvelt. Acting on a tip that the 15-acre compound was protected by “improvised devices,” the officers proceeded to enter the grounds. First obstacle: a gate blocked by a minivan, surrounded by metal-toothed animal traps. They disabled the traps and then walked through the gate. Second obstacle: another gate, this one with a wire attached to it. The wire went up a hill and was attached to a shim, which was holding up a large cylindrical hot tub. If the gate was opened, the wire would dislodge the shim, and the hot tub would roll down the hill, Raiders of the Lost Ark–style. They disabled that trap too. Next obstacle: the house itself, which had a metal door, and metal bars on all the windows. The bomb squad used a small explosive charge to open the door, and the FBI agent went in first. Blocking his way was a wheelchair, which he carefully rolled aside and…BANG! “I’m hit!” he yelled, as blood gushed from his leg. The wheelchair, it turned out, had been rigged with a shotgun. The FBI agent survived, but it took several days to clear the property of traps (there were many). Rodvelt, who wasn’t there (he was already in custody in Arizona on separate charges), was charged with a felony count of assaulting a federal officer.


A QUICK STORE RUN


Contraband is hard to come by in prison, so four inmates in Mississippi’s Holmes-Humphreys County Correctional Facility came up with a novel idea: go out and get some. Late one night in 2017, they escaped from their cells, snuck outside, climbed over the fence, and then walked to a nearby Dollar General Store. They broke in, stole cigarettes, lighters, and other items, and then returned to the prison, where they climbed the fence, snuck back in, and made it back to their cells, undetected. Only problem: the store’s security cameras led authorities right to them. The local police chief, Robert Kirklin, was perplexed as to why the escaped prisoners would break out, only to break right back in. “That is just something,” he told Mississippi News Now. “Now I’ve heard it all.”
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Mama Cass Elliot and Keith Moon of The Who died in the same London apartment (four years apart).





THE IMPERFECT CRIME


One night in the summer of 2018, a Blackpool, England, woman named Zoe Doyle received a frantic call from her boyfriend. The 45-year-old man, Leigh Ford, said he’d been kidnapped, and that if she didn’t transfer all of their money to the kidnappers’ bank account, they threatened to cut off his legs (and another part of his body). Doyle, who was 35 weeks pregnant, thought Ford was kidding and told him to come home. A few minutes later, he called back, even more upset, and she could hear people yelling terrible things in the background. So Doyle did as she was told: she transferred everything they had—a whopping £80—and then called police, who sent over a hostage negotiator and put an entire team (including a helicopter) on the case. Then they all waited for Ford to call back. They waited all night. The next day, police found Ford limping on a sidewalk. He said the kidnappers had let him go. Suspicious investigators did a little digging and soon found surveillance footage of Ford and his friends buying a bunch of booze from a local shop…at the same time he was supposedly being kidnapped. He was arrested for wasting police resources and sentenced to 16 weeks behind bars, causing him to miss the birth of his child. “The silly thing was,” said a dumbfounded Doyle, “it was his own money. He could have spent it if he had wanted.” Instead, she said, “He put me through hell.” At last report, the couple had reconciled and were raising their baby together.


BAD MARE DAY


Canadian Mounties mounted an investigation after a farmer reported that someone had trespassed onto his land and had given his 18-year-old horse, Yoshi, a haircut. “She came running into the shelter in a bit of a panic,” said Frank Dourte of Prince Edward Island. “And when I looked at her, she was missing a bit of mane, both on her tail and from her bangs, way down to her wither.” Dourte was especially troubled by the crime because it occurred during daylight while the horse was outside. So someone had to “enter the property, cross the electric fence and barbed wire, go into the field, and start trimming the mane of my horse.” As of last report, there are no suspects, but the Mounties are on the case. “It didn’t appear to be anything malicious,” said RCMP Constable Robert Honkoop, “but certainly peculiar.”
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A spider’s blood is pale blue. It gets that color from copper.













RANDOM ORIGINS



Once again, the BRI asks—and answers—the question: Where does all this stuff come from?


UMBRELLA DRINKS


The little umbrella (or parasol) that traditionally garnishes rum-based faux-tropical cocktails has become so common that the term “umbrella drink” is now synonymous with them. The drinks got popular in the 1930s and ’40s as part of a “tiki bar” fad. But neither of the big tiki bar chains, Don the Beachcomber and Trader Vic’s, were the first to put small umbrellas into drinks—Harry Yee, a bartender at the Hilton Waikiki, was. His personal touch up to that point was placing a stick of sugarcane in drinks, but he found that patrons would chew on them and leave them behind in ashtrays for him to clean up. Looking for something a little less work-intensive, he used small orchids to garnish his drinks for a few years, and then really struck gold in the late 1950s when he switched to the tiny umbrellas the Hilton had around for patrons to use as toothpicks.


HAWAIIAN PIZZA


Most standard pizza toppings are savory and salty—cheese, pepperoni, olives, and even anchovies. What kind of mind, then, would come up with the idea of putting a sweet (and cold) ingredient like pineapple on a (hot) ’za? This innovation on the classic Italian dish was invented not in Italy but by a Greek man in Canada. Sam Panopoulos left his native Greece and emigrated to Canada in 1954 at age 20, and worked in the uranium mines in southern Ontario. A few years later, he and his two brothers opened a few diners. It happened at their Satellite Restaurant in Chatham, Ontario: Panopoulos was in the kitchen, making a pizza one day in 1962, when he spotted a can of chunked pineapple on the shelf, and thought it might be a good topping.


CROWDFUNDING


The internet has created a whole new kind of economy in which friends, fans, and supporters can prepay for a product or service that’s still on the drawing board. Through “crowdfunding” sites like Kickstarter and Patreon, artists can solicit the entire world for donations, which they can then use to fund their album, movie, or other endeavor, in exchange for some kind of token prize or the patron’s name in the credits. (Crowdfunding sites can actually be used for anything—thousands of people have used them, for example, to pay off huge medical bills.) The first time anybody made a significant amount of money through what is essentially electronic panhandling was when the English rock band Marillion used the nascent internet to get fans to pre-fund its 1997 concert tour of the United States. (They raised a respectable £39,000, or $60,000.)
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In 1640 Pope Urban VIII forbade all Spanish priests from smoking tobacco.





STRIP MALLS


Los Angeles is famous for its car culture (and its clogged highways and long commutes). It started in the 1920s, when the price of automobiles dropped enough to allow widespread ownership. People wanted to do everything in their cars, and in 1924 the first “drive-in market” opened in Glendale, near Los Angeles. It wasn’t a fast-food place or a drive-in movie—it was a convenience store. These stores are usually located at busy intersections, so patrons could park right in front, quickly grab a couple of items inside, and be on their way in a few minutes. Those stores became the anchors of small shopping centers. There were 250 drive-in markets in Southern California by the end of the 1920s, just as supermarkets started becoming popular…and started replacing drive-ins. Strip malls (or mini-malls) re-emerged in 1973, again in Los Angeles, and again because of cars. Gas shortages led to hundreds of gas stations going out of business, and real-estate developers started replacing them with a row (or an L-shape) of retail stores, housing nail salons, massage parlors, restaurants, dry cleaners, doughnut shops, and laundromats. (And just like in the earlier fad of the 1920s, the parking was free, plentiful, and close.) The first modern strip mall was built on the corner of Osborne Street and Woodman Avenue in the Panorama City neighborhood of Los Angeles; by the mid-1980s, Southern California was home to 3,000 mini-malls. (By 2010 there were more than 60,000 of them across the United States.)


LOW-CARB DIETS


There’s always another fad diet people go nuts over for a few weeks—often a “low-carb” regimen that calls for eliminating starches like pasta, potatoes, and rice in favor of lots of protein (and fat). Some of the more popular low-carb diets: Atkins, ketogenic, Paleo, Whole30, and South Beach. But the first weight-loss craze that had people pushing away the bread and reaching for the bun-less bacon cheeseburgers was The Drinking Man’s Diet. In 1962, former salesman and cosmetics executive Robert Cameron self-published a book by that title. A friend had told him that if he ate nothing but carbohydrate-free meat (and drank nothing but low-carbohydrate gin and red wine), he’d lose weight. He did. “I was never hungry and never missed a martini,” Cameron boasted in this book that went on to sell 2.4 million copies. Cameron’s diet offered an alternative to the other diets of the 1960s, like the cabbage soup diet. He wasn’t a doctor or a nutritionist—he geared the book toward men like him: hard-drinking, steak-eating guys of the Mad Men era. The book faded from popular consciousness by the time the similar Atkins diet hit it big in the 1970s. As for Cameron, he died a lean man at age 98.
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