
[image: Idiots, Follies & Misadventures, by Mikey Robins. History is full of heroes and villains. But then there are the idiots. ‘A sophisticated and terrifying chronicle’. HG Nelson.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Idiots, Follies and Misadventures, by Mikey Robins. History is full of heroes and villains. But then there are the idiots. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Sydney | Toronto | New Delhi.]






For Laura






INTRODUCTION


Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity, and I’m not sure about the universe.

Albert Einstein



If I were to reflect on how I was taught history at school, I would have to say that the overriding narrative of our species would be thousands of years of achievements, with each breakthrough piled on the shoulders of the hard work and undoubted intellect of previous generations. History shows us that humans have forever been striving forward compiling a cumulative curriculum vitae of which we should be smugly proud. From Plato to the Wright brothers, it was our destiny to climb mountains, crack atoms and write poetry, not only for our betterment (that’s been subjective at times), but also to just make the point on how bloody clever we actually are.

Yet there are times I’m sure we’ve all looked at our fellow humans and pondered ‘sure, harnessing fire was an earth-shaking achievement, but how did we ever make it out of the cave without spearing each other in the damn foot?’

We tend to fill our history with heroes and villains – it’s our nature to impose relatable characteristics on the historical figures whose stories we wish to tell. Heroes are often brilliant and courageous, while villains are wicked and scheming. We worship the heroes and despise the villains but, as the great French writer Alexandre Dumas once wrote, ‘I prefer rogues to imbeciles because they sometimes take a rest’.

But in history we often omit tales of human fallibility. We overlook the dubious and ridiculous contributions made by history’s tawdry parade of knuckleheads.

With this book I’m hoping to trawl through the shallow end of the seas of time and in my own small, silly way attempt a simple clarion call to arms… Knuckleheads Assemble! And once assembled, prepare to be mocked. Just because history has mostly swept these idiots under the carpet does not make them by any means unsung heroes. These are rather ridiculous cautionary tales, to hopefully amuse and add some perspective to our current rash of stupidity.

There is a famous line from the movie Forrest Gump which says ‘stupid is as stupid does’, and although the origin of that expression predates the movie by over a century, you’d have to agree that stupid has been very busy lately. But before we sink ourselves in despondency over the current spate of ever-present idiocy, let’s not forget the words of 20th-century American newspaper columnist Franklin P Adams, ‘nothing is more responsible for the good old days than a bad memory’.

I know that quantifying stupidity could seem like a monumental task, but fortunately Italian born economist Carlo M Cipolla, when working at Berkeley University California in 1976, published his essay ‘The Basic Laws of Human Stupidity’, and gave us defining laws of observable stupidity and they still hold water some fifty years later. His laws of human stupidity are:


	
Always and inevitably, everyone underestimates the number of stupid individuals in circulation.

	The probability that a certain person (will) be stupid is independent of any other characteristics of that person.

	A stupid person is a person who causes losses to another person, while himself deriving no gain and even possibly incurring losses.

	Non-stupid people always underestimate the damaging power of stupid individuals. In particular, non-stupid people constantly forget that at all times and places, and under any circumstances, to deal and/or associate with stupid people always turns out to be a costly mistake.

	A stupid person is the most dangerous type of person.



I think we should remind ourselves that these laws were constructed not by a philosopher or a historian, but rather as cautionary edicts from an economist, warning on the dangerous outcomes that come from engaging with or ignoring the possible dangers of the stupid people.

Sure, you could level some charges of intellectual elitism at this way of thinking, and say we should be more tolerant, but just look around you… how’s that working out?

Let’s be honest with ourselves – we are all capable of groaningly dumb behaviour, but fortunately most of us can recognise it. Unfortunately we often only recognise this stupidity in hindsight but hey, at least we recognise it!

In my personal opinion, we have been a bit lacking in recording historical precedents of stupidity. Like embarrassing photos on our phones, history tends to delete those tales that show just how often we have not been the sharpest knives in the drawer.

In Greek mythology we admire Odysseus for constructing the Trojan Horse, but shouldn’t we also give pause and ask, ‘Okay, who amongst the Trojans actually thought that bringing this thing inside the city walls was a good idea?’






WELL, IT SEEMED LIKE A GOOD IDEA AT THE TIME






IT’S ALL IN THE TIMING

The 3 August 1460 should have been a triumphant day for James II King of Scotland. Now James had always been known as a man not frightened by a bit of conflict. He had survived his father, James I, after his bloody assassination and had consequently been in conflict for most of his life. His nickname ‘Fiery Face’ was not just a reference to a prominent facial birthmark but was also a description of his character. He loved a good fight and weapons of war – the best artillery pieces that money could buy.

Earlier in that same year he had weighed in to (it has to be said for his own political advantage) the English strife that we all know as the Wars of the Roses. James had aligned himself with the Duke of York who was attempting to unseat the Lancastrian King Henry VI. As part of that campaign, James was tasked with capturing Roxburgh Castle from the English Lancastrians. However, when he arrived in the countryside surrounding the castle, he was informed that the York forces had won and that Henry VI had been captured and the attack on the castle was no longer necessary.

However, James was still keen to take Roxburgh and return it to Scottish hands. He had reinforcements on the way and, even more importantly, he also had some brand new cannons that he was desperate to show off. And not just to his troops and enemies. His beloved wife Mary was said to be arriving and, according to some historians, James was desperate to show off his new toys to his loving and hopefully soon-to-be-impressed consort.

What happened next was recorded by the 16th-century Scottish chronicler, Robert Lindsay of Pitscottie. He was the first person in the history of Scotland to write in the English language of the time rather than in Latin. He wrote, ‘The arrival of reinforcements made the king so blyth (happy) that he commandit to charge all the gunes, and give the castle ane new volie. But quhill (while) this prince, more curious nor (than) became the majestie of ane king, did stand near hand by, his thigh bone was dung in tuo (two) be (by) ane piece of ane misframed gun, that brak in the schutting: be the quhilk (which) he was strukin to the ground, and died hastily thairefter’.

Which roughly means that James II was so keen to show off his new guns and was so curious to observe their firing that he stood far too close to one particular gun, and when it cracked apart during firing, his thigh bone was shattered and he died soon after. This makes James II the only monarch to die by the hands of his own artillery.

But hey, it seemed like a good idea at the time.

Or spare a thought for the prolific and talented American inventor, Walter Hunt, who was born and worked in the state of New York in the first half of the 19th century. He started off with inventions in the flax and linseed oil industries, developing a flax spinner and an improved oil lamp. After witnessing an accident where a horse-drawn carriage ran over a child, he invented a safety device that was controlled by the driver’s feet without having to let go of the reins. This device went on to be used by all street-car companies across the United States. He also improved on the design of the repeating rifle, the fountain pen, ice-breaking boats, mail-sorting machinery and just for fun, he invented a pair of suction-cup shoes that could be used by circus performers to walk upside down across ceilings. Yet, he spent his life in a constant state of financial peril.

One of his major problems was a genuine lack of business acumen and, perhaps, a soft heart which although admirable was never going to help his family out financially. When, in the early 1830s, he devised what was the first practical version of something we would recognise as a sewing machine, he was talked out of patenting and marketing his device by his wife and daughter. His daughter Caroline ran a corset-making shop and she expressed fear that his new invention would put thousands of seamstresses out of business. Once the sewing machine took off, Hunt was constantly playing legal catch-up in and out of courts trying to establish his design bona fides before Isaac Singer (yes the Singer that makes the sewing machine that someone in your family still uses to this day), finally agreed to give Hunt $50,000 just to basically go away which, by 1858, Hunt had already done, by conveniently dying three years earlier.

Sewing machines were not the only invention where wealth slipped through Hunt’s talented fingers. Near the end of his life, he invented the clip-on paper shirt collar. I’m old enough to remember when it was quite fashionable to buy a collarless ‘grandpa shirt’ from a second-hand shop back in the 1970s and 80s. So surely you would assume that the chap who came up with the stiff paper collars that were once attached to these shirts would have died a wealthy man. But as was often the case in the professional life of Walter Hunt, he just couldn’t get the timing right. When he died in 1854, these collars were not particularly fashionable. The only real market for them was limited and their only practical use at the time was to increase the efficiency of wardrobe changes during Broadway productions. They were basically considered a theatrical novelty.

This time he did patent the design but sold it for a pittance. It wasn’t until after his death that the shirt-wearing men of America embraced Hunt’s clip-on collar. In the years after the Civil War there were some forty factories across America pumping out variations of his collars with an annual output in 1868 of some 400,000 disposable paper collars being sold throughout the country, without a cent being funnelled into the estate of the late inventor.

However, this is not the most tragic story regarding the career of Walter Hunt. At least he died before seeing his collars become almost ubiquitous on the necks of fashionable men. The same cannot be said for another of his inventions – one which I’m certain everyone has in their home and one that Hunt would live to see others get rich from. It was the humble safety pin.

Now brooches and pins to secure clothing together had been around ever since fashion-conscious Mycenaeans started dressing to impress back in the 14th century BCE. Hunt joined the safety-pin story in the late 1840s. According to family history, Hunt was in trouble – he owed a friend fifteen dollars and, to make matters worse, this friend was a draftsman who was refusing to do any further work until the perennially broke inventor paid back the money he owed. Hunt was contemplating his predicament and, like many people in stressful situations, was fiddling with his hands to soothe his worried mind. But here’s the thing. Instead of worry beads, Hunt was manipulating a short length of wire and… he had his Eureka moment.

He soon realised that by fashioning a simple loop in the middle of the wire, he had created a tiny spring to keep tension in the pin. This tension could be used to keep the sharp end safely in place behind a small metal guard. Now go to that third drawer down in your kitchen – you know the one you just throw stuff in – and there’s bound to be a few examples of the humble safety pin in there that has remained pretty much unchanged since Hunt filed his patent for it back in 1849.

Furthermore, after the sewing-machine debacle years earlier, Hunt by this stage had recognised the importance of patenting his inventions. But he still had that pesky fifteen dollar debt to pay off, which is why only a few months after receiving his patent, he promptly sold it to W R Grace and Company for a measly $400, or about $13,000 in today’s money.

Hunt paid back his friend, pocketed a handy $385 for himself and, over the next few years, Grace and his company made millions of dollars from Hunt’s invention.

Sometimes these sorts of errors can involve something far bigger than the humble but very profitable safety pin. Sometimes they can involve vast tracts of land, say around about the size of Alaska.

Russia had been controlling Alaska since the first part of the 18th century. This had started in 1732 with the arrival of merchants and fur trappers. As always, these promyshlenniki were followed by a few missionaries from the Russian Orthodox Church. Now we are not talking about a flood of Russians into Alaska. By the start of the 19th century, there were fewer than 1000 Russians living in Alaska and the whole territory had been given the rather cruel nickname of ‘Siberia’s Siberia’.

By the time Tsar Alexander I and American President John Quincy Adams signed the Russo-American Treaty of 1824, which gave Russia the lands north of parallel 54°40’, Russia was convinced it had the bad end of the deal. For a start, they had by this stage decimated the sea otter population – the otter’s fur being their main reason for being in Alaska in the first place. By the middle of the century, Russia had massive debts, many incurred during the Crimean War. Also weighing in on the Russian psyche was the strong presence of troops from their adversary in that conflict – Great Britain. Britain still controlled large amounts of Canada and had standing armies to help control their interests. Surely, the Russians thought, Britain was just itching to march those troops into Alaska and then make the short trip across the sea to Russia and cause even more problems for the House of Romanov.

Negotiations began in earnest after the conclusion of the American Civil War. The Tsar by this time was Alexander II and he urged his officials to cut a deal with the American Secretary of State, William H Seward. It has to be said there was a fair amount of support amongst the American population for acquiring Alaska, but there were many who saw it as a distraction from the problems involved with the post-war goal of reconstruction. Others were downright hostile to the idea with several newspapers dubbing Alaska as ‘Seward’s Folly’ or ‘Seward’s Icebox’ and then there’s my personal favourite, ‘Wallrussia’!

Either way, the Russians were convinced that they had struck the real-estate-deal of the century when they unloaded their tenuous hold over Alaskan territory for the princely sum of $7.2 million in March 1867, and for a time this did seem to be the case. Until the Klondike Gold Rush of 1896.

Sometimes the difference between brilliance and folly can be nothing more than luck and timing, but then again…






MR POSTMAN’S BABY EXPRESS

In 1913, when the United States Postal Service announced that its newly established parcel-post network would accept packages up to fifty pounds in weight as opposed to the four-pound limit on mail deliveries, it seemed like a perfectly reasonable idea. Except that when some parents read this announcement their first question was, ‘Um, how much does Little Timmy weigh?’

Well, to be precise, it was little Jimmy. Eight-month-old James Beagle became the first baby to be sent through the mail. From his parents’ house to grandma’s place in near-by Batavia, Ohio. James’s mum and dad forked out fifteen cents for the stamp, but just so you don’t think that they were little more than cold-hearted misers, they also took out fifty dollars’ worth of postal insurance on their precious little boy.

It does have to be noted, however, that the highways of America were not in any way clogged up with children being posted from one location to another. But over the next few years, more than a few children found themselves being delivered by mail as part of the postie’s daily route.

Most notably was on 19 February 1914 when five-year-old May Pierstoff was mailed from her parents’ home in Grangeville, Idaho, to her grandmother’s home in Lewiston, Idaho. Fortunately for the Pierstoffs, young May tipped the scales at 48.5 pounds, so with a 32 cent stamp affixed to her jacket lapel, she headed off on the next mail train to undertake the almost eighty-mile journey.

There was another child in the same year whose journey via mail delivery even outdid May’s in terms of saving money. There were reports of six-year-old Edna Neff who, for the price of a 25-cent stamp, travelled almost 720 miles (1159 km) from Pensacola, Florida, to her father’s home in Christiansburg, Virginia.

Not surprisingly, stories like these did not go down well with the American public, but it should also be pointed out that the United States Postal Service did not lose any children. In America at that time, particularly in rural America, the postal worker was a very trusted member of the community. But hang on, it’s one thing to trust a profession whose motto is, ‘Neither rain, nor snow, nor sleet, nor hail shall keep the postmen from their appointed rounds’, but you really can’t be mailing kids, can you?

By the end of 1914, the Postmaster General was forced to issue an edict prohibiting sending humans via mail. However, the practice did continue if only minimally and mainly in the more impoverished sections of the nation’s more bucolic regions.

In 1920 this edict was brought into law by Assistant Post Master General Koon and the use of the so-called ‘baby mail’ service was quietly forgotten. Except for little May. In 1997 her story was retold in the book Mailing May by author Michael O Tunnell.






BARD’S BIRDS

When most Australians think about the damage wrought by introduced species, the first two culprits that spring to mind are the rabbit and the cane toad.

The former is still a record-breaking act of environmental vandalism. Starting in 1859, in less than fifty years, rabbits had spread to such a proportion that to this day, our first rabbit plague is still considered to be the largest and fastest colonisation of any mammal over any stretch of land ever recorded.

But here’s the thing – rabbits had actually been in Australia for as long as British settlement. Andrew Millar, the commissary officer for The First Fleet, listed five silver grey bunnies as part of the fleet’s livestock inventory. These, however, were rabbits in hutches and it would seem that for the next few decades, these bunnies were bred for consumption and stayed in their allotted hutches. However, it was on Christmas Day 1859 that the whole rabbit problem exploded. For this we can thank Thomas Austin, a wealthy, self-made property owner in rural Victoria. He decided that what his estate of Winchelsea really needed was sprightly, plump wild rabbits for him to hunt. To this end, he had what he considered to be the best ‘sport’ rabbits collected from Europe, shipped to his estate and as Christmas gift no one needed or wanted, had the thirteen survivors released as part of his Yuletide celebrations.

By 1880, rabbits had crossed the Murray River. Within sixteen years they turned up in Queensland and by 1894, they even managed to traverse the Nullarbor Plain and were causing substantial ecological damage in Western Australia. This resulted in massive extermination attempts of which the most famous or infamous was the installation of ‘rabbit proof fences’. At the height of this program, Australia could lay claim to 320,000 kilometres of rabbit-defying wire and post.

Despite the introduction of myxomatosis in the 1950s and then the calicivirus in 1995 where many rabbits succumbed, some hardy ones soon developed immunity to the point where their numbers were once again rising and threatening both commerce and the environment. All because one wealthy landowner thought it would be fun to do a spot of rabbit hunting.

One other unwanted side effect of the rabbit plague was that it also helped the rapidly expanding population of introduced red foxes. This was another species thrust into the Australian environment because 19th century British settlers wanted a bit of sport and nothing makes wealthy homesick Brits happier than pursuing a fox to its grisly death, or as Oscar Wilde famously noted, ‘the unspeakable in full pursuit of the inedible’!

The fox problem has it genesis in the decade before Thomas Austin released his hunting bunnies. From the 1840s onward, there had been multiple misguided attempts to release foxes into the Australian bush, but it seemed as if the notoriously cunning varmint could never really establish a viable population. However, an 1874 release in Victoria at the opulent Werribee Park estate by the Chirnside family was the beginning of Australia’s ongoing fox infestation. It’s not that much of a long bow to draw to see that the abundance of the now-exploding rabbit population was a contributing factor to the spread of foxes. If only, however, these foxes had concentrated on eating just rabbits. Between these two species alone, Australia has lost some twenty mammal species in the last 150 or so years, far more than any other nation in a similar time frame.

You would have thought that by the 1930s, Australia having seen the damage done by both these species would have taken a far more cautious approach to bringing in foreign fauna willy-nilly. But… enter the cane toad.

Like rabbits, sugar cane arrived in Australia with The First Fleet. As a crop, it proved to be a sporadic success at best, that is until 1862, when Captain Louis Hope made a decent go of it on his farm in Moreton Bay, Queensland. As anyone who has spent time in the Sunshine State will tell you, sugar cane thrived as colonisation spread further and further north.

There were only two things that could adversely impact the cane. Drought, always a problem in Australia, and the larvae of the native beetles, that in time became lumped together as ‘cane beetles’ and a solution for this latter problem soon led to the creation of the Bureau of Sugar Experimentation Stations in 1900.

Originally from South and Central America, cane toads were introduced to Oceania and some parts of the Caribbean by wealthy plantation owners hoping to curb the troublesome cane beetle in their sugar fields. Seeing the supposed success of these introductions, Australian farmers also troubled by pesky beetles imported 102 cane toads from Hawaii in 1935, and a few short months later, released 2400 toads into their fields.

I have to say the first red flag should have been, ‘wow these ugly little buggers sure do breed quickly’. But perhaps the more overriding problem (which to be fair no one had wrapped their heads around) was that cane beetles live in the upper most parts of the cane stalk and well, cane toads don’t actually leap, and when they do jump it’s pretty much a horizontal affair. As such, the freshly released toads had little or no impact. They looked at the tasty beetles way up high on the sugar cane and thought, ‘That’s impossible, why the hell did they bring me here? May as well waddle off and cause havoc somewhere else’.

As for their other intended task of feasting on the beetle’s larvae, well history has proven the unpleasant little toad lacked any effectiveness in that particular department as well. One entomologist who did raise an alarm was the ironically named Walter Froggatt (trust me, I’m not making that up). He harboured genuine concerns that the toad could potentially become an environmental disaster, and due to his actions, the Federal Health Department briefly banned further releases of the cane toad. Sadly, the operative word here is ‘briefly’ as a few months later, Prime Minister Joseph Lyons bowed to a high-pressure campaign by not only the Queensland Government but also the Australian media and the ban was tragically overturned.

At the time of writing, the original population of 102 cane toads has exploded to more than 200 million and their range is expanding across the continent, particularly in Northern Australia, at some 50 kilometres a year. Not only have they preyed on native species, but the damn toad is also an ugly lump of toxins, from its egg stage to adulthood. Its consumption can cause an agonising death to any animal that eats it, be that a pet or unfortunate native species.

Oh, and licking them doesn’t get you high.

As tragic and ridiculous as these are, there was one introduction of an invasive species that took place on 6 March 1890 in Manhattan, New York, that can only be described as birdbrained. Groan if you must at my heavy-handed pun but please, just hear me out.

The birdbrain in question was Eugene Schieffelin, who came from a prominent New York family. His father was a lawyer who had founded a pharmaceutical company which he and his brothers ran with considerable success. One of these brothers Samuel was also a religious author, publishing eight books filled with religious fervour and passion.

Eugene also had a passion. By 1877, he was the chairman of the American Acclimatization Society, a group that was, well let’s be honest it’s there in the title, committed to introducing European flora and fauna into the United States. According to their charter, their goal was to release ‘such foreign varieties of the animal and vegetable kingdom that may be useful or interesting’.

Now this is where it gets either just plain stupid or weird and stupid, depending on which historical camp you belong to. There are some who say that one of the goals of the group was to release into New York’s Central Park every species of bird ever mentioned in any of Shakespeare’s plays or sonnets. Then there are others who claim that this is too daft a plan to be given any credence. However, as is my wont, I’m more inclined to go with the more preposterous version, a version which I hasten to add is also given the stamp of credulity by no less an authority than the Smithsonian magazine.

Plus, there were quite a few literary figures and tragics to be found within the ranks of the group. When in 1869 Schieffelin, released a shipment of freshly acquired English sparrows into his own backyard, the poet and journalist, William Cullen Bryant wrote the poem The Olde-Worlde Sparrow.


We hear the note of a stranger bird

That ne’er till now in our land was heard.

A winged settler has taken his place

With Teutons and men of Celtic race.

He has followed their path to our hemisphere

The Olde-Worlde Sparrow at last is here.



I didn’t say it was a particularly good poem. It bangs on for a few more ‘chirping’ stanzas, welcoming the sparrow to America and extolling its virtues as both a song bird and predator of fruit-eating insects. Moreover, I think it does show a particular literary-driven enthusiasm that was embraced by many members of the American Acclimatization Society, and gives some strength to the whole ‘come on let’s just let Shakespeare’s birds loose in the park, what could possibly go wrong?’ argument.

To further this argument, the Society had also imported and released sky larks and nightingales (both from Romeo and Juliet), as well as song thrushes and finches (both from A Midsummer Night’s Dream). Mind you, Shakespeare was pretty fond of birds in his poetic and dramatic works and he mentions birds some fifty-four times. However, these releases on the whole were unsuccessful, with many of the birds perishing in the harsh New York winter, which although a sad and pointless death for the poor blameless birds, was not the environmental apocalypse that was about to be unleashed.

Which brings us to 6 March 1890. Except this time it’s not sparrows that Schieffelin, is about to release, it is sixty starlings. Starlings are only mentioned once by Shakespeare, in Henry IV, act 1, scene 3, where Hotspur fantasises about using a starling to torture the King by constantly repeating the name of one of the King’s enemies:


I’ll have a starling shall be taught to speak

Nothing but Mortimer, and give it him

To keep his anger still in motion.



This also proves that Shakespeare did know his birds. Starlings have been known for centuries for being one of the best mimics of the natural world. Best known for reproducing the calls of other birds, but most recently they have become pretty adept at impersonating various well-known ring tones.

That single Hotspur mention was enough for Schieffelin, so much so that he had the birds imported at considerable personal expense from Europe. After surviving the sea trip they were brought to his country estate and from there transported by carriage to Manhattan. Then, with hope in his heart and droppings in his brain, he coaxed the birds from their cages onto a snow covered Central Park lawn. Unlike the other species he and his fellow society members had released in the park, the starlings quickly flew away and found shelter ironically beneath the eaves of the American Museum of Natural History.

And then they got busy. Well, to be precise, a few of them died off, but from the approximately thirty-two starlings that survived that first winter, they established a breeding colony and within a few years they had ‘taken’ Manhattan.

By 1914 they had spread through much of the American Northeast. There were newspaper reports of residents in Hartford, Connecticut, nailing teddy bears into trees to try and scare the birds away from their nests. This obviously didn’t work, but I’m guessing crucified teddy bears gave quite a few Hartford children some deeply unpleasant dreams. A few years later, the White House had even rigged up speakers that emitted owl hoots in a vain attempt to drive away the invasive starlings.

In the 1930s the federal government decided that the best way out of the starling problem was to promote a cookbook suggesting such tasty delights as starling pie. Suffice to say, this did not catch on.

Today, starling number are thought to be more than 200 million birds that cause well over a billion dollars’ worth of damage to the US agricultural industry. As well as carrying multiple diseases that can be deadly to both livestock and humans, starlings are also an incredibly dangerous hazard to the aviation industry. In the years between 1990 and 2001, a large proportion of the 852 instances of planes having trouble with massive flocks of birds involved starlings. Some thirty years earlier in 1960, this had a devastating outcome when an Eastern Airlines flight out of Boston slammed into a massive flock of starlings only seconds after take-off and crashed into Winthrop Bay killing 62 of the 72 people on board.

If this was not bad enough, as delightful as the starling may be in its original native habitat, it is also something of an arsehole to other birds. It’s a notorious bully invading other bird’s nests and to honest, just plain awful for other species to be around. But as Shakespeare writes in Henry V, act 4, scene 1 ‘I love the lovely bully’.

See, it’s worryingly easy to be really dumb when you can justify almost anything with a random line from Shakespeare.






PLEASE REWIND, NO SERIOUSLY CAN WE PLEASE REWIND?

One morning in September 2000, a Dallas boardroom hosted one of the most consequential, and in hindsight, stupefying meetings in show business history.

The major players were Marc Randolph, Reed Hastings and Barry McCarthy from upstart entertainment company Netflix. On the other side of the table were John Antioco and the head honchos from the video store behemoth Blockbuster.

The Netflix newbies had just come from a corporate retreat in bucolic California where things were looking definitely less than rosy. Their business model of delivering DVDs by mail (remembering obviously this was back in the time of dial-up modems) was not proving to be the paradigm shift in entertainment delivery that they had hoped it would be. They had, however, realised that much-vaunted fast speed internet would eventually be a game changer, but it was still in the future. Back in the present, they had been tarred with the same dot.com bubble brush that had recently purged the Nasdaq of scores of startup companies which had seemed like so many ‘good ideas at the time’.

So, you could well imagine the excitement at the Netflix corporate retreat when news came through that Blockbuster, the mega video/DVD rental company, was willing to throw these young entrepreneurs a lifeline.

Hastings would later recall that they had been waiting months for such a meeting but the problem was that Blockbuster wanted to get together in Dallas on a certain date, and that part of the offer was apparently non-negotiable. If Netflix wanted to make a deal with Blockbuster, they had one chance, at one time, at one place, to make it happen.

That’s when the Netflix amigos decided to throw caution to the wind and for $20,000 they chartered a private plane. Which brings us to two incredible facts regarding the American entertainment industry. Firstly, that a company that was on the brink of going under had enough self-belief to spend money that they really didn’t have hiring a plane to race across the country for one single meeting.

And even more bizarrely, Vanna White owned the plane. I find it amazing that co-hosting Wheel of Fortune actually paid ‘private-jet’ kind of money!

But I digress. The meeting did not go well.

Marc Randolph would later recall that he was actually intimidated by just how expensive he thought that Blockbuster’s John Antioco’s loafers must have been, saying, ‘His loafers probably cost more than my car’.

On a side note, the whole shoe envy sub-plot is actually not that outrageous an idea. There are several high-end companies that make loafers that cost in the tens of thousands of dollars, and this is why we still have socialism.

The Netflix crew started describing how they could add to Blockbuster’s brand particularly in the ‘brave new world’ of delivering content online. Suggesting that Blockbuster could stick to doing what it did well in terms of bricks and mortar, the word synergy was probably bandied about, as it often was in the early 2000s. There was mention of a merger and that a $50 million investment would help make Netflix part of the Blockbuster family.

And then John Antioco said the words that will go down in corporate infamy, ‘The dot.com hysteria is completely overblown’.

It should be pointed out that he was not referring to the recent crash in dot.com stocks but rather that digital delivery would never replace the joy of ugly carpet, staff picks and overpriced stale popcorn that was quintessential to the movie rental experience.

Randolph would later write that when the sum of $50 million was mentioned John Antioco was visibly restraining from bursting out laughing.

As we all know by now, Blockbuster went bankrupt in 2010 whereas Netflix’s worth since 2000 has increased more than 5000 per cent.

The great irony of this story is that if we go back just three years before this meeting we can actually pinpoint what would be the genesis of what is now one of the largest entertainment companies on earth. It was 1997 and Reed Hastings was pissed off that he’d received a $40 late fee on a VHS rental copy of Apollo 13.

This simple act spurned one of the greatest entertainment companies of all time, whereas the overdue fee I paid for Beverly Hills Cop back in the 1980s resulted in nothing more than a considerable dint in my weekly beer allowance.

It should also be noted that as I am writing this, Netflix is currently considering changes to their own business model. Apparently they never considered that within a few short years there would be so many other competitors jostling for a share of the streaming market.






I AIN’T NO FANCY CITY LAWYER

It’s a fair statement to say that history was never going to judge Clement Vallandigham kindly. As an Ohio member of the US House of Representatives (1857–63) he spent much of his time railing against Lincoln and supporting not just the South, but slavery as a concept, so it came as no surprise to his peers when he was convicted and exiled back to the Confederacy from which he had claimed heritage.

On his arrival back in the South, he made his way to Canada before sneaking back into Ohio where he maintained his pig-headed loyalty to the more ignoble ideologies of the then Democratic party.

But that is not how he is best remembered. No, he’s remembered for one of the most asinine deaths in legal history.

The year was 1871 and Vallandigham found himself in the city of Lebanon, Ohio, defending a certain ne’er-do-well Thomas McGehean on a murder charge of shooting a man in a barroom brawl. Vallandigham’s defence was that his client was unarmed and it was the dead man, Thomas Myers, who had accidentally shot himself. It must be said that, even if true, it was an argument of a decidedly dubious nature. Myers supposedly produced this pistol, according to Vallandigham, with malice aforethought, not in reaction to McGehean and four of his thuggish friends bursting into a private card game with evil violence on their minds.

Don’t worry if that sounds a bit convoluted. Vallandigham had a foolproof plan to demonstrate how such a strange, tragic misfire could have occurred

During the trial, actually the night before the prosecution was set to conclude, Vallandigham scarpered off to a nearby field with his own pistol and, in his own mind, did some tests which proved that Myers could have indeed accidentally shot himself in the stomach whilst reaching for his pistol as he was hurriedly standing from a crouching position.

Back at his hotel he gathered some other legal minds to demonstrate his forensic brilliance which, for the sake of legal argument, he was going to demonstrate with Myers’s pistol empty of bullets. However, the defendant’s weapon was lying right next to his own gun, which still had three rounds left in the chamber after his previous experiments. I think we can all see where this was headed. Suffice to say the learned counsel’s next words were, ‘I have foolishly shot myself’. He died twelve hours later.

These, however, were not the only prescient words spoken that night. An associate, who had accompanied Vallandigham to observe the open-air ballistic experiments, remembered saying to his friend at the conclusion of the experiments, ‘Val, there are three shots in your pistol. You had best discharge them’. Only to have Val irritably enquire, ‘What for?’ His associate replied, ‘To prevent any accident, where you might shoot yourself’.

But Val would hear nothing of such judicious suggestions and snapped back, ‘No danger of that. I have carried and practised with pistols too often to be afraid to have a loaded one in my pocket’.

Which is sort of a double irony. Not only was he later killed with the same pistol that apparently caused him no fear, but a gunman accidentally killing himself by retrieving a loaded gun from a pocket was exactly the argument he was using to free his client.

It is with even more irony that his final recorded words were, ‘I may, however, be mistaken, but I am a firm believer in that good old Presbyterian doctrine of predestination’.






MR BOMBASTIC, NOT SO FANTASTIC

We are familiar with the words ‘bombast’ and ‘bombastic’ in reference to a certain style of public speaking. Usually it means someone who is trying to impress their audience with extravagant language and displays whilst actually having very little meaning or importance in their words.

But during the Renaissance it described a rather ridiculous fashion trend, one that also championed the triumph of style over substance. The origin of the word ‘bombast’ is from the French noun bombace meaning cotton or more particularly cotton padding. So etymologically, a bombastic speaker is one full of padding or, in other words, inflated language.

Having said that, I should add that a ridiculous amount of substantial padding lay at the very heart of fashion at the time. Clothing historians Sarah Pendergast and Tom Pendergast describe it best in their 2004 work, Fashion, Costume and Culture: Clothing, Headwear, Body Decorations and Footwear through the Ages. They write, ‘Bombast was absolutely essential to the men’s and women’s clothing of the 16th century, yet it was never actually seen. Bombast was a form of stuffing made from cotton, wool, horsehair, or even sawdust. It was used to pad and add shape to a variety of garments, including the shoulders, chest and stomach of the doublet, a kind of overshirt, and bodice; the bulky legs of men’s hose, like pumpkin breeches and Venetians; or the sleeves and shoulders of women’s gowns’.

I like the reference to men’s legs. Apparently the well-heeled gent was not averse to using a bit of bombast to make his calves seem suitably impressive, and I’m guessing it was a fair bet that there was also more than a bit of ‘Spinal Tap’ style codpiece stuffing going on as well.

Like most fashion crazes, this soon got more than a bit ridiculous. A known wit Philip Stubbes whose 1583 pamphlet, The Anatomy of Abuses which, apart from casting a withering eye at gambling, drinking and most popular forms of entertainment, also derides the fashions of the time and in particular the excesses of the wearing of bombast. He lampoons those fashionistas who have stuffed their clothing with ‘Four, five or six pounds of Bombast at the least’, to the point where they are so ‘stuffed, bombasted and sowed, that they can very hardly either stoop down, or decline themselves to the ground, so stiff and sturdy do their doublets stand about them’.

Stubbes’s contemporary, the poet George Gascoigne, gives us the first literary nod to bombast in his 1572 poem with the snappy title Councell Given to Master Bartholomew Withipoll where he counsels him ‘To stuff thy doublet full of such bombaste’. The word bombast was often ended with or without an ‘e’ as was the fashion at the time.

Gascoigne, however, also develops the word from its strictly sartorial origin and moves it closer towards a meaning we might recognise today. In a shorter poem written three years later, he describes a now enfeebled ‘Dan Bartholomew’ (my guess it’s the same person) ‘hath no bombast now but skin and bones’, using bombast to represent ‘padding’ but this time with a meaning more physical in nature.

The first mention of ‘bombast’ in a form we would recognise today is in poet, satirist and playwright Thomas Nashe’s To Students, a cautionary piece that warns of the tendency, ‘To outbraue (outbrave) better pens with the swelling bumbast (and yes, he did spell it exactly like that) of a bragging blanke verse’.

By 1772, Daniel Defoe was using the modern spelling and meaning in his, I’m going to say, somewhat critical essay ‘A certain bombastic Author’.

For these facts I have to thank the etymologists and grammar experts Patricia T. O’Conner and Stewart Kellerman and their enlightening and thoroughly enjoyable website ‘Grammarphobia’.

They also gave me this one last little gem. There was, for many years, an etymological myth that the word ‘bombast’ was derived from the name of noted Swiss alchemist, physician and astrologer, Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim, who published under the considerably punchier pseudonym Paracelsus. He was something of an iconoclast of his time. As a student at the very start of the 16th century he pondered how ‘the high colleges managed to produce so many high asses’.

He was also a great believer in that not all learning is done just in a classroom. He would later write, ‘the universities do not teach all things, so a doctor must seek out old wives, gypsies, sorcerers, wandering tribes, old robbers and such outlaws and take lessons from them. A doctor must be a traveler… Knowledge is experience’.

I mention him not only because of his words but also because he was a noted clinician in the study of syphilis, and well syphilis (stick around) just keeps popping up.






WELL, AT LEAST HE DIDN’T BUY A HARLEY

Something strange can happen to some men once they realise that the youth they had so wantonly enjoyed has passed them by and they are now firmly ensconced in the spreading waistline of their middle age.

Some people call this a ‘mid-life crisis’; others simply call it ‘being a bit of a dick’. Either way, it has resulted in way too many ‘dad’s new convertible’, or inappropriate tightness of denim clothing, and let’s not forget more pointless guitar lessons than you can shake a sad greying ponytail at.

And let’s be honest, those are the milder, sillier ones that don’t end up either in bankruptcy or a divorce lawyer’s office.

But fortunately it has been more than 300 years since a previously sane man, on feeling the march of time, has said to himself, ‘I’m going to pack it all in and become a pirate’.

The particular numbskull who did just that was Stede Bonnet, and can I just say from the get-go that ‘Bonnet’ is probably not the most terrifying surname for a would-be buccaneer, and things didn’t get much better when chubby old Stede actually made it to sea and was given the pirate nom-de-plume of ‘The Gentleman Pirate’.

Although it has to be said that there was nothing gentlemanly about his piratical nature, what he lacked in intelligence and guile he more than made up for in brutish cruelty.

No, he was known as ‘The Gentleman Pirate’ for the simple reason that before embracing a life under the skull and crossbones he had been just that, a gentleman. This was not just compared to the brigands and cut-throats who committed piracy. Stede was a man with options, a man who should have known better. He was a well-educated gentleman who had been born into a wealthy British family in Barbados, sometime in the 1680s. This is an estimate as I’m assuming it’s a pretty fair guess that record keeping was not a strong suit of the Barbadian civil service at the time.

Mr Bonnet had spent time in the army and had even risen to the rank of major, before retiring on his recently purchased estate with his wife and young children. He did this for a decade and then, as a friend would later recall, Stede said there were ‘some Discomforts he found in the married state’, which led to ‘this Humour of going a-pyrating’.

David Moore, an archeologist and respected historian with the North Carolina Maritime Museum, discovered records showing that Bonnet may have been having financial problems as he had borrowed 1700 pounds (about $400,000 in today’s money), around the same time that a hurricane wiped out his sugar crop, so there was little chance of him paying back the loan.

Another historian Colin Woodward, author of The Republic of Pirates, also talks about Bonnet having lost a child as a way of explaining his state of mind, along with the theory that Bonnet was probably a Jacobite and resented the ascension of Hanoverian King George I to the English throne.

I have to say that a personal crisis, financial problems, unpopular conspiracy theory political views and a failed marriage not only describes ‘The Gentleman Pirate’, but pretty much everyone’s uncle who lives alone in a caravan park in Far North Queensland and can be guaranteed to post something unsettling on TikTok.

With all this emotional baggage, Bonnet abandoned the family home in 1717, and bought his ‘pirate’ ship. This alone set him apart from other pirates who, on the whole, procured their vessels usually by stealing them.

Another thing that set Bonnet apart was the fact that not only did he have zero experience as a ship’s captain, but moreover his whole nautical career consisted of one brief trip where he never rose above the rank of passenger.

Once he had purchased his ship, which he renamed Revenge (a possible red flag?) he outfitted it with ten cannons and hired, yes that’s correct, he hired a pirate crew of some seventy brigands before setting sail in the direction of Virginia to cause mayhem on the high seas, which he actually managed to achieve.

I should also mention that Revenge was actually quite a popular name for pirate ships (as we will later see), but it’s just that with Bonnet’s story it really does reek more than a smidgeon of classic mid-life crisis.

Although, if I may divert for a second, it’s still better than one simple Google search can tell you about other names middle-aged men have given their beloved boats. The following selection are all sadly verified and some are even still out there floating today – The Doggy Style, Salty Test Tackles, Boobie Bouncer, Dixie Normous, Full of Sea-Men, Breakin’ Wind (a sail ship I’m assuming but to be honest, you can’t really be sure), and of course, the Viagra.

That is just a tiny sample of a worryingly long line of names that must have sounded brilliant around about the fourth tequila shot.

But back to Bonnet: after having fitted out the Revenge, he soon set off on his first adventure to plunder on the high seas. The fact that he managed to seize, loot and destroy a few vessels is often seen as more of an indication of the skills of his mercenary crew than any blaggard tendencies of the freshly self-appointed pirate captain.

These exploits, however, did bring him to the attention of that notorious and most defiantly terror of the seas, Edward Teach, he of the incendiary hair that history recalls as Blackbeard.

I mention the fiery follicles as a reminder that Blackbeard would actually attach burning candles or fuses to his long hair and beard to intimidate his would-be victims. Not that his reputation wouldn’t often just do that job for him. Many a ship’s crew would be seized with terror the moment they spotted Blackbeard’s flag that they would recognise from its depiction of a skeleton plunging a spear into a bleeding red heart. Blackbeard’s apparent disdain for the far too jolly ‘Jolly Roger’, the flag that was traditionally flown to identify a pirate ship, was that he regarded it as a flag of pirate wannabes, people just like Bonnet. Today the Jolly Roger is now best known as a prop employed by entertainers at a child’s birthday party.

When Bonnet crossed paths with Blackbeard, the freshly minted pirate had changed his name to Captain Edwards, because he may have thought it sounded scarier than Bonnet, or maybe he was just mindful of embarrassing his family back in Barbados. Either way, the two men met. One a pirate legend and the other a self-funded buccaneer.

This is when Teach did exactly what you would expect Teach to do. He immediately proposed they combine forces. For Bonnet/Edwards/Gentleman Pirate this seemed like an offer too good to pass up on. It was the early 18th-century pirate equivalent of a fledgling band being offered the support spot on a major artist’s world (OK, mostly Caribbean) tour.

Teach’s ship boasted forty guns. In Bonnet’s mind that was not only four times his firepower, but just think of all the things he could learn as an understudy to the most notorious pirate in the world. As for Teach, it was the simple opportunity of ‘there’s one born ever second’.

The first part of Blackbeard’s plan was to play gracious host to the Gentleman Pirate. Teach told him that a man of Bonnet’s social standing and rather portly frame would be far more comfortable in the larger and more luxurious quarters available on his ship the Queen Anne’s Revenge, and to put his new friend’s mind at ease, Teach assured him that he would personally choose some of his own finest men to oversee Bonnet’s vessel the Revenge.

Seriously, this plot sounds like a first act predicament from a Pirate of the Caribbean movie, the sort you can see coming a mile away, and apparently even at the time everyone could. Everyone, that is, but Stede Bonnet.

By the time Blackbeard let Bonnet on the Queen Anne’s Revenge, Bonnet’s own ship had been stripped of all its valuables, and to add insult to injury, Teach had marooned twenty-five of Bonnet’s crew on a nearby desert island.

The Gentleman Pirate was enraged and after being unceremoniously dumped back on shore, swore revenge on Blackbeard. If he couldn’t capture Teach, he would make sure that his own name (Bonnet, Edward or GP to his friends) would go down in history to show that he was just as notorious a scoundrel as his now sworn enemy.

Pop quiz or show of hands, who’s heard of Blackbeard? And now who’s heard of Stede Bonnet?

Um, yes, I think that answers how this plays out.

That is not to say that the Gentlemen Pirate did not commit more than his fair share of piracy. But to be honest, the thing that Bonnet excelled in most was sociopathic behaviour. In an occupation noted for its murder and wanton cruelty, Bonnet actually managed to stand out as being more violently unhinged than most of his murderous contemporaries.

Oh, and he didn’t confine his cruelty to his victims. He was also a particularly nasty master and commander to his own crew.

Eventually the governor of South Carolina had had enough of Bonnet and his ilk, and in August 1718 (yes, Bonnet had only been at sea for less than a full year), commissioned Colonel William Rhett to hunt him down. By October 1718, Rhett had Bonnet and several other pirate ships cornered in the Cape Fear River where a five-hour battle ensued. Things became so heated that Bonnet let his pursuers know that he would rather blow himself and his ship out of the water before he would ever consider surrendering.

This act of bravado was, however, short-lived. His crew overruled him and quickly let Rhett know that they were willing to surrender.

To add insult to injury, upon boarding Bonnet’s ship, Colonel Rhett declared his surprise at seeing the Gentleman Pirate. Rhett had actually been convinced that he had captured the vessel of another pirate, Charles Vane.

Even in capture things did not go quite right for Bonnet. He was imprisoned back in Charles Town, were he wrote a letter for clemency to the governor (using his previous high standing in the Barbados community as a reason to avoid the gallows). This was judiciously ignored. He then attempted a prison escape that, to no one’s surprise, was an abject failure. So, on 10 December 1718, he was hanged along with thirty other pirates.

Around this time, one of Bonnet’s fellow pirates Captain Bartholomew Roberts famously said, ‘a merry Life and a short one shall be my Motto’.

Looking back at Bonnet’s life and projecting onto modern times, I suppose Robert’s aphorism was a bit more poetic than a middle-aged man getting ‘live fast, die young’ tattooed in incorrect Japanese on his new gym membership bicep.






I WISH I’D THOUGHT OF THAT

On 26 March 2002 the US Patent and Trademark office signed off on patent number 6,360, 693. The patent had been filed way back in 1999. Patenting is a timely process – particularly in the ever-expanding market of animal companion entertainment.

As the owner of a cat with more than her fair selection of mostly ignored cat toys, I am more than aware just how lucrative the whole pet toy industry has become. We still have a thirty-five-dollar, catnip-scented, wiggling, squeaking, cotton tropical fish. The main purpose of this toy is to garner disapproving feline glances as the cat saunters nonchalantly past it on its way to the floor cushion that it knows it is not supposed to scratch.

So, I must confess, I have a begrudging sense of admiration for ‘inventor’ Ross Eugene Long III and more than a little contempt for the nincompoops that actually granted him patent number 6,360,693.

This extract is taken directly from Long’s application for the patent. ‘An animal toy, comprising: (a) a solid main section having a diameter and a longitudinal length and extending a predetermined distance along said longitudinal length, and (b) at least one protrusion attached at one end thereof said main section and extending a predetermined distance therefrom and wherein said at least one protrusion includes a second longitudinal axis that is not in a parallel alignment with a first longitudinal axis of said solid main section: and wherein said animal toy is adapted to float on water.’

Yes, that is correct, Ross Long was given a patent for what we would usually describe as a STICK.

Included in the application are several schematic drawings of a stick, as well as a rather cute essay outlining the background of this new wonder invention and then, just so there is no room for doubt, Long concludes with:


Objects and summary of the invention

It is an object of the present invention to provide an animal toy that a dog may carry in its mouth.

It is also an important object of the invention to provide an animal toy that it is easy for a dog to pick up off of the ground.

Another object of the invention is to provide an animal toy that can float.

Still another object of the invention is to provide an animal toy that glows in the dark. (Okay, this is a genuine innovation!)

Yet another important object of the invention is to provide an animal toy that can be used to teach a dog to fetch on land.

Still yet another important object of the invention is to provide an animal toy that can be used to teach a dog to fetch from the water.

It is a useful object of the invention is to provide an animal toy made of a material that a dog may chew.
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