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  To the Three Stooges, the Marx Brothers, Abbott and Costello, Soupy Sales, Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd, Laurel and Hardy, and most of all, Bugs Bunny and the WB gang.

  Schadenfreude personified.


  INTRODUCTION

  
    
    
    
      
        	
          Lisa:

        
        	
          Dad, do you know what Schadenfreude is?

        
      

      
        	
          Homer:

        
        	
          No, I don’t know what “shaden-frawde” is. Please tell me, because I’m dying to know.

        
      

      
        	
          Lisa:

        
        	
          It’s a German term for “shameful joy,” taking pleasure in the suffering of others.

        
      

      
        	
          Homer:

        
        	
          Oh, come on, Lisa. I’m just glad to see him fall flat on his butt! He’s usually all happy and comfortable, and surrounded by loved ones, and it makes me feel . . . What’s the opposite of that shameful joy thing of yours?

        
      

      
        	
          Lisa:

        
        	
          Sour grapes.

        
      

      
        	
          Homer:

        
        	
          Boy, those Germans have a word for everything!

        
      

    
  

  —The Simpsons
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  The origins of “One man’s pain is another man’s pleasure” can be found in old English texts circa mid-1500s, and has been used in a variety of ways since (“one man’s meat is another man’s poison,” etc.).

  There are two kinds of Schadenfreude:

  In the early part of the nineteenth century until today, the physical aspects of Schadenfreude could be seen in the broadness of slapstick comedy—from the base humor of someone slipping on a banana peel, to getting hit in the face or head with a 2 x 4, to falling off a ladder, to stepping on a rake, all the way up to the seemingly endless stream of getting kicked/punched/rammed in the genitals that made up the bulk of the entertainment that was America’s Funniest Home Videos and Jackass. Their pain is palpable and, to many watching, riotously funny.

  The other kind manifested itself in a slightly more cerebral way . . . the joy one takes when someone lets their success go to their head and, as a result, becomes an obnoxious bore. It is the pleasure we take on seeing who gets fired on The Apprentice or who gets voted off the island on Survivor. When they eventually screw up (and they do, more often than not), there is a feeling that overtakes us that can only be described with that very German word: Schadenfreude.

  These days, those “downfalls” are the main source of most news reporting, whether on television, radio, via Twitter and Facebook, and in pretty much all media. There is nothing that sells papers or attracts viewers like a good scandal involving a celebrity, a politician, or a sports star who has been caught breaking the rules.

  Picture this …

  You’re walking down the street in, say, New York City, and you spy a man knocking a woman and her small child out of the way as they try to catch a cab. The man, an upstanding lion of business, is in a hurry and his business meeting (or whatever) is going to take precedent over the mere needs of a mom and her offspring. The cab pulls out and gets hit broadside by another cab. No one is hurt . . . but that elation you feel, knowing that the guy in the cab is going to miss his “important” meeting . . . why, that’s SCHADENFREUDE.

  SCHADENFREUDE comes in many shapes and colors. It can be as simple as cheering and clapping that follows a waitress dropping a tray of dishes or a bartender breaking a glass.

  It can be the exultant gladness one feels when a stunningly beautiful contestant in a major beauty contest gives an answer to a question that clearly shows her to have the IQ of a Q-tip.

  It can be the unexpected pleasure one feels while watching a young actor or actress, who has not done any work of significance in his/her short and not particularly stellar career, get arrested for drugs . . . or bad driving . . . or shoplifting . . . or any myriad of possible infractions that you know will have major consequences down the road. And the immediate image that pops into your head where they’re wearing an orange jersey while they spear trash on the side of the road under the supervision of an armed guard . . . that’s SCHADENFREUDE.

  Admit it . . . it forms the basis of much of our humor. From the slapstick of the 3 Stooges to the Keystone Cops to Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, and Harold Lloyd . . . on through Chevy Chase’s pratfalls at the beginning of the early days of Saturday Night Live . . . to the angst of The Hangover and pretty much every Steve Carell movie . . . we laugh instinctively at the misfortunes of others . . . and if the recipients have been presented as vicious or evil or arrogant or condescending . . . well, there is a level of satisfaction that comes from seeing revenge enacted. That feeling of satisfaction from a perceived justice? That’s SCHADENFREUDE.

  This book contains all sorts of examples, miniature portraits of characters from all walks of life who rose to the pinnacle of their various fields... often on the backs of others . . . committed all levels of atrocities while up there . . . and ultimately fell from grace . . . a hard, damaging, brutal fall (oft times fatal) and the sense of satisfaction that was felt as a result . . . yep, you guessed it . . . SCHADENFREUDE.


  CHAPTER ONE

  HISTORY
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  “History teaches us that men and nations behave wisely once they have exhausted all other alternatives.”

  —Abba Eban

  We fill history with good guys and bad guys—too bad they’re usually the same person. It just depends on who’s telling their stories. General Custer and Wyatt Earp had devoted wives who knitted heroic stories of their husbands instead of booties. Benedict Arnold and Richard Nixon . . . not so much. It wasn’t that long ago that Americans cheered moving the Indians (or Redskins as they were then known) out of their way and off to the reservation. Today, we’ve ceded millions of dollars in gambling revenue to atone for our guilt over the tragic displacement of Native Americans. The only truth is what we want it to be, or, as Winston Churchill said, “History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.” Read quickly my friends for yesterday’s joker is certain to become tomorrow’s Batman.

  History is rife with Schadenfreude. From the giggling that started amongst the other animals in the garden while the snake sold Adam and Eve a bill of goods, to the French peasants eating pound cake while Marie Antoinette lost her head, to Abbie Hoffman sitting in front of his television eating a bowl of ice cream and chortling while Nixon flashed the Peace sign as he boarded that last plane, to watching a “secret” video that ends up swaying an election, Schadenfreude has been a constant emotion that has enveloped many of the participants.

  ALEXANDER THE GREAT

  Perhaps the greatest general of all times, Alexander set his sights on creating the largest empire the world had ever seen. Apparently, thinking he was going to live forever, he paid little mind to the fact that most empires are built on successive generations. So when gravely ill and asked to name an heir, Alexander ignored his son and his trusted officers and simply replied, “the strongest.” Gee, you think? It comes as no surprise that as a result of this lack of endorsement, his empire would experience nearly 200 years of war and end up destroying just about everything he had tried to accomplish.

  JULIUS CAESAR

  Julius Caesar was a Roman general, a statesman, and an author. He also triggered the beginning of the end of the Roman Empire. Power hungry from the jump, he pissed off the Senate and practically everyone in it. He refused to give up his military command and started a civil war as a result. No one was happy . . . and so he was assassinated in the very same Senate by his cronies, led by his friend Brutus.

  There is some controversy over whether he actually uttered the infamous line, “Et tu, Brute?” Latin for “And you, Brutus?” Other than the fact that they spoke Greek at the time, no one knows. I prefer to think . . . yes, after having subjected his friends to all manner of embarrassment.

  “Et tu, Brute?” You bet your ass, Julie.

  PAUL OF TARSUS

  So we got this guy named Saul living in the city of Tarsus around 20 AD. He’s a Jew and boy does he hate these up- and-coming Christians. Any chance he gets he persecutes them. We don’t know exactly what that means, but we assume it’s more than taking their lunch money or setting fire to bags of shit outside their stable doors. He’s happy, just kicking back, trading stories of what they did to this Christian or what they did to this one; you know, the one who already looks like a mosaic. Life could not be finer. Until one night on the road to Damascus he has a vision and it’s a whopper. He sees the risen Jesus who asks him, “Why are you persecuting me?” Either because he was a smart-aleck or maybe because he was just buying time, Saul has the nerve to ask, “Who are you?” Remember: he’s talking to a vision that none of his companions can see. “I am Jesus, the one you are persecuting.” Not the answer he was expecting. Jesus then sends him back to the city, making him temporarily blind, just so his mind doesn’t wander. After three days his vision returns and Saul, now called Paul, becomes a pillar of the Church, which in those days usually meant an extremely painful death.

  TOWER OF PISA

  Construction of this Italian bell tower occurred in three stages across 344 years. Don’t you think that someone might have noticed at some point that the ground was too unstable to support a 186-foot tower that weighs 14,500 metric tons? In what is surely the finest example of “not my job,” work continued, even though the tower began to lean less than ten years after construction began. Yep, they continued to build for another 334 YEARS! They even had to compensate by adding additional steps on the south-facing staircase, meaning that the top of the tower is displaced by over 12 feet from where it would be if it was straight.

  RICHARD III

  As Lord Protector, Richard, Duke of York (the future Richard III), was appointed to take care of his nephews, the two young sons of King Edward IV, after the latter’s sudden death. Can you say wolf guarding the hen house? Soon the princes are “lodged” in the Tower of London. (Like having the penthouse suite at Alcatraz.) Well, you know the trouble kids can get into. Seems that they disappeared . . . forever. And who benefited from the disappearances—well, Uncle Dick, who was soon crowned king.

  The English feel schadenfreude even about themselves.

  —Martin Amis

  CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

  Despite popular mythology, it was widely accepted at the time of Columbus that the world was round. There was even a fairly accurate estimate of how big it was. Chris had researched all this, but apparently, had been absent from class when one small little detail had been discussed. It seems that most of the estimates came from Muslim scholars and their “mile” was longer than the European “mile.” Columbus never made the conversion and was convinced that the world was only 15,000 miles in diameter. That would make his trek to the riches of the Orient just slightly longer than going out for milk. You can imagine how angry his crew must have been—especially after the fourth ship fell over the edge.

  BENEDICT ARNOLD

  Benedict Arnold was a distinguished Continental Army officer during the early days of the American Revolution. It was Arnold who suggested that the colonial troops attack the poorly-defended Fort Ticonderoga. That plan promoted him to colonel in the Connecticut militia. His expedition to attack Quebec through the Maine wilderness would ultimately earn him the rank of Brigadier General in the Continental Army. Although not without a few setbacks, Arnold’s career among the patriots continued to grow and he became the military commander of Philadelphia, which allowed him a lavish lifestyle. It was there that he met and soon married Peggy Shippen, and in the words of 10cc, the “things we do for love.” Peggy, who came from a loyalist family, had been courted by British Major John Andre and she remained in touch with him. Taking advantage of Arnold’s opinion of the deplorable conditions in the former colonies, the Brits began to tap him for information. Soon wife Peggy was sending Andre letters encoded with secret messages from her husband. It all began to unravel when Andre was captured. Benedict Arnold, early hero of the revolution, was at last exposed as a traitor to the new country.

  MARIE ANTOINETTE

  Perhaps best remembered as the world’s greatest caterer (“let them eat cake”), Marie Antoinette should have been the first to ask Pat Sajak to buy a clue. Instead, she blissfully went about her business while Paris ran red in blood. Imprisoned by the French Revolution, she lost her crown, her mind and . . . her head. Ouch.

  NAPOLEON BONAPARTE

  In 1812, Napoleon was lured deep into Russia, where the undefeated French emperor led a force of 500,000 soldiers into Moscow, which he found abandoned and burning. At this point, Mr. Bonaparte would be the first to quote Emily Litella and mumble, “Never Mind.” He turned his troops around and began what is affectionately called “The Great Retreat.” By the time he crossed the Berezina River, nearly 380,000 men were dead and 100,000 more captured by the Russians. It was about then that he began what we like to call the “Great Save My Ass,” abandoning his troops and fleeing to Paris. Eventually, he would be found out and after being exiled a couple of times, he would die in his bed, his hand, no doubt, wedged beneath his jammies.

  JOHN WILKES BOOTH

  Someone explain this to me. A third-rate actor, living in his brother’s shadow, gathers together a group of conspirators who plan to do what the whole of the Southern states could not do—bring about the collapse of the Union. And they nearly accomplish it. I don’t know what is harder to believe—Booth’s hubris or how easy it was for his plan to work. I get that he was a familiar face at the Ford’s Theatre but still, how was he able to slip into the President’s box and shoot him? Clearly he had no escape plan—he jumped on stage and, in the process, injured his leg. Despite this, how was he still able to escape the theatre, which was less than two miles from the White House? It’s wartime in Washington, DC. Where were all the soldiers? Co-conspirator Lewis Powell was able to get to Secretary of State William H. Seward in his home and stab him. Then it took three days to find Powell and another eleven to track down Booth and kill him. Now remember—the greatest military minds in the South had succeeded in waging a war for independence that had lasted four years and was not going well. A group of misfits who could barely get out of their own way nearly accomplished the same thing in a night out at the theatre.
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  GENERAL GEORGE CUSTER

  After graduating dead last in his West Point class, General George Custer thought that it would make sense to mount a frontal attack with 200 men against 2,000 Sioux and Cheyenne warriors. Outnumbered 10-to-1, he then had another great idea—let’s not wait for reinforcements. It still causes historians to scratch their heads. Some of them believe that this suicidal stand at Little Big Horn was fueled by Custer’s ambition to become president. Whatever his reasoning, by sundown that bloated ambition had been deflated by a hail of arrows. As if that wasn’t bad enough, over the years, portraying this nutjob as a heroic figure has challenged a truly sad group of actors, including Marcello Mastroianni, Richard Mulligan, Leslie Nielsen, and Ronald Reagan. The pain never ends.

  WESTERN UNION

  In 1876, a Western Union internal memo stated, “This ‘telephone’ has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication. The device is inherently of no value to us.” Comfortable with the monopoly they had on the telegraph system, they turned down the patent for Alexander Graham Bell’s new invention. Bell had offered it to them for $100,000: two years later, they would try to buy it for $25 million. It might be the first time anyone ever got a busy signal.
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  ULYSSES S. GRANT

  Ulysses S. Grant was a celebrated war general of the Civil War who led the North to victory. Unfortunately, he was less celebrated as the 18th President of the United States. The future resident of Grant’s Tomb faced eleven scandals in his two terms. Corrupt appointees were accused of fraud in the Treasury department, the Post Office, the Patent Office, Secretary of Navy and other posts. The question remains—did the corruption occur because he was a drunk, or did the scandals cause him to drink? In any event, this led G. K. Chesterton to quote, “It is enough to add that he was a very good general and a very bad president.”
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