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OUR “REGULAR READERS” RAVE!




If you love trivia, facts, history, or just reading about something you didn’t know a minute ago—this series of books is GOLD!


—John D.


I have been purchasing UJBR’s for the men in my family since 1988! They look for it every year, so I will be in big trouble if they ever stop publishing it!


—Kay T.


I wish I had discovered these wonderful books years ago. They are by far my favorite read.


—Ross J.


Now I can give my brain food while I take care of nature’s call.


—Mike D.


Just a great book and makes a wonderful gift. What’s not to like?


—Joanna L.


I love these for my classroom. I can’t bring enough Bathroom Readers in for my students.


—Anne Marie C.


I recently gave my college-bound daughter the Great Big Bathroom Reader that my dad gave me when I went to college. Another generation “going with the flow!”


—Stephen M.


Uncle John’s is the best for entertainment, a few valuable insights, and the periodic laughter it prompts. The other bathroom trivia books don’t hold a candle to this series.


—Jim M.


I love all of these trivia books! Such great information presented in a positive and funny way!


—Jann H.


I am so happy you’ve survived as a cool book series in this age. Paper never has a dead battery.


—Shannon G.













INTRODUCTION


Hold on to your hats, everybody! Welcome to the 35th annual edition of Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader. While the team was celebrating our anniversary in the BRI’s kitchen with some gluten-free cake, it dawned on us just how much the world has changed since my brother and I (with a lot of help from our friends) put the first Bathroom Reader together back in 1987. One example: There was no such a thing as “gluten-free cake.” No smartphones or internet, either. If you were a bathroom reader, and you didn’t have a book or a magazine to help you pass the time in there, your options were read the shampoo bottle label (again) or gaze at the shower curtain.


Then the BRI was born, and it revolutionized not only bathroom reading, but the entire humor/trivia publishing genre. And the fact that our little book series is still thriving in the 2020s is, well,


AWESOME!


Not to get too sentimental, but one of the reasons we’re still around is because of readers like you, who—like us—have an insatiable curiosity about the world around us…especially when it’s mixed with irony, cynicism, and laughter. It’s been our great honor to inform and entertain you for 35 years (and counting). And if this is your first Bathroom Reader, here’s an anniversary bonus: we’ve included five classic articles from our early editions that we think you’ll enjoy.


Over the past three and a half decades, the Bathroom Readers’ Institute has been home to hundreds of writers, researchers, editors, and designers (and the world’s two best dogs) who’ve helped us churn out thousands upon thousands of articles. By my guestimate, we’ve passed along more than 100,000 individual facts. We truly started a movement.


But that was never our goal. We created the first Bathroom Reader so we’d have something to read in there. Once it hit big, we decided to go along for the ride. As the great philosopher Yogi Berra once said, “We came to a fork in the road, and we took it.”


That reminds me: there’s a page of fork facts in this book—proving we will never run out of topics to write about—plus facts about ducks, money, firsts and lasts, vomit, carrots, and things that go fast. And that’s just scratching the surface. (That phrase, by the way, comes from farming in the early twentieth century; only scratching the surface of the field will not adequately till the soil. That makes 100,001 facts!) More highlights:


Forgotten History: The centuries-long search for Antarctica, how World War I reshaped the marketplace, and the crucial role that a lack of toilet paper played in the Cold War.


Colorful Characters: Hiram Bingham (the real-life Indiana Jones), Carlos Mendoza and his line of mediocrity, Iron Mike Malloy who refused to die, Simon Griffiths (the “man who gave a crap”), and a bunch of people (and a robot) named Johnny.


Origins: Crash test dummies, the electric chair, Newman’s Own, the Crockpot, the highway rest area, and that miniature basketball backboard that attaches to an office wastebasket.


Laughs: Funny quotes, funny food origins, the evolution of laughter, and how Monty Python changed the face of comedy (insert obligatory dead parrot reference).


Blunders: The worst Olympic marathon, really bad musicals, game show goofs, mishaps with axes and priceless art, why you should never let your copyright lapse, and H. L. Mencken’s bathtub.


Odd Goings-on: The curse of the “Destiny Ring,” pets that shot their owners, bizarre buffets, odd podcasts, ghost kitchens, and the tale of the flying pig that shut down London airspace in 1976.


And much, much more!


Here’s this year’s cast of characters—writers, editors, designers, and inspirers. Thank you, team. We couldn’t have done it without you.




	Gordon Javna


	John Dollison


	Jay Newman


	Brian Boone


	Thom Little


	J. Carroll


	Lidija Tomas


	Derek Fairbridge


	John Javna


	David & Hobby


	Thom Hepford


	Paul Stanley


	Charlie Weimer


	Ann Le Claire


	Greg Weimer Groucho


	Alfred E. Neuman


	Thomas Crapper





Well, that’s a wrap for this edition. Now we all get to take a few weeks off before jumping right back in to Bathroom Reader #36.


Happy reading, and, as ever,


Go with the Flow!


—Uncle John and the BRI Staff










YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION


More examples of how pop-culture architects get their ideas.


Metropolis: Canadian-born comic book artist Joe Shuster went to high school in Cleveland, Ohio, where he and his friend Jerry Siegel created Superman in the late 1930s. For Superman’s fictional city, Metropolis, Siegel had to draw on childhood memories from Canada. “Cleveland was not nearly as metropolitan as Toronto was,” he explained. “And it was not as big or as beautiful. Whatever buildings I saw in Toronto remained in my mind and came out in the form of Metropolis.”


Philip J. Fry: The first name of Futurama’s dimwitted protagonist comes from Homer Philip Groening, Futurama creator Matt Groening’s dad (he’d already used Homer for another character). The name is also a tribute to Phil Hartman, who voiced Troy McClure on The Simpsons. The inspiration for Fry’s middle initial came from another cartoon character: Bullwinkle J. Moose of The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle fame, created by one of Groening’s heroes, Jay Ward. No word on where the last name comes from, but on the show it was suggested that Fry was named after a Philips screwdriver.


Hannibal Lecter: “Hello, Clarice.” That emotionless, chilling tone of the brilliant serial killer in 1991’s The Silence of the Lambs came to Anthony Hopkins “on the first reading” of the part. Director Jonathan Demme was “a bit freaked” when he heard it and asked the Welsh actor where it came from. “He’s like a machine,” said Hopkins. “He’s like HAL, the computer in 2001: ‘Good evening, Dave.’ He just comes in like a silent shark.”


Bob’s Big Boy: According to company lore, six-year-old Richard Woodruff was a regular at Bob’s Pantry in Glendale, California, in 1937. He cleaned the lot and the ice cream machine in exchange for free food. One day the pudgy boy, who wore checkered pants, asked owner Bob Wian for a hamburger with two patties. Wian added an extra bun between the patties, and the Double Decker Burger was born. A customer named Ben Washam drew a caricature of the big boy with his big sandwich, which became the mascot and, soon after, the name of the fast food chain.


Gothmog the Orc: This grotesque bulbous-faced Orc shows up at a climactic battle in Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003). He’s the one that growls, “The age of Men is over. The time of the Orc has come.” According to actor Elijah Wood (Frodo), Gothmog’s appearance and personality were based on Miramax producer Harvey Weinstein, who reportedly treated Jackson so poorly that the director took his movie to New Line. Wood said that Jackson crafted Gothmog “as a sort of a f*** you” to Weinstein, who was later sentenced to prison for sexual assault.




According to scientists, 40 percent of people have a first memory that didn’t really happen.















GAME SHOW GOOFS


Being on a game show may look easy from the comfort of your living room, but under those hot television lights, contestants’ mouths sometimes disconnect from their brains.




Richard Dawson: Name a yellow fruit.


Contestant: Orange.


—Family Feud


Alex Trebek: It’s the southernmost city in the 48 contiguous states.


Contestant: What is West Virginia?


—Jeopardy!


Bob Eubanks: In what country will your husband say the last foreign car he rode in was manufactured?


Contestant: The United States.


Eubanks: That’s not a foreign country.


Contestant: Um, Texas.


—The Newlywed Game


Jeff Foxworthy: Which European country is Budapest the capital of?


Contestant: This might be a stupid question. I thought Europe was a country? I know they speak French there, don’t they? Is France a country?


—Are You Smarter than a 5th Grader?


Alex Trebek: A Christian hymn and a Jewish holiday hymn are both titled this, also the name of a 2009 Tony-nominated musical.


Contestant: What is Kinky Boots?


—Jeopardy!


Les Dennis: Name a famous Arthur.


Contestant: Shakespeare.


—Family Fortunes


Steve Harvey: Name a fruit that comes in more than one color.


Contestant: Jell-O.


—Family Feud


Bamber Gascoigne: What was Gandhi’s first name?


Contestant: Goosey?


—University Challenge


Bob Eubanks: What will your husband say is his favorite rodent?


Contestant: His saxophone.


—The Newlywed Game


Anne Robinson: In the Lord’s Prayer, what word beginning with “H,” meaning “blessed,” comes before “be thy name”?


Contestant: Howard.


—The Weakest Link


Todd Newton: What type of vehicles are used to compete in the legendary Tour de France?


Contestant: Uh, uh, SUVs.


—Whammy! The All-New Press Your Luck


Jamie Theakston: Where do you think Cambridge University is?


Contestant: Geography isn’t my strong point.


Theakston: There’s a clue in the title.


Contestant: Leicester.


—Beg, Borrow or Steal







In France, the 1975 movie Jaws was called Les Dents de la Mer, or “The Teeth of the Sea.”
















THE LAST OF IT


Everything has a beginning…and an end.


THE LAST PRESIDENT WITH FACIAL HAIR


Changing styles and a clear preference for politicians to be clean-shaven means the United States hasn’t had a commander in chief with hair on his face in more than a century. The last U.S. president with facial hair: William Howard Taft, serving from 1909 to 1913 underneath a long, thick mustache.


THE LAST CIVIL WAR WIDOW


In 1936, 17-year-old Helen Viola Jackson married James Bolin, who had served in the Union Army with the 14th Missouri Cavalry more than 50 years earlier. At the time of their wedding, he was 93, and the marriage was more of a business arrangement—Jackson worked as a housekeeper for a cash-strapped Bolin, and by marrying her he ensured she’d receive his military pension upon his death. Bolin died in 1939; Jackson lived until 2020.


THE LAST AMERICAN SOLDIER TO DIE IN EUROPE IN WORLD WAR II


On May 7, 1945, the German army surrendered, ending World War II in Europe. It must have taken a while for the news to spread, because a few hours later, in Czechoslovakia, a German Panzer unit attacked the 803rd Tank Destroyer Battalion. Private First Class Charles Havlat of Dorchester, Nebraska, was shot and killed in the melee.


THE LAST PERSON EXECUTED WITH A GUILLOTINE


The guillotine—a machine in which a rapidly descending blade quickly decapitates the condemned—is strongly associated with France, where it was used as capital punishment from the French Revolution in the 1700s until the 1970s. On September 10, 1977, after receiving a death sentence for the murder of his girlfriend, Hamida Djandoubi of Marseilles, France, was executed by guillotine.


THE LAST CIGARETTE AD ON TV


In 1969, the U.S. Office of the Surgeon General released a report with scientific proof of what doctors and scientists had long thought true: that cigarette smoking can lead to health problems, particularly low birth weight if pregnant women light up. Congress passed the Public Health Cigarette Smoking Act, requiring health warning labels on cigarette packs and a ban on cigarette advertising on television. President Nixon signed the order into law on April 1, 1970, and it took effect early the following year. On January 1, 1971, at 11:50 p.m., cigarettes were advertised on American TV for the last time. During a commercial break during The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, viewers saw a 60-second spot for Virginia Slims.




Six million years ago, otters were as big as wolves.













IT’S FUNNY MONEY, HONEY


True tales of counterfeit cash.


[image: Image] DEVINE INTERVENTION: Brandy Tuczynski was tending bar at Chumley’s in Lafayette, Indiana, when a customer named Earl Devine paid for drinks with a $100 bill. The bill looked phony, so Tuczynski called the cops. Devine was arrested for counterfeiting. Soon after being released on bail a few days later, he was arrested again, for using a fake $100 bill at a drugstore. This time Devine was charged with four counts of forgery. The bills lacked a security thread and were covered in red and blue dots, suggesting they’d been made on a home printer. But there was one other telltale sign: unlike legal $100 bills, they didn’t picture Benjamin Franklin. “They all had Abe Lincoln’s watermark, which is on the $5 bill,” Jeff Rooze of the Lafayette Police Department told reporters.


[image: Image] SWITCHEROO: A Tempe, Arizona, man, Adrian Jean Pineda, worked at a Home Depot from January 2018 to January 2020. Among his daily tasks: rounding up all the cash taken in at the business each day and depositing it at a branch of Wells Fargo bank. Well, most of it. Turns out he regularly pocketed bills from those deposits and replaced them with counterfeit currency of the same denomination. According to federal officials in a news release upon the man’s arrest in February 2022, over the two-year period he stole $387,500.


[image: Image] TWO CRIMES FOR THE PRICE OF ONE: In June 2021, police in Waterboro, Maine, were investigating a call about a stolen vehicle when they stopped a pedestrian near the scene. They didn’t think the man was involved in the theft, but he was acting suspiciously, so they ran his ID and found an outstanding warrant on a shoplifting charge. The suspect (name not revealed in news reports) had to post $200 in bail. He said he had the money on him, and then handed the bond commissioner two poorly counterfeited $100 bills. Bail denied. The man was taken back to his jail cell, and cops added a charge of forgery to his rap sheet.


[image: Image] ONE BIG CLUE: Authorities in Ontario’s Essex County issued an alert in February 2019 warning business owners to look out for counterfeit Canadian $20 notes circulating in the area. According to police, the fake money, used for burning in funeral rituals by members of the area’s prominent Chinese community, had been passed at stores, despite lacking metallic strips and other distinguishing characters found on genuine Canadian bills. “These particular bank notes are more noticeably counterfeit, having additional writing prominently displayed on either side of the bills,” Essex police said, referring to the fact that the currency is splashed with Chinese characters.




That’s using their heads: In the late 1800s, road crews in Argentina filled in potholes with sheep heads.













STRANGE CRIME


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


The Choir Boy Robber


From 1998 to 2002, at least 26 seemingly normal bank robberies occurred in the Midwest and California. In each one, a man would walk in wearing regular clothes—his face obscured by sunglasses and a ball cap—and present the teller with a robbery note. (He got the nickname “Choir Boy Robber” for the way he clasped his hands in front of him while waiting for the cash.) By the time police arrived, the man would be long gone, having left no sign of a getaway vehicle. In March 2002, the crook’s spree ended after he robbed a bank in Walnut Creek, California, and a responding officer recognized an orange racing bicycle that he’d seen at the site of an earlier robbery. A brief chase ensued, and the crook escaped. But investigators were able to trace the distinctive racing bike and ultimately caught the robber—a 31-year-old Illinois native named Tom Justice.


Here’s how Justice did it: After robbing a bank, he would run outside, hide behind something, and quickly remove his pants and shirt to reveal a body-fitting cycling suit. Then he’d stuff the clothes and cash into a messenger bag, hop on his waiting bike, and casually ride away…sometimes waving at cops rushing to the scene.


Justice later told police his crime spree began after a spate of other jobs (including joining the priesthood) didn’t pan out. Before that, as a teen, he was an Olympic hopeful for cycling, but that didn’t pan out, either. At first he gave away his bank-robbery money to the homeless, but then he got greedy—and sloppy—and spent nine years in federal prison.


Woke Coke


For the discerning cokehead who cares where his drugs come from, “woke coke,” as police called it, hit England’s black market in 2021. According to UK drug policy expert Neil Woods, the “environmentally friendly sniff” was touted to be “ethically sourced” and was sold to high-end users at posh parties. But it’s nothing more than a gimmick, said Woods, as there’s no such thing as ethically sourced illegal contraband. He also said that the drugs weren’t cheap: “At £200 a gram [$5,670 per ounce], I call it the Woke Coke Con.”


Getting Ahead


“Him: what’s with the Mellon? Us: it da corona mask.” That was the caption below a video uploaded to TikTok in May of 2020. The “Him” refers to the Louisa, Virginia, convenience store clerk who is asking the two men in the video why they are wearing watermelons on their heads. (Earlier that night, they had hollowed out two watermelons and cut eyeholes in them.) The melon heads then proceeded to shoplift some beer, resulting in a call to police (and an APB for two men who might or might not have watermelons on their heads). One melon head was apprehended a few days later (thanks to the TikTok video) and was charged with “wearing a mask in public while committing larceny”; the other melon head remains at large.




How many fog particles could you fit in a teaspoon? About eight billion.





Brunk Duffalo


In July 2021, a veterinarian was called to a farm in Gujarat, India, to examine a buffalo that, according to a police report, was “acting strangely” and frothing at the mouth. The vet couldn’t figure out what was causing the symptoms, but he did notice that the water in the buffalo’s trough was discolored and smelled weird. He later called the police and told them it could be alcohol—which is a big deal in Gujarat, where it’s illegal to make, buy, or sell the stuff. The cops raided the farm and discovered 100 bottles of homemade moonshine—worth 3,200 rupees ($400)—hidden on the floor of the trough. A few of the bottles had broken and contaminated the water, which got the buffalo drunk and led to the arrest of three bootlegging farmers.


Orange is the New Birthday Suit


Ruth Bryant was attending her 100th birthday party at her Roxboro, North Carolina, assisted living community when two large sheriff’s deputies barged in and said, “Are you Miss Bryant?”


“Depends on what you want.”


“We want you.” They informed her they had a warrant for her arrest.


“For what!?”


“You went to the fire department and exposed yourself a couple weeks ago.”


Bryant’s family and friends couldn’t believe it as the centenarian was handcuffed to her walker and then (slowly) escorted out. When she was placed in the squad car, she kicked at one of the officer’s knees. Then, on the ride to the station, Bryant complained that they should arrest whoever made “the low damn seats in all these cars!” At the station, the old woman was booked, had her mug shot taken, and was placed in a holding cell.


When a cop gave her the standard-issue orange “Person County Jail” T-shirt, Bryant grinned and started singing, “I’m in the jailhouse now! I finally got here!” Turns out that in her century on Earth, Bryant had never gone to jail, so that’s what she wanted for her birthday. And the police were happy to oblige. (The fire station incident never really happened.) Only thing: Bryant didn’t tell her family that it was all a ruse until after she’d been booked. Her daughter told local reporters that she knew something weird was up, but “I didn’t think they’d go this far.”




Just plane weird: Qatar Airways has a rule limiting six falcons to a plane’s economy class section.













LET ME WRITE SIGN—I SPEAK ENGLISH GOOD


When signs in a non-English-speaking country are presented in English, anything is possible. Here are some real-life examples. Can you figure out what the author meant?




ON A ROAD SIGN IN INDIA:


“Drive carefully: 90% of all People are caused by accidents”





AT A GARDEN IN CHINA:


“Do not disturb: tiny grass is dreaming”





ON A BANQUET HALL MENU IN PORTUGAL:


“Grilled: Feces, spare ribs, blood”





ON A RUSSIAN MENU:


“Sausage in the father-in-law”





AT A ZOO IN CHINA:


“The wild monkeys are haunted. Please keep away.”





ON A SIGN ON A BEACH IN ISRAEL:


“Noun area bathing adjective forbidden”





FROM A 1962 HONDA MOTORCYCLE SAFETY GUIDE:


“Go soothingly on the grease mud, as there lurks the skid demon. Press the brake foot as you roll around the corners, and save the collapse and tie up.”





AT A BAKERY IN INDIA:


“Pao-Village delivers delicious bread of the combustion setting up to you. A warm, fragrant bread becomes happy and full only because it eats the unit. Please eat it.”





ON A GUIDE DOG VEST IN CHINA:


“Explosive dog”





ON A BASEBALL-THEMED DART BOARD MANUFACTURED IN HONG KONG:


“Usual ruler of basebalt apply. Three stakes for an out. A toutball counts as a streic out not as d third stake any itch that misses the plate (target zone) is ruled a ball fours awarbed that past”





ON A STORE SIGN IN INDIA:


“Very Suspicious Supermarket”





ON A MENU IN EASTERN EUROPE:


“Creamy jail with zucchini, chickpeas, spinach soy half five”





IN A PUBLIC AREA IN PAKISTAN:


“Than ‘Q’ for not smoking”





ON A CHINESE-MADE STEREO ADVERTISEMENT:


“Your ears will get pregnant”





ON A DOOR IN JAPAN:


“There is no exit”





AT A HOTEL IN SPAIN:


“You should enter dressed and with shoes. You shouldn’t enter wetted.”





AT A PARK IN THE CANARY ISLANDS:


“We are improving the gardens. Discuss the discomfort.”





IN A PUBLIC RESTROOM IN CHINA:


“Toilet button is on your back side”







The original prototype for the television set was called a “shadowgraph.”













NAME THAT THING


Uncle John’s advice: unless you’re willing to accept a satiric, ironic, or funny-but-dumb result, never let the internet vote on naming anything.


NAME THAT MOON: The Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence Institute, or SETI, held a contest in 2013 to name two moons of the dwarf planet Pluto that had just been discovered. William Shatner, who played Captain Kirk on Star Trek, mobilized his fans to cast votes for fictional Trek planets Vulcan and Romulus. Those entries easily won, but a few months later, SETI decided to ignore the contest results and instead named the moons Kerberos and Styx.


NAME THAT SNOWPLOW: In February 2022, the Minnesota Department of Transportation announced the results of its Name-a-Snowplow contest. The top-eight vote getters will appear on new plows stationed across the state. The runaway winner, with more than 40,000 votes: Betty Whiteout, honoring Betty White, the beloved actress who died in December 2021 at age 99. The other winners: Ctrl Salt Delete, The Big Leplowski, Plowasaurus Rex, Scoop Dogg, Blizzard of Oz, No More Mr. Ice Guy, and Edward Blizzardhands.


NAME THAT MUSICAL ACT: “Rickrolling” was a huge, silly internet fad in 2008—online denizens would send someone a link purporting to direct them to an interesting article or site, but instead it would pull up the cheesy music video for Rick Astley’s 1988 pop hit “Never Gonna Give You Up.” Pranksters pulled off the ultimate “Rickroll” on the 2008 MTV Europe Music Awards. Organizers had added a special category—“Best Act Ever”—to be voted on solely by fans. Viewers could nominate anyone from the history of popular music, and more than 100 million votes were cast via MTV websites. The winner, defeating the Beatles, Britney Spears, Green Day, and U2: Rick Astley.


NAME THAT SPACE STATION MODULE: In 2009, NASA tried to drum up interest in a new space station module by allowing the public to name it. While introducing its own preferred title, Serenity, NASA took any and all suggestions. Stephen Colbert, then host of Comedy Central’s The Colbert Report, encouraged viewers to vote for “Colbert.” After more than 1.1 million votes were collected, Colbert was the overwhelming favorite, garnering 230,500 votes (with Serenity in second place, at 190,000). NASA promptly announced that the poll results were not binding and that it could name the module whatever it wanted, and then announced that the agency had decided on “Tranquility.” However, as a gesture of good faith to the ballot-box stuffers, NASA installed a treadmill for astronauts on the space station and named it the Combined Operational Load-Bearing External Resistance Treadmill, or COLBERT.




Athletes who finished outside of the top three in the 1896 Olympics were awarded a bronze medal anyway, as a kind of participation trophy.













ODD PODCASTS


Podcasts have been around since 2004. These days, you can find one on almost any topic that interests you—sports, politics, music, art, news, weather, cooking, pop culture, history, you name it. But if you’re in a really weird mood, try one of these.


Where Should We Begin? with Esther Perel. Here’s your chance to eavesdrop on complete strangers at their most vulnerable with renowned Belgian psychologist Esther Perel, who records her couples’ therapy sessions (with their names left out) and then replays them.


Mish and Zach’s Leguizamarama. Two friends (Australian comedians Mish Wittrup and Zachary Ruane) discuss everything that American character actor John Leguizamo has ever been in. They’ve divided his 40-year-career into stages like “Baby Legs,” “Leguizollyood,” and “Dadguizamo.”


Whatever Happened to Pizza at McDonald’s? McDonald’s didn’t serve pizza in the 1990s, or ever. But that hasn’t stopped comedian-turned-investigative journalist Brian Thompson from calling the chain’s restaurants and going to their corporate offices to find out what happened to their pizza. The interactions go from polite to surreal as Thompson presses on and on, despite having no evidence to back up his increasingly wild theories. Are there nefarious forces at work trying to make everyone forget that McDonald’s served pizza? The answer may shock you.


The WALKING Podcast. Conservationist Jon Mooallem takes long walks in the woods near his home on Bainbridge Island, Washington. He records the audio, but no video, and he doesn’t narrate. All you can hear are the sounds of his footsteps, his breathing, the chirping of birds and gurgling of streams, and an occasional hello to another hiker. (And several ad breaks.) It appeared on several “Best Podcasts of 2019” lists.


Keep Classical Weird. Don’t think classical music is weird? Check out this podcast form Oregon-based violinist Casey Bozell as she takes a deep-dive with special guests (including “Not Dead Composers”) into subjects like “The Fascinating World of Castrati,” “Classical and Tik-Tok, “Dirty Mozart,” and “Operatic Mad Scenes.” Bonus: You’ll get bits of inside information from the orchestra, such what the percussionist sees from the back row, and how difficult it can be to get everyone in tune.


Attention HellMart Shoppers! This serialized horror comedy hearkens back to old radio shows. The setting is a superstore built over the Gates of Hell, where the employees must contend with “psychotic leprechauns, were-chickens, cannibalistic grandmas, incubi, interdimensional pirate attacks, zombie raves, and monkey armies.”




Ready for seconds? The main source of food for coral is fish urine.





Behind the Bastards. Did you know that former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein had a second career as a romance novelist? That’s the kind of fun fact you’ll learn on American journalist Robert Evans’s macabre podcast, where he and a guest take a deep dive into the personal lives of infamous figures from the past and present…and then make fun of them. Other targets include Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Jeff Bezos, and payday loan sharks.


The Pen Addict. In a world overrun by digital, American pen manufacturer Brad Dowdy and British podcaster Myke Hurley team up to celebrate the “analog tools that they love so dearly.” Which pen should you use to write the next great novel? What’s the current state of the stationary market? Why are colored pencil leads so hard to find? And how should you celebrate Fountain Pen Day (the first Friday of November)? Dive in to the surprisingly rich world of writing things down. Their motto: “There are worse addictions, right?”




DID YOU KNOW?


Want to start a podcast? You better have a good angle, because it’s a crowded field. As of 2021, there are an estimated two million different podcasts available, comprising a total of 48 million individual episodes.





Confessions of the Idiots. Australian comedian Sam Peterson and a guest read and react to anonymous online confessions. (Apparently, there are websites where you can post them.) Most of the confessions are too salacious to print here, but they’re all really weird—like the young man who habitually snatches butterflies out of the air and eats them whole. “And I can’t stop.”


Dead Eyes. Delivered with the intensity of a true crime documentary, the “crime” that actor-comedian Connor Ratliff is trying to solve is why he got fired from his small part on the miniseries Band of Brothers, an HBO war drama from 2001. Twenty years later, Ratliff seeks out fellow cast and crew members (and celebrity guests) in his quest for the answer. The title was inspired by Band of Brothers director Tom Hanks, who remarked that Ratliff has “dead eyes.” But maybe there was something else at play.


Song Salad. Shannon (a writer) and her friend Scott (a Broadway composer) pick a random music genre out of a list of 500 and then discuss it. Then they click on Wikipedia’s “Random Article” link and learn about a random subject. Then, Shannon pens lyrics about the subject while Scott composes a song in the genre. Result: surprisingly catchy “song salads,” like a ska tune about a German model train museum, or an Austropop ditty about Jesus cleansing a leper.




Largest number whose name has only one syllable: twelve.













YOU DIG?


Most of the time when someone digs a hole, all they have to show for their effort is the hole and a mound of dirt. But once in a while someone (or something) gets lucky…


MONEY PIT


Location: A badger den, burrowed into the floor of a cave in Asturias province, northwest Spain


The Hole Story: It’s not clear when the badger began digging its den. One guess: January 2021, when a freak snowstorm dumped several inches of snow in the area and sent wildlife scrambling to find food and shelter. Whatever the case, at some point in late 2020 or early 2021 the badger began burrowing into a crack in the floor of the cave.


Discovery! The experience must have been frustrating, because the badger kept hitting metal objects. By the time the den was finished, the badger had dislodged more than 90 objects and scattered them around the entrance to the burrow.


The objects remained there for several months until a local man named Roberto Garcia found them while exploring the cave and quickly recognized them for what they were: a hoard of Roman coins dating to between the 3rd and 5th centuries. Garcia reported the find to archaeologists, who discovered more than 100 more coins in the same crack in the cave floor. Because the coins date to the fall of the Roman Empire, when barbarian tribes were driving the Romans out of Spain, it’s thought that the owner of the coins may have stuffed them into the crack to protect them from falling into the hands of raiders. It worked—too well. The coins remained safely hidden for some 1,600 years until the badger came along. The cache is the largest hoard of Roman coins ever recovered from inside a cave in Spain. “We’ve taken out the first deposit, but we think there is a lot more to take out,” the lead archaeologist, Dr. Alfonso Fanjul Peraza, told reporters. He plans to explore the cave further to determine whether it was just a hiding place for valuables, or whether people sheltered there as well. “We think it’s a reflection of the social and political instability that came along with the fall of Rome—an ideal site to learn more about the people who were living through this transition,” he says.


HATCHET MAN


Location: The Tetney Golf Club in northeast England


The Hole Story: In July 2018, workers were using an excavator to dig in a small pond on the golf course.


Discovery! About 12 feet down, the excavator struck something solid—a log, perhaps? Well, sort of. It turned out to be a prehistoric coffin made from a hollowed-out oak log, containing the skeletal remains of a man and a “perfectly preserved axe.” The coffin, which was found in pieces, would have been nearly ten feet long and more than three feet wide.




Astronaut comes from two Ancient Greek words that translate to “star sailor.”





The man in the coffin is believed to have been of high rank, because only important people were laid to rest in hollowed-out logs, and the coffin was interred beneath a large gravel mound, which would have required the efforts of many people to complete. Estimated age of the man and his coffin: about 4,000 years, which dates him to the Bronze Age and the dawn of European civilization. To date, fewer than 70 such coffins and only 12 intact axes from the period have ever been found in Britain. Golf course owner Mark Casswell said he was shocked by the discovery. “My family farmed here for years before opening the golf course,” he told reporters. “I’d never imagined that there was a whole other world there buried under the fields…it’s certainly something to think about while you’re playing your way around the course.”


UNDER WORLDS


Location: The basement of the building at 56 Via Ascanio Grandi in Lecce, Italy


The Hole Story: In 2000, a man named Luciano Faggiano bought the building and made plans to turn it into a casual restaurant called a trattoria. The only problem: the toilet on the ground floor was connected to a leaky sewer pipe, and the floor was damp. Faggiano, with help from his two sons, began digging up the floor to find the leak in the sewer pipe so that they could repair it. He estimated the repair would take about a week.


Discovery! It ended up taking 15 years. As he dug, Faggiano discovered a false floor, and beneath that he found a medieval stone floor. Beneath that was a tomb…and a chamber that the ancient Romans used to store grain…and the basement of a Franciscan convent used to prepare dead bodies for burial.


And that was just the beginning. The city of Lecce, located in the heel of the boot of the Italian peninsula, has been described as a “layer cake” of civilizations built one atop another—Greek, Roman, Ottoman, Norman, Lombard—over more than 2,000 years. The basement beneath Faggiano’s building, it turns out, was built atop the ruins of just about every one of those civilizations. From 2000 to 2015, he excavated the site at his own expense (but supervised by a government-appointed archaeologist) and recovered more than 5,000 artifacts, including coins, pottery, ceramics, statues, a gold bishop’s ring with 33 emeralds, and even children’s toys made from terra-cotta.


Faggiano eventually even found the leak in the sewer pipe and repaired the leaky toilet. In 2019, he finally opened his trattoria…in the building next door. The original building, 56 Via Ascanio Grandi, is now the Museum Faggiano, complete with a glass floor and a spiral staircase that lets visitors view and even climb down into the underground chambers. Faggiano and his extended family operate both the museum and the trattoria. “My father would prefer once people come visit the museum, then they visit the trattoria,” his son Andrea told the BBC. “If they visit both, it’s better.”


Discovery! Because rubies, sapphires, and other gems are mined in the area, it probably came as no surprise to the workers when they found some precious stones while digging the well. The digging stopped, the stones were collected, and work resumed. That’s when Mr. Gamage says they discovered a “sapphire cluster,” or giant rock consisting of dozens or perhaps hundreds of sapphires stuck together in clay. The Serendipity Sapphire, as it has been named, weighs more than 1,120 lbs., making it one of the largest such clusters—if not the largest—ever found. It still needs to be broken apart to remove the sapphires (unless it’s kept intact and put on display in a museum), but if enough of the sapphires are high quality, the giant rock could be worth as much as $100 million.




All the air on Earth weighs 11 quintillion pounds.





LONG-TERM PARKING


Location: The backyard of a home in the West Athens neighborhood of Los Angeles


The Hole Story: According to news reports, in February 1978, a group of kids were playing in a neighbor’s backyard, digging a hole, when they hit a horizontal metal surface. They were so intrigued by what it might be that they flagged down a passing L.A. County Sheriff’s Office patrol car and told the deputy what they’d found.


Discovery! The deputy got the permission of the people living in the house to enlarge the hole. With a little more digging, his team of investigators discovered that the flat surface was the roof of a car that had been buried in the backyard. Not just any car, either: it was a 1974 Ferrari Dino that had been reported stolen four years earlier, barely a month after the owner purchased it.


So what was the car doing in the hole? One theory: the thieves stole it to “chop” it and sell the parts on the black market, but could not bring themselves to dismantle such a beautiful car. Instead, they decided to keep it for themselves and buried it with the plan of someday digging it up, stuffing the intake and exhaust pipes with towels to keep out moisture. The car was later sold at auction for less than $9,000 to an auto mechanic, who repaired, repainted, and restored it to running condition. It’s still on the road today, and easy to spot if you live in Southern California: it’s the metallic green Ferrari Dino with the California license plate DUG UP. Estimated value: between $420,000 and $480,000.


I’M ON SAPPHIRE


Location: The city of Ratnapura, Sri Lanka, a center of the country’s precious-stone-mining industry


The Hole Story: In 2021, a Sri Lankan man (identified in press reports only as “Mr. Gamage”) hired some workers to dig a well in his yard.




Dolphins will allow other trusted adult dolphins to babysit their children.
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PARENTHOOD


Having a child is simple; raising one is hard.




“It just occurred to me that the majority of my diet is made up of the foods that my kid didn’t finish.”


—Carrie Underwood


“If you’re not yelling at your kids, you’re not spending enough time with them.”


—Reese Witherspoon


“HAVING CHILDREN IS LIKE LIVING IN A FRAT HOUSE—NOBODY SLEEPS, EVERYTHING IS BROKEN, AND THERE’S A LOT OF THROWING UP.”


—Ray Romano


“Having an infant son alerts to me the fact that every man, at one point, has peed on his own face.”


—Olivia Wilde


“You want to know what it’s like having a fourth kid? Imagine you’re drowning, then someone hands you a baby.”


—Jim Gaffigan


“I’ve noticed that one thing about parents is that no matter what stage your child is in, the parents who have older children always tell you the next stage is worse.”


—Dave Barry


“Having a baby dragged me, kicking and screaming, from the world of self-absorption.”


—Paul Reiser


“One thing I had learned from watching chimpanzees with their infants is that having a child should be fun.”


—Jane Goodall


“WHEN YOUR CHILDREN ARE TEENAGERS, IT’S IMPORTANT TO HAVE A DOG SO THAT SOMEONE IN THE HOUSE IS HAPPY TO SEE YOU.”


—Nora Ephron
















FAMOUS NAME FOOD FLOPS


Just because a restaurant carries a famous name doesn’t guarantee success. Here are some very big companies that couldn’t make it in the cutthroat world of food service.


MICKEY’S KITCHEN


In the late 1980s, Disney opened a chain of Disney Store mall shops, selling Disney-branded clothing, toys, and collectibles. Business was booming to the point that Disney decided to expand its retail footprint into fast food. In 1990, the company opened two Mickey’s Kitchen outlets, one at a Los Angeles mall and the other in a shopping center outside of Chicago. Diners were greeted by a statue of Mickey Mouse in a chef’s hat, and ate in a dining room covered in framed movie posters and stills from Disney movies. On the menu: standard family restaurant fare with pun-heavy, Disney-oriented names, such as the Supercalifragi-Chicken Salad (Mary Poppins), Salad-in-Wonderland (Alice in Wonderland), and Soup-A-Dee-Doo-Dah (Song of the South). Mickey’s Kitchen also tried to present itself as a healthier alternative to mall food courts, featuring turkey hot dogs and Mickey’s Meatless Burgers. But despite the allure of the Disney brand, neither location turned a profit and the company closed both of them down in 1992.


YOGI BEAR’S HONEY FRIED CHICKEN


The fastest-growing fast food restaurant in the United States in the 1960s: Kentucky Fried Chicken. Naturally, other entrepreneurs tried to get in on the popularity of fried chicken, including a successful chain restaurant operator from South Carolina named Eugene Broome. In 1966, some of his restaurants started offering fried chicken made with a honey-flavored additive, and Broome decided to build a chain around it. To bring attention to his new venture, Broome pursued TV star Jackie Gleason to license his name, image, and catchphrase, pitching Jackie Gleason’s Honey Fried Chicken with the marketing slogan “How sweet it is!” Gleason said no, and Broome, after seeing a Yogi Bear cartoon on TV one day, decided to use the cartoon character instead. He licensed the rights from Hanna-Barbera and named the new chain Yogi Bear’s Honey Fried Chicken. Amazingly, before a single outlet could open, Hardee’s bought the concept from Broome and opened 11 Yogi Bear’s Honey Fried Chicken stores in 1968. Less amazingly: by 1971, all but two were closed. Industry analysts blamed the failure on the fact that fried chicken appealed to adults, while the chain’s cartoon branding appealed to children. One more Yogi Bear’s Honey Fried Chicken shut down in 1979, but as of 2022, there’s still one open in Hartsville, South Carolina.




S’not a joke: Parrotfish sleep in a mucus cocoon of their own making to ward off predators and protect against parasites. They make a new one every night; it takes about an hour.






MARVEL MANIA


In the 21st century, movies featuring Marvel superheroes are billion-dollar box office draws. In the late 1990s, comics and superheroes were still a niche entertainment, but that didn’t stop Marvel from opening a themed restaurant called Marvel Mania at the Universal Studios amusement park in 1998. As Planet Hollywood was to movies and Hard Rock Cafe was to music, Marvel Mania would be to superheroes, with menu items named after characters—Fantastic Four Cheese Pizza, Doc Ock’s Wok Stir Fry, Gambit’s Ragin’ Cajun Quesadillas (Gambit was an X-Man of Cajun descent)—and memorabilia lining the walls. While the waitstaff zipped around tables and multiple big-screen TVs showed old Marvel Comics Saturday morning cartoons from the 1970s, actors dressed as Wolverine and the Incredible Hulk greeted diners. Marvel Mania lasted slightly more than a year, closing down in September 1999.


KENTUCKY ROAST BEEF


Kentucky Fried Chicken started out in a gas station in North Corbin, Kentucky, where Harlan Sanders sold Southern-style dinners—fried chicken and country ham—out of a tiny dining room in the 1930s. By 1964, when Sanders sold Kentucky Fried Chicken, it numbered more than 600 outlets, and under new management it exploded to 1,700 locations by 1968. To head off rival companies such as Chick-Fil-A and Church’s, KFC execs decided to test out serving roast beef and ham at locations separate from the chicken places. The pilot location of Kentucky Roast Beef opened in Las Vegas in 1968 and in its first month sold nearly $100,000 worth of 79-cent roast beef sandwiches (slow-cooked meat with “zestful flavoring” served on a buttered bun), a rousing success that prompted KFC to open 100 more stores over the next two years. But outside of Las Vegas, where money flowed because people were on vacation, the sandwich flopped. True, it cost only 79 cents, but a full chicken dinner with sides at Kentucky Fried Chicken cost only 85 cents. Not only was that a better value for customers, the profit margin on the chicken dinner was better than on the roast beef sandwich. A few Kentucky Fried Chickens in cities where the sandwich had been popular added roast beef to their menus through the 1970s, but Kentucky Fried Roast Beef as a separate entity was gone by 1978.





REJECTS WANTED


The Journal of Universal Rejection is a satire of academic publications. Editors jokingly adhere to a policy of rejecting “all submissions, regardless of quality.” Twelve issues of the journal have been published—all of them consisting entirely of blank pages.




A quarter of the world’s hazelnut crop is used to make Nutella.













SILLY WORLD RECORDS


Uncle John holds the unofficial record for “Most Books Read in the Bathroom.” (He reckons at least a million.) Here are some other strange achievements…that are actually real records.


Largest Ball of Human Hair: His name is Hoss. He’s as tall as a human and weighs 225 pounds. Constructed over a period of eight years by Cambridge, Ohio, hairstylist Steve Warden, Hoss is made of liquid glue, hair spray…and hair from the heads and beards of 3,000 client-donors. At last report, the multicolored hair ball—adorned with Mr. Potato Head-esque facial features—was traveling the country with the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Roadshow.


Most Tennis Balls Held in the Mouth by a Dog: In 2003, a golden retriever named Augie set this record with five tennis balls. Nearly 15 years later, another golden retriever, this one named Finley, surprised his owner, Erin Molloy of Canandaigua, New York, when he dropped six tennis balls from his mouth at her feet. Molloy said they didn’t train the dog to hoard tennis balls; he just likes to. In 2020, Finley’s record of six was verified by Guinness. (Anyone for seven?)


Most M&M’s Stacked on Top of One Another: During England’s third COVID-19 lockdown in 2021, Will Cutbill alleviated his boredom by trying to beat the world record for M&M’s balanced on top of one another. “It’s a lot harder than you think,” he said. After hundreds of failures, the British engineer’s persistence finally paid off: a stack of five perfectly balanced M&M’s.


Longest Laugh in TV History: On a 1965 episode of The Tonight Show, guest Ed Ames (he played an American Indian named “Mingo” on the TV show Daniel Boone) was showing host Johnny Carson the proper way to throw a tomahawk. The target: the outline of a cowboy, drawn onto a piece of plywood. A hush filled the studio as the tomahawk flew across the stage. But Ames’s aim was off; the axe struck, as sidekick Ed McMahon recalled, “where no cowboy should be struck.” There was a gasp followed by silence…and then the audience erupted into sustained laughter that was kept alive by three perfectly timed Carson quips: “I didn’t even know you were Jewish,” “welcome to Frontier Bris,” and, when Ames asked Carson to try it, “I couldn’t hurt him any more than you did!” When the guffaws finally died down, four minutes had passed. It’s still regarded as the longest TV laugh of all time.


Longest Run without Going Anywhere: At a long-distance running tournament held in Poland in 2021, the Gold Medals in both the men’s and women’s categories were won by Ukrainians. Over a 48-hour period, Andriy Tkachuk ran 254.76 miles, and Valentina Kovalskaya ran 210.65 miles, but despite the fact that they were setting world records, the number of actual miles they covered was zero. Reason: it was the Treadmill World Cup.




There are more hot springs in Yellowstone National Park than in the rest of the world combined.





Largest Underwater Human Pyramid: In 2013, two Americans and an Aussie (Tyler Reiser, Manolo Cabasal, and John Shaddick) recruited 62 scuba divers. They swam to the sea floor in Thailand’s Mango Bay and arranged themselves into a pyramid—with 16 on the bottom layer, seven divers high—and held that position for 30 seconds to set this world record.


Most Pencils in a Beard: In September 2021, Joel Strasser of Dupont, Washington, appeared on Live with Kelly and Ryan to break his own world record of 450 pencils stuck into his big, burly beard. Throughout the show, cohost Ryan Seacrest was mesmerized by Strasser’s progress. “He kept coming over in the commercials,” said Strasser, “and he really wanted to touch my pencil-beard. Kelly [Ripa] was like, ‘Stop. Get away from him. You’re going to mess him up.’ ” By the time the episode was over, Strasser had successfully stuck 456 pencils into his beard, which he then allowed Seacrest to touch.


Tallest Hat: An eccentric hatmaker from Tampa, Florida, named Odilon Ozare (which might be his stage name) spent a year wrapping white felt around a telephone pole in his backyard to construct a 15-foot, 9-inch stovepipe hat, sparsely decorated with peacock feathers. Ozare’s creation set the official world record in 2018 when, as stipulated by Guinness, he walked 10 meters (32 feet, 10 inches) without the hat falling off.


Most Stuffed Animals Tossed Onto the Ice: January 22, 2022, was “Teddy Bear Night” at the Hershey Bears minor league hockey game in Pennsylvania. Fans were asked to bring a teddy bear (or several) to the game and then, when the home team scored its first goal, throw the stuffed animals onto the ice. And that’s what they did. The game was delayed for 45 minutes to clean up and count the toys, which were then donated to local charity organizations. Final tally: 52,341 stuffed animals, a new world record.


Longest Stand-up Comedy Routine: The East Room in Nashville, Tennessee, hosted this weeklong record attempt in 2015. Bookended by producers/comedians DJ Buckley and Chad Riden, dozens of local comics signed up for 15- or 30-minute spots—along with a few big names, like Hannibal Buress, Eric Andre, and Ahmed Ahmed. The comics told jokes nonstop for 184 hours and 16 minutes, ending precisely at 4:20 a.m. on 4/20. Afterward, Riden vowed to try it again next year: “I want to break our own record by five minutes just to show that we know how silly and pointless this all is.”




Stomach acid can burn a hole through human skin.













THE OFFICE, STARRING JAMES GANDOLFINI


Some actors are so closely associated with a specific role or TV series that it’s hard to imagine he or she wasn’t necessarily the producers’ first choice. But it happens all the time.


GROWING PAINS, STARRING BRUCE WILLIS


ABC’s answer to NBC’s The Cosby Show: a sitcom about a psychiatrist who practices from home, where he also keeps an eye on his kids while his wife works as a reporter. Cast as the father, Dr. Jason Seaver, on Growing Pains: Alan Thicke, who had hosted a couple of game shows on Canadian TV in the 1970s, and was the host of the hit daytime talk show The Alan Thicke Show in the early 1980s. By 1985, ABC wanted the right shows for Thicke and another actor, up-and-comer Bruce Willis. The network had two shows in need of a star: Growing Pains and the detective series Moonlighting. Thicke got Growing Pains because he had great chemistry with the actress already cast as his TV wife, Joanna Kerns; Willis wound up on the Emmy-winning Moonlighting.


LAVERNE & SHIRLEY, STARRING GILDA RADNER


Garry Marshall created Happy Days and then its spin-off, Laverne & Shirley, which centered on two characters from the original show: Laverne, played by Marshall’s sister, Penny Marshall, and Shirley, portrayed by American Graffiti actor Cindy Williams. But Williams’s movie career was starting to take off, so at first she declined the role of Shirley on the spin-off series. After some underwhelming auditions, Penny Marshall set out to find a new Shirley, and in late 1975 she approached Gilda Radner, who had become famous just weeks earlier as one of the original cast members of Saturday Night Live. When Radner opted to stay with SNL, Laverne & Shirley producers reached out to actress Liberty Williams (no relation). She aced a screen test and even shot publicity photos with Penny Marshall…and was then dumped when Cindy Williams decided she wanted to do Laverne & Shirley after all.


PUNKY BREWSTER, STARRING MELISSA JOAN HART


To find the plucky, pint-size street kid who would play Penelope “Punky” Brewster, NBC held national auditions, seeing about 3,000 young actresses for the role. Two of the finalists: Soleil Moon Frye and Melissa Joan Hart. Frye got the part, but Hart didn’t do too badly, going on to star on the ’90s teen sitcoms Clarissa Explains It All and Sabrina the Teenage Witch. (Frye later joined the cast of Sabrina as the teenage witch’s best friend, Roxie King.)




Forty percent of Americans say they believe in ghosts. Half of those claim to have “met” one.





SATURDAY NIGHT LIVE, STARRING JOHNNY KNOXVILLE


Aspiring actor Philip John Clapp Jr.—who uses the stage name Johnny Knoxville (he’s from Knoxville, Tennessee)—couldn’t find much work in the 1990s, so he created a gig for himself: He pitched a piece to skateboarding magazine Big Brother in which he would be a living test subject for self-defense gear. Editor Jeff Tremaine ran the piece and also released a video of Knoxville willingly being attacked with a stun gun and pepper spray. The video did so well that Tremaine wanted more, and introduced Knoxville to a group of skateboarders who made videos of themselves performing crazy stunts and pranks. The group then made a pilot episode for a TV series, consisting of themselves performing more dangerous (but entertaining) acts of nihilism, and they pitched it to several shows, including Saturday Night Live. The late-night sketch series, which has almost always included some kind of pretaped element, offered Knoxville and his so-called “Jackass” crew a weekly showcase for one of their wild stunts. But Knoxville turned down the spot because MTV offered the group a weekly half-hour standalone Jackass series. Then SNL producers asked Knoxville to be part of the show’s regular cast. He passed on that one too, because unlike on Jackass, “none of my friends were really going to be there and I had no control.”


THE OFFICE, STARRING JAMES GANDOLFINI


After seven seasons portraying the world’s worst boss on The Office, Steve Carell left the show, and a high-profile hunt was on for an actor who could possibly replace Carell, who’d racked up six Emmy nominations playing the lovably odious office manager Michael Scott. After Will Ferrell, Idris Elba, Kathy Bates, and James Spader each joined the cast for awhile, playing a succession of idiosyncratic managers, producers promoted cast member Ed Helms, as Andy Bernard, to head Dunder Mifflin’s Scranton branch. But according to Office writer and costar B. J. Novak, the show aggressively pursued James Gandolfini, who had recently ended his acclaimed role as mob boss Tony Soprano on HBO’s The Sopranos. “The way Michael Scott will say something very serious but mispronounce a word I feel is a direct descendant of the Tony Soprano sense of humor. I thought he would’ve been an incredible replacement. I really, really wanted to work with him,” Novak told Andy Cohen on TV’s Watch What Happens Live. Gandolfini—who planned to play the new boss as a tough “blue-collar guy”—wanted the role and NBC offered him a $4 million contract. But HBO made him an offer he couldn’t refuse: they paid him $3 million… to walk away and not take the part. Reason: they didn’t want Gandolfini starring on a sitcom, fearing it might tarnish the legacy of The Sopranos.




Wet…dry…wet…dry: In the early 1950s, airlines wouldn’t serve alcohol when flying over states where booze was illegal.





GILLIGAN’S ISLAND, STARRING JERRY VAN DYKE AND RAQUEL WELCH


When the desert island castaway show Gilligan’s Island premiered in 1964, Bob Denver was the best-known cast member, having starred as beatnik Maynard G. Krebs on the popular sitcom The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis. However, he wasn’t the first choice to play the marooned bumbling first mate Gilligan—Jerry Van Dyke was. Van Dyke was offered the lead role in two new shows: Gilligan’s Island and My Mother the Car. He took My Mother the Car, a show about a man whose dead mother’s soul inhabits his car, which was quickly canceled and later named by TV Guide as the worst sitcom of all time. Other casting almosts: Future 9 to 5 star Dabney Coleman might have been cast as the Professor if not for his terrible screen test, and producers narrowly selected Alan Hale Jr. over All in the Family star Carroll O’Connor to play the Skipper. Silver-screen pinups Jayne Mansfield and Raquel Welch were offered the roles of Ginger and Mary Ann, respectively, and both declined.


FANTASY ISLAND, STARRING ORSON WELLES


Fantasy Island was an anthology series that aired from 1977 to 1984. Each week, new arrivals would come to the tropical island to live out their biggest wishes, only for things to inevitably turn dark and go awry. There were only two recurring characters for most of the show’s run: the island’s proprietor, Mr. Roarke, portrayed by Ricardo Montalbán, and his assistant, Tattoo, portrayed by Hervé Villechaize. Executive producer Aaron Spelling fought with ABC over the casting of both. The network wanted a bigger star, preferably one from Hollywood’s Golden Age, suggesting both John Huston and Orson Welles. And instead of the diminutive, sycophantic Tattoo, ABC executives wanted Mr. Roarke’s assistant to be a statuesque blond woman. Spelling got his way…at least initially. When Villechaize left Fantasy Island briefly in 1981, his replacement was the young, blond Wendy Schaal, portraying Mr. Roarke’s niece, Julie.





JOHNNY, ROY, AND THE PONYTAIL


In 1988, Johnny Cash made a pact with fellow music legend Roy Orbison, who was terminally ill, that they would both grow their hair long enough to wear in a ponytail. As Cash later admitted, he’d had no intention of actually following through. A few months later, at Orbison’s funeral, Cash looked into the casket and started laughing when he saw Orbison’s hair was in a ponytail.




Odds that an astronaut who walked on the Moon was born in Texas: 1 in 4.













FLUBBED HEADLINES


Here are some honest-to-goodness headlines, providing that even the most careful editors sometimes make mistooks.


Responsibility to Regulate Open Burning Shits to Village


FILING FOR MUNICIPAL EXECUTIONS OPENS SOON


Our Mother’s Panty Provides Some Basic Needs for More Than 200 People a Month


7,000 Cops Undergo Sexual Harassment Training Online


Boil Water Advisory Issued for Potter, Raccoon


Host Remains Deviant after Defending Sex Criminal


11th Annual Online Auction for Children


Antibusing Rider Killed by Senate


Putting Your Baby to Sleep: Some Advice and Good News


TRAMP TAX CUT IS ALREADY WORKING


Uranus to Make a Splash Tomorrow Night


Astronomers Spot X-Rays Coming from Uranus


Kelly Ripa Slammed While Examining Potato Chips in Tight Pants


City Still Working to Get Smart


Man Drives Injured Friend to Hospital in Stolen Caterpillar


State Population to Double by 2040; Babies to Blame


Judge Warns Shoplifter: Think of What’s in Store


Cops Say Man Concealed Crack in His Underwear




Canada hosted the Summer Olympics in 1976…and didn’t win a single gold medal.













WORD ORIGINS


Ever wonder where words come from? So do we.


VET


Meaning: To evaluate something for possible approval or acceptance


Origin: “Vet has only fairly recently become the word du jour among writers and pundits in the United States, but it has been in use in Britain since the turn of the 20th century. Perhaps the most surprising thing about vet is its origin, because it seems almost too simple. Vet, the verb, like vet the noun, is a shortening of veterinarian, and to vet originally meant ‘to have an animal thoroughly examined by a vet.’ Veterinarian, in turn, comes from the Latin veterinae, or ‘cattle,’ which constituted the bulk of early veterinarians’ patients.” (From The Word Detective, by Evan Morris)


MUSEUM


Meaning: A building where objects of cultural significance are stored and exhibited


Origin: “The Nine Muses were the children of Zeus and Mnemosyne and were originally the goddesses of memory, later to be identified with particular sciences and arts. The word museum is literally the home or seat of the Muses. The first building so named was erected by Ptolemy at Alexandria about 300 B.C.” (From Word Origins: The Romance of Language, by Cecil Hunt)


HELICOPTER


Meaning: An aircraft that derives both lift and propulsion from overhead rotors


Origin: “There’s nothing wrong with this evocative word for what is more generically called a rotating-wing aircraft, since it derives, via French—from the Greek words helix, ‘a spiral,’ plus pteron, ‘a wing.’ It’s what people have done with it that puts it into the class of false etymology. Understandably enough, the correct division of the word into its elements helico- and pter- doesn’t occur to anyone, a split into heli- plus copter- being preferred. As a result, a number of compounds have been created—as in helipad, heliport, and heliskiing. This misapprehension is now much too firmly fixed in the language for even the most die-hard of pedants to contemplate countering.” (From Ballyhoo, Buckaroo, and Spuds: Ingenious Tales of Words and Their Origins, by Michael Quinion)


BELITTLE


Meaning: To make (someone or something) seem unimportant


Origin: “Thomas Jefferson coined the word belittle in about 1780 and Noah Webster included it in his 1828 dictionary, but many critics denounced it as an incurably vulgar term, one going so far as to say, ‘It has no visible chance of becoming English.’ The condemnations went on for almost a century, but needless to say all the belittling of belittle failed to ban the word from the language.” (From The Facts on File Encyclopedia of Word and Phrase Origins, by Robert Hendrickson)




Help! At what would turn out to be the Beatles’ last concert in 1966, 15,000 tickets went unsold.





LIVE


Meaning: A performance or event that is listened to or watched at the time of its occurrence


Origin: “Modern recording technology has broken the bond between time and events, posing an existential challenge to the concept ‘alive.’ Dead performers can now speak on the radio and move on the screen, and need to be distinguished from those who are actually breathing at the moment of transmission. The word first appeared in the 1934 BBC Year-Book: ‘Listeners have complained…that recorded material was too liberally used…but transmitting hours to the Canadian and Australasian zones are inconvenient for broadcasting “live” material.’ ” (From Movers and Shakers: A Chronology of Words that Shaped Our Age, by John Ayto)


TIDE


Meaning: The alternate rising and falling of the sea and other large bodies of water


Origin: “The words tide and time are related, both going back to the Indo-European root da-, ‘to divide,’ and were once synonyms, both meaning ‘an interval or division of time.’ This sense for tide is now obsolete. The modern meaning of tide, ‘the periodic variation in the surface level of the earth’s waters,’ is a development of the word’s original meaning, since the tides rise and fall at predictable times of the day.” (From Word Histories and Mysteries: From Abracadabra to Zeus, by the Editors of the American Heritage Dictionaries)




DID YOU KNOW?


What’s the difference between “heavy cream” and “heavy whipping cream”? Dairies add a protein to the latter that makes it easier to whip.





MILK


Meaning: An opaque white fluid rich in fat and protein, secreted by female mammals for their young; as a verb, the act of drawing milk


Origin: “The word milk, dating from before the 12th century, is from the Old English meole and is derived from the Indo-European root melg, meaning ‘to squeeze out,’ as an animal’s udder is worked for its fluid. In a sense, a child asking for a glass of milk is asking that an udder be squeezed.” (From Sexy Origins and Intimate Things, by Charles Panati)




Only manned lighthouse left in the United States: Boston Light.













LIFE IN THE 2020s


Disappointed that things don’t quite measure up to the way you imagined life in “the future” would be? You’re not alone. It didn’t pan out the way trend watchers, psychics, experts, and imaginative writers thought it would, either. Here are some predictions about the world in the far off year of 2020.


HIGH-SPEED TRANSPORT: According to a 1957 Popular Science article about life in 2020, roads were supposed to have been replaced with a massive “network of pneumatic tubes.” Like those things that banks use at the drive-up window to send capsules filled with deposit slips and checks to the teller, the pneumatic tube system was supposed to send people (in capsules) shooting along “to any desired destination.”


SERVICE TECHNOLOGY: In 1967, the RAND Corporation, an influential research and development think tank (“RAND” actually stands for “research and development”), released a report stating that by 2020 “it may be possible to breed intelligent species of animals, such as apes, that will be capable of performing manual labor.” RAND predicted that we’d all have “a live-in ape to do the cleaning” and a chimp chauffeur, which would somehow “decrease the number of automobile accidents.”


BRAINPOWER: The 1995 sci-fi movie Johnny Mnemonic is loosely based on a 1981 short story by William Gibson about a man living in a dystopian 2021, by which time corporations completely control the world. Johnny Mnemonic works as an information courier—he uploads sensitive data into his brain. His maximum capacity: a massive 80 gigabytes…which is about the same amount of storage as a standard smartphone.


GLOBAL UNITY: Rudy Rucker’s 1982 novel Software posited that by the time the 2020s began, the people of Earth have united in order to defeat a common enemy: hostile humanoid robots who have built colonies on the Moon.


DRASTIC DIETARY CHANGES: In a 1913 New York Times article, American Meat Packers Association president Gustav Bischoff forecasted a future in which meat would be in such short supply that only the super-rich could afford it. Everyone else, he said, would have to adopt a vegetarian lifestyle, subsisting on rice and vegetables, creating a population of “slothful creatures, anemic and without initiative.”


EVERYTHING WILL BE METAL: According to a 1911 interview with inventor and industrialist Thomas Edison, the future would be made of steel. Edison predicted that by the 2020s, all home furnishings, from dining tables to baby cradles, would be made from steel, books would be printed on ultra-thin sheets of nickel, and, because scientists would have perfected a process to transmute common metals into precious metals, cars would be made of gold.




Gender bender: Shirley was considered a men’s name until 1849, when Charlotte Brontë published her novel Shirley, about a woman named Shirley.





LIFE ON MARS: In 1997, the editors of the technology magazine Wired predicted that in 2020, humans would arrive on Mars and start building life on a second planet.


THE STRONGER SEX: Dorothy Roe Lewis wrote a popular syndicated column in the mid-20th century and, in a 1950 installment, predicted that women would evolve physically over the following 70 years. By the 2020s, she predicted, the average woman would stand more than six feet tall, wear size 11 shoes, and have the broad shoulders of a wrestler with “muscles like a truck driver.”


FEWER TOES: A doctor named Richard Clement Lucas gave a lecture to the Royal College of Surgeons of England in 1911, in which he foresaw the human foot evolving rapidly over the next century. “The small toes are being used less and less as time goes on, while the great toe is developing in an astonishing manner.” By around 2020, Lucas believed, “man might become a one-toed race.”


MOBILE HOUSES: Arthur C. Clarke, best known for his science-fiction writing (he cowrote the screenplay for 2001: A Space Odyssey), also wrote extensively about science and technology. And according to a 1966 article, by 2020 technology would have advanced to a point where a house “would have no roots tying it to the ground,” with independent water, electrical, and sewer systems. “The autonomous home could therefore move, or be moved, to anywhere on Earth at the owner’s whim,” Clarke wrote.


DAILY PLEASURES: Inventor Nikola Tesla wrote in 1937 that by the 2020s, “coffee, tea, and tobacco will no longer be in vogue.” But alcohol, he said, would remain popular because it is “a veritable elixir of life.”


ATOMIC APPLIANCES: Lewyt Vacuum Cleaner Company president Alex Lewyt saw a brave new world ahead for vacuum cleaners. In 1955, he envisioned a 2020 in which “nuclear-powered vacuum cleaners” would be the new standard in cleaning technology.


EVERYTHING IS DISPOSABLE: In 1950, New York Times science writer Waldemar Kaempffert imagined life in the early decades of the 21st century. Cities, he wrote, would be arranged around airports, which would be located in the center, surrounded by concentric rings of factories, hotels, and homes. People would travel on double-decker highways that have “hardly any curves” while houses would cost $5,000 and be totally weatherproof but also designed to fall apart within 25 years. Dishes would be disposable, composed of cheap plastics made from oat hulls, soybeans, and fruit pits. In another manufacturing breakthrough, Kaempffert predicted, used rayon underwear would be “bought by chemical factories to be converted into candy.”




Can they talk? Falcons are more closely related to parrots than other birds of prey.















ALL-AMERICAN INVENTOR


In August 2021, Ohio-based inventor Don Poynter died at age 96. Never heard of him? He was a prolific inventor, with more than 100 patents, and he made a fortune off his gadgets, almost all of them silly novelty, gift, and junk items. Maybe you remember some of these.


Genuine Rye Whiskey–Flavored Toothpaste (introduced in 1955). It really tasted like whiskey. Why? Because it had a 3 percent alcohol content. It also came in Scotch and bourbon varieties.


Jayne Mansfield Hot Water Bottle (1957). A therapeutic hot water bottle made in the image of bikini-clad bombshell Jayne Mansfield (who actually posed for Poynter).


Little Black Box (1959). A black plastic box with a switch on top. When the user flipped the switch, the box vibrated, and then a mechanical hand emerged from within to flip the switch back off. (“Mysterious! Sinister! Unearthly!”) In 1964, Poynter introduced an updated Little Black Box—a licensed version of the disembodied hand (named Thing) from the TV show The Addams Family—and sold 14 million units.


The Antmobile (1960). Sold by Ripley’s Believe It or Not!, these model building kits produced a car so tiny that you could fit several in the palm of your hand. Kids were told they could capture a carpenter ant and get it to drive the car.


Uncle Fester’s Mystery Light Bulb (1965). Another Addams Family–branded toy, this novelty light bulb flashed on when placed in an ear or mouth, just the way the creepy Uncle Fester did it on the TV show.


Executive Waste Basket Ball (1966). It’s the first-ever (and often imitated) miniature basketball backboard meant to fit over an office trash can.


Mighty Tiny, the “World’s Smallest Record Player” (1967). It came with three two-inch-wide records that played 15-second snippets of songs like “Turkey in the Straw.”


Go-Go Girl Drink Mixer (1969). Place this Barbie-like doll (dressed in a skimpy go-go dancer outfit) on top of your cocktail glass. With the push of a button, she’d shake, shimmy, and twist her hips to stir the drink.


Golfer’s Dream: Hole-in-One Golf Ball (1970). It’s a gag gift based on a play on words. It was a golf ball with a hole drilled into it—a literal “hole-in-one” ball. (Get it?)


Talking Toilet (1971). A motion-activated device placed on a toilet to prank guests. When somebody sat down, a voice would call out “Hey, you’re blocking the light!”


The Thinking Man’s Crossword Toilet Tissue (1975). Poynter was the first person to make novelty toilet paper, printing crossword puzzles on a roll, a pre–Uncle John way of providing entertainment to an otherwise captive audience.




Staying power: In 2020, Americans collectively watched 57 billion minutes of The Office, which ended production in 2013.
















LOCAL HEROES


Now for some stories that will restore your faith in humanity, brought to you by the kindness of strangers.


A SAVE AND A HAIRCUT


In July 2021, a 36-year-old mother (name not released) was carrying her eight-month-old daughter across the street in Yonkers, New York, when a drunk driver came around the corner too fast, hit a parked car, and kept coming. The mom started to run, but there was no time: the car ran her over and then crashed through a barbershop window before coming to a halt. Two police officers having breakfast at a nearby bagel shop rushed over. The mother was badly hurt and calling for her baby girl…who was trapped underneath the vehicle! One officer and several bystanders lifted the car high enough for the other officer to reach underneath it, and, after a tense moment, everyone heard “I got it! I got the baby!” The infant suffered a fractured skull and severe burns, and her mom had a broken femur, but both were expected to make full recoveries. The 43-year-old drunk driver, David Poncurak, wasn’t injured, nor was his female passenger. They were both arrested. The actions of the two officers and the people who helped lift the car, said Yonkers Police Commissioner John Mueller, were “nothing short of heroic.”


SIX MEN AND A BACKHOE


In August 2020, after tearing a path of destruction from Africa to Florida, Hurricane Isaias became a tropical storm, creating record rainfall and turning tranquil streams into raging rivers as it continued up the Eastern seaboard. In West Marlborough, Pennsylvania, one such stream overtook the low point of a country road. As motorists stopped, debating whether to try to cross the flooded road, one car was already in it. The driver, Dazoh Duwoe, and four children—his two young sons, his little brother, and his niece—tried to make it to the other side, but they couldn’t. The rapids were too high and too swift. Then, as onlookers watched helplessly, the water pushed the car backward around a corner before pinning it against a fence. The family was too far away for anyone to reach, and no one knew how long it would be before the car sank or got swept away. That’s when Burnett Wilson, a public works employee, arrived in a backhoe. “Call it a miracle, call it an Act of God, call it whatever you want,” said one of the rescuers, Dan DiGregorio, “but Burnett was there with a bucket, and we immediately screamed that we have to jump on this.” Five men—none of whom knew each other—climbed into the bucket and the backhoe traversed the rapids. The men then formed a human chain, each man holding onto the belt of the man next to him, and rescued the family one by one. At one point, Duwoe’s little brother lost his grip…and DiGregorio caught him by the wrist just in time. Everyone made it out.




Champion racehorse Secretariat had a heart almost twice as big as a regular racehorse’s.





A few weeks later, a ceremony was held to honor the six strangers-turned-heroes: Dan DiGregorio and David MacDonald (both from the area), Walter Puddifer and Tom Garner (from England), and two public works employees, Wilson and Hugh Lofting II, who said this was his third water rescue. “It’s just part of the job out in West Marlborough. We are lucky we have good people with good hearts around us.”


RESCUING THE RESCUES


Keith Walker, 53, was living on the streets of Atlanta in December 2020 when he went to visit his pit bull, Bravo, at the W-Underdogs animal shelter. The shelter’s owner, Gracie Hamlin, allowed Bravo to stay there at night. That evening, Walker arrived to find smoke billowing out of the building. Hamlin was out picking up donations, and no one else was there. “I was nervous as hell, I’m not going to lie,” Walker told reporters. “My dog is my best friend. I wouldn’t be here without him, so I knew I had to save all those other dogs.” And not just the six dogs that were trapped in the smoke: he saved ten cats, too—every animal in the shelter. Firefighters extinguished the blaze (caused by an electrical fire in the kitchen), but the building had to be condemned.


The public rallied to help Hamlin find a new home for the shelter (which was already in the works), and a home for Walker as well. A GoFundMe raised nearly $90,000 in less than a month, but as Hamlin explained to donors, “Please understand that the issues surrounding Mr. Walker’s homelessness are complex, and we need to proceed with care.” On the streets since he was 13, Walker was accepted into a program for the chronically homeless called Georgia Works, which provides three meals a day, therapy, and finance and employment classes. Best of all, he gets to see Bravo every day. Hamlin called Walker her “guardian angel.”


THE LITTLEST LIFEGUARD


“I didn’t think about nothing,” said 10-year-old Rickie August Jr. “I just acted.” Junior, as he prefers to be called, was swimming at his apartment complex pool in Houston, Texas, in June 2021 when he saw a little girl lying motionless at the bottom of the deep end. Junior took a deep breath and swam down to the girl—5-year-old Egypt Bradly—and carried her to the surface. He yelled for help as he swam to the side of the pool with Egypt draped over his shoulder. The grown-ups took over and Rickie watched as Egypt’s parents desperately tried to revive her…but she wasn’t breathing. “I was very scared,” he told television station KHOU, “and it was just super sad.” Unable to watch, he ran home to his apartment. A little while later, Junior got the good news: Egypt was going to be okay! A few days later, they all had a party, where Egypt and her mom, Diamond, thanked Junior for his good deed. And where many Good Samaritans say they don’t want to be called heroes, Junior had no problem with it, telling reporters, “I felt like I was a real hero.”




All 50 states of the United States have an official state soil. (Maryland’s is sassafras soil.)













BIZARRE BASKETBALL RECORDS


Here are some of the greatest—and weirdest—things to ever happen in hoops.


[image: Image] Least dribbles with the most points: In December 2016, the Golden State Warriors beat the Indiana Pacers 142 to 106 thanks to a career-high 60 points from star Klay Thompson. Over the course of the entire game, Thompson bounced (dribbled) the ball just 11 times.


[image: Image] Shortest professional career: JamesOn Curry was drafted by the Chicago Bulls in 2007, but he wound up playing in the NBA Development League and throughout Europe until 2010, when he suited up for the Los Angeles Clippers. He played in just one game and was on the court for 3.9 seconds. That’s the shortest NBA stint of all time.


[image: Image] Most fouls in one game: In the NBA, players can only commit six fouls before they’re ejected. Only once in league history did a player commit six fouls, remain in the game, and then commit one more foul. During a 131 to 95 rout by the Portland Trail Blazers, the Atlanta Hawks’ Cal Bowdler got away with committing seven fouls because the referees and scorekeepers forgot to record number 6, and realized he’d made one more than legally allowed only after the game was over.


[image: Image] Quickest time to fouling out: Hall of Famer Dennis Rodman was an exceptional defensive player, but he was a woefully bad free throw shooter. Opposing teams knew it and would often intentionally foul him whenever he got the ball, sending him to the line to miss those two easy shots. During a 1997 game against Rodman’s Chicago Bulls, the Dallas Mavericks’ Bubba Wells fouled Rodman six times in just three minutes—fouling out in the shortest period on record.


[image: Image] Least productive on-court appearance: Joel Anthony of the Miami Heat played nearly 29 of the 48 regulation minutes during a January 2011 game against the Portland Trail Blazers. And during those 29 minutes he didn’t do anything—he didn’t register a single point, assist, rebound, steal, block, free throw, or even an attempt at a shot. (He did, however, commit one turnover and four fouls.)


[image: Image] Most points scored with nothing else to offer: On December 2, 2000, Allan Houston of the New York Knicks set an NBA record for most points scored without contributing anything else. He amassed 37 points against the Minnesota Timberwolves but had no rebounds, assists, steals, or blocks.




“Fist” games, similar to “rock paper scissors,” originated in China and date back to the 3rd century BC.













1-STAR REVIEWS


Customers have the right to write bad reviews for faulty products or bad service, but these real 1-star reviews are faulty, bad…and funny.


A LEGO SET


[image: ]


“My Lego set was broken when I opened it!”


WOLF URINE TO REPEL DEER


[image: ]


“VERY BITTER TASTE! Was barely able to get through a sip before I felt sick.”


MIGHTY MORPHIN POWER RANGERS: THE MOVIE (1995)


[image: ]


“Great movie. GREATEST MOVIE EVER!!! I’m confused, does 1 star mean good??”


A SET OF WEIGHTS


[image: ]


“Weighs too much”


EMERGENCY REFRIGERATOR REPAIR BUSINESS


[image: ]


“We had $300 worth of food at stake…We needed an immediate repair and left our number to please call us back. No one ever did!”


Response from the owner


“Our operations are shut down due to Hurricane Dorian…To leave a business a 1 star review because you didn’t get a response while a category 5 storm is hitting our area is incredible.”


THE MOVIE TITANIC (1997)


[image: ]


“My stupid friend watched this on Saturday night when he logged into my prime account. Jesus, Adam, Titanic by yourself on a Saturday night? Really?”


HOMER’S THE ODYSSEY


[image: ]


“I haven’t actually bought this item yet…It turns out you cannot give something ZERO stars on Amazon. So I am giving it one star but only because I am being forced to do so by the gods.”


A GROCERY STORE


[image: ]


“In a time of desperation I tried to walk out of the store without paying for my groceries and the manager himself jumped in front of me and…turned me over to the police.”


A PASTA RECIPE


[image: ]


“my wife left me because i made this for her mother i also slept with her sister. i lost the custody battle and she took the kids because of this stupid recipe.”


JUSTIN BIEBER: JUST GETTING STARTED (2012) AUTOBIOGRAPHY


[image: ]


“I don’t like it because I hate Justin. Write a book about Justin Timberlake.”




Helium is the only element that stays liquid when cooled to absolute zero (-459.6°F).













“THE MAN THEY COULDN’T HANG”


If you’re really unlucky, you could end up on the gallows with death seeming imminent. Then if your luck changes for the better, you could end up with a nickname like “The Man (or Woman) They Couldn’t Hang.”


JOSEPH SAMUEL (C. 1780)


Nickname: “The Man They Couldn’t Hang”


Background: Samuel was an Englishman and a convicted robber who was banished to a penal colony in New South Wales, Australia, in 1801. He escaped from the penal colony and joined a criminal gang that robbed the house of a wealthy woman named Mary Breeze in 1803. During the robbery, a policeman named Joseph Luker was killed. (He was the first police officer killed in the line of duty in Australian history.) Samuel and his gang were arrested for the burglary: the other members were acquitted, but Samuel was found guilty and sentenced to death—for the burglary. Joseph Luker’s murder remains unsolved to this day; it is Australia’s oldest cold case.


What Happened: On September 26, 1803, Samuel was loaded into a cart and taken to the gallows, where a large crowd was waiting to watch him and several other condemned prisoners die. The standard procedure for execution in Australia at the time was to stop the cart directly beneath the gallows, tie the noose around the condemned prisoner’s head, then drive the cart away, leaving the prisoner to hang from the noose until dead. But when Samuel’s cart pulled away, his rope snapped, and he dropped to the ground. The executioner prepared another rope, and Samuel was hanged a second time. This time the rope unraveled from around Samuel’s neck, in the process lowering him until his feet touched the ground. A third noose was prepared, and Samuel was hanged for a third time, only to have the rope snap again. At this point the crowd became so unruly that rather than attempt to hang Samuel a fourth time, the official presiding over the executions rode off to consult with the governor of the colony, who promptly commuted Samuel’s sentence to life in prison. He is believed to have escaped from prison in April 1806, along with seven other convicts; none of them was ever seen again.


ANNE GREENE (C. 1628–1659)


Nickname: “The Woman They Couldn’t Hang”


Background: Greene was a domestic servant in the house of a justice of the peace, Sir Thomas Read, in Oxfordshire, England. She was in her early twenties when she was seduced by Read’s 17-year-old grandson, Geoffrey Read. Greene became pregnant but apparently didn’t realize it until she miscarried. Perhaps because she feared either scandal or losing her job, she attempted to dispose of the fetus without anyone knowing she’d been pregnant. Big mistake: anyone caught hiding the death of an illegitimate child was presumed a murderer under a law called the Concealment of Birth of Bastards Act. Greene was caught and arrested, and prosecuted for murder by her former employer, Sir Thomas Read himself. She was found guilty, sentenced to death, and hanged in December 1650.




Wide loads: About half of all elephants in zoos are overweight.





What Happened: Executed criminals were often handed over to physicians for dissection, one of the few legitimate sources of cadavers for medical study at the time. That’s what happened to Greene. After the hanging, her body was placed in a coffin and donated to two Oxford University physicians, Drs. William Petty and Thomas Willis. The morning after the execution, they opened the coffin and were preparing to dissect Greene when they discovered that she had a weak pulse and was still breathing. They were able to revive her by administering liqueur, poultices, and enemas and by rubbing her limbs and extremities. After four days she was well enough to eat solid food; a month later she had fully recovered and, fortunately, had no memory of her hanging. On the assumption that Greene’s survival was the result of divine intervention on behalf of an innocent woman, she was granted a full pardon. A free woman, Greene later married and had three children before dying in 1659 when she was in her early thirties.


JOHN “BABBACOMBE” LEE (C. 1864–1945)


Nickname: “The Man They Couldn’t Hang”


Background: In 1884, Lee, a “known thief,” was a live-in servant employed by a woman named Emma Keyse, who lived at Babbacombe Bay in Devon, England. That November, Keyse was brutally murdered in her own home and Lee, who was the only man in the house at the time, was arrested for murder. Lee proclaimed his innocence, but he had a cut on his arm that he could not explain, which prosecutors claimed proved his guilt. Result: Lee lost his case. He was convicted of murder and sentenced to die by hanging in February of 1885.




Loony law: British children are not legally permitted to own a goldfish until age 16.





What Happened: At the appointed hour, Lee was delivered to the gallows at Exeter Prison in Devon. This gallows was the type with a trapdoor that the condemned prisoner dropped into as soon as the trap was sprung—assuming that the trapdoor opened, that is. It didn’t for Lee—he stood upon it with the noose around his neck, and the trap was sprung…but the door never opened. He was taken aside, the trap door was tested and found to be working, so he was placed on it again. Once again it failed, and then, after the gallows was inspected and tested a second time, the third attempt to execute Lee failed as well.


At this point, the medical officer overseeing the proceedings refused to participate any further, and the execution was postponed until the gallows could be thoroughly examined and repaired. In the meantime, the British government’s Home Secretary, Sir William Harcourt, commuted Lee’s sentence to life in prison. “It would shock the feeling of anyone if a man had twice to pay the pangs of imminent death,” he explained. Lee served a total of 22 years in prison and was released in 1907. He is believed to have emigrated to the United States, dying there in 1945 at the age of 80.


GORD MANKTELOW (1932– )


Nickname: “The Man the Chinese Couldn’t Kill”


Background: Manktelow, 20, was a Canadian lance corporal fighting in the Korean War in 1952. Canada and the United States were part of the United Nations effort to defend South Korea, while China was supporting North Korea. One day in March 1952, Manktelow was serving in a six-man forward observation team when his position came under mortar attack by Chinese soldiers. His unit received orders to withdraw, but Manktelow soon realized he was surrounded. He had little choice but to lay face down on the ground and play dead.


When the Chinese soldiers arrived, they beat his body with their rifle butts to be sure he really was dead, then they stabbed him with their bayonets. Manktelow remained still and silent the entire time. Next the soldiers set one of Manktelow’s own hand grenades next to his left leg, pulled the pin, and ran away. “The grenade went off and it flipped me in the air and over. I felt no pain. It was just a very great shock in the thigh,” Manktelow told Canada’s CBC Radio News in 2003. Luckily for him, the soldiers set the grenade next to him in a way that directed the shrapnel away from his body when it went off. He was struck by the base plug of the grenade and a rod called a striker that embedded in his leg, but that was it. Still the young man played dead. Afterward the soldiers returned and kicked Manktelow a few times before leaving for good.


What Happened: Manktelow lay on the battlefield throughout the night with mortar shells exploding all around him. He was rescued the following morning and taken to a field hospital. At first doctors wanted to amputate his badly wounded leg, but instead they gave him a skin graft and were able to save it. Manktelow spent the rest of the war recovering in a rehabilitation hospital in Japan. A Canadian Press reporter named Bill Boss is credited with giving the young man the title “The Man the Chinese Couldn’t Kill.” “I guess from a news media standpoint and probably from my buddies’ standpoint also, they were saying, ‘What do they have to do to kill this guy?’ ” Manktelow says. He made a full recovery and spent another 20 years in the Canadian armed forces before retiring in the 1970s.




Famous forgotten date: August 14, 1936. That was the day the last public execution in the U.S.—a hanging—took place in Owensburg, Kentucky.













PYTHONESQUE


Monty Python’s influence is so pervasive that one could say it’s the water that today’s edgiest comedies swim around in. One could also say that your mother was a hamster, and your father smelt of elderberries. (We apologize for that insult. The introduction writer has been sacked.)


IN ON THE JOKE


Those who aren’t well-versed in Monty Python can feel left out of Python quotation fests, which are prone to break out at any time (as just happened above). Python fans will immediately recognize those gags from the 1975 movie Monty Python and the Holy Grail. But even if you’re not a fan, you’ve probably heard, “It’s only a flesh wound,” which also comes from Holy Grail. Or maybe you’ve heard, “This is an ex-parrot!” or, “No one expects the Spanish Inquisition!” Those quotes come from Monty Python’s Flying Circus, a half-hour BBC sketch-comedy show that aired from 1969 to 1974. And even if you’ve never watched one minute of Python, if you’ve seen Saturday Night Live, Airplane!, Rick and Morty, Deadpool, and countless more fringe comedies over the past five decades, you’ve been exposed to Pythonesque humor. That’s Monty Python’s impact—it even has its own adjective.


THE BEATLES OF COMEDY


Formed in 1969 by Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Eric Idle, Terry Jones, and Michael Palin, Monty Python has often been referred to as the “Beatles of Comedy.” The Pythons became the benchmark that all subsequent comedy would be compared to. Just as rock ’n’ roll was much more predictable before the Beatles came along and redefined the genre (by adding string arrangements and feedback, charting singles that were over five minutes long, and playing concerts in stadiums instead of small theaters or nightclubs), the humor landscape was similarly conventional pre-Python. Although sketch comedy had enjoyed a heyday during the vaudeville era and on variety programs such as Your Show of Shows and Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, the jokes—though often very funny—would be considered too safe by today’s standards. But something dangerous was brewing in Britain.


HOW THEY MET


The early 1960s saw post–World War II England “turn from black-and-white into color,” as Eric Idle put it. He was talking about his country’s so-called Satire Boom, which started at the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge and spawned comedy legends such as Peter Sellers, David Frost, and Douglas Adams. It was at Cambridge that Idle joined a comedy troupe called the Footlights Dramatic Club, where he met Graham Chapman and John Cleese. And then, on a Footlights tour in New York City, Cleese befriended Terry Gilliam, an American animator who moved to England a few years later. Meanwhile, at Oxford University, Terry Jones and Michael Palin were members of a comedy troupe called the Oxford Revue (which also spawned Dudley Moore, Rowan Atkinson, and Maggie Smith).




Technically, Starburst is a kind of taffy.





After college, the future Pythons worked as writers and performers on several BBC programs, including David Frost’s parody news show, That Was the Week That Was (the first show to overtly make fun of politicians). In May 1969, all six members were together for the first time during a taping of Do Not Adjust Your Set, a zany kids show starring Idle, Palin, and Jones, with cartoons by Gilliam. Cleese and Chapman were there that day, and afterward they all went to Cleese’s apartment and decided to form a troupe.


Their goal from the start: make unpredictable comedy in the vein of a BBC Radio program called The Goon Show. Created by veteran comedian Spike Milligan (who once had a nervous breakdown and nearly murdered costar Peter Sellers), The Goon Show was known for its surreal sketches and random interruptions of silliness. “The humor of my parents’ generation was radio sitcoms,” said Cleese, “they used to leave the room when the Goons’ funny voices came on.” Now it was their turn to make old people leave the room.


OWL STRETCHING TIME


In autumn of 1969, the BBC offered Cleese and Chapman their own show—with full creative control—which Cleese and Chapman agreed to only if they could include the other four members of their troupe…which was still lacking a name. BBC executives insisted that the words “Flying Circus” be included (mainly because the network had already put that title in the schedule). None of the troupe members liked it. Their top choices were Owl Stretching Time and The Toad Elevating Movement. No, and no, said the BBC. Palin, pulling the name from a newspaper he was flipping through, suggested Gwen Dibley’s Flying Circus (thinking it would be funny when whoever Gwen Dibley was found out she had her own show). They ultimately settled on Idle’s idea: “Monty,” named for the British war hero Field Marshal Montgomery, who must have a “slippery-sounding surname,” like “Python.” The network didn’t like the name but acquiesced after the troupe threatened to change it every week.


AND NOW FOR SOMETHING COMPLETELY DIFFERENT


When Monty Python’s Flying Circus premiered on Sunday, October 5, 1969, at 10:50 p.m., few people tuned in, and the suits at the BBC never quite knew what to make of it. Clashes with the censors began almost immediately. Over time, mainly through word of mouth, Flying Circus gained a small but loyal following in the UK, but it was too small, and the BBC pulled the plug after the 1974 season (which Cleese had sat out in order to star in his sitcom Fawlty Towers).




Oldest running online webcam stream: San Francisco’s FogCam, which has been going since 1994.





That could have been the end for Monty Python. Then a syndicator took the tapes (which had nearly been erased) to America, where PBS stations ran all-night Flying Circus marathons—propelling the troupe to cult status. Eager to take advantage of the momentum and make the jump into movies, the Pythons borrowed money from British rock acts Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, and Jethro Tull to finance The Holy Grail in 1975. Four years later, they made what many consider to be their masterpiece, Monty Python’s Life of Brian, financed by George Harrison, who often remarked, “The spirit of the Beatles has passed onto Monty Python.” Then came 1983’s The Meaning of Life, a movie consisting of irreverent sketches that take on every sacred institution (and subsequently drew fire from all of them). That was the last project completed by the original lineup. Their legacy was set.


Take a silly walk over to page 297 to learn more about Monty Python’s revolutionary humor and the lasting effects it’s had on modern comedy.
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First person to win an Oscar for playing an Oscar winner: Cate Blanchett, who portrayed Katharine Hepburn in The Aviator (2004).















BAD DENTISTS


Why is this article on page 230? Because it’s about the horrors of going to the dentist. (Get it? Two-thirty, tooth-hurty. Well, we thought it was funny.)


[image: Image] WHEN THE NAME FITS THE CRIME


In 2015, and despite a “not-guilty” plea, a former Veteran Affairs dentist received a sentence of probation and a $1,000 fine for a crime he committed in the summer of 2013. The dentist entered the VA Medical Center in Omaha, Nebraska, and broke into a locked supply cabinet. He then stole nearly $17,000 worth of medical equipment—primarily gold and other precious metals used in dentistry—put them in a bag, walked out, and drove away. A lab technician witnessed the theft and called police, who stopped the dentist in his car. He denied knowledge of how he came to be in possession of the stolen items and professed his innocence on Facebook, claiming it was part of a plan to bring him down, executed by the “Prince of Darkness.” The dentist’s name: Randall Toothaker.


[image: Image] DENTISTRY ISN’T FOR EVERYONE


Late one night in May 2021, deputies from the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office in Nevada responded to an after-hours alarm at a dental office in the Reno suburb of Sun Valley. They discovered a broken window and an open door, and determined that nearly $23,000 in cash and checks had disappeared from a cash drawer. Dental office management pointed police in the direction of a person of interest: a former employee named Laurel Eich. Deputies arrested Eich, who admitted to previous misbehavior in the dental realm, claiming she stole partially empty anesthesia containers from the office’s garbage and used them to perform 13 tooth extractions on one person—all of her own accord and without any dental training. Eich was charged with multiple counts of burglary, grand larceny, conspiracy to commit burglary, and performing surgery without a medical license.


[image: Image] BUT WHO’S COUNTING


In 2013, 21-year-old Christopher Crist booked an appointment at Amazing Family Dental in Indianapolis, for an examination and removal of three teeth that were causing him a great deal of pain. According to Crist, Amazing Family Dental staff removed those three problem teeth…and then kept going. By the time Crist woke up from sedation, all of his teeth were gone. “They pulled every last one of them,” he told reporters. “I am going to look like a freak now.” What’s worse, the surgery led to an oral infection that required hospitalization. Crist’s family told reporters they were going to file a lawsuit against the dentists, bolstered by testimony by a fellow patient who saw Crist after his teeth were removed and said the victim’s face “looked scary.”




The U.S. federal government issued Santa Claus a pilot’s license in 1927.
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AMERICA’S 6 HOTTEST CITIES

1. Phoenix, AZ
(107 days over 99°F per year)

2. Las Vegas, NV
(70 days over 99°F per year)

3. Riverside, CA
(24 days over 99°F per year)

4. Dallas, TX
(17 days over 99°F per year)

5. Austin, TX
(16 days over 99°F per year)

6. Sacramento, CA
(11 days over 99°F per year)
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