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For Mom and Dad…


who may have heard it differently











A promise made is a debt unpaid.


—SAM McGEE


Be wary of all earnestness.


—TRAVIS McGEE













INTRODUCTION THE WAY I WROTE IT



I drove into the long-term parking lot at BWI twenty-five minutes before my flight was scheduled to depart. This would have been back in 1988. June, I think. I had bags to check and security to clear, but if I hustled, I could still make it. There was just one problem—I couldn’t seem to get out of my car. It was the strangest thing. The door wasn’t locked, nor was it jammed. In fact, the door was open but I was stuck to my seat, and I remained that way until the man on the radio spoke his magic words. Words that would allow me to grab my bags from the trunk and sprint for the gate. Finally, those words were spoken.


“And now, you know the rest of the story.”


How many times did I sit in parking lots and driveways long after I’d arrived at my intended destination, waiting for Paul Harvey to utter those words? Too many to count. Thanks to his insanely addictive radio program, The Rest of the Story, I missed my flight that day, and ever since, I’ve wanted to write stories that can’t be turned off or put down until the very end. Stories that make people late.


I’ll have more to say about Paul Harvey later. For now, I just want to thank him for inspiring The Way I Heard It, the podcast whose title is shared by the book you’ve just begun. Like The Rest of the Story, the mysteries in this book tell some true stories you probably don’t know, about some famous people you probably do. Your job is to figure out who or what I’m talking about before I get to the end. Inside, you’ll find thirty-five mysteries pulled from my podcast. Think of them as tiles in a mosaic. Each of these tiles is followed by a personal recollection. Think of those as the grout that holds the tiles together.


Many of these mysteries were written in the heart of America—in her greasy spoons, hotel rooms, and train stations. Others were composed high above the fruited plain, as I flew hither and yon to host one show or another. Funny thing, though. While writing mysteries up there in the friendly skies, something mysterious happened to me. Time became compressed. Distances started to shrivel. How many times did I begin to write on the tarmac at SFO, only to look up a few minutes later, stunned to be landing at JFK? Too many to count.


Picture me at 37,000 feet…


My laptop is open, the light is on above me, and everyone around me is sleeping. That’s what I pictured for the photo on the cover of this book: me in a middle seat, writing the words you’re reading today. I went with a corner diner instead because the food’s better, but you get the idea—half of this book was written on the road. The other half—the grout—was mixed right here, at my kitchen table.


Perhaps you can picture that, too?


A fire snaps and crackles in the background, the fog blows in from under the Golden Gate, and my faithful dog, Freddy, gnaws on my slippers as I wrestle with the question gnawing at me—why, exactly, did I write about the people I wrote about? I mean, something must have drawn me toward the subjects I’d picked, right? The more I considered what that something was, the more I discovered some surprising connections—personal connections that I hadn’t noticed from 37,000 feet or at the lunch counter at Mel’s. Invariably, these connections began to rhyme, and soon the mosaic began to change. The grout and the tiles became equally important.


How many times did I look up from my laptop, only to see that the fire had gone out, the dog was asleep, the fog was gone, and the moon was right where the sun had been shining just moments ago? Too many to count.


You’ve already met Freddy, and you’ll run across him again in the pages to come. He’s a good boy. You’ll meet my parents, my girlfriend, and my high-school mentor. There will be ghosts and pigs, farmers and fishermen, movie stars, presidents, Nazis, and bloody do-gooders, along with the fictitious knight-errant upon whom my entire worldview was once based. Along the way, you’ll hear stories about Dirty Jobs and a long list of less notable shows that still haunt me on YouTube. Shows I’ve tried to forget, but cannot. In all cases, each story is told the way I heard it. If you’ve heard it differently, I’m okay with that, and I hope you are, too.


By the way, I’m trying to picture you, too. Is that creepy? I hope not.


I see you checking in to some quaint bed-and-breakfast—in Oregon, maybe, or Texas, or even in England or France. You’ve arrived late, worn out from your journey. You’ve built a fire and slipped into bed. This book, dog-eared and stained, just happens to be the one lying on your bedside table. You pick it up. You start to read. And when you look up, the fog is gone, the fire is out, and there’s the sun, right where the moon was just moments ago. You wonder where the night went.


On Monday morning, at the water cooler, you might share one of these stories with a friend. They’ll probably raise an eyebrow and say, “Wow! Is that really the way it happened?” If I were you, I’d say: “You better believe it. At least… that’s the way I heard it.”










THIS ISN’T FUNNY


Corporal Kaminsky was precariously perched atop a makeshift utility pole, forty feet above the frozen ground. In the dim light of a crescent moon, he squinted to complete his task and tried not to lose his battle with gravity.


As a member of the 1104th Engineer Combat Group, Kaminsky was used to such work. What he was not used to was doing it so close to the enemy. You see, the particular pole to which this particular corporal clung was planted in Belgium. Specifically, in the Ardennes Forest. Just through the trees, a big chunk of the German Army was preparing to launch an enormous offensive that would be remembered, forever, as the Battle of the Bulge.


They were so close Kaminsky could smell them: an odorous stew of gasoline, bratwurst, and boiled cabbage filled his nostrils. He could hear them, too. They’d been playing propaganda recordings all night long: an unholy mix of the German national anthem, the latest ravings of the mad Führer, and the sweet voice of Axis Sally, urging our boys to lay down their guns and surrender.


As he twisted the last wire around the last screw that would carry the current to a slightly different broadcast, he heard a harsh whisper from the sentry below him. “This isn’t funny, Kaminsky!” That made the young corporal smile. If there was one thing he’d learned growing up on the mean streets of Brooklyn, it was this: whenever anyone said “that’s not funny,” it was almost certain to be hilarious.


Kaminsky shimmied down the pole, took one last glance up at the enormous loudspeaker he’d just installed, and chuckled. The sentry shook his head as Kaminsky scurried back to battalion command. Along the way he stepped around numerous foxholes filled with exhausted and freezing GIs. Their spirits needed a lift, and by God, he was just the soldier to do the job.


Kaminsky searched through a small box of vinyl 78s, looking for the perfect selection for an occasion such as this. His eyes settled on a classic, and he chuckled again.
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A switch was flipped, a dial was cranked, and the wall of sound that erupted from Kaminsky’s loudspeaker echoed through the frozen forest. In an instant, the racist rantings of Adolf Hitler were drowned out by the unmistakable refrain known to millions:




Toot, Toot, Tootsie, goodbye!


Toot, Toot, Tootsie, don’t cry!





For several glorious and confusing minutes, the only thing the soldiers on either side could hear were the dulcet tones of the one and only… Al Jolson. Who, like Corporal Kaminsky, just happened to be… very, very Jewish.


Kaminsky watched the war-torn boys poke their heads out of their foxholes like curious prairie dogs. The absurdity of the situation took a few moments to process, but soon the irony washed over the troops and laughter set in. Nazis, in the middle of a battlefield, driven by their insane hatred of Jews, were being serenaded by one. Now, that was funny!


I guess if you can make people laugh on the battlefields of Europe, you can make people laugh anywhere. And that had always been Corporal Kaminsky’s goal. After the war he found work as a writer and comedian. For the next twenty years, he made a name for himself in Tinseltown. Finally, he got a chance to do what he had been born to do: direct.


His first effort nearly gave the studio a heart attack. It was a screenplay he had written himself, but the suits were not amused. “That is not funny,” they said. But of course Kaminsky knew exactly what that meant: he had a winner! He stood by his guns. He dug in his heels. Before long, Americans were tapping their toes to catchy numbers like “Springtime for Hitler” and punchy lyrics like “Don’t be stupid, be a smarty, come and join the Nazi Party!”


Maybe it was in bad taste. Maybe it was too soon. But all those put off by Kaminsky’s directorial debut were soon afforded more opportunities to be offended—on the big screen, the small screen, and of course the Great White Way. Because even though Melvin Kaminsky changed his name, he never changed his tune. In Belgium, he’d confronted hatred with a song and dance. In New York and Hollywood, he doubled down. Today, The Producers is considered to be one of the greatest comedies of all time. And the funniest corporal of all time? That’s easy. That would be the always improper, always tasteless, never appropriate… Mel Brooks.


Anyway, that’s the way I heard it.





I never played “Toot, Toot, Tootsie” in a forest filled with Nazis. But with the help of three high school pals, I did sing it, in four-part harmony, for a variety of captive audiences in Baltimore, Maryland. Nursing homes were our favorite venue, followed in no particular order by hospitals, bathrooms, VFW halls, prisons, elevators, stairwells, and crowded restaurants.


Why, you ask? Why were four teenage boys terrorizing an unsuspecting public in 1979 with songs written decades before we were born?


Two words: Fred King.


At Overlea High School in Baltimore, our larger-than-life music teacher, Mr. King, had introduced us to the mysterious pleasures of barbershop harmony. Mr. King himself had been a legendary baritone in a quartet called the Oriole Four; he was known, in the trade, as the “King of the Barbershoppers.” Under his tutelage, we amassed an impressive repertoire of chestnuts like “Margie,” “Lida Rose,” “The Sunshine of Your Smile,” and “Sweet Adeline”—unapologetically sentimental tunes that might have made other teenagers cringe. But we loved those songs, and we quickly formed our own group.


We called ourselves “Semi-Fourmal” because we wore tuxedos and tennis shoes. We misspelled “formal” intentionally, because there were four of us and we were terribly clever. Chuck sang lead. I sang bass. Bobby and Mike sang baritone and tenor, respectively. Soon we became the youngest members of the oldest men’s chorus in the country—the world champion Chorus of the Chesapeake, which Fred King also directed.


Every Tuesday night, a hundred men from all walks of life gathered in the old gymnasium at Johns Hopkins Hospital. Doctors, carpenters, lawyers, plumbers, accountants, dentists, teachers, Democrats, Republicans, Protestants, Catholics, Jews—a cross section of men whose deep love of four-part harmony was rivaled only by their deep love of God, country, and beer. I’ll never forget the first time I heard them sing. The Nazis might have been stunned by the sound of “Toot, Toot, Tootsie” blaring through the forest on that cold winter night, but the sound of a hundred men singing that same song in perfect harmony would have left them gobsmacked. It was a sound unlike anything I’d ever heard. A sound that filled the air with overtones that buzzed and crackled. A sound so rich and full and unmistakably masculine, it made the hairs on your arms stand on end.


Ultimately, it was the sound that pulled me into show business.


After rehearsal, we’d follow the men over to a Highlandtown bar called Johnny Jones for another kind of singing. They called it “woodshedding,” because a woodshed—far away from the ears of innocent civilians—was the only sensible place to do it. Improvisational harmonizing isn’t always pretty. But it’s fun to do and a fine way to learn the old songs. Johnny’s had a space crammed with square tables—just the right amount of room for four men to harmonize at point-blank range. Johnny himself would pour beer without thinking to ask for my age, pitch pipes would blow in various keys, and various quartets would sing various songs simultaneously. There were songs about mothers and flying machines and pals who would never let you down. There were patriotic songs, as well as songs about sweethearts, punctuated with bottomless pitchers of draft beer and Maryland crab cakes. It was a soundtrack from another time, and in between the cacophony, the men lit their pipes and told their stories. Oftentimes, war stories.


Kids today think they know everything. Back in 1979, we were no different. But after a few visits to Johnny’s, I began to think differently about the cost of freedom. That’ll happen, I guess, when you harmonize with men who actually fought in that terrible battle that began in Belgium on December 16, 1944. Along with the dead and the wounded, 23,000 US soldiers went missing in the Battle of the Bulge. That fact I learned from an old tenor named Gus, who for a time had been among the missing. He was just seventeen in 1944, the same age as me when we met in 1979—and he’d actually been there, in the Ardennes, doing things in that dark forest on my behalf that I would never be asked to do. Brave men like Gus had learned the hard way what I came to know simply by standing beside them and singing: You’re only as good as the man next to you.


But then, Mel Brooks would tell you that courage is a funny thing. You never know where you’ll find it. Or whether you’ll have it, on the day you need it the most.










A HERO UNDER THE INFLUENCE


Like everyone else at ground zero, Charlie was in the wrong place at the wrong time. He’d spent all day in the kitchen, overseeing a crew of thirteen junior bakers, churning out breads and cakes and pies and pastries for a crowd that never seemed to dwindle. Charlie had always hoped to make a name for himself in a famous kitchen. He’d headed off to a faraway, famous city armed with dreams of success. Now those dreams were coming true. As the chief baker in one of the world’s premier restaurants, Charlie was practicing the trade he loved and devoted to pleasing his customers.


To be clear, Charlie was drunk on the day in question. His blood alcohol content a few hours after impact would have confirmed an almost inconceivable rate of consumption. But that’s the point—Charlie’s drinking did not precede the impact—it followed it. And really, who can blame him? When the walls and floor shuddered around him, Charlie knew something had slammed into the towering structure—something big. And when he saw the extent of the damage, he didn’t panic. He merely retired to the bar of his now empty restaurant to enjoy what he knew would be the last drink of his life. But what exactly does one drink as one ponders one’s own mortality and considers one’s final actions on Earth?


For Charlie, the options were endless. From the finest champagnes to the very best Italian wines, they were all there for the sampling—and Charlie sampled them all. There were Beaujolais and sherry, Drambuie and absinthe, cognac and Armagnac, endless rows of schnapps, and beers from around the world. Mostly, though, there was some old Irish whiskey. Ah, yes. That was just what the doctor ordered. The perfect elixir to prepare Charlie for the job at hand—the job he believed he was duty bound to execute.
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Charlie pounded half the bottle and poured the rest into a large flask. Then he filled a sack with breads and pastries and made his way slowly up to the top floor. Elevators were not an option, so he took the stairs, encountering dozens of panicked customers along the way—people who just a few hours before had been sitting in his restaurant, eating his cakes and pies, luxuriating in five-star elegance.


“Follow me,” he said. “I know the way out.”


Up top, it was pandemonium. Charlie did everything he could to calm his customers. First he handed out his pastries. Then he offered shots of courage from his bottomless flask. When it became obvious that the first responders weren’t responding, he did what he knew had to be done—he began to push his customers over the edge. Understandably, many resisted, but Charlie knew there was no other way out. He grabbed them, one after the next, and heaved them over the side. But when the opportunity came for him to follow suit, he said, “No.” He grabbed another customer from the panicked crowd and insisted she go in his place.


If you’ve seen the movie, you might recall the dramatic finale—two lovers, standing on the pinnacle of that doomed and crumbling edifice, waiting for the inevitable collapse. Well, those lovers weren’t really there—but the chief baker was. Charles Joughin, filled with adrenaline and booze, had taken it upon himself to fill multiple lifeboats with dozens of terrified women and children, all of whom were loath to leave their husbands and fathers behind. Then—defying the laws of gravity and the basic rules of intoxication—the inebriated baker crawled over the side and scampered all the way up to what must have felt like the top of the world. There, flask in hand, he rode the ruined remains all the way down, waiting until the last possible second before stepping from his perch into the 28-degree water.


He should have died, just like everyone else who didn’t make it into a lifeboat. But he didn’t. He splashed around the North Atlantic for three hours, until the Carpathia finally arrived and plucked him out of the black, icy sea with little more than two swollen feet and a lingering buzz. It was the booze, they said, that had kept him alive, thinning his blood to the point where hypothermia was kept at bay.


If James Cameron had allowed Leonardo DiCaprio a few slugs of whiskey, his character, too, might have survived that terrible night and grown old with Kate Winslet. But of course there was no happy ending for Jack and Rose, or for the 1,500 real people who perished on their way to New York City. Thanks to an open and unguarded bar, Charles Joughin was not among them. He was busy putting his customers first and preparing to step into history as the inebriated baker who just happened to be the very last person to abandon… the Titanic.





Of all the dreadful details to fixate upon, I think about the conditions at the time of the sinking. No wind. No waves. Dead calm. According to every account, the Atlantic was flat when the great ship went down. Flat and black like a duck pond—a dark mirror with no reflection. How terrifying must it have been to be slowly pulled beneath that tranquil surface? How terrible for the captain, who knew he’d been driving the ship too fast?


In 2004, seven years after Leonardo DiCaprio sank to the bottom of James Cameron’s sea, the Discovery Channel invited me to host a documentary called Deadliest Catch.


“It’s not really ‘on brand,’ ” they told me. “It’ll never go to series. But at least you won’t be crawling through sewers!”


I get suspicious when network executives tell me what their “brand” is. Seems to me your “brand” should be whatever your viewers are willing to watch. But I was happy for the work and eager to see Alaska.


“Why are you calling it Deadliest Catch?”


“Crab fishing is dangerous,” the executives said. “Plus it’s a snappy title.”


I chuckled. I had grown up fishing for blue crab on the Chesapeake Bay. Tying raw chicken necks to long strands of twine, tossing the bait off the end of the dock, reeling in the crabs as they clung to the poultry, and watching my brother scoop them up into his net. Yeah, I knew all about crab fishing. How dangerous could it be?


I arrived in Dutch Harbor a few days after Thanksgiving. The flight had taken me from San Francisco to Seattle, which was pleasant; Seattle to Anchorage, which was also pleasant; and then over the vast Bering Sea to Dutch Harbor, which was not pleasant. Not pleasant at all.


Technically, I guess it was turbulence, but not the kind I’d experienced in the lower forty-eight. It was a kind of turbulence unique to islands with big hills that flank narrow runways buffeted by constant crosswinds. It snapped the overhead compartments open. It sent a beverage cart careening down the aisle. It was the kind of turbulence that would make a plane full of hardened fishermen blubber and curse and pray, all at the same time.


A hundred feet before touching down, our pilot aborted the landing and flew to Cold Bay, where he put the plane down on a runway that had been built for the space shuttle. We spent twenty-four hours there waiting for the weather to clear, enjoying a variety of stale treats from vending machines in the empty airport.


When I finally did arrive in Dutch, I headed straight to the docks, where the film crew was waiting to board a crab boat. Was it the Fierce Allegiance? The Maverick? The Bountiful? I don’t remember. What I do remember is that the rain was blowing sideways and turning to sleet as I climbed aboard. Remember, it was 2004, and all I knew then was that I was hosting a documentary about crab fishing. I didn’t know what the show would become. No one knew. But the director wanted footage of me baiting the massive 800-pound pots and chatting with the crew, giving the viewer a sense of how crab boats worked on the open ocean. It was an odd role to assume: part host, part greenhorn, part reporter—a strange combination that left the deckhands confused as to what my actual purpose on their boat was. It was a confusion I shared.


Twenty miles out of Dutch, things got sporty. Green water rolled over the bow as we plunged under wave after wave in twelve-foot seas. The wind picked up, I threw up—the waves got bigger and bigger—but the work never stopped. In the wheelhouse, the captain kept a lit cigarette in each hand even as one dangled from his mouth. He looked like a human chimney. On deck, the massive, 800-pound pots slid back and forth as the swells built around us. It was an impossible situation to shoot, and our attempts to do so annoyed the captain and crew. I recalled the terrific line at the start of Ulysses: “The sea, the snotgreen sea, the scrotumtightening sea.”


I survived, and by Christmas I had actually gotten used to the snotgreen sea. By New Year’s Day, my scrotum had returned to its normal state. It might have remained that way but for the events of January 15, when the weather did something truly terrifying. The wind stopped howling, the waves stopped rolling, and the temperature rose to a balmy 30 degrees. For the first time all month the Bering Sea… settled down.


The boat that sank that day was called the Big Valley. She slipped beneath the surface while I was sleeping back at the hotel. Conditions were not to blame. In fact, when the ship left port, the Bering Sea was flat and black, like a duck pond—a dark mirror with no reflection. Maybe that’s why the captain went out with too many pots. Far too many. But the Bering Sea is an unpredictable place, and when the wind picked up, the Big Valley became unstable. A death trap. Six men perished as a result, seventy miles off St. Paul Island.


How terrifying must it have been, to be slowly pulled beneath the surface? How terrible for the captain, who knew his boat had been carrying too much weight?


I can still picture the faces of men I met a week later at the memorial—hardened fishermen who blubbered and cursed and prayed, all at the same time. Deadliest Catch had lived up to its name, I suppose, but it had done so in ways that we’d never imagined or wanted. Ways that haunt me to this day.










ON THE IMPORTANCE OF BETTER DRIVING


Back in May 1932, a sixty-one-year-old handyman named John Thompson was tinkering in his garage when he had himself a Eureka moment—a self-centered idea that would virtually eliminate bad driving. In those days, bad driving was commonplace, and US automakers weren’t sure what to do about it. But Thompson believed the problem had less to do with bad drivers and more to do with the obstacles they encountered—specifically, recessed gullies, intricate curves, and flat horizontal planes. His idea would promote better driving by eliminating those obstacles.


Six months later, he had a gleaming prototype in his garage, ready for action. Six months after that, Patent no. 1,080,080 arrived in the US mail, making him the sole owner of the device that would virtually eliminate bad driving. All he needed now was someone to mass-produce it.


John traveled all over the United States looking for a manufacturing partner. He visited dozens of factories and presented his prototype to countless engineers. The reaction was always the same: “Great idea, Mr. Thompson. But no, thanks.”


After two years of “no,” John grew discouraged. He’d never tried to sell anything before, and the rejections were demoralizing. He made his last pitch in a conference room full of engineers at a manufacturing facility in Oregon.


“Good morning, Mr. Thompson. We’re intrigued by your design. The cruciform, the conical helix, and the self-centering aspect are most innovative. But please explain to us how such a thing can be mass-produced.”


“Well,” John said with a nervous laugh, “I was hoping that’s what you fellas could tell me.”


The engineers said nothing, so John plunged in. He talked about the fundamental problem—the frequency with which drivers wound up getting stuck—and the inevitable damage that followed when they continued to accelerate. Then he explained how his device would solve the problem by ejecting the driver before the moment of impact. When he was done, the engineers all agreed: his idea was brilliant but simply too hard to mass-produce. In other words, “No, thanks.”


Later that evening, belly to the bar, John was staring at the diagrams on the wrinkled pages of his worthless patent when a man with white teeth and perfect hair struck up a conversation.


“Don’t take it so hard, friend. A ‘no’ is just a ‘yes’ to a different question!”


“Spare me the platitudes,” John said. “I know what a ‘no’ means. I hear it every day.”


The man’s name was Henry. He grinned, pulled up a stool, and ordered a fresh round of drinks. “What exactly are you trying to sell?”


John handed Henry his patent. Henry didn’t understand all the details, but he knew the importance of better driving. He offered to buy one more round. Then he offered to buy John’s idea for a handful of cash. John agreed, and after that, things happened fast.
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Henry returned to the company that had just rejected John’s idea and asked to see the president, a man named Eugene Clark. “Oh, no,” said the secretary. “Not without an appointment.”


But Clark’s secretary didn’t understand that a “no” was just a “yes” to another question. Henry smiled his charming smile and showed her the patent he’d bought. “This idea is going to eliminate driver error,” he said. “I can show it to a competitor, but wouldn’t you rather show it to the boss yourself?”


The secretary looked at the patent. Like Henry, she didn’t understand all the details but knew the importance of better driving. She showed the patent to her boss, and soon Henry was sitting across from the president of the company, stretching the truth a bit and posing additional questions that could be answered only in the affirmative.


“Mr. Clark, I just heard from General Motors. They want millions of these things. Your engineers say it can’t be done. Should I ask someone else to give it a try, or do you want to give it another shot?”


Clark picked up the phone and summoned his engineers back to the conference room. Once again the engineers examined the prototype and said “No.” They blamed the practical limits of a cold steel forge and the many challenges of scaling a product of this size. But the engineers didn’t realize that a “no” was just a “yes” to another question. When Clark asked if they wanted to keep their jobs, they went back to the drawing board and did come up with a way to mass-produce Henry’s prototype. At which point Henry flew to Detroit to persuade General Motors to place a massive order for a million devices that did not yet exist.


You can guess what happened next. Henry got a meeting with the president of General Motors and persuaded him to test the prototype. Driver performance improved dramatically, and General Motors offered to buy Henry’s idea. But this time, it was Henry who said “No.” Because Henry had no intention of selling his driving system to just anybody. He wanted to license it—to everybody.


Ultimately, General Motors ordered millions. Then Chrysler. Then Ford. Then the Department of Defense. Henry’s patented technology wound up inside every new car on America’s highways. Henry’s bank account? That wound up packed with $65 million in today’s dollars. And as for John Thompson?


He got screwed.


There’s really no other way to put it. The aging handyman had been right all along. He knew the problem with bad driving had less to do with the drivers themselves and more to do with the obstacles they encountered. He was the one who replaced those troublesome gullies with a unique, tapered cruciform. He was the one who looked at those horizontal planes and saw what an ingenious conical helix could do. His patented Self-Centering Drive System solved the chronic problem of over-torquing—by automatically ejecting drivers before they could cause any serious damage. Not human drivers. Mechanical drivers. That was the breakthrough that dramatically increased the speed and productivity of American assembly lines. But the breakthrough was not named for the man who invented or designed it. It was named for the man who bought it and sold it—over and over and over again.


A salesman who knew that a “no” was just a “yes” to a different question.


A guy named Henry, whose last name is still synonymous with the screw that made him rich and the screwdriver that made him famous… Phillips.





Over the years, I’ve had the good fortune to speak on behalf of some pretty remarkable companies: Ford, Caterpillar, Discovery, Hewlett-Packard, and Motorola, to brag ever so humbly about a few. But long before I became “the Ford guy,” I was selling water purifiers door to door and magazine subscriptions over the phone and hosting infomercials. I was also hawking a variety of dubious products between the hours of 3:00 and 6:00 a.m., on the QVC cable shopping channel.


Back in 1990, QVC was having difficulty recruiting show hosts. Experienced salespeople weren’t comfortable on TV. Experienced TV people weren’t comfortable selling things. So QVC stopped hiring experienced people—and started hiring people who could talk about a pencil for eight minutes. That was the audition, and for reasons that would probably take a psychiatrist to unpack, I was able to discuss the features and benefits of a Dixon Ticonderoga no. 2 ad nauseam. I was hired and placed on the graveyard shift for the three-month nocturnal crucible called “the probationary period.”


In hindsight, it was a fantastic way to learn: three hours of live TV without a script. With no prompter, no delay, and almost no supervision. Just a producer named Marty, a former host who slumbered at his desk while I worked. For me, it was a true baptism by fire, partly because I’d never been on TV before and partly because there was no real training program. Aspiring hosts were left to figure out for themselves how best to discuss the bewildering array of products they were charged with presenting.


On my first shift, I walked onto the set at precisely 3:00 a.m. Four robotic cameras faced me, controlled by a crew of operators hidden behind a pane of smoked glass twenty yards away. I sat behind a desk on a pie-shaped stage that rotated every hour to reveal a new setting from which to hawk new categories of pabulum. That particular hour was called Ideas for Your Home. What type of home? Hard to say, given the products I’d been asked to sell. Every five minutes or so a stagehand would bring me some gadget I’d never encountered before: the Amcor negative ion generator; a hand-painted Hummel figurine; the first cordless phone I’d ever seen; the first karaoke machine. The supply of products was endless, and the products themselves were profoundly unfamiliar.


I began with something called a Katsak, a paper grocery bag lined with Mylar, guaranteed to make a “crinkling” sound cats supposedly find “irresistible.” Yes, it’s a real thing. It’s out there, online. You can actually watch me trying to sell this thing on YouTube—talking about the Katsak for ten whole minutes.


No one bought any.


Then they brought me a lava lamp, which I attempted to open on the air to see if there was lava inside. There wasn’t. No one bought any of those, either.


Then they brought me something called the Healthteam Infrared Pain Reliever. It looked like a miniature flashlight with a cord attached. It cost $29.99 and promised to “relieve arthritic pain with healing infrared light when applied directly to the troubled area.”


With eight minutes left on the clock and not one cogent thing in my head, I looked into the camera and said, “Folks, I’m gonna be honest with you: I have no idea what this thing is or how it works. Frankly, I’m skeptical about the healing power of infrared light. But if you have one of these objects, call the 800 number on the screen. Ask for Marty. He’ll put you on the air. Maybe you can tell me if it actually works.”


Ten seconds later, something extraordinary happened. Someone called in. A nice lady named Carol explained exactly what the product did and told me she was very satisfied with hers. She also told me I had pretty eyes. After that, things got weird but more fun. With each new product, more viewers called in to explain what the gadget was and how it worked. These were not “testimonials”; these were tutorials. The viewers had taken pity on me and begun to do my job for me. Sales picked up. Marty woke up. Like I said, things got fun.


Years later, while narrating a nature documentary, I learned that young wolves, when confronted with bigger, stronger wolves, will sometimes roll onto their backs and expose their bellies. According to the narrator, the submissive posture they adopt is a way for weaker wolves to show they’re not a threat. According to my veterinarian, this is the same reason my dog pees on me when I come home: he “respects my authority.” I’m not sure I buy that. In fact, I’m pretty sure Freddy is just incontinent. But I do believe there’s more than one way to sell something. For me, the secret was to admit my vulnerability on camera and quit pretending that I knew more than I did. To adopt my own submissive posture.










NO POLITE WAY TO PUT IT


George was horny. Sorry to be indelicate, but there’s really no polite way to put it. He hadn’t seen Elizabeth in weeks, and he missed his wife with the white-hot intensity of a thousand suns.


“Excuse me, sir, but a letter has arrived.”


George leapt from his chair and ran to the doorway. “Hand it over, my good man, with all due speed.”


The courier complied. George locked the door behind him. With trembling hands, he opened the envelope. The sight of her handwriting quickened his pulse. The smell of her perfume wafted from the page, leaving him light-headed and breathless.


“Oh, my gallant champion,” it began. “How I miss you. If only we could be together, for just a few hours. If only I could sit ‘Tomboy’ for a quick ride with you behind me.”


George swallowed hard, gripping the page with his free hand. By God, his wife really could turn a phrase! He tried to slow things down, but when he got to the part that read, “I know of a soft place upon somebody’s carpet, that yearns for a gentle touch,” well, that was simply too much. George had to… collect himself, then start again from the top.


The second time was better. It always was. George read more slowly now, with as much patience as he could muster. He savored every syllable, pausing between paragraphs to fully embrace the images his wife had so cleverly evoked. When he finished, he wiped the perspiration from his brow and tried to return the favor.


“Good morning, my Rosebud,” he wrote. “ ‘Little John’ has been making constant and earnest inquiries for his bunkey for a very long time, and this morning, he seems more persistent than ever. I, too, yearn to be in the saddle behind you, holding on for dear life! And yes—I know just where I’d kiss a certain someone, if I was with her tonight.”


Two weeks later, his letter arrived in Monroe, Michigan. A butler delivered it to the boudoir. There Elizabeth devoured his words in much the same way he had devoured hers. Hungrily. Greedily. Then—after multiple readings—she reached for her pen and paper and got busy crafting another flurry of phrases carefully concocted to help her husband… release the tension… during their long periods of separation. In other words, George and Elizabeth were sexting, Victorian style.


[image: Image]


Sorry to be indelicate, but there’s really no polite way to put it. Their letters were the nineteenth-century equivalent of naked selfies, packed with double entendres that would have made Anthony Weiner blush. There were references to “long, extended gallops” and “riding under the crupper.” In one letter, Elizabeth alluded to the possibility of “breaking in a new filly” for their “mutual pleasure” and discussed the pros and cons of being “ridden hard and put away wet.”


True, George was a famous equestrian—but no one would have mistaken the topic in question. And of course, no one did. Because George wasn’t just a horny husband, he was a careless husband. At a time when a man’s reputation and a woman’s virtue were still fragile, important things, George failed to protect both.


One day, Elizabeth’s letters were stolen. They appeared in the pages of the Richmond Gazette. Before long, the entire country was reading all about “Little John,” the pleasures of riding “Tomboy,” and that “soft place upon someone’s carpet,” in need of a gentle touch.


One can only imagine how Elizabeth must have felt, seeing her words in print. Yet she survived the scandal. Over time, people forgot all about it. Likewise, they lost sight of her husband’s other shortcomings. They forgot about his impetuous nature. They forgot about his need to always be the center of attention. They forgot about those things because, once again, Elizabeth put pen to paper, extolling the virtues of her husband in a series of wildly popular books about his life on the frontier and his exploits on the battlefield. By the time she died, at the advanced age of ninety, she had single-handedly transformed George’s reputation—not from that of a careless husband who’d famously embarrassed his wife, but from that of a famous commander who’d carelessly killed his own men.


In the movie, George dies with his boots on, fighting heroically right up to the bitter end. In real life, no one knows. His body was found three days after the smoke cleared—naked, blackened, bloated, and covered with flies. Some said a finger had been cut off and taken as a souvenir. Others said his eardrums had been pierced with a sewing needle: punishment for his “failure to listen.” Some said that he appeared to be smiling (as the dead often do), while one claimed an arrow had been (forgive me) forced into his rectum, pushed through his intestines and into his “Little John,” leaving his corpse in a state of perpetual readiness, even as it putrefied under the blue Montana sky.


Sorry to be indelicate, but there’s really no polite way to put it. Some of George’s men were skinned alive. Others were dismembered and rearranged on the ground. President Ulysses S. Grant called the entire debacle “an abominable, totally unnecessary slaughter caused by the stupidity and rashness of a vain, corkheaded fool.” But despite all that, the soldier who marched his men into the valley of death is remembered today as an enduring hero of the American West—thanks to a devoted wife who never stopped grieving, never stopped writing, and never stopped believing her horny husband was some kind of hero, in spite of his unforgivable arrogance on the banks of a river called Little Bighorn.
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