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INTRODUCTION



When the British government ruled India, it became concerned with the number of cobras in the land (the venomous snake being something of a rarity in the British Isles), so the politicians did what any politician would do: set a bounty on the reptile, paying citizens of Delhi for every dead snake they produced. The snake population plunged until residents figured out that they could earn a steady income by breeding cobras, which they duly killed and turned over to the authorities in exchange for cash. When the British government learned of this, it did what any government would do: stopped paying for dead snakes. This left the cobra breeders with a surplus of reptiles, which they simply released back into the streets, leaving the city with far more snakes than it had prior to government intervention. This example has become famous as the Cobra Effect—the tendency of those in power to make bad situations much worse. “Politics,” said the publisher Ernest Benn, “is the art of looking for trouble, finding it whether it exists or not, diagnosing it incorrectly, and applying the wrong remedy.” As such, politics and government are weird almost by definition.

This book, a desultory collection of curious political anecdotes from around the world, is primarily intended to be fun. Obviously, it is by no means a complete list—that would take a collection of volumes that would fill the mightiest library. Nor is there any pattern or attempt to categorize the snippets beyond the chapter headings, in hopes to keep the book lively. It is also hoped that readers, from time to time, will notice parallels to the modern political condition, which is to say that no matter how extreme things might seem today, we have been here before. (Those who believe Donald Trump is one-of-a-kind have perhaps never studied Andrew Jackson.)

A considerable problem, when dealing with oddball items, is separating truth from legend. (No, contrary to several popular websites, it is not illegal in Liverpool, England, for a woman to be topless in public—except as a clerk in a tropical fish store.) Although relied upon here from time to time for inspiration, Internet lists should generally be considered suspect, for the simple reason that they are in the business of attracting eyeballs, not of conducting scholarly research. That being said, all of history (not just flashy websites) is rife with misconceptions, often perpetuated by those with political agendas. For example, it was in the interest of those who murdered Ludwig II of Bavaria to assign him the sobriquet of the Mad King, and tell all manner of lurid stories about him as an excuse for their power-grab. Sadly, Ludwig’s eccentric behavior has been recast through the ages as insanity, even as his fantastic array of castles and theaters are something of a wonder of today’s world.

The truth of the tidbits in this book has generally been verified to the highest degree possible. That isn’t to say that something didn’t slip through the cracks, or that what’s accepted as accurate by historians is always accurate. Someone finding an item herein that seems to be too incredible to be true is certainly encouraged to check it out. In this world of dubious social media sites, that’s a good habit to be in no matter what the issue. A selected list of books, newspaper articles, and websites are also included in this bibliography (pg. 205) for those interested in learning more.


“Who says history and politics are dull?”



Still, the overriding theme in this book is that truth is stranger than fiction, and politics is stranger than truth. A decade ago, the government of Bangkok became frustrated that its police officers were taking minor but unsanctioned privileges, such as showing up late for work or parking in reserved spaces. Politicians came up with the idea that officers who were behaving badly would be forced to wear a colorful plaid armband, which would be a symbol of shame and embarrass the officer into maintaining better manners. But almost immediately the plaid armbands became something of a collector’s item and/or fashion statement, and the armbands disappeared as fast as they could be produced. This sent administrators back to the drawing board to design a new armband that would be more likely to cause shame and modify the officers’ behavior. The result? A pink armband with the Hello Kitty logo.



CHAPTER 1

ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL



In the early years of America, begging people for their votes was considered beneath the dignity of a presidential candidate, whose greatness precluded the dirty work of the campaign. It was like the old saw about banks only lending people who didn’t need the money; if you needed to ask someone for his vote, you didn’t deserve it.
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That, obviously, has changed. And more’s the pity. Because in those days, resources didn’t flow from the people to the candidate; they flowed from the candidate to the people. To be sure, qualifications mattered, sort of, but many an election was determined by which candidate threw the best party. In other words, we chose our presidents in much the same way college kids choose a fraternity.
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George Washington was a great man and he won elections because he was a great man. But it didn’t hurt that he distilled enough whiskey to float a frigate, and was not shy about ladling it out of the barrel on election day.


“Since the early days of our country, many other things about campaigning have changed—some in ways that are good, some bad, and some just plain weird.”



Basil Marceaux, a perennial campaigner for all levels of offices in Tennessee and most recently running in 2018 for governor, hasn’t won election, but he has won wide acclaim among the national media for his unconventional views. He denied accusations of being drunk in a campaign video, saying his speech was slurred because he only has three teeth.
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In response to Russian interference in the 2016 election, the Washington, D.C. city council changed the name of the street where the Russian embassy is located to Boris Nemtsov Plaza, in honor of the Russian opposition leader who was killed outside the Kremlin in 2015. In response, Russia changed the street address of the American embassy in Moscow to 1 North American Dead End.
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During the Civil War, there were serious calls for Lincoln to cancel the 1864 election on the grounds of a national emergency. Lincoln wouldn’t do it, saying “if the rebellion could force us to forego, or postpone a national election, it might fairly claim to have already conquered and ruined us.”
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The primary election system in America came about because reformers feared politics had fallen into the hands of party bosses, with diminished citizen influence. Primaries were supposed to return politics to the people. Since primaries were spread throughout the year, the primary system made politics far more expensive than it had been in the past. That’s true for the taxpayers as well as for the candidates—in 2016 it cost nearly a half a billion dollars just to administer primary elections in the United States. Many primary elections still don’t allow open participation, meaning that many taxpayers are paying for a process in which they are prohibited from participating.
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Mark Washburne, a candidate in New Jersey’s 11th Congressional District in 2018, had a very bad Election Day. Until he didn’t. The Democrat, who said he would vote to impeach Donald Trump, finished a distant third in the primary. A bit later, however, he discovered the 74 write-in votes he received for mayor in his home-town of Mendham were enough to win him the nomination for that office, where he faced off against Republican Councilwoman Christine Serrano Glassner—whose husband Michael was the 2016 deputy campaign chairman for Donald Trump. Washburne is less known as running for office than he is, well, running. He is president of the US Running Streak Association and the Streak Runners International, and, as of 2018, hasn’t missed a day of running since 1989.
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Prior to the 1980 presidential debate, someone stole a copy of President Jimmy Carter’s briefing notes, which ended up in the hands of challenger Ronald Reagan. So equipped, Reagan handily won the debate with memorable lines like “There you go again,” to effectively ward off Carter’s pointed attacks on Reagan’s record. A 1983 investigation into the purloined prep by the Justice Department produced a 2,400-page document, but no definitive culprit, due to “the professed lack of memory or knowledge on the part of those in possession of the documents.” Columnist George Will eventually admitted to an “inappropriate” role in helping Reagan prepare for the debate, but denied having anything to do with the theft. Will wrote Carter that “My cursory glance at it convinced me that it was a crashing bore and next to useless—for you (Carter) or for anyone else.” This was in response to Carter’s letter to Will, in which the president said he had harbored a resentment toward the columnist, until he read Will’s book on baseball, Men at Work. “Recently, in order to learn how to be a better Braves fan next year, I spent $1 in a used bookstore for the book, and really enjoyed it,” Carter wrote. “Even if the news stories about the debate incident are true, I feel that we are even now.”
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William “Big Bill” Thompson was Chicago’s last Republican mayor, leaving office in 1931. He was also, as a confidante of Al Capone, perhaps the most corrupt Chicago mayor (which is saying something). The Chicago Tribune was not a fan, editorializing, “For Chicago, Thompson has meant filth, corruption, obscenity, idiocy, and bankruptcy. . . . He has given the city an international reputation for moronic buffoonery, barbaric crime, triumphant hoodlumism, unchecked graft, and a dejected citizenship.” Thompson’s corruption was well-known, and he seemed well on his way for defeat in the 1928 mayoral election until he rented a hall and held a “debate” among himself and two live rats that he carried in cages as representation of his opponents. After this the tide turned, and he won the race. Thompson got help from Capone, including the so-called “Pineapple Primaries” in which gangsters disrupted polling places with hand grenades. After his death, two safe deposit boxes were discovered in Thompson’s name, containing $1.8 million in cash and securities. As Chairman of the Illinois Waterways Commission, Thompson once (purposefully) attracted copious media coverage by forming an expedition to the South Seas to find a tree-climbing fish.
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In New Zealand, parliamentary elections can be called by the prime minister, and that’s exactly what Robert Muldoon did in 1984 following a mutiny in his own party. The call came at the spur of the moment and when Muldoon was quite clearly drunk. In this instance, liquor and politics didn’t mix, as Muldoon lost.
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In 2013, police in the South Asian nation of Maldives detained a coconut on suspicion of vote-rigging during a contentious presidential election. The coconut, which was taken into custody after it was discovered outside a public polling place, was suspected of being a tool of magicians who were using it to cast a spell on political opponents. Police said it was not clear which political party the coconut was allied with, but in any event said it was doubtful it would lead to any arrests.
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American politics being what they are, it stands to reason that the choice of the federal Election Day—the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November—would not be a simple affair. The choice of Tuesday was relatively straightforward. For religious reasons, voting could not interfere with the weekend. Wednesday was out because that’s when goods were sent to market. The polling place, for a farmer, would often take the better part of the day to reach, so he could ride to the voting locale on Monday, vote and return home on Tuesday, and go to market on Wednesday.
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Andrew Jackson was the first president to organize what might be thought of as a modern campaign, sending supporters into the field to spread his message. He opened two campaign offices, something that was unheard of at the time. He also had no qualms about awarding federal jobs to those who had helped campaign.
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Joe Walsh, maybe best known for his guitar solo on the Eagles song “Hotel California” ran for president in 1980 under the motto “Life’s Been Good” with the campaign plank of “free gas for everyone.” He was 32 at the time and didn’t meet the constitutional requirement that presidents be 35 years of age, so he later ran for Vice President in 1992 with New Orleans songwriter and shaman Goat Carson under the slogan “We Want Our Money Back!”


“Will Rogers said, “The trouble with practical jokes is that very often they get elected.””



Douglas Stringfellow of Utah had an amazing adventure in WWII. He was wounded by a French landmine and returned home a war hero; he said he was the sole survivor of an Office of Strategic Services espionage unit that was captured and tortured in a concentration camp after parachuting into Germany to kidnap a prominent Nazi nuclear scientist. His heroism helped him win a US House seat in 1952, pulling an upset against a popular incumbent. Campaigning for reelection two years later, he recalled his military service on the television show This is Your Life—but the Army Times thought it smelled a rat and reported on his inconsistencies. After at first calling the attacks “politically motivated,” Stringfellow appeared on television again, this time in tears as he confessed that he made the whole story up.
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By today’s standards of dark attack ads, the television advertisement created by Georgia gubernatorial candidate Nick Belluso might not seem so bad. Still, in 1978 it was so disturbing that only one station agreed to air it. The spot began with the candidate speaking. “This is Nick Belluso. In the next ten seconds you will be hit with a tremendously hypnotic force. You may wish to turn away. Without further ado let me introduce to you the hypnogenecist of mass hypnosis, the Reverend James G. Masters. Take us away, James.” Masters, dressed in wizardly clothing and standing in a rising mist, spoke. “Do not be afraid. I am placing the name of Nick Belluso in your subconscious mind. You will remember this. You will vote on Election Day. You will vote Nick Belluso for governor. You will remember this. You will vote on Election Day. You will vote Nick Belluso for governor.” Belluso didn’t win, obviously, since so many TV stations were scared of the liability if his stunt actually worked.
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By way of a message sent with evangelist Billy Graham, Republican presidential candidate Richard Nixon offered retiring Democratic President Lyndon Johnson shared credit for ending the Vietnam War if he, Johnson, would clandestinely support Nixon’s candidacy. Johnson largely did, until it became apparent that Nixon had double-crossed him by sabotaging the Paris Peace Talks.
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Voter fraud might be overhyped today, but in the 1940s it was a verified reality. Among the most interesting cases is Lyndon Baines Johnson, who in his first race for US Senate managed to turn a 20,000-vote deficit into an 87-vote win. The larger-than-life Texan was in a Democratic primary runoff against Coke Stevenson, and the facts, agreed upon by both sides, show how difficult it can be to steal an election. The early tally on primary night showed Stevenson with a close, but still comfortable 20,000-vote lead, yet when the vote came in, Johnson had somehow managed to win this time around by a staggering 10,000 votes—perhaps the greatest reversal of electoral fortunes in American history. Post mortems showed that election officials in tiny Alice, Texas, filled in ballots and deposited them in Box 13 for people who had not voted, and then simply changed the number 7 in 765 to a 9, instantly awarding Johnson an extra 200 votes. When Johnson was attacked for malfeasance, he was defended by attorney Abe Fortes. In 1965 Johnson nominated Fortes to the Supreme Court. Smelling a rat, Stevenson personally visited the town of Alice, taking with him Texas Ranger Frank Hamer, who had led the posse that caught and killed legendary outlaws Bonnie and Clyde. The 200 ballots in question were all in the same handwriting, were written in different color ink than had been filled in by voters who had, miraculously, showed up at the Alice, Texas polling place in alphabetical order.


“While it is broadly acknowledged that Johnson stole the 1948 Senate election, it is also acknowledged that 6 years earlier he had the senatorial election stolen from him.”



For South Texas in the 1940s, this was business as usual. In a previous primary, one candidate had won a South Texas county by a vote of 3,000–5. After the candidate had a falling out with the county’s party boss, he lost the ensuing runoff by the exact same vote.
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These fraudulent votes at least were cast in peace. In Bleeding Kansas, somewhere between 60 and 80 people were killed in the 1850s over votes that would play a role in determining whether Kansas would enter the Union as a free or slave state.
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In some elections, subsequent congressional investigations showed that a majority of the voters in Kansas elections weren’t even from Kansas. Many voters were from Missouri (where hundreds of pro-slavery men known as Border Ruffians crossed the territorial line to vote), or New England (which sent abolitionists for the same purpose). In one location, 584 of the 604 ballots were fraudulent.

[image: image]

New England settlers were armed with Sharps rifles, sent by Abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher in crates labeled “Bibles.”
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After Ruffians crossed the border to steal the 1855 election and elect pro-slavery politicians into office—and moved the capital to the Missouri border—free-state abolitionists held their own election and established their own legislature in Topeka. President Franklin Pierce backed the pro-slavery legislature, while a congressional delegation concluded that, had the election been fair, the free-staters would have won.
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Democrat Sam Tilden of New York rather handily won the presidential election of 1876 over Ohio’s Rutherford B. Hayes. He won by nearly 3 million votes, or 51 percent to 49 percent. He also had a 19-point lead in the electoral college (although four states totaling 20 electoral votes were too close to call), but Hayes became president under the Compromise of 1877, which awarded all 20 electoral votes to Hayes in exchange for the Republican’s promise to end Reconstruction. This allowed Southern Democrats to get back to the business of denying black men the vote, which they had guaranteed in the wake of the Civil War.
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Hayes’s best attribute, in the eyes of one supporter, was that he was “obnoxious to no one.” An opposition newspaper editor called him “a very nice, prim, little, withered-up, fidgety old bachelor,” which was not a compliment, but not much in the way of an attack, either.
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Democrats won the South with help of paramilitary groups keeping blacks from the polls.
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The small Minnesota town of Dorset chose as its mayor Robert Tufts when he was just three years old. The mayor is selected by drawing names out of a hat. The mayor’s motto: “Be nice, and no poopy talk.”


““Silent Cal” Coolidge was a taciturn president who answered the question of whether he would run for reelection not by holding a press conference, but by going back to Vermont and buying a house—leaving it to the press to put two and two together.”



Coolidge’s campaigning was low-key, and so were his politics. Among Coolidge’s more remembered contributions to the White House was a recipe for corn muffins.
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Coolidge had a curious way of keeping his finger on the pulse of the electorate. At night he would pull his hat down low and wander the streets of Washington, unnoticed, just people-watching. While campaigning was not his style, he did have a sense of mirth. When the Secret Service installed an alarm bell in the Oval Office, Coolidge took a liking to ringing it and then hiding behind a pillar just to watch his protectors’ bafflement.



CHAPTER 2

THE POLITICS OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY



It was the first presidential inauguration, so there were bound to be some hiccups. But under no circumstances can you forget the guest of honor, the president himself. Can you? Well, yes. And perhaps this set the tone for a government that has not always run with seamless precision.
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It happened like this: America had a vice president for more than a week before it had a president. John Adams had been sworn in nine days earlier, so he was to do the honors of swearing in George Washington in New York on the thirtieth day of April, 1789. Except Adams didn’t know in what capacity he was acting. Maybe it was as vice president, maybe as president of the Senate, maybe as something else. Certainly, everyone wanted Washington’s inauguration to be “official,” but the framers of the Constitution had left that part out.
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And America being America, a squabble immediately arose over the venue of Washington’s swearing-in ceremony. The Senators won that round over House objections, so finally everything was ready except—no Washington. In all the hubbub about protocol, someone forgot to send the coach that was to pick him up, delaying the ceremony for more than an hour.


“Washington rode to his inauguration alone. When it was over, he went back to his residence and ate dinner alone as well.”



The new president graciously said he would not be in need of a salary if Congress would just pay his expenses. Remembering the copious bills Washington had accumulated during the war, Congress graciously declined.
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The first draft of George Washington’s original inauguration speech ran 73 pages long, much of it a defense of his decision to take the job. He was saved from himself by James Madison who wrote him a better and far briefer speech.
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Hoping to set both an economic and fashion trend, Washington made sure his attire was made in America.
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It was only at the last minute that someone decided to add a Bible to Washington’s oath. But none were to be found until the Freemasons provided one, simultaneously adding both a religious and conspiratorial component for future generations to argue about.
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In England, parliament stood during the king’s speeches. In a pointed bit of symbolism, Congress remained seated during Washington’s.
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The first two men elected to the US Senate were Robert Morris of Philadelphia and William Maclay of Harrisburg, both products of Pennsylvania’s electors (the Senate was not yet in the hands of the people). The first two members of the Senate were notable for the degree to which they despised each other. Were it not for each man undercutting the efforts of the other, the nation’s capital might well have been located in one of their respective cities.
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When we think of American government we often think of transparency. But it was not always so. In its first years of existence, the US Senate met in secret.
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The original duties of the Senate doorkeeper were to keep people out of the chamber, along with tending the Senate’s two horses and procuring firewood.
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Early in the history of our nation, there was an impulse in the Senate toward approving all presidential nominees to public office out of “senatorial courtesy.” This courtesy lasted three months. On August 5th, the Senate rejected a Washington appointee to the position of naval officer to the Port of Savannah because a Georgia Senator preferred that the job go to one of his buddies. From that point until the 1930s, the Senate could reject a presidential nomination purely on the grounds of the appointee being “personally obnoxious.”
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