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All people are born alike. Except Republicans and Democrats.


—Groucho Marx















Introduction


God bless the strange USA! The editors of Portable Press sat down with Uncle Sam to collect the most interesting, odd, curious, and compelling facts about the people and places (and food) in this country we call home. The knowledge you’ll gain here won’t help you on a citizenship test, but you will find answers to the burning questions every patriotic American has surely asked—like who invented the corn dog, which Founding Father was the first to have indoor toilets, and just where Uncle Sam came from, anyway. Of course, not every story is about a famous figure or a well-known spot on the map. There are also plenty of tidbits about the odd, awesome, everyday folks who make up our fellow Americans.


From history to hauntings, from politics to pop culture, and from sea to shining sea, this isn’t like any history book you encountered in school. After reading Strange USA, you’ll have a new appreciation for America the beautiful—and bizarre!









STAR-SPANGLED
GROANERS


Q. If April showers bring May flowers, what do May flowers bring?


A. Pilgrims.


Q. What was the American colonists’ favorite drink?


A. Liber-tea.


Q. What did King George think of the American colonists?


A. He found them revolting.


Q. Where was the Declaration of Independence signed?


A. At the bottom.









STRANGE PLACES TO
SPEND THE NIGHT


World Famous Clown Motel


LOCATION: A former mining town called Tonopah, in central Nevada


DETAILS: After Clarence David died, his children ended up with his collection of 150 clowns. They honored Clarence’s memory by opening the Clown Motel in 1985. And clowns have been amassing there ever since. Today, there’s a giant neon clown outside and thousands more clowns in the lobby’s museum. Each room features “two to three custom clown art paintings.”


For an extra $25, you can rent an EMF meter for ghost-hunting, because, of course, “America’s Scariest Motel” is haunted. As they say on the website, “We’ll do everything to make your stay comfortable, but what happens after dark is out of our hands …”


BE SURE TO … visit the Tonopah Cemetery, located right frickin’ next to the Clown Motel. Most of the inhabitants of this Old West graveyard were killed in a mine fire in 1911. Nighty-night!









FIVE FREAKY FACTS ABOUT …
PENNSYLVANIA


[image: image] The Philadelphia Phillies baseball team are the oldest continuous, one-name, one-city franchise in all of professional sports.


[image: image] Pennsylvania is the nation’s second-largest producer of ice cream. (California is first.)


[image: image] It is illegal within the state to use dynamite to catch fish.


[image: image] The first public protest against slavery took place in 1688 in Germantown.


[image: image] Philadelphia was the first state to issue vanity license plates (in 1931).









Adventures of
Florida Man


FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE


Two nights before the Fourth of July in 2021, residents in a Cape Coral, Florida, neighborhood were awakened by loud fireworks noises … kind of. It was one of their neighbors (unnamed in press reports) who was making the noises with his mouth: “BOOOOM!” “BISSHHHH!” “SPLLLLOODDE!” “FIRECRACKERRRRRR!” Police used security footage to track the Florida Man down and cite him for pretending to be a firework. He told the cops he was protesting against people who set off their fireworks early.









When Johnny
Met Louisa


We often think of presidents and First Ladies as stodgy old men and women. But they too were young once—and the stories of how these power couples first got together show a human side to the presidency.


WHEN GEORGIE MET MARTHA


In 1758, Martha Dandridge Custis was 27, recently widowed, and a very wealthy woman. That year George Washington, also 27 and already a colonel in the Virginia militia—and not at all wealthy—met Martha via the Virginia high-society social scene and proceeded to court her. Courtship was quick, and they were married in January 1759, in what at the time was viewed as a marriage of convenience. They were, however, happily married for 41 years. (Note: the marriage took place at the plantation that Martha owned, in what was called the “White House.”)


WHEN JOHNNY MET LOUISA


Louisa Catherine Johnson, who was born in London, met John Quincy Adams at her home in Nantes, France, in 1779. She was 4; he was 12. Adams was traveling with his father, John Adams, who was on a diplomatic mission in Europe. The two met again in 1795 in London, when John was a minister to the Netherlands. He courted Louisa, all the while telling her she’d have to improve herself if she was going to live up to his family’s standards (his father was vice president at the time). She married him anyway, in 1797—and his family made it no secret that they disapproved of the “foreigner” in their family. Nevertheless, they were married until John Quincy Adams’s death in 1848.









MICHIGAN
ROCKS!


There’s more to Michigan’s musical heritage than Motown. Did you know these other rock ’n’ rollers are also from Michigan?


ALICE COOPER


EMINEM


GRAND FUNK RAILROAD


IGGY POP & THE STOOGES


KID ROCK


MC5


TED NUGENT


MITCH RYDER & THE DETROIT WHEELS


BOB SEGER


THE WHITE STRIPES
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If I were two-faced,
would I be wearing
this one?


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


[image: images]









STRANGE
STATE SYMBOLS


Every US state has numerous official state symbols.
Here are a few fun ones.


ALASKA’S STATE FOSSIL: Woolly Mammoth


CALIFORNIA’S STATE FABRIC: Denim


HAWAII’S STATE TRADITIONAL MUSICAL INSTRUMENT: Pahu


IDAHO’S STATE HORSE: Appaloosa


IOWA’S STATE ROCK: Geode


NEVADA’S STATE ARTIFACT: Tule Duck Decoy


NEW MEXICO’S STATE COOKIE: Biscochito


NORTH CAROLINA’S STATE TOAST: “A toast”


OKLAHOMA’S STATE FLYING MAMMAL: Mexican Free-Tailed Bat


RHODE ISLAND’S STATE DRINK: Coffee Milk


SOUTH DAKOTA’S STATE BREAD: Fry Bread


TENNESSEE’S STATE WILD ANIMAL: Raccoon


UTAH’S STATE COOKING POT: Dutch Oven









RODEO LINGO


Rodeos are a staple event in the American West.
But if you wanna be a rodeo cowboy, you’d better learn to talk like one.


ARM JERKER


A bull so strong it feels like it could yank the rider’s arm out of its socket


BAD WRECK


(Is there ever a good wreck?) When a rider is bucked off hard and either horned or stomped on by the bull


BAREBACK BRONC


A horse without a saddle whose rider hangs onto a strap around the horse’s ribcage


BARREL MAN


Also known as a “rodeo clown.” The barrel man hides inside a barrel during the bull-riding event. If the rider is thrown, the barrel man springs into action to distract the bull from trampling the rider. The barrel protects the clown so he can protect the rider.


BULL ROPE


A flat braided rope that goes around the middle of a bull, which the rider hangs onto during the bull-riding event


CHAPS


The leather coverings that go over riding jeans.


COWBOY UP


Psyching yourself up, getting in the zone, or preparing mentally. Whatever your cliché, it’s getting ready to climb up and give it everything you’ve got.


CROW HOPPER


A bull that jumps stiff-legged, straight into the air instead of bucking


DOGIE


(As in, “Git along, little dogie.”) An orphaned calf


FREE HAND


The one hand that must be free at all times during riding


FREIGHT TRAINED


If a bull sprints over a rider or barrel man and tramples him down, that person’s been officially freight trained


GOOD BUCKER


A bronco or steer that gives a particularly feisty performance


HOOKER


A bull that throws the rider and attempts to hook him with his horns


HOULIHAN


A head-over-hooves somersault that a steer can make during the steer-wrestling event


SPINNER


A bull that spins in circles while trying to shake off his rider. It kind of looks like a puppy chasing his tail


SUCKS BACK


When referring to a bull, it’s when he bucks in one direction and then quickly switches to another. When referring to a rodeo attendee, it means to quickly quaff a beer.









A Woman of Few Words


The Statue of Liberty stands as a symbol of hope, promising a better tomorrow to those who seek to make a new life in the United States. But the well-known verse that embodies that sentiment—“Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free”—wasn’t added to the pedestal until 1903 … and then only after officials realized what an inspiration the statue had become to the waves of immigrants arriving at nearby Ellis Island. The verse is part of “The New Colossus,” a sonnet composed in 1883 by New York poet Emma Lazarus. She donated it to an auction at the New York Academy of Design to raise money for the statue’s pedestal.


[image: images]









AMERICA’S
STRANGEST
RACES


Pig N’ Ford


This race is held every August at the Tillamook County Fair on the Oregon Coast. When the starter gun fires, the racers run to a pig pen, grab a 20-pound pig, carry it to their stripped Ford Model T, hand crank the vehicle to start it, and then, cradling the pig in their lap, complete a lap around the track. Then they slide to a stop, shut off the engine, carry the pig back to the pen, get a new pig, run back to the Model T, hand crank it started, and do another lap. The first driver to complete three laps wins the race. This odd tradition began in 1925 after some farmers drove a pig to a farm and thought it would make for a fun race. Some of the original Model Ts still compete today.









HOT ENOUGH
FOR YOU?


Death Valley is a place of extremes,
so here are five extreme facts about it.


[image: images] It got its name in 1849 from prospectors who got lost taking a shortcut to the gold fields of Northern California. After months wandering thirsty and hungry in the desert, they finally made it over the Panamint Range (near the Mojave Desert) to safety. Amazingly, only one person in their party had died. Still, on their way out, one of them declared, “Good-bye, Death Valley!” The name stuck.


[image: images] Average annual rainfall is 2.5 inches. In 1929 and 1953, no rain was recorded. Oddly, the average evaporation rate is 150 inches. (No one knows where all that moisture comes from.)


[image: images] It holds the record for North America’s lowest spot (282 feet below sea level) and hottest place (record high of 134°F). (The record low was 15°F.)


[image: images] The most lucrative discovery made in Death Valley occurred in 1881, when businessman William T. Coleman discovered sodium borate, or borax, in the rocks near Furnace Creek. With many uses, including in detergents, fire retardants, and cosmetics, borax proved to be hugely profitable for Coleman, thanks to his Harmony Borax Works and the famous “twenty-mule teams” he used to haul it out of the desert between 1883 and 1889.


[image: images] The hot, dry climate is home to more than 1,000 plant species, more than 50 mammal species, nearly 350 kinds of birds, and fish, amphibians, and reptiles. Nearly all the mammals are nocturnal, to avoid the heat.









Super Ball Bowl


Super Balls aren’t all bounce and no substance. In fact, the toy loaned its name—sort of—to a modern American sports institution. In the 1960s, when Lamar Hunt, founder of the American Football League (later part of the NFL), observed his kids playing with bouncy Super Balls, he thought up the name Super Bowl as a joke. (College football championships had been called “bowl games” since the 1920s.) When it came time for the first pro football championship in January 1967, no one had a better name for the game—so, for lack of a better option, the Super Bowl it was.









REGIONAL
TREAT


ST. PAUL SANDWICH


FOUND IN: Chinese restaurants in St. Louis, Missouri


DESCRIPTION: It’s a sandwich that consists of an egg foo yong patty on white bread with lettuce, tomato, bean sprouts, onions, dill pickle, and lots of mayonnaise. The origins of the sandwich—and its name—are unknown.









STRANGE
TOWN NAMES


Which US state is home to each
of these “Peculiar” towns? Answers on page 403.








	
1.   ___   ACCIDENT


2.   ___   BAT CAVE


3.   ___   BORING


4.   ___   NORMAL


5.   ___   PECULIAR


6.   ___   RANDOM LAKE


7.   ___   SANTA CLAUS


8.   ___   DISH


9.   ___   FUNK


10. ___   HURT



	
a. ILLINOIS


b. WISCONSIN


c. TEXAS


d. NORTH CAROLINA


e. NEBRASKA


f. INDIANA


g. MARYLAND


h. MISSOURI


i. VIRGINIA


j. OREGON



















ROADSIDE
MONSTERS


A T. REX IN OREGON


A 30-foot-tall T. rex looms over Highway 101 on the Oregon Coast. Even larger, peeking out from the trees, is a 46-foot-tall Brachiosaurus. Take a short walk through this old-growth rain forest and see 23 lifelike dinosaurs (or at least what the artists thought was lifelike when these were sculpted and painted in the 1950s).


PAUL BUNYAN AND BABE IN CALIFORNIA


Staring at drivers from the parking lot at Trees of Mystery, Paul Bunyan is 49 feet tall. His sidekick, Babe the Blue Ox, is 35 feet tall. Unlike most roadside monsters, Paul can talk (thanks to a speaker near his head and a cheeky staffer peering from a window above the gift shop). Paul likes to tell jokes and make fun of tourists taking selfies beneath Babe’s big blue … er … male appendages. But the real stars are the Trees of Mystery, where you can stroll among some of the tallest, funkiest redwoods in the world.


A GIANT MIDDLE FINGER IN VERMONT


The giant middle finger (which lights up at night) cost Ted Pelkey $4,000 to erect. His motive? Revenge. After trying unsuccessfully for 12 years to obtain a commercial garage-building permit from the Westford Town Council—which ruled that an auto repair shop on his rural property would be an “eyesore”—Pelkey gave them a gesture they couldn’t refuse: a 700-pound wooden hand (by local chain saw artist Charlie O’Brien) atop a 16-foot pole, with its middle finger pointing at the sky. It’s art, so it’s protected by the First Amendment, and the town council can’t do a thing about it.


The finger has become a celebrity in its own right: it has a Facebook page, and it’s featured in a short documentary called A Very Large Gesture, in which Pelkey admits, “Whether the finger’s helped my case or hurt it, it’s made me feel better.”









WHY’D THEY
CALL IT THAT?


Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona


The Grand Canyon’s earliest American explorer, John Wesley Powell, was about to name a certain creek Silver Creek when he recalled a favorite hymn: “Shall we gather at the river, / where bright angel’s feet have trod …” Since that day, thousands of feet have trod along the Bright Angel Trail.


Geologist and explorer Clarence Dutton took a more ecumenical view, and his names for monuments within the park were inspired by the religions and mythologies of the world: Vishnu Temple, Buddha Temple, Confucius Temple, Isis Temple, Wotan’s Temple, Freya Castle, Hindu Amphitheater, Krishna Shrine, Apollo Temple, Zoroaster Temple, the Temple of Ra … the list goes on.
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When you’re born,
you get a ticket to the freak show.
When you’re born in America,
you get a front row seat.


—GEORGE CARLIN









Making Beautiful Music


In 1986, San Francisco artist Peter Richards and master stonemason and craftsman George Gonzales completed work on the Wave Organ, a sculpture that makes music when it’s hit by ocean waves. It took six years for Richards and Gonzales to make first a prototype of the Wave Organ, then the organ itself.


The Wave Organ stands on a jetty at the eastern edge of San Francisco’s Golden Gate National Recreation Area. The stone sculpture is made of carved marble and granite (many of the stones are headstones from an old cemetery that was demolished for new housing). There are also 25 pipes installed at various heights to catch the rising and falling tides. According to Richards, the best time to visit is at high tide, and be sure to listen carefully: the sounds the organ makes are subtle and quiet.









Meet Me at the Station


No one knows for sure how the Underground Railroad—the network of safe houses and covert routes used by runaway slaves seeking freedom in the North—got its name, but many historians accept this explanation: In 1831, slave Tice Davids made a run for freedom, slipping into the Ohio River on the Kentucky side and swimming for the safety of Ohio with his irate master following after him. The slave owner pulled his boat to shore only minutes behind Davids, yet Davids was nowhere to be found. Perhaps, thought the puzzled slave owner, Davids had escaped via “an underground road.” The Ohio Historical Society, though, says it’s more likely that an abolitionist—probably John Parker or John Rankin, both famous in Ohio for helping runaway slaves—met Davids and took him to a safe house.









AMERICA:


HOME OF THE
WORLD’S LARGEST …


ELEPHANT BUILDING


LOCATION: Margate, New Jersey


DETAILS: No, it’s not the secret headquarters of the Republican Party. It’s Lucy, the world’s tallest elephant-shaped building. Located a couple of miles south of Atlantic City, the six-story-tall pachyderm was initially built in 1881 as a real estate office. In her lifetime, Lucy has also been a functional home and a neighborhood pub. Her ears are 17 feet long, her body is 38 feet long, and her head is 16 feet high. Made of sheet tin, the oceanfront elephant is now the only elephant registered as a National Historic Landmark, and today visitors can get a guided tour of its interior.









FARMER BILL DIES IN HOUSE


Check out these real US political headlines.


Rally Against Apathy Draws Small Crowd


Legislators Tax Brains to Cut Deficit


California Governor Makes Stand on Dirty Toilets


Reagan Wins on Budget, but Moore Lies Ahead


LEGALIZED OUTHOUSES AIRED BY LEGISLATURE


Massachusetts Woman Has Eye on Kerry’s Seat


Elizabeth Dole Had No Choice but to Run as a Woman


Brawl Erupts at Peace Ceremony


Carter Plans Swell Deficit


Red Tape Holds Up New Bridge


William Kelly Was Fed Secretary


Nation Split on Bush as Uniter or Divider


Hotel Cancels Jihad Conference, Citing Safety Reasons


HILLARY CLINTON ON WELFARE


Marijuana Issue Sent to Joint Committee


L.A. Voters Approve Urban Renewal by Landslide


Louisiana Governor Defends His Wife, Gift from Korean


Mayor Parris to Homeless: Go Home


Mayor Says DC Is Safe Except for Murders


Ten Commandments: Supreme Court Says Some OK, Some Not


Democrats Are Looking for a Weed Deal









Future Famous


Ellis Island, the immigration processing center located in New York Harbor, was the gateway to the United States for millions seeking a better life. The very first immigrant processed there—on New Year’s Day, 1892—was 17-year-old Annie Moore, who’d left Ireland 12 days earlier with her two younger brothers to join their parents after four years of separation. During the next 62 years of operation, more than 12 million immigrants passed through the island, including these future famous Americans.


Isaac Asimov (1923)


Irving Berlin (1893)


Frank Capra (1903)


Claudette Colbert (1906)


Max Factor (1906)


Kahlil Gibran (1895)


Cary Grant (1920)


Bob Hope (1908)


Elia Kazan (1913)


Bela Lugosi (1921)


Arthur Murray (1897)


Ayn Rand (1926)


Knute Rockne (1893)


Yma Sumac (1946)


Rudolph Valentino (1913)


Johnny Weissmuller (1905)









American Bathing


AN EARLY AMERICAN “CLEAN”


In early America, a lot of people thought bathing was a health hazard. In 1837, Boston forbade bathing except on specific medical advice. In part, bathing was rare because preparing the bath was so difficult. Most people had to haul a tub into the kitchen, draw water from the well or spring, and heat it over a wood fire. The whole family might take turns using the same water until it became questionable whether the last to bathe was getting cleaner or dirtier.


WASHING IN WASHINGTON


During the presidency of John Quincy Adams, the presidential bathtub was the Potomac River. President Adams took his baths in the river just before sunrise. On one morning, someone absconded with the presidential clothes and Mr. Adams had to shout until he attracted the attention of a young boy who ran to the White House for more.


THE DUSTY TRAIL


Bathtubs were rare in the Wild West. In 1871, Tucson, Arizona, boasted 3,000 people, a newspaper, a brewery, two doctors, several saloons—but just one bathtub. Pee-ew!









Jefferson’s
“Air Closets”


Benjamin Franklin may be considered the nation’s foremost inventor, but Thomas Jefferson, another prolific innovator, was responsible for one of America’s earliest toilets. Jefferson enjoyed the luxury of flushing toilets—unheard of in the colonies—while staying in Paris in the late 18th century. Years later, he constructed three “air closets” at his home, Monticello: each was a small shaft, about as wide as was necessary for a seat, with a skylight above, and extending beneath the home’s cellar into a “sink” lined with stonework.


It’s not clear how waste was removed from these air closets, and there’s no evidence of a flushing mechanism. One theory is that it was collected in a pot placed beneath each seat and then lowered into the cellar, where it was accessed and disposed of through a door in the passage wall. Another theory is that Jefferson simply had servants enter each room and remove the pots. One thing’s for certain: the air closet was a much pleasanter alternative to the outhouse, which was the American standard at the time.


(The first American to have a flush toilet may have been the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. He had it installed in 1840, and proudly showed it off to his guests.)









The Baking Icon Who Never Was


In the early 20th century, the Washburn-Crosby Company (later General Mills) saw their Gold Medal flour soar in popularity. After a successful ad campaign in the Saturday Evening Post resulted in a barrage of letters from women asking for baking advice, the company decided that each letter should be answered and signed with a common signature to make the interaction between company and customer more personal. So Washburn-Crosby created the perfect cooking authority. “Betty” was a popular first name at the time; “Crocker” came from a recently retired company executive (William G. Crocker). And so, in 1921, Betty Crocker was born.


Secretary Florence Lindeberg won a company-wide contest for Betty’s signature, which has appeared on all Betty Crocker products since. In 1924, General Mills put Betty on the radio, giving a voice to the name. Her first print portrait appeared in 1936, when prominent New York artist Neysa McMein created a composite painting combining the images of numerous female employees of the company’s home service department into a single motherly image. Betty’s portrait has seen several revisions over the years—with hairdos and clothes that keep up with the times—but she remains an American icon.
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