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Introduction


What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

By any other name would smell as sweet.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Romeo and Juliet






Welcome to a typical morning in twenty-first century America:

7:00 a.m. Your clock radio blasts you awake, terminating your recurring MasterCard nightmare with a Money Store spiel pushing second mortgages. Your eyes, still blurred from sleep, can barely make out the Sony logo on the radio as you fumble for the off switch, but you dutifully launch yourself from bed and stagger toward the kitchen. You dump a few measures of Starbucks and some water from the Brita into your Krups machine, punch the button, and head for the shower. Midway between the L’Oréal shampoo and the Pantene conditioner, you remember that today is the day the jeweler promised your Rolex would be fixed, good news, since the cheap Timex you’ve been wearing in the interim loses five minutes a day. Even better, you remember that today is Casual Friday at the office, so once out of the shower, your mouth still tingling from the Scope mouthwash, you bypass the ranks of Brooks Brothers and Armani in your closet and opt for Dockers, your favorite Nikes, and a Gap chambray shirt. Breakfast consists of a container of Yoplait and a Pop-Tart.

The drive to the office is uneventful except for the jerk in the Jeep who tailgates you most of the way there, giving you a tension headache that even two Advil, washed down at a stop-light with a gulp of Evian, can’t seem to dent. Once you’ve squeezed your Miata between your boss’s Lexus and a beat-up Bronco belonging to god-knows-who, your mood is not improved as you get to your office, switch on your iMac, and read your morning e-mail. Some clown on eBay has outbid you on that Pez dispenser collection in the middle of the night, and Discover Card has discovered that the Coach bag you bought for your sister’s birthday has put you over your credit limit. The office manager wants to know who has been using the Xerox machine for Tupperware party invitations. And that weirdo in personnel is still trying to dragoon everyone into attending Dianetics workshops. You wonder whether Yahoo could help you find a new job.

Lunch is Taco Bell at your desk while you work on the Lucent account, followed by Altoids to kill the taste. By five o’-clock, you’re running on Yoo-Hoo, Visine, and M&Ms, so on the way home you decide to reward yourself with a Domino’s pizza and a six-pack of Heineken. Midnight finds you fast asleep in front of a commercial for Chia Pets—with one hand still buried in a bag of Cheez Doodles.

 

From the Reeboks we wear to the Volkswagens we drive, the daily lives of Americans are increasingly dominated by the manufacturers’ trademarks that adorn nearly everything we own. We choose our food, our clothes, our cars, our household furnishings, even our cell phones, by brand name. So ardent is our devotion to brand names that corporate logos themselves have become wearable art and commodities in their own right; the streets of America are awash in consumers playing the role of walking billboards, clad from baseball cap to sneakers in product endorsements. A time traveler from 1950 visiting, say, Disney World today might conclude that he had wandered into a convention of people all supporting someone named Tommy Hilfiger for president.

But while our fondness for pursuing particular brands (and then flaunting them like trophies of the hunt) has become a pop culture phenomenon in recent years, many of these trademarks and product names pose mysteries. We gobble M&Ms all afternoon, but what in the world do the Ms stand for? Is Häagen-Dazs ice cream Scandinavian, German, or what? Was Scotch tape invented in Scotland? Was there really ever cocaine in Coca-Cola? And does Velcro actually mean anything?

Delving into the stories behind some of our most famous brand names is the mission of this book.

[image: space]

The desire to claim credit is a universal human trait, and the labeling of commodities to indicate their origin or maker is as old as trade itself. Even the prehistoric paintings on the walls of the Lascaux Cave in southern France were signed by the artists, and the ancient Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians all used some sort of mark on goods to indicate who had made the item. In the Europe of the Middle Ages, members of trade guilds developed seals and marks to indicate the origin and quality of their wares (the mark of London’s Goldsmiths’ Hall is memorialized today in the name of the greeting card company Hallmark).

The earliest form of what we now would consider a brand or trade name was simply the name of the maker, often appended to one or more words denoting the item itself, as in “Smith’s Cough Syrup.” Of course, while word of mouth might build business for such a simply named brand, a wily manufacturer would usually throw in a few encouraging adjectives (“Smith’s Pure and Effective Cough Syrup”) to attract the attention of customers.

Often, however, mere words would not suffice to sell a product, because until the early twentieth century, any merchant had to count on a high percentage of his clientele being illiterate. Thus many brands also depended on visual symbols prominently displayed on their packaging to ensure repeat sales. The striking symbol still found on every box of Arm & Hammer baking soda, for example, is a relic of the low literacy rate of the mid-nineteenth century.

While the nineteenth century was characterized by brand names tied to the personal name of the inventor or purveyor of the product, in the twentieth century the trend was more toward product names that functioned as mini-advertisements for the product itself. Usually these were combinations of existing words, albeit sometimes with novel spellings (Krispy Kreme) or in truncated, whimsical forms (Jell-O, combining a variation of gelatin with an enthusiastic suffix). Occasionally, manufacturers picked names whose connection to the reality of their product was not immediately evident, as in the case of Grape-Nuts, a breakfast cereal containing neither grapes nor nuts.

The twentieth century saw an explosion of brands and brand names; in fact, the vast majority of brand names have appeared within the past one hundred years. But as the century drew to a close, it became apparent that a major problem was facing the coiners of new brand names: they had literally begun to run out of words. The stock of useful English words not already in use in brand names (and thus protected by trademark laws) was dwindling, and picking a name even vaguely similar to an existing brand was courting costly litigation.

Thus began the age of synthetic brand names. There have always been some made-up brand names, Kodak being a notable example. But the late twentieth century saw the transformation of the entire process of naming, from picking a word or two to slap on your product to creating entirely new words, quasi words that had never existed before, for your label. And as any market abhors a vacuum, the same period produced a flood of naming consultants and firms who would, for fees ranging from thousands to millions of dollars, switch on their thinking caps and produce a Brave New Name never before heard on earth but sure to be on every consumer’s lips by the holiday shopping season. At least that was how it was supposed to work.

One of the earliest, and still perhaps the most famous, synthetic namings took place in 1972, when Esso spent three years and in the neighborhood of $100 million of its stockholders’ money to change its name, under the guidance of naming consultants of course, to Exxon. The new name was not a big hit with pundits, but the buying public didn’t seem to mind those two x’s in the middle and the fact that Exxon meant absolutely nothing, so the floodgates of language opened to admit a tsunami of similar nonsense-names in the ensuing decades.

Today devising new brand names is big business, with the average new name running from $40,000 to christen a mom-and-pop operation to millions of dollars to divine a moniker for a fiber-optic network. For their money, customers of naming firms typically get surveys and focus groups of the breadth (and cost) normally associated with national political campaigns, as well as a staff of in-house linguists who analyze every potential name for the implications and overtones of each consonant and vowel. Great care is taken with the sound of the new name, and letters are ranked like star athletes. Letters such as V and S are considered good, as they suggest speed, although not as strongly as Z (as in Zantac and Prozac). The letter L suggests luxury, as does S (think Lexus). Often bits of real words are incorporated into the new name to “suggest” an idea or virtue, as in Accenture (the new name for the former Arthur Andersen Consulting), which is said to suggest an “accent on the future” (as opposed to wallowing in Arthur Andersen’s spotty past, one presumes).

The criteria for a successful name generally accepted in the naming industry are sixfold:


It must be simple.

It must be easy to remember.

It must be impossible to mispronounce.

It must not infringe on an existing trademark.

It must not have any negative connotations in English.

It must not mean anything nasty in another language.



If the end result of this process is unrecognizable as anything resembling a meaningful word, we have a winner. And bonus points are awarded if the average literate adult can’t guess from the name what the actual product might be. A meaningless name, cobbled together from powerful consonants and sexy vowels with hints of wealth, white teeth, and low taxes, is the modern marketing ideal, a blank canvas onto which can be projected any product that can be bought.

And that, dear children, is why the phone company is called Verizon and Daddy washes down his Ativan with Zima.

But at the risk of endangering a multibillion-dollar industry employing liberal arts majors who might otherwise starve, a reasonable person has to wonder what naming companies do that could not be accomplished with a Scrabble set and a bottle of old-fashioned gin.

Apparently even some people in the advertising industry have been wondering the same thing. In 2003, The Design Conspiracy, a London ad agency, set up a spoof Web site called What Brand Are You? After visitors to the site chose a “Core Value” and a “Main Goal,” a computer script spat out a meaningless “personal brand name” bearing an uncanny resemblance to the product of a big-bucks naming company search project.

If there was ever any doubt that this parody was right on target, it was dispelled when its creators discovered that at least twenty of its gobbledygook creations, including such nuggets as Bivium, Libero, and Ualeo, had subsequently been registered as trademarks by visitors to the site. Of course, no one can really blame those folks for snatching up the freebies. A penny saved, after all, is a penny that can be poured into marketing whatever a Ualeo turns out to be.

There are indications, meanwhile, that the synthetic naming industry may be nearing its own Waterloo, just as “real word” naming did. Pharmaceutical naming, one of the most lucrative fields, with thousands of new products introduced every year, has recently come under scrutiny by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Drug names are becoming confusingly similar, raising the danger of patients receiving the wrong medication, possibly with fatal consequences. The painkiller Celebrex, for instance, sounds very similar to the antidepressant Celexa, and either of them might be mistaken for Cerebyx, an anticonvulsive drug. The FDA reportedly now rejects one third of all proposed new drug names because of their similarity to names of existing medications.

A similar level of confusion may soon lead flustered consumers who find that they can’t remember the difference between Avaya and Aviva to throw in the towel and not buy either of them. This “I give up” syndrome, writ large, will pose a curious challenge to the naming industry: where do you go when you run out of non-words?

Perhaps back to real words, perhaps of another language. The new frontier of inventing brand names may be to fiddle with French, or scramble Spanish, or invoke Italian, or even gamble with German.

Or, given the centrality of the graphic arts and animation to American culture today, perhaps we should simply go back to using distinctive visual symbols to denote all our brands, from pet food to popcorn to perfume. Eau de Bart Simpson, anyone?







Food and Drink



A.1. Steak Sauce

Henderson William Brand had a tough audience. As chef to England’s King George IV in 1824, Brand was constantly striving to please the royal palate with new concoctions, and one day he served the king a new sauce he had developed for use on steak. The king was so pleased with Brand’s invention that he bestowed the accolade “A1,” meaning “the very best,” on the sauce. When Brand left the king’s service a few years later, he took both the recipe for the sauce and the king’s name for it with him and began to market the sauce and other recipes as Brand & Co.

Unfortunately, Brand proved a better cook than a businessman, and Brand & Co. went bankrupt, leaving Brand no recourse but to sell the business to his friend W. H. Withall. In 1862, Withall entered the sauce in the International Exposition in London, where it again earned the rating of A1.

Within a few years Withall had sold Brand & Co. to another company, precipitating an eight-year legal battle with a very annoyed Brand, but by the late 1800s the dust had settled and A.1. Steak Sauce was on its way to becoming the most popular meat sauce in both Britain and North America. Now owned by Intercorp Excelle Inc., A.1. is touted as being excellent on fish, poultry, and vegetables as well as steak, but the recipe remains a closely guarded secret (although the company will admit to the “core ingredients” of both the Original and Zesty varieties as being malt vinegar, dates, mango chutney, apples, and orange marmalade).

Absolut

You’ve got to hand it to the Swedes. Somehow they managed to develop a new kind of premium vodka (a drink until then generally associated with its Russian homeland), package the stuff in a dorky transparent bottle that initially reminded a lot of people of urine samples, and grab a large chunk of the world vodka market, all under the guidance of a state-run liquor monopoly that officially frowns on drinking alcohol.

What made the difference for Absolut (short for Absolut Rent Brännvin, Swedish for “Absolute Pure Vodka”) was one of the most brilliant advertising campaigns in history. Rather than relying on celebrity endorsements or cute animals, for more than twenty years since the product’s American debut in 1979, Absolut ads have focused on the bottle or, more often, the shape of the bottle appearing in unlikely places. With captions like “Absolut Perfection” (showing the bottle with a halo), “Absolut New York” (the bottle outline superimposed on Central Park), “Absolut Adrenaline” (a bottle-shaped ski slope), “Absolut Borealis” (Aurora Borealis evoking an iridescent bottle), “Absolut D.C.” (a bottle wrapped in red tape), and “Absolut Karloff” (a bottle wrapped like a mummy), Absolut ads have tweaked the public’s imagination and projected a sophistication and subtlety rarely found in modern advertising, let alone liquor ads. A stunning archive of Absolut ads can be found at www.absolutad.com.

Alpo

No, it’s not dog food promising to turn your dog into a mountaineer, nor does the name come from the excited noise Rover makes when he spots you with a can opener.

Alpo was one of the first canned dog foods marketed in the United States, in 1937, and was originally called All-Pro, probably meaning “all protein.”

Unfortunately, there were, as the lawyers say, trademark issues, and in 1944 All-Pro was forced to change its name. But it didn’t go very far, dropping only one l and the r to create the euphonious but meaningless Alpo.

Altoids

These “Curiously Strong” peppermint lozenges in the metal boxes were introduced in nineteenth-century London not as breath fresheners but as a remedy for indigestion. One 1920s advertisement run by the manufacturer, Smith & Company, made it clear that anyone venturing down to dinner without Altoids at the ready was courting gastric disaster: “Altoids act as an antidote to poisons in the stomach. One or two taken after meals will stop any poisonous fermentation.” Later ads drove home the point with jokes about the dismal indigestibility of British food.

Altoids were originally marketed through pharmacies, and to pump up the medicinal angle, Smith & Co. tacked the scientific-sounding -oid suffix (from the Greek, meaning “in the form of”) onto their product. (Apparently quite taken with the idea, Smith also at the time marketed remedies called Benoids, Zenoids, Cyphoids, and Notoids.)

The “Alt” in Altoids is said by the manufacturer to derive from the Latin word for “change,” but a more logical source would be the Latin altus, or “high,” making “Altoid” equivalent to “the highest or best oid.” The suffix -oid seems to be passé in pharmacological circles today, having been supplanted by the meaningless -ac of Prozac and Zantac and the -il of Elavil and Paxil.

Altoids are still made in Britain and were introduced in the United States in 1918, although their current popularity is due largely to the company’s quirky (“Nice Altoids!”) ad campaign launched in 1995. The distinctive Altoids tins, now issued as limited-series collectibles, were introduced in the 1920s. Prior to then, the mints were sold in small, presumably very fragrant, cardboard boxes.

Arm & Hammer

Without a doubt one of the most widely recognized trade symbols in the world, the muscular arm and hand holding a blacksmith’s hammer within a red circle on the yellow box of Arm & Hammer baking soda has never really been fully explained.

The symbol was first used when Dr. Austin Church founded the Vulcan Spice Mill, a small store selling a variety of imported spices, in Brooklyn, New York, in the mid-nineteenth century. Vulcan, the Roman god of fire, was associated with blacksmiths, so why Church chose the name for his spice business is anyone’s guess. But in an age of widespread illiteracy when visual symbols were the key to forging customer loyalty, Church chose a blacksmith’s arm and hammer for his shop sign.

In 1846, sodium bicarbonate (aka baking soda) was becoming popular for cooking, and Church formed a company with John Dwight to market the new product. Over the following two decades, Church and Dwight marketed baking soda under a variety of names and distributed highly popular baking soda cookbooks via direct mail. When Austin Church retired in 1867, his two sons formed their own company, Church & Co., resurrecting their father’s old “arm and hammer” logo for use on the baking soda boxes. In 1896, the Church sons merged with their father’s old firm under the name Church & Dwight, and within a few years was producing baking soda using the Vulcan logo and the brand name Arm & Hammer.

Today, Arm & Hammer baking soda is found in 95 percent of all American households and still produced by Church & Dwight Co., Inc.

Bacardi

Yes, that’s a bat on the label. Don Facundo Bacardi Massó was only fifteen years old when his family emigrated from Spain to Cuba in 1814. After a career in wine importation and extensive experimentation with different formulas for making rum, in 1862 Don Facundo established the Bacardi distillery in Santiago de Cuba, where he and his brothers filtered their rum through charcoal, a process Don Facundo had developed.

Don Facundo’s wife, Doña Amalia Lucía Victoria Moreau, suggested that the bat would make a good symbol for the new Bacardi rum. She had noticed a colony of fruit bats living in the rafters of the distillery, and knew that in Cuban lore bats were considered harbingers of good luck and prosperity. The distinctive visual trademark of the bat, in an era of widespread illiteracy, helped to make Bacardi the most popular rum in Cuba and eventually one of the world’s leading brands.

Betty Crocker

There’s always been a bit less than meets the eye to Betty Crocker, the now-octogenarian with the ever-youthful face found on the General Mills baking products bearing her name. It’s not just that Betty cannot possibly look that good after so many years. It’s that she never existed in the first place. On the other hand, that little fact didn’t stop her from once being voted the second-most famous woman in America.

Betty Crocker was born in the offices of the Washburn Crosby Company in Minneapolis in 1921. As one of the largest milling companies in the United States (later to combine with other millers into General Mills), Washburn Crosby had been receiving hundreds of questions from consumers about baking with its products. To make its replies more personal, the company invented the character Betty Crocker, combining the “warm and friendly” name Betty with the surname of a former Washburn executive, William Crocker.

For the first few years, Betty was just a signature, but in 1924 she made her radio debut in a company-sponsored cooking show. As the show was not carried on a network, Betty was actually played by a different actress in each of the thirteen cities where the show was broadcast. Eventually, the Betty Crocker’s Cooking School of the Air became a national show and ran for twenty-four years.

In 1936, America finally got its first peek at Betty Crocker in company ads and on product packages. In an early example of morphing, an artist combined the features of all the women who worked in the company’s Home Service Department to arrive at an appropriately friendly look for Betty. Betty’s image changed about once every decade in the following years, and today is personified with a “multicultural” image.

Birds Eye

The logo of Birds Eye Foods, one of the world’s leading makers of frozen foods, features a stylized bird with a prominent eye. But the brand’s name actually has little to do with birds. Muskrats, maybe, but not birds.

Clarence Birdseye (one word) was born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1886 and spent his summers on a Long Island farm. Clarence was a born naturalist, and at the tender age of ten he found a way to combine his love of the outdoors with a little free enterprise by trapping and selling muskrats. Young Clarence then used the proceeds of his business to buy a shotgun, presumably making the muskrats even more nervous. A few years later, at Amherst College and strapped for cash, Clarence dusted off his trapping skills and financed his education by selling rats to a Columbia University geneticist.

After a variety of jobs, many of which seemed to involve trapping small animals, Clarence found himself in Labrador and made an interesting discovery: animals frozen quickly in the deep winter tasted better than those frozen more slowly in milder weather. Although preserving food by freezing dated back to at least 1626 and the first commercial frozen food hit the market in 1875, Clarence believed that he had discovered how to make frozen food actually taste good.

Back home in the United States, Clarence experimented with flash-freezing techniques and finally succeeded in 1923, freezing rabbit and fish fillets in candy boxes using dry ice. In 1924, Clarence established the General Seafoods Company (later Birdseye Foods) to further develop his technology and market both frozen foods and freezers, and the frozen food industry was off and running.

A few years and a few mergers later, Birdseye Foods was acquired by the General Foods Corporation, who changed the name of Clarence’s company to Birds Eye. Clarence himself supported the change, noting that Birds Eye was the original form of his family name. Evidently an early Birdseye ancestor had once saved the life of an English queen by shooting an attacking hawk square in the eye.

Clarence Birdseye continued to work in frozen food technology and developed inventions in many other fields (a harpoon gun, a revolutionary fishing reel, and a new papermaking process) until his death, in 1956, by which time he had amassed more than three hundred patents and an unknown number of muskrats.

Budweiser

It’s always Lawyer Time in this little corner of beerland. Budweiser, the flagship beer of Anheuser-Busch and the best-selling brew in America, has been scrapping over the rights to its name for decades, and there’s no sign of a letup anytime soon.

The Budweiser saga began in 1876, when the E. Anheuser Brewing Association of St. Louis, Missouri, introduced Budweiser Lager Beer. Founded in 1860 by Eberhard Anheuser, the company was renamed the Anheuser-Busch Brewing Association in 1879, recognizing the contribution and leadership of then president Adolphus Busch.

“Bud” was a hit. The decades flew by and Americans guzzled Budweiser by the barrelful (three million barrels per year by 1941, in fact). Americans continued to down Bud in massive quantities, and Budweiser became an American icon.

Meanwhile, in Czechoslovakia, trouble was brewing. It seems that when Eberhard Anheuser named his beer Budweiser, he was paying homage to the beer makers of a Czech town called Ceske Budejovice, known in Anheuser’s native Germany as “Budweis.” According to the folks in Budweis, their local beer has been known as Budweiser for several hundred years.

In 1895 the Czech brewery Budejovicky Pivovar (mercifully known as Budvar) began producing its own brew, marketing it under the name Budweiser Budvar, and the legal fireworks soon began.

In 1939, Anheuser-Busch and Budvar supposedly buried the trademark hatchet in the United States, giving Anheuser-Busch the American rights to the name in exchange for Budvar’s ownership of the name Budweiser in much of Europe. But as Anheuser-Busch expanded into and began to dominate international markets, skirmishing flared again. The Czechs even took offense at Budweiser’s slogan “The King of Beers,” noting that Budweis brewers had called their product “The Beer of Kings” since the sixteenth century. And Budvar partisans pointed out that A-B’s Budweiser wasn’t even legally considered beer in Germany, where the Reinheitsgebot (Beer Purity Regulations) dating back to 1516 strictly forbid the use of rice in brewing beer.

In recent years plucky Budvar has again won the right to use the names Budweiser and Bud in the European Union countries, but court cases continue to rage from Sweden to Hong Kong. Budvar’s current tactic is to sell its beer in the United States as Czechvar, hoping that word of mouth about what they call (in a whisper, of course) “the real Budweiser” will win them the fame in U.S. bars that they have lost, at least for the moment, in the U.S. courts.

Canada Dry

Dry is one of those basic English words that have been around long enough to acquire all sorts of meanings only tangentially related to their primary definition, which in the case of dry pretty much amounts to “not wet.”

In a figurative sense, however, dry can mean, among other things, insensitive or unemotional, caustically witty (“dry humor”), barren or unfruitful, miserly, plain, unattractive, dull, stiff or overly formal, or, of course, very thirsty. Dry is even an American slang term applied to those locales that forbid the consumption or sale of alcohol.

A more pleasant sense of dry, dating back to at least 1700, is used among wine connoisseurs to mean “free from sweetness or fruity flavor,” which in many wines is a desirable attribute.

Now, fast-forward to Canada in 1904, where Toronto pharmacist and entrepreneur John J. McLaughlin was searching for a winning soft-drink formula to add to his line of bottled soda water. Most ginger ales of the day were syrupy concoctions, dark in color and extremely sweet. McLaughlin was looking for something brighter and lighter, and after many experiments he finally perfected his dream beverage. In 1919 he began exporting it to New York City as Canada Dry Pale Ginger Ale, and within a few years established his first American factory in Manhattan. While most carbonated beverages at that time were sold through corner drugstores, McLaughlin pioneered distribution at ball games, beaches, and anywhere people gathered.

By the 1920s, Canada Dry had been acquired by P. D. Saylor and Associates and was on the verge of becoming a nationwide brand in the United States. Ironically, it was one of the other meanings of the word dry—prohibiting the sale of alcohol—that gave Canada Dry its biggest boost. Canada Dry Ginger Ale turned out to be just right for disguising the often raw taste of home-brewed alcohol and became the mixer of choice during Prohibition. By the 1930s, Canada Dry had added several other varieties to its line and was on its way to global success.

Chef Boyardee

Chef Boyardee? What kind of name is that? And look at the dude on the label—straight from central casting, a cheerful old guy wearing a huge chef’s hat. What kind of self-respecting chef would put his name and picture on something called Beefaroni? In a can, no less. Must be an ad agency creation, phony as Betty Crocker or Charlie the Tuna.

But there really was a Chef Boyardee, and Beefaroni notwithstanding, he really was an excellent Italian chef. His name, however, was actually Hector Boiardi, and he was born in northern Italy in 1898. Hector’s family immigrated to the United States when he was just seventeen, and he soon got a job alongside his older brother in the kitchen of New York’s prestigious Plaza hotel. Hector, who had begun working in restaurant kitchens in Italy at the age of eleven, quickly honed his cooking skills and was a hit at the Plaza and other restaurants. In 1929, he opened his own Italian eatery, Il Giardino d’Italia, in Cleveland, where his signature spaghetti sauce became the talk of the town, with patrons asking for extra portions to take home with them. Hector began selling his spaghetti sauce, packaged with pasta and cheese for home use, and before long what had begun as a sideline became his primary occupation. To make Boiardi easier to spell for his customers, he adopted the phonetic spelling “Boyardee,” and eventually sold his business to American Home Products (now International Home Foods, Inc.).

And that really is a picture of Hector on the label.

Coca-Cola

It’s not surprising that Coca-Cola, probably the world’s most recognized product (and certainly its most popular soft drink) has spawned a wide variety of popular stories about its origin, its effects, and the ingredients used in Coke’s famous “secret formula.” Most of these tales, such as the ones about Coca-Cola dissolving teeth, its supposed contraceptive powers, or the assertion that 1985s New Coke debacle was a Machiavellian gambit to divert attention from a change from the original formula, are baseless. But the most frequently heard story, that Coca-Cola originally contained cocaine, is, technically speaking, true.

Coca-Cola was invented in 1886 by John Pemberton, an Atlanta, Georgia, pharmacist. Pemberton was actually trying to concoct a headache remedy, but once he mixed his special syrup with carbonated water, and a few customers tasted the result, he realized that he had the makings of a popular soda fountain beverage. The name Coca-Cola was coined by Pemberton’s bookkeeper, Frank Robinson, who also wrote out the new name in the expressive script that has become Coca-Cola’s signature logo.


Soap Satanists to blow up

Oprah on June first.

Prior to the invention of the Internet, they were known as “old wives’ tales” or, to manufacturers besieged by agitated customers, simply “malicious rumors,” usually easily dispelled by an official statement. But with the dawn of e-mail and the Web, stories about popular products, and their secret properties, ingredients, and scandals sometimes became a public relations nightmare for companies caught in the glare of bizarre and damaging rumors spread at the speed of light.

Like all urban legends, rumors about consumer products usually reflect deep-seated fears, particularly about the purity and safety of food, as well as paranoia about technology and, occasionally, belief in secret societies and the occult. In almost all cases, rumors about products reflect an underlying desire to return to the “good old days” before mass-produced food and high-tech gizmos, notwithstanding the fact that food contamination and unsafe products were far more prevalent before the mid-twentieth century.

Below are a few of the more notable urban legends of recent years centering on consumer products. Each of these stories has been countered with vigorous debunking efforts by the companies involved. In most cases, such efforts have slowed, but not stopped, the rumors, and they are still popping up every day in e-mail boxes all over the world.

Pop Rocks killed Mikey—Perhaps the best-known pre-Internet food rumor involves Pop Rocks, a “fizzy” candy first marketed in 1975 by General Foods. Eat Pop Rocks and drink a carbonated soda, went the tale, and your stomach will explode. In fact, the story inevitably went on, little Mikey, of LIFE cereal commercial fame, had died in just such a gruesome fashion.

This story first came to the attention of General Foods about four years after Pop Rocks were introduced, and the company mounted an all-out advertising blitz to reassure parents that their children were in no danger of exploding. It didn’t work, and the “Killer Pop Rocks” story is still circulating, now through the medium of e-mail. By the way, John Gilchrist, who played Mikey in the LIFE commercials at age three, in 1971, is alive and well and working as advertising manager of a New York City radio station. And the two other kids in the commercial really were his brothers, Michael and Tommy Gilchrist.

Mountain Dew will shrink your genitals—Some urban legends, like this one, are marked by a certain warped genius. What better to strike fear in the hearts of young men than the assertion that a soft drink overwhelmingly popular with young men will shrink or otherwise impair the body parts many young men value the most? This rumor (sometimes promising reduced sperm count as well) has been floating around since the late 1990s.

Coke and aspirin will get you high—Not unless you consider a probable stomachache a high. Both this and the “secret” that Coca-Cola makes a good spermicidal douche date back to at least the 1930s. One wonders if the children born to “Coke as birth control” believers grew up being served Pepsi by bitter parents.

Dr Pepper removed the phrase “under God” from the Pledge of Allegiance printed on its promotional cans—This one contains a grain of truth. In November 2001, in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, Dr Pepper issued a promotional can with a patriotic theme. Above a graphic of the Statue of Liberty, a banner on the can read “One Nation…Indivisible,” eliding the words “under God” found in the full pledge. Evidently many people believed that the company had omitted mention of God for fear of offending atheists. Dr Pepper pointed out that space on the can was very limited and that “under God” would not have fit any more than the remainder of the Pledge (“…with liberty and justice for all”) would.

Procter & Gamble is run by satanists—According to this rumor, which has been making the rounds since the 1980s, the CEO of P&G appeared on a popular talk show (various versions of the tale specify the Phil Donahue, Sally Jesse Raphael, or Jenny Jones shows) and announced that he was “coming out of the closet” to announce his worship of Satan. He also supposedly revealed that most of P&G’s profits go to support satanic causes. Cited as evidence is the “man in the moon” P&G symbol, which is said to contain a hidden “666,” the biblical “mark of the Beast” (Satan).

Denials by P&G and all three talk show hosts over the past twenty years have slowed but not entirely stopped this story. But a possible explanation for the ruckus, interestingly enough, may lie in the series of lawsuits filed by P&G against its competitor Amway, suggesting that either Amway or its distributors have deliberately spread the rumor to damage P&G. The suit against Amway has been dismissed, but at least one lawsuit against an Amway distributor is still pending.

Tommy Hilfiger (or Liz Claiborne) declared on the Oprah Winfrey Show that they never intended for “blacks or Asians” to wear the clothes they design—Making the rounds since the 1990s, this one has been denied by Tommy, Liz, and Oprah but will almost certainly crop up again attributed to another designer.

Don’t buy Coke after June first—Multiple variants of this story made the e-mail rounds shortly after the September 11 attacks. The basic scenario involves a person doing a small favor for someone of Middle Eastern appearance, who then rewards his benefactor with a whispered warning not to drink Coke, drink Pepsi, fly on a certain airline, or visit a certain city after a certain date, after which, it is implied, said product or venue will be the target of a terrorist attack.

Coca-Cola took the spread of this rumor seriously enough to post a statement on its Web site assuring consumers that mass poisoning of its products was impossible, but given the vulnerability felt by the public in the wake of 9/11, this rumor will probably be active for at least the next few years.

Your friend, Bill Gates—An e-mail from Microsoft’s chairman asks you to forward his message to all your friends in order to test a new kind of tracking software, in return for which you will receive $1,000. This hoax first appeared in 1997 and has since mutated to offer rewards from almost every prestigious manufacturer from Adidas to Victoria’s Secret. The key to its spread is widespread ignorance of Internet technology, which does not yet (and may never) allow the tracing of forwarded messages, let alone millions of them. Perhaps, if such a program is developed someday, it may stop the spread of such hoaxes.
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