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OUR “REGULAR” READERS RAVE!


“I love to read your books. They make the world a better place.”


—Dan A.


“I worship your books. They are the best. Congratulations on making the only book I’ve read in five years that I wasn’t forced to read. Rock on!”


—Vincent D.


“My four children, ages 12 through 18, have learned more from the Bathroom Readers than any other book. Can’t wait for the next edition to come flowing out of the bookstores! You deserve a seat on the throne. You have helped us freshen up our intellect!”


—Linda L.


“I have finally found a place of refuge in the worst of times. The BATHROOM. With your Bathroom Reader and an iPod, my bathroom experiences are great. Thanks. Keep bringing those books.”


—Tony C.


“I learned a lot from Bathroom Readers. I only read two but it’s like reading 500 regular information books.”


—Randy R.


“My son is CRAZY for Bathroom Readers! Every October he says, ‘Don’t forget my new BR for Christmas, Mom.’ And, of course, he gets one. (He got his buddies at work hooked on them, too.)”


—Marie S.


“I love the Bathroom Reader series. Your books are funny, clever, informative, and at times, quite touching. They’re a cross between the Encyclopedia Britannica, Poor Richard’s Almanac, and Mad Magazine. Keep up the great work!”


—Your #1 celebrity fan, Eddie Deezen (The guy who played Eugene in Grease, Malvin in WarGames, Dopey in Attack of the Killer Bimbos, and has voiced dozens of cartoon characters)
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Miss Nevada, 1959, was Dawn Wells. Five years later, she starred as Mary Ann on Gilligan’s Island.
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“Life is like a roll of toilet paper. The closer it gets to the end, the faster is goes.”


—Andy Rooney


Huh? The word school comes from the Greek word for “leisure.”




A NOTE FROM YOUR FAVORITE UNCLE


Welcome one and all to our 18th edition, Uncle John’s Fast-Acting Long-Lasting Bathroom Reader. We think the title is a pretty accurate description of the reading material you’ll find in any Bathroom Reader. Our articles not only provide you with fun information that you can absorb fast, we hope the knowledge you gain will be long-lasting, remaining in your brain for years to come. For instance, did you know that houseflies hum in the key of F? Now you do (and you’ll probably remember it for the rest of your life).


What’s the most astonishing thing we’ve learned after 18 years of making Bathroom Readers? It’s that there’s still so much to write about, so many fascinating topics to be explored (and so many bad jokes to tell). Each year we have to dig a little deeper to find them, but once again, the remarkable BRI staff has uncovered a treasure trove of fresh new topics. So expect to find a lot of little-known historical happenings that have had a lasting impact on the future: the first African-American sea captain, the phonograph wars, and the man who gave us leaded gas. On a happier note, you’ll also read about the person who may have saved a billion lives. How? Turn to page 445.


What else have we got in store for you? Loads:


• Origins: The boomerang, the clock, the spy novel, and nachos.


• Curses! From the Ice Man to the Little Rascals.


• Pop Science: Hiccups, canoe plants, modern maladies, mad scientists, and rigor mortis.


• Sports: The long-awaited conclusion to the history of football tells the story of what happened when the pros took over.


• Duh! Dumb crooks, dumb politicians, dumb celebrities, and a woman who called 911 because she was having a cheeseburger emergency at the drive-thru window.


• Useful Information: Audio treasures, video stinkers, and survival tips that will come in handy in an array of catastrophes.


• The Strange: A beauty pageant held in a Lithuanian women’s prison, a tortoise that adopted an orphaned hippopotamus, and a toothless man who stole toothbrushes.


Now comes the part where I get to thank our dedicated staff for going the extra mile to bring you an extra-great book.


• To our in-house outhouse writers—John D, Thom, Brian, and Jay, all of whom spent hot summer days in the cool confines of our little, red house in Ashland, Oregon—great work! (And thanks for the laughs!)


• A 21-flush salute to our out-house outhouse writers—Malcolm, Jahnna, Jef Ef, Kyle, Ernest “No More Doughnuts” Cheek, Jack, Erin, Gideon, and Angie, whose feet adorn almost every page.


• To our fabulous production staff—John G., Jeff A., Jennifer’s terrific team of conscientious copyeditors, Rain, whom we will miss, Michael B., who’s always got us covered, and Julia, whose managing prowess actually makes this book possible—thanks for 522 pages worth of hard work and dedication.


• To Allen, Sydney, JoAnn, and our friends at Banta, thank you for the support.


• To Porter the Wonder Dog. You’re simply the best dog…ever.


And finally, thank you, our faithful readers. Every day we get letters telling us how much our books mean to you. Well, you mean just as much to us. We’re all just one big happy family keeping the bathroom reading movement alive. It brings a tear to my eye. (I have to go now, before I short out my computer.)


Keep on reading. And as always,


Go with the Flow!


Uncle John and the BRI Staff


P.S. Did we mention our Web site? It’s www.bathroomreader.com


It’s not a typo: It’s www.bathroomreader.com




YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION


It’s always interesting to find out where the architects of pop culture get their ideas. These may surprise you.


CHARLIE AND THE CHOCOLATE FACTORY. In the 1920s, England’s two biggest chocolate makers, Cadbury and Rowntree, tried to steal trade secrets by sending spies into each others’ factories, posed as employees. Result: both companies became highly protective of their chocolate-making process. When Roald Dahl was 13, he worked as a taste-tester at Cadbury. The secretive policies and the giant, elaborate machines inspired the future author to write his book about chocolatier Willy Wonka.


MARLBORO MAN. Using a cowboy to pitch the cigarette brand was inspired when ad execs saw a 1949 Life magazine photo—a close-up of a weather-worn Texas rancher named Clarence Hailey Long, who wore a cowboy hat and had a cigarette in his mouth.


NAPOLEON DYNAMITE. Elvis Costello used it as a pseudonym on his 1986 album Blood and Chocolate. Scriptwriter Jeremy Coon met a street person in New York who said his name was Napoleon Dynamite. Coon liked the name, and unaware of the Costello connection, used it for the lead character in his movie.


CHARLIE THE TUNA. The Leo Burnett Agency created Charlie for StarKist Tuna in 1961. Ad writer Tom Rogers based him on a beatnik friend of his (that’s why he wears a beret) who wanted to be respected for his “good taste.”


THE ODD COUPLE. In 1962 TV writer Danny Simon got divorced and moved in with another divorced man. Simon was a neat freak, while his friend was a slob. Simon’s brother, playwright Neil Simon, turned the situation into The Odd Couple. (Neil says Danny inspired at least nine other characters in his plays.)


“I DON’T GET NO RESPECT.” After seeing The Godfather in 1972, comedian Rodney Dangerfield noticed that all the characters did the bidding of Don Corleone out of respect. Dangerfield just flipped the concept.


Psycho? Alfred Hitchcock had an extreme fear of eggs.




A LAZY LUMP OF CHEESE


BRI member Richard Staples sent us these real responses from Russian high school kids applying to come to America on a foreign-exchange program.


Tell us about yourself:


“I’d like to be rich and famous. But it can hardly come true, I’m lazy and talentless.”


“I don’t want to write about my friends because I am afraid to fall over.”


“I love to eat ice cream, apples, chocolate and my mother’s plow.”


“I have a medium body (not too fat and not weedy).”


“In my free time I like to write poems. They are not very nice but they are mental.”


“My father reckons that I’m just a lazy lump of cheese.”


“And then I will have a good job and I’ll be happy and blah blah blah.”


Tell us about your family:


“People often ask me, my appearance is like mother’s or father’s one. I can say proudly I’m hybrid.”


“I felt safe, as safe as only can be when you are falling off a hill with a bicycle and a father.”


Tell us about your town:


“My town is windy and full of stones.”


“In the suburbs of our town we have stud factory.”


Do you have any pets?


“I visit my dog’s club. His name is Danil. He is an American Staff-teryer. I am proud of him because he is an American.”


“Most of all I prefer to play with my cat and change his hairstyle in winter.”


“My cat is a member of my family. I have special relations with her.”


Tell us about your school:


“We had to learn stupid poems in English about cows and pigs.”


“Exact sciences reach my brain with difficulty.”


Anything else to tell us?


“Free cheese only in mouse-catching machine.”


“Though my mother told me it was only a toy, I could not forgive the silence of the teddy bear.”


The degree sign (°) is an ancient symbol representing the sun.




FIRSTS


Q: What does everything in the world have in common? A: There was a first one.


First brewery in North America: opened in New Amsterdam (Manhattan) in 1612.


First professional sports organization in the United States: the Maryland Jockey Club, founded in 1743.


First American to fly in a hot air balloon: Edward Warren (1784).


First American cookbook: American Cookery, published by Amelia Simmons in 1796.


First refrigerator: invented by Thomas Moore in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1803.


First flea circus performance: took place in New York City in 1835.


First American novel to sell a million copies: Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe (1852).


First drive-in movie theater: opened in Camden, New Jersey, in 1933. (Picture shown: Wives Beware, starring Adolphe Menjou.)


First female celebrity to wear pants in public: Actress Sarah Bernhardt was photographed wearing men’s trousers in 1876.


First blood transfusion: June 1667, by Jean-Baptiste Denys, a French doctor, to a 15-year-old boy. (He got lamb’s blood.)


First electric hand drill: invented by Wilhelm Fein of Norwell, Massachusetts, in 1895.


First tank: built in 1916 and nicknamed “Little Willie,” it could only go 2 mph and never saw duty in battle.


First drink of Kool-Aid: taken by chemist Edwin Perkins of Hastings, Nebraska, in 1927.


World’s first flight attendant: Ellen Church, hired in 1930. (She wanted to be a pilot.)


First coast-to-coast direct-dial phone call: made from Englewood, New Jersey, to Alameda, California, in 1951.


First Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader: went to press in 1988.


Barn owls snore.




BATHROOM NAMES


The origins of some names you can see from where you’re sitting.


KOHLER. Named after John Michael Kohler, an Austrian immigrant who started a steel products company in Wisconsin in 1873. In 1883 he applied enamel to one of his products, a horse trough, creating the company’s first bathtub.


PRICE PFISTER. Founded in Los Angeles in 1910 by Emil Price and William Pfister. Their first plumbing product: a garden faucet. Over the decades they added indoor faucets, valves, and shower-heads. (During World War II they made hand grenade shells.)


ELJER. In 1907 Raymond Elmer Crane and his cousin, Oscar Jerome Backus, bought an old dinnerware plant in West Virginia, where they made some of the earliest vitreous china toilet tanks. The name combines the “El” in Elmer and the “Jer” in Jerome.


DELTA. Owned by Masco Screw Corporation, which was founded in Detroit in 1929 by Armenian immigrant Alex Manoogian. In 1952 an inventor brought Manoogian his latest product—a one-handled faucet with a ball-valve to mix the hot and cold water. But it leaked. Manoogian bought the rights, perfected the valve, and released the “Delta” faucet, so named because the triangle-shaped cam resembled the Greek letter delta [Ø].


HANSGROHE. Named after Hans Grohe, who founded the plumbing products company in Shiltach, Germany, in 1901. Hansgrohe’s innovations include the first handheld showerhead (1928) and the Selecta adjustable showerhead (1956). Today they’re the world’s largest showerhead supplier. (Not to be confused with Grohe, another German company, which was started by Friedrich Grohe in 1936 and makes futuristic-looking faucet sets.)


AMERICAN-STANDARD. It comes from two companies: the American Radiator Company, founded in 1872, and the Standard Sanitary Manufacturing Company, founded in 1875. They merged in 1929 to become the American Radiator and Standard Sanitary Corporation. In 1968 they changed it to “American-Standard.”


Good luck! It’s easier to find gold than to win the lottery.




OOPS!


Everybody enjoys reading about somebody else’s blunders. So go ahead and feel superior for a few minutes.


SMART CAR…DUMB TRUCK “A truck driver hit a Smart car on a motorway then drove for two miles with the tiny vehicle wedged to the front of his HGV—and did not know it was there. Trucker Klaus Buergermeister only stopped when he was flagged down by police, allowing terrified driver Andreas Bolga, 48, to escape. Klaus, 53, said he had only felt a slight bump and added: ‘I could not believe it when I got out and saw there was a car stuck on the front of my truck.’”


—The Express (UK)


(P)OOPS


“A police sniffer dog caused a political stink in South Africa’s parliament after leaving its excrement under of the seat of a prominent opposition leader. The dog feces found under the bench of Inkatha Freedom Party leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi provoked outrage among politicians as some believed it was left there as an insult. One member of parliament demanded a formal apology from the Speaker of Parliament. But a police spokesman said it amounted to a simple call of nature. ‘It was one of our police dogs we use to sweep the premises,’ said Inspector Dennis Adriao. ‘The handler did try to clean it up but missed some of it. Obviously, we have apologized for any embarrassment caused.’”


—Reuters


OOH, THAT STINGS


“A Pasadena, Texas, man who blasted a wasp’s nest with a 12-gauge shotgun was jailed after an errant pellet injured a 5-year-old boy in a nearby apartment. Police Sgt. J. M. Baird said Romeo Gonzalez, 18, fired the gun to break up the nest which was hanging from a tree outside his second-floor apartment. The pellet entered a first-floor apartment and struck David Marban in the thigh. The boy was hospitalized but is expected to recover.”


—CBS News


Technically speaking, coffee is a fruit juice.



ONE OF THESE DAYS, ARNOLD, POW…


“Joe Scarborough, a political commentator for MSNBC, failed to check his facts when he recently reported that California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger had advocated destroying the moon. Citing a British newspaper, Scarborough, a former congressman, quoted Schwarzenegger as saying: ‘If we get rid of the moon, women—those menstrual cycles are governed by the moon—will not get PMS. They will stop bitching and whining.’


“Scarborough then chided Schwarzenegger for insensitivity, saying: ‘I don’t know how it works in Austria, but let me tell you something, friend. Jokes about such matters are not laughing subjects to women in America.’ It turned out, however, that the remarks Scarborough attributed to the Austrian-born governor were actually made by a Schwarzenegger impersonator who regularly appears on the Howard Stern radio show. Eleven days later, Scarborough apologized to viewers and Schwarzenegger for ‘my terrible mistake.’”


—Reuters


WHAT’S COOKING?


“A married couple in Howard, Wisconsin, ducked behind a refrigerator when bullets began exploding in their oven. Police said the husband hid the ammunition and three handguns in the oven before the couple went on vacation out of fear that they would be stolen if someone broke into the house. Upon returning, the wife turned on the oven.”


—USA Today


BRAZIL NUTS


“A gang of prisoners in a Brazilian jail spent months digging a tunnel in a bid for freedom. But they emerged from the tunnel’s end inside the prison yard. The underground escape route, which had reportedly taken the 67 men months to complete, ended just one foot short of the main perimeter wall. Prison guards promptly took the crestfallen prisoners back to their cells, Journal da Globo reported last week. ‘They were so frustrated and we could not hold back our laughter, they were so dumb,’ a guard told the newspaper.”


—The Australian


Bill Clinton is the most widely traveled president in U.S. history.




CHICKEN NUGGETS


We pecked around our library and laid this egg—a page of chicken trivia.


• There are over 150 varieties of domestic chickens. The most common egg-layers are White Leghorns and Golden Comets. The most common poultry varieties are Cornish Cross and Plymouth Rocks.


• Chickens and turkeys can cross-breed. The result is called a turken.


• The short-term egg-laying record was set in 1967 by a White Leghorn in Sri Lanka. She laid 17 eggs in six hours.


• If there’s no rooster in a flock of chickens, one hen will stop laying eggs and crow, assuming the role of protector.


• The chicken is the closest living relative of Tyrannosaurus rex.


• The amount of waste a chicken generates in its lifetime could power a 100-watt light bulb for five hours.


• Chickens are native to Asia. They were spread around the world as an easy food source, and were first brought to North America by Christopher Columbus.


• World record: In 1930 a chicken in New Zealand laid 361 eggs in 364 days.


• Typically, it takes a hen 24 to 26 hours to lay an egg, which hatches in 21 days.


• A chicken’s comb (the decorative head plumage) has a practical function: it keeps the bird cool. There are eight varieties: buttercup, pea, strawberry, V-shaped, silkis, cushion, rose, and single.


• Chickens can’t swallow while they are upside down.


• If a chicken has a white earlobe, its eggs will be white. If it’s earlobe is red, the eggs will be brown-shelled. An exception: Arucana chickens can lay green, pink, and blue eggs.


• Worldwide, chickens outnumber humans.


• World’s largest chicken egg: 16 ounces, laid by a New Jersey White Leghorn in 1956.


• Chickens have 24 distinct cries to communicate to one another, including separate alarm calls depending on what kind of predator is near.


Are you chicken when it comes to chickens? Then you have alektorophobia.




LIFE IN 1902


It’s amazing how much things have changed in 100 years.


Average life expectancy in the United States: 46


Fourteen percent of American homes had a bathtub. Eight percent had a telephone.


Cost of a three-minute phone call from Denver to New York City: $11


There were 8,000 cars in the United States and 144 miles of paved road on which to travel.


Marijuana, heroin, and morphine were all legal and available over the counter at any drugstore.


Speed limit in most cities: 10 mph


Mississippi, Iowa, Tennessee, and Alabama all had larger populations than California.


Average hourly wage in the United States: 22 cents (the average worker made between $200 and $400 a year)


Population of Las Vegas: 30


Ninety percent of doctors in the United States hadn’t attended college.


Leading causes of death in the United States: pneumonia, influenza, tuberculosis, heart disease, diarrhea, and stroke.


Crossword puzzles, canned beer, and iced tea hadn’t been invented yet.


Only six percent of American adults were high school graduates. Ten percent of adults were illiterate.


There were 230 reported murders in the United States.


Ninety-five percent of all births took place at home.


Sugar cost 4¢ a pound, coffee was 15¢ a pound, and eggs were 14¢ per dozen.


Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona, Hawaii, and Alaska were not yet states.


Most women washed their hair once a month and used egg yolks or borax for shampoo.


Eighteen percent of American homes had a full-time servant.


The Eiffel Tower was the tallest structure in the world.


Charles Dickens’s character Tiny Tim was originally called Small Sam.




THEY ARE WHAT YOU EAT


You eat these products and drink a few of them, too. But how much do you know about the people they’re named for?


MRS. PAUL
In 1946 power plant worker Edward Piszek started selling deviled crab cakes in a local Philadelphia bar to earn money while the plant was on strike. “One Friday I prepared 172 and we only sold 50,” he recalled later. “There was a freezer in the back of the bar, so we threw ’em in there. It was either that or the trash can.” A week later the frozen crab cakes still tasted fine, so Piszek and a friend, John Paul, each chipped in $350 and started a frozen seafood business. Piszek’s mother pressured her son to name the company after her…but instead they named it Mrs. Paul’s Kitchens after John’s mom. Piszek bought out his partner in the 1950s but kept the Mrs. Paul’s name. In 1982 he sold the company to Campbell Soup for a reported $70 million.


EARL GREY


In his day Charles Grey, the second Earl Grey (1764–1845) was best known as the prime minister of Great Britain who ended slavery throughout the British Empire. Today he’s better known for the gift he received when a British envoy saved the life of a Chinese government official. The grateful official sent Grey a diplomatic gift of black tea flavored by the oil of a citrus fruit known as bergamot. Grey liked the tea and started serving it in his home; when his supply ran low, he asked his London tea merchant, Twinings, to make more. Guests who enjoyed the prime minister’s tea and wanted some for themselves would go to Twinings and ask for “Earl Grey’s tea.” Today it’s the most popular blend of tea in the world.


DR. LOUIS PERRIER


In 1902 Sir St. John Harmsworth, an English aristocrat, was seriously injured in an auto accident and went to Vergeze, a spa town in France, to recuperate. While there, a local doctor named Louis Perrier had him drink mineral water from Les Bouillens (“bubbling waters”), a natural spring he owned. Its supposed health-giving properties had been touted since the days of the Roman Empire; Harmsworth thought it would make an excellent mixer for whiskey for his friends back home. He bought the spring from Dr. Perrier, renamed it in his honor (who’d drink a mineral water called Harmsworth?), and started bottling it in green bottles shaped like the Indian clubs that Perrier had him swing for exercise. By the 1980s, Perrier was the world’s best-selling mineral water.


A lot of kids have it: Lachanophobia—fear of vegetables.


RUSSELL STOVER


As we told you in The Best of Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader, an Iowa schoolteacher named Christian Nelson invented the world’s first chocolate-dipped ice cream bar in 1921, and at a dinner party someone suggested calling it Eskimo Pie. Here’s another part of the story: The person who came up with the name was Clara Stover, wife of Nelson’s business partner, Russell Stover. The Nelsons and the Stovers made a fortune their first year in business, but after 15 months, others began to copy their idea, nearly forcing them out of business. The Stovers sold their share for $25,000 and moved to Denver, Colorado, where they started making and selling boxed chocolates out of their home. Today Russell Stover Candies is the best-selling boxed chocolate brand in the United States.


DR. ANCEL KEYS


In 1941 the U.S. War Department asked Keys, a University of Minnesota physiologist, to develop a non-perishable, ready-to-eat meal that would be small enough to fit into a soldier’s pocket. Keys went to a local market and looked around for foods that would fit the bill. He came up with hard biscuits, dry sausages, hard candy, and chocolate bars; then he tested his 28-ounce, 3,200-calorie “meals” on six soldiers at a nearby Army base. The meals rated it only “palatable” and “better than nothing,” but they did relieve hunger and gave the soldiers enough energy to engage in combat. The Army threw in chewing gum, toilet paper, and four cigarettes…and named the packets “K-rations” in honor of their creator.


Melbourne, Australia, has an 8 p.m. curfew…for cats.




TOO RISKY FOR GUINNESS


If you make it into the Guinness Book of World Records and somebody breaks your record, your name gets taken out. Turns out there’s another way to get booted from the book.


BY THE BOOK
If you published a book of world records, what kinds of records would you allow into your book? What kinds would you keep out? The people at the Guinness Book of World Records have been asking themselves those questions for more than 50 years.


Founding editors Ross and Norris McWhirter took a conservative approach from the start: anything having to do with hard liquor or sex was out. “Ours is the kind of book maiden aunts give to their nieces,” the brothers once explained. Crime was out, too—the brothers didn’t want readers breaking laws just to get in the book.


As the years passed and the Guinness Book grew into an international phenomenon, a new problem arose: Some categories that were pretty dangerous to begin with—sword swallowing, fire eating, etc.—became more so as the winning records climbed ever higher. Do you remember the “Iron Maiden” category? That’s where a person lies down on a bed of nails, has another bed of nails placed down on top of him, then has hundreds of pounds of heavy weights piled on top of that. There’s a physical limit to how many weights you can pile on a guy sandwiched between two beds of nails before he dies a horrible, crushing death. Sooner or later, somebody trying to get into the book in the Iron Maiden category was going to be killed in the attempt. “We feel that’s something we shouldn’t encourage,” Norris McWhirter said in 1981.


WRITTEN OUT


So in the late 1970s, the Guinness Book of World Records began to close the book on some records that had been around for years.


Pucker up! You use 20 different muscles when you kiss.


“This category has now been retired,” the editors stated after some entries, “and no further claims will be entertained.” A few years later, many such categories disappeared from the book altogether.


That might have been it if not for the fact that the Guinness Book of World Records had changed hands a few times since then, and each new owner has had their own ideas about what should be included in the book. Some categories that were once deemed too dangerous were brought back…though in a few cases the old world records were forgotten or ignored and replaced with new “world records” that didn’t even beat the ones they replaced.


So who’s back in? Who’s still out? What else is new? Here’s a look at how some of the more unusual categories have fared.


IRON MAIDEN


Record Holder: Vernon Craig of Wooster, Ohio, who performed under the stage name “Komar”


Details: Craig set his world record on March 6, 1977, in Chicago, when 1,642 ½ pounds of weights were piled on top of him while he was sandwiched between two beds of nails.


What Happened: In the 1979 edition, Craig’s record appeared with the following note: “Now that weights in Bed-of-Nails contests have attained ¾ of a ton it is felt that this category should be retired. No further claims for publication will henceforth be examined.”


Update: By 2000 the record was reopened for competition; today it’s held by Lee Graber of Tallmadge, Ohio, who beat Komar’s record by 16 ½ pounds, for a total of 1,659 pounds on June 24, 2000. According to Guinness, the hardest part of Graber’s attempt was controlling his breathing, “as he had a lot of weight on his chest and needed to relax to avoid bursting a blood vessel in his head.” (Komar retired his Iron Maiden act in 2000 at the age of 68).


THE LONG SHOWER


Record Holder: Arron Marshall of Rockingham Park, Australia


Details: On July 29, 1978, Marshall stepped into his shower, turned on the water, and did not leave again until August 12, setting a world showering record of 336 hours.


What Happened: In the 1982 edition, his world record appeared with the following disclaimer: “Desquamination [skin peeling off in scales] can be a positive danger.”


Americans spend over 2 billion hours a year mowing their lawns.


Update: The category was closed and unlike the Iron Maiden, as of 2005 it has not been reopened. (Apparently long showers are more dangerous than the Iron Maiden.)


CAR JUMPING OFF A RAMP


Record Holder: Dusty Russell of Athens, Georgia


Details: In April 1973, Russell climbed into his 1963 Ford Falcon, sped up a ramp, and jumped more than 176 feet.


What Happened: The record was still there in the 1981 edition, but in 1982 it was gone.


Update: By 1998 the category was back, but with a slight modification: now a car has to “land on its wheels and drive on afterwards.” On August 23, 1998, an Australian named Ray Baumann set a new record, jumping his car 237 feet.


FIRE-EATING


Record Holder: Jean Chapman of Buckinghamshire, England


Details: On August 25, 1979, Chapman extinguished 4,583 flaming torches using only her mouth. It took her two hours.


What Happened: For the 1982 edition Chapman’s entry was followed with the disclaimer: “Fire-eating is potentially a highly dangerous activity.” The category was later dropped.


Update: By 2004 Guinness was accepting entries in a modified (and presumably safer) fire-eating category: most flaming torches extinguished in one minute. Current record holder: Robert Wolf, who extinguished 43 torches on July 30, 2004. According to press reports, Wolf “finished the very dangerous record attempt without any injury to others and sustained only minor burns to his mouth.”


***


SIX BALD ROCK STARS


• Rob Halford (Judas Priest)


• Fred Durst (Limp Bizkit)


• Moby


• Michael Stipe (R.E.M.)


• Billy Corgan (Smashing Pumpkins)


• Sinead O’Connor


Hitler’s jawbone is reportedly kept in the Russian Federation Archives.




THERE OUGHTA BE A LAW


The syndicated TV show Celebrity Justice asked a slew of celebrities to finish this sentence: There oughta be a law…


“…against people who scrape their silverware on plates. I hate that.”


—Rebecca Romijn


“…against people who get into the ‘10 items or less’ line with more than 10 items and use a credit card where it says ‘cash only.’”


—Samuel L. Jackson


“…against people who make jokes that aren’t jokes. Like when you say, ‘Is today Tuesday?’ And somebody says, ‘All day!’ That’s not a joke. Not funny. Don’t say it.”


—Hank Azaria


“…that if you are a good driver, and you have a reasonable IQ, you should be able to drive any speed you want.”


—Jenna Elfman


“…against honking your horn unless it’s absolutely necessary. Otherwise you’re going to drive everybody crazy, the stress level will come up, people will be fighting in the streets. Don’t honk your horn!”


—Dick Clark


“…against people coming into a meeting, in close quarters, with bad breath.”


—Coolio


“…against people that when they give you your change at the cash register, that they put the dollar down first, and then the change.”


—Elizabeth Perkins


“…that if a guy gets dumped by a woman on national TV, he should get half of everything she owns. I mean that’s how it works in the real world.”


—Charlie, The Bachelorette


“…and a serious fine for people who don’t pick up their dog turd, and I want them to be thrown in jail.”


—Marg Helgenberger, CSI


“…that the whole world sort of adopts Spain’s timetable, where you sort of take the whole day off to relax and have fun.”


—David Arquette


“…that people smile at at least three people every day.”


—Orlando Bloom


The Sun converts over 4,000,000 tons of matter into energy every second.




APRIL FOOLS!


It’s not unusual to find odd-but-true stories in the newspapers these days. But if the date on the paper is April 1…you might want to think twice before assuming it’s true.


In 1998 Burger King ran a full-page advertisement in USA Today announcing the new Left-Handed Whopper. “The new left-handed sandwich will have all condiments rotated 180°, thereby reducing the amount of lettuce and other toppings from spilling out the right side of the burger.”


• In 1993 a group calling itself “The Arm the Homeless Coalition” announced that volunteers dressed as Santa would be stationed outside local malls collecting donations to buy guns and ammo for the homeless citizens of Columbus, Ohio. “There are organizations that deal with food and jobs, but none that train homeless people to use firearms,” a spokesperson told reporters. A few days later three Ohio State University students admitted they’d made the whole thing up.


• In 1959 the Indiana Kokomo Tribune announced that due to budget cuts, the city police department would now be closing each night from 6 p.m. to 6 a.m. Anyone who called the police after hours would have to leave a message on the answering machine, and in the morning a police officer would listen to the messages. “We will check the hospitals and the coroner, and if they don’t have any trouble, we will know that nothing happened,” the paper quoted a police department spokesperson as saying.


• In 1999, just four months after most of western Europe adopted the euro as a standard currency, England’s BBC radio service announced that England was scrapping the national anthem, “God Save the Queen,” in favor of a Euro anthem that would be sung in German. “There’s too much nationalism,” a spokesperson for the EU supposedly told the BBC. “We need to look for unity.”


• In March 1998, the newsletter New Mexicans for Science and Reason published a story claiming that the Alabama state legislature had passed a bill changing the mathematical value of pi from 3.14159 to the “Biblical value” of 3.0. On April 1 a physicist named Mark Boslough came forward and admitted he wrote the article to parody legislative attacks on the teaching of the theory of evolution.


An average water droplet contains 100 quintillion molecules of water.


• At about the same time that Pepsi made a worldwide change from its traditional white soda cans to blue ones in 1996, England’s Virgin Cola announced an “innovation” of its own: its red cans would turn blue when the cans passed their sell-by date. “Virgin strongly advises its customers to avoid ALL blue cans of cola,” the company said in an April 1 newspaper ad. “They are clearly out of date.”


• In 1996 America Online published a report that NASA’s Galileo spacecraft had found life on Jupiter. The following day they admitted they made it up. “Yes, it is a hoax,” an AOL representative told reporters, “but it’s a good one, don’t you think?”


• In 1993 the German radio station Westdeutsche Rundfunk in Cologne broadcast a report that the city had issued a new regulation requiring joggers to run no faster than 6 mph; running faster than that “could disturb the squirrels who were in the middle of their mating season.”


• In 1981 the Herald-News in Roscommon, Michigan, printed a warning that scientists were preparing to release 2,000 “freshwater sharks” into three area lakes as part of a government-funded study.


• In 1980 the BBC broadcast a report that London’s Big Ben was going to be remade into a digital clock and the clock hands would be offered for sale to the first listeners who called in. “Surprisingly, few people thought it was funny,” a BBC spokesman told reporters.


• In 1993 San Diego’s KGB-FM radio station announced that the space shuttle Discovery was being diverted from Edwards Air Force Base to a local airport called Montgomery Field. More than 1,000 people descended on the tiny airstrip, snarling traffic for miles. “I had to shoo them away with their video cameras,” airport manager Tom Raines told reporters. “A lot of them were really mad.”


• In 1981 England’s Daily Mail newspaper published a story about a Japanese entrant in the London Marathon named Kimo Nakajimi who, thanks to an error in translation, thought he had to run for 26 days—not 26 miles. The paper reported that there had been several recent sightings of Nakajimi, but that all attempts to flag him down had failed.


Many residents of Troublesome Creek, Kentucky, have blue skin.




WORD ORIGINS


Ever wonder where words come from? Here are some interesting stories.


EXPLODE


Meaning: Burst or shatter violently


Origin: “This word has a history in the theater, where its meaning was once quite different than it is today. Originally ‘explode’ meant to drive an actor off the stage by means of clapping and hooting. It is made up of the Latin prefix ex- (out) and plauder (to applaud). The word still retains the sense of rejection, such as in the act of exploding a theory—exposing it as false—and, in general use, there is still noise associated with things which explode.” (From Dictionary of Word and Phrase Origins, Volume II, by William and Mary Morris)


FILIBUSTER


Meaning: The use of prolonged speeches to obstruct legislative action


Origin: “From the Spanish filibustero, meaning ‘freebooter’ (which is derived from the Dutch vrijbuter). It was first used in English to designate a pirate or buccaneer in the Caribbean. In the 1850s, the word was used to signify adventurers who took part in illegal expeditions against Cuba, Mexico, and Central America to set up local governments that would apply to the United States for annexation. It was first used as a political term in the U.S. Senate in the late 1800s.” (From An Avalanche of Anoraks, by Robert White)


GOD


Meaning: Deity; creator of the universe; supreme being


Origin: “The term for the deity sometimes is said to derive from ‘good,’ and there is some overlap between the two words. The words have different Indo-European roots, however. God has been traced to gheu-, meaning ‘to call,’ ‘to invoke,’ or ‘to offer sacrifices to.’ Good derives from ghedh- and means ‘to unite,’ ‘to join,’ or ‘bring together.’” (From Devious Derivations, by Hugh Rawson)


Sweet smell of success: The smell of peppermint improves the concentration of office workers.


STRIKE


Meaning: To stop working as a form of organized protest Origin: “First used to describe an event in 1768 when a group of angry British sailors demonstrated their refusal to work by ‘striking’ (taking down) their sails. As a labor term, it was first used in America in 1799 to describe a ten-week walkout by New York shoemakers.” (From Once Upon a Word, by Rob Kyff)


DOODLE


Meaning: Scribble absentmindedly


Origin: “Comes from the German word dudeln, meaning ‘to play the bagpipe.’ The notion seems to be that a person who spends his time playing bagpipes would be guilty of other frivolous time-wasting activities—like scribbling aimlessly on scraps of paper. Although the word has been around for several centuries, it did not come into widespread popularity in the United States until Gary Cooper used it in the famous film Mr. Deeds Goes to Town in 1936.” (From Dictionary of Word and Phrase Origins, Volume III, by William and Mary Morris)


MUMBO JUMBO


Meaning: Confusing language; nonsense


Origin: “The earliest references used capital initials, as Mumbo Jumbo was said to be an African deity. Unfortunately, no one since the 18th century has reported any such deity in any West African tribe. It is possible that mumbo jumbo is a corrupt form of nzambi, Congolese for ‘god.’


“Many explorers dismissed any native god as ignorant superstition. A religious belief in Mumbo Jumbo, a god supposedly invented to scare the womenfolk, was seen as even more nonsensical. Presumably this gave rise to mumbo jumbo in its modern sense of ‘obscure or meaningless talk.’” (From Take Our Word for It, by Melanie and Mike Crowley)


***


Dumb Joke: A man walks into a bar with a slab of asphalt under his arm and says, “A beer please, and one for the road.”


18th-century English sailors wore skirts.




CAR TUNES


Radios are so much a part of the driving experience, it seems like cars have always had them. But they didn’t. Here’s the story.


SUNDOWN
One evening in 1929 two young men named William Lear and Elmer Wavering drove their girlfriends to a lookout point high above the Mississippi River town of Quincy, Illinois, to watch the sunset. It was a romantic night to be sure, but one of the women observed that it would be even nicer if they could listen to music in the car.


Lear and Wavering liked the idea. Both men had tinkered with radios—Lear had served as a radio operator in the U.S. Navy during World War I—and it wasn’t long before they were taking apart a home radio and trying to get it to work in a car. But it wasn’t as easy as it sounds: automobiles have ignition switches, generators, spark plugs, and other electrical equipment that generate noisy static interference, making it nearly impossible to listen to the radio when the engine was running.


SIGNING ON


One by one, Lear and Wavering identified and eliminated each source of electrical interference. When they finally got their radio to work, they took it to a radio convention in Chicago. There they met Paul Galvin, owner of Galvin Manufacturing Corporation. He made a product called a “battery eliminator,” a device that allowed battery-powered radios to run on household AC current. But as more homes were wired for electricity, more radio manufacturers made AC-powered radios. Galvin needed a new product to manufacture. When he met Lear and Wavering at the radio convention, he found it. He believed that mass-produced, affordable car radios had the potential to become a huge business.


Lear and Wavering set up shop in Galvin’s factory, and when they perfected their first radio, they installed it in his Studebaker. Then Galvin went to a local banker to apply for a loan. Thinking it might sweeten the deal, he had his men install a radio in the banker’s Packard. Good idea, but it didn’t work—half an hour after the installation, the banker’s Packard caught on fire. (They didn’t get the loan.)


Wh@t? The @ symbol is 500 years old.


Galvin didn’t give up. He drove his Studebaker nearly 800 miles to Atlantic City to show off the radio at the 1930 Radio Manufacturers Association convention. Too broke to afford a booth, he parked the car outside the convention hall and cranked up the radio so that passing conventioneers could hear it. That idea worked—he got enough orders to put the radio into production.


WHAT’S IN A NAME


That first production model was called the 5T71. Galvin decided he needed to come up with something a little catchier. In those days many companies in the phonograph and radio businesses used the suffix “ola” for their brand names—Radiola, Columbiola, and Victrola were three of the biggest. Galvin decided to do the same thing, and since his radio was intended for use in a motor vehicle, he decided to call it the Motorola.


But even with the name change, the radio still had problems:


• When the Motorola went on sale in 1930, it cost about $110 uninstalled, at a time when you could buy a brand-new car for $650, and the country was sliding into the Great Depression. (By that measure, a radio for a new car would cost about $3,000 today.)


• In 1930 it took two men several days to put in a car radio—the dashboard had to be taken apart so that the receiver and a single speaker could be installed, and the ceiling had to be cut open to install the antenna. These early radios ran on their own batteries, not on the car battery, so holes had to be cut into the floorboard to accommodate them. The installation manual had eight complicated diagrams and 28 pages of instructions.


HIT THE ROAD


Selling complicated car radios that cost 20 percent of the price of a brand-new car wouldn’t have been easy in the best of times, let alone during the Great Depression—Galvin lost money in 1930 and struggled for a couple of years after that. But things picked up in 1933 when Ford began offering Motorolas pre-installed at the factory. In 1934 they got another boost when Galvin struck a deal with the B.F. Goodrich tire company to sell and install them in its chain of tire stores. By then the price of the radio, installation included, had dropped to $55. The Motorola car radio was off and running. (The name of the company would be officially changed from Galvin Manufacturing to “Motorola” in 1947.)


About meat? Carnivores dream more than herbivores.


In the meantime, Galvin continued to develop new uses for car radios. In 1936, the same year that it introduced push-button tuning, it also introduced the Motorola Police Cruiser, a standard car radio that was factory preset to a single frequency to pick up police broadcasts. In 1940 he developed with the first handheld two-way radio—the Handie-Talkie—for the U.S. Army.


A lot of the communication technologies that we take for granted today were born in Motorola labs in the years that followed World War II. In 1947 they came out with the first television to sell under $200. In 1956 the company introduced the world’s first pager; in 1969 it supplied the radio and television equipment that was used to televise Neil Armstrong’s first steps on the Moon. In 1973 it invented the world’s first handheld cellular phone. Today Motorola is one of the second-largest cell phone manufacturer in the world. And it all started with the car radio.



WHATEVER HAPPENED TO…


The two men who installed the first radio in Paul Galvin’s car, Elmer Wavering and William Lear, ended up taking very different paths in life. Wavering stayed with Motorola. In the 1950s he helped change the automobile experience again when he developed the first automotive alternator, replacing inefficient and unreliable generators. The invention led to such luxuries as power windows, power seats, and, eventually, air-conditioning.


Lear also continued inventing. He holds more than 150 patents. Remember eight-track tape players? Lear invented that. But what he’s really famous for are his contributions to the field of aviation. He invented radio direction finders for planes, aided in the invention of the autopilot, designed the first fully automatic aircraft landing system, and in 1963 introduced his most famous invention of all, the Lear Jet, the world’s first mass-produced, affordable business jet. (Not bad for a guy who dropped out of school after the eighth grade.)


Plymouth Rock weighs about 4 tons.




FLUBBED HEADLINES


These are 100% honest-to-goodness headlines. Can you figure out what they were trying to say?


MASSACHUSETTS WOMAN HAS EYE ON KERRY’S SEAT


Four Top Dogs Inducted Into Meat Industry Hall of Fame


Material in Diapers Could Help Make the Deserts Bloom


Study Shows Some Denial From Parents on Ecstasy


MAN KILLED OVER PHONE


Passengers Feeling Airline Crew Cuts


Toronto Suspects Hate Crime


Waterskiing Accident Ruled Accidental


JUDGE NOT CONVINCED MURDER VICTIM IS ALIVE


Men Who Make Inappropriate Advances Should Be Exposed


11 HIGH STUDENTS SCORE PERFECT GRADE


Bonus Permits Enable 809 Hunters to Kill Two Deer


Brief Cooking at Low Heat Recommended For Diabetics


Teacher Strikes Idle Kids


POLICEMAN SHOOTS MAN WITH KNIFE


Astronomers See Colorful Gas Clouds Bubble Out of Uranus


School Bans All Kinds of Nuts on Campus


DEALERS WILL HEAR CAR TALK AT NOON


MINERS REFUSE TO WORK AFTER DEATH


HOSPITALS SUED BY SEVEN FOOT DOCTORS


Youth Steals Funds For Charity


MUSIC INDUSTRY MEETS ON DRUGS


OIL BARGE BREAKS OFF TEXAS


Dodge Says Probe Puts Him in Awkward Position


Porsche owners are more likely to cheat on their partners than any other car owner.




“I SPY”…AT THE MOVIES


You probably remember the kids’ game “I Spy, with My Little Eye…” Filmmakers have been playing it for years. Here are some in-jokes and gags you can look for the next time you see these movies.


THE INCREDIBLES (2004)
I Spy…The computers from 2001: A Space Odyssey Where to Find Them: Animators paid homage to 2001 by making the computer screen displays on Syndrome’s secret island replicas of the ones used in Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 classic film.


THE RETURN OF THE KING (2003)


I Spy…Director Peter Jackson’s arm


Where to Find It: In the tunnel of Shelob, when Sam’s (Sean Astin) arm enters the frame and points the sword at the big spider, it’s not Astin’s arm, it’s Peter Jackson’s.


MONKEY BUSINESS (1931)


I Spy…Sam Marx, father of the Marx Brothers


Where to Find Him: When the brothers are being carried off the ship, dad can be seen behind them sitting on a crate.


SCHINDLER’S LIST (1993)


I Spy…A photograph of Anne Frank


Where to Find It: In the scene where the Nazis are gathering the Jews’ belongings, the camera pans over a pile of photographs; the top one is a picture of Anne Frank, the girl who wrote the famous diary about hiding from Nazis with her family in Amsterdam.


JAWS (1975)


I Spy…Peter Benchley, author of the novel that inspired the film
 Where to Find Him: He’s the TV reporter on the beach talking about Amityville and the shark.


The flashing light on the Capitol Records Tower spells out HOLLYWOOD in Morse code.


BIG FISH (2003)


I Spy…Props from earlier Tim Burton movies


Where to Find Them: During the bank robbery, the door to the vault is the same one that protected the Batsuit in Batman (1989). At the science fair, young Ed Bloom shows off a breakfast machine that first appeared in Pee-wee’s Big Adventure (1985).


FIGHT CLUB (1999)


I Spy…Starbucks coffee cups


Where to Find Them: In every shot, according to director David Fincher, who put the cups there to illustrate the pervasiveness of corporations in our society. “I don’t have anything against Starbucks, per se,” he says, “but do we need three on every corner?”


THE SOUND OF MUSIC (1965)


I Spy…Maria von Trapp


Where to Find Her: The nanny who inspired the story worked as an extra in the scene where Julie Andrews (starring as Maria) sings “I Have Confidence.” There are two Austrian peasant women standing in a doorway—von Trapp is the elder of the two.


CATWOMAN (2004)


I Spy…Former Catwoman Michelle Pfeiffer


Where to Find Her: In a stack of photos labeled “catwomen of history” is a picture of Pfeiffer as Catwoman from the 1992 movie Batman Returns.


SHREK 2 (2004)


I Spy…Justin Timberlake (boyfriend of star Cameron Diaz)


Where to Find Him: When Fiona (Diaz) visits her childhood bedroom, there’s a poster of “Sir Justin” on the wall.


MONTY PYTHON AND THE HOLY GRAIL (1975)


I Spy…Michael Palin’s infant son William


Where to Find Him: In “The Book of the Film” scene, baby William is the photograph of Sir-Not-Appearing-In-This-Film.


Houseflies hum in the key of F.




CAPITAL-ISM


Small towns are flush with pride about their contributions to the world. Here are some places that proudly proclaim themselves “World Capitals.”


SOCK CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Fort Payne, Alabama


Story: There are more than 150 sock mills in the Fort Payne area. Half the local population—6,000 people—produces 12 million pairs of socks each week. It’s estimated that one out of every four feet in America is dressed in a Fort Payne sock.


EARMUFF CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Farmington, Maine


Story: Chester Greenwood invented earmuffs here in 1873 (he was 15 years old). He subsequently opened a factory in Farmington, and business took off when he won a contract to supply them to World War I soldiers. Farmington celebrates Greenwood with a parade on the first Saturday of every December. Everyone and everything, including pets and police cars, wears earmuffs.


COSTUME JEWELRY CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Providence, Rhode Island


Story: In 1794 a Providence resident named Nehemiah Dodge developed a simple, low-cost method of gold-plating. Result: a pirate’s booty in expensive-looking jewelry that almost anyone could afford. Today there are more than 1,000 costume jewelry plants in Rhode Island, most of them in Providence.


CASKET CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Batesville, Indiana


Story: Since 1884, the town has been home to Batesville Casket, the country’s most prolific coffin manufacturer. (The plant churns out one casket every 53 seconds.) The town built around death has a lot of life, including an annual Raspberry Festival and a Music & Arts Festival…but no Casket Festival.


You’re in good company: Abraham Lincoln moved his lips when he read.


COW CHIP THROWING CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Beaver, Oklahoma


Story: The World Championship Cow Chip Throw is held here every April. The town’s registered trademark: King Cow Chip, a cartoon of a dried pile of cow poop wearing a crown.


CORN CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Olivia, Minnesota


Story: Olivia has more corn seed research facilities and processing plants than any other place on earth, and it celebrated that fact in 1973 by erecting a 50-foot-tall statue of a cornstalk. In 2003, the Minnesota senate passed a resolution making Olivia’s claim to the world title official. But don’t confuse Olivia with its corny rival, Constantine, Michigan, which grows 20 percent of the nation’s seed corn. In 2003 the Michigan legislature proclaimed Constantine the “Seed Corn Capital of the World.”


KILLER BEE CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Hidalgo, Texas


Story: Killer bees emerged in the 1950s when some African bees escaped from a South American lab and bred with the local bees, creating a volatile spawn that migrated north. In 1990 they crossed into the United States through Hidalgo. Did the town flee in horror? Nope. They used it to promote tourism. Hidalgo spent $20,000 to build the “World’s Largest Killer Bee,” a 10-foot-tall, full-color bee in the center of town.


SPINACH CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Town: Alma, Arkansas


Story: The Allen Canning Company, based in Alma, cans 65 percent of all American canned spinach—60 million pounds a year—so in 1987, Alma proclaimed itself the Spinach Capital of the World. Their claim was challenged by Crystal Springs, Texas, which said it already was the Spinach Capital, and had been since 1937, when Del Monte opened a spinach canning plant there. Proof: they have a statue of Popeye in the town square. Not to be outdone, Alma built its own Popeye statue, then painted its water tower green, and labeled it the “World’s Largest Can of Spinach.”


Most common woman’s shoe size: 7½.




THE WRIGHT STUFF


Words of bizarre wisdom from one of the most original comics ever—and one of our all-time favorites—Steven Wright.


“Do Lipton employees take coffee breaks?”


“I was stopped once for going 53 in a 35-mph zone, but I told them I had dyslexia.”


“If you saw a heat wave, would you wave back?”


“When I was crossing the border to Canada, they asked me if I had any firearms with me. I said, ‘Well, what do you need?’”


“I have an existential map. It has ‘You are here’ written all over it.”


“If a person with multiple personalities threatens suicide, is it considered a hostage situation?”


“Imagine if birds were tickled by feathers. You’d see a flock of birds come by laughing hysterically.”


“I’d kill for a Nobel Peace Prize.”


“I stayed in a really old hotel last night. They sent me a wake-up letter.”


“When I was a baby, I kept a diary. Recently I was rereading it. ‘Day one: still tired from the move. Day two: everybody talks to me like I’m an idiot!’”


“I Xeroxed a mirror. Now I have two Xerox machines.”


“I’m taking Lamaze classes. I’m not having a baby, I’m just having trouble breathing.”


“I went to a 7-11 and asked for a 2 by 4 and a box of 3 by 5s. The clerk said, ‘ten-four.’”


“I was sad because I had no shoes, then I met a man with no feet. So I said, ‘Got any shoes you’re not using?’”


“It may be that your sole purpose in life is simply to serve as a warning to others.”


“I busted a mirror and got seven years bad luck. But my lawyer thinks he can get me five.”


“I tried to hang myself with a bungee cord. I kept almost dying.”


The wet look: Billy goats trying to attract a mate urinate on their own heads.




TOY FADS


It happens every few years: Some new toy becomes instantly popular, every kid wants it, parents push and shove to buy one, and a company makes millions of dollars. Then, just as quickly, the fad is over.


FAD: Teddy Ruxpin
LASTED: 1985–1988
BACKGROUND: Ken Forsse was a pioneer in animatronics at Disneyland in the 1960s and ’70s, where he designed such innovative robotic displays as the talking figure of Abraham Lincoln in the Hall of Presidents. In the early 1980s he spent $1 million (of his own money) to develop Teddy Ruxpin, a doll in the likeness of a bear that would move his mouth and eyes as he read pre-recorded stories. He got financial backers and started a company, Worlds of Wonder (WOW), specifically to make the dolls.


RISE AND FALL: Teddy Ruxpin debuted in 1985. Despite its high price ($70) WOW couldn’t produce the dolls fast enough and sold $93 million worth of them in the first year alone. A hit TV cartoon show followed and by 1987 Worlds of Wonder had earned $330 million, making it the fastest-growing startup company—of any kind—to date. But by 1988 they were broke. Every toymaker in the business had come out with animatronic dolls by then, and just as quickly as the fad had exploded, it collapsed. By 1988, WOW was $312 million in debt; by 1989 it was out of business.


FAD: Pogs


LASTED: 1992–1996


BACKGROUND: Pogs has its roots in an Hawaiian game from the 1920s. Kids would take fruit juice lids—cardboard disks—and stack them up. Half were one player’s; half the other’s. One player would then toss a heavy coin at the stack, and all the disks that had turned over—landing label side up—were kept by the thrower. The game would continue until one player had all the disks. It was called “Pogs” because of what was printed on the label: P.O.G., an acronym for “passion fruit, orange, guava,” a popular juice combination.


RISE AND FALL: The game was popular for a while, died out, and then came back in the early 1990s. When it started to spread from Hawaii to the rest of the United States and then to Canada, toy companies started making a version. Instead of a juice label, the pogs—still cardboard disks—were adorned with images such as cartoon characters and movie stars. Hundreds of kinds of pogs were available. Thanks to its simplicity and low cost, the game quickly became hugely popular, with sales of more than $1 billion. The “World Pog Federation” even held international championships. But because it was so simple, kids quickly got bored with it. By 1996 it was washed up.


The state capital of Texas has been moved 15 times.


FAD: Chatty Cathy
LASTED: 1959–1965
BACKGROUND: In the late 1950s, Mattel engineer Jack Ryan—previously a missile designer for the U.S. government—designed the first doll with a voicebox that worked by pulling a string. The pull-string activated a tiny record player that played one of 11 phrases at random, including “I love you,” “I’m hungry,” and “Please brush my hair.” The doll was also different in that it didn’t look like a baby—it looked like a little girl, complete with bangs, buck teeth, and freckles. Mattel owner Elliot Handler’s wife, Ruth (the inventor of the Barbie doll), named her “Chatty Cathy.”


RISE AND FALL: Introduced in 1959, Chatty Cathy was immediately a hit. The doll was redesigned in 1963 and given seven more phrases; a new version released in 1964 could speak over 120 phrases. But by then, pull-string talking toys were commonplace and no longer a novelty. An attempt to bring the doll back in 1969 (voiced by Maureen McCormick, Marcia on The Brady Bunch) failed. Chatty Cathy was gone by 1971.


MORE TOY FADS


• Slap bracelets (1980s) Flexible strips of fabric- or plastic-covered metal. Kids “slapped” them on each other’s wrists.


• Super Soakers (1990s) Huge, pump-driven water guns that shot water farther and with more pressure than previous squirt guns.


• Tamagotchi (1997) Handheld plastic eggs with screens that displayed virtual “pets.” Kids had to feed them (by pressing buttons)…or they would “die.”


Uranus is about 19 times larger than Earth (and 20 times more fun to say).




IRONIC, ISN’T IT?


There’s nothing like a good dose of irony to put the problems of day-to-day life into proper perspective.


EYE SPY
William Foster of Tallahassee, Florida, was charged with a hit-and-run in 2004 after striking a pedestrian with his car. Foster says he doesn’t remember seeing or hitting the pedestrian, but he does remember where he was going at the time: he was driving to an optometrist appointment.


RUN FOR THE BORDER


In 2003 Men’s Fitness magazine named Houston “America’s Fattest City.” In 2005 a local bike club tried to change the city’s image by holding a 40-mile bike rally through downtown Houston. To get people to sign up, they offered free beer and tacos at the end of the race.


LOOK WHO’S TALKING


In 2004, 76-year-old game show producer Ralph Andrews filed suit against Dick Clark for age discrimination when Clark refused to hire Andrews to work for his production company, calling him a “dinosaur.” Clark’s age at the time: 74.


DID MY NAME GIVE ME AWAY?


Acting on an anonymous tip, Detroit police pulled over a suspected drug dealer in May 2005. They found 33 pounds of cocaine in the vehicle, for which the drug dealer faces several years in prison. What’s ironic about that? Her name is Denise Coke.


WEB OF DECEPTION


A family values watchdog group called United Confederacy Against the World Wide Web distributed a petition in 2005 with the specific mission of banning the Internet from all American homes. But there’s only one way to sign the petition: by visiting the UCAWWW Web site.


Oregon’s state flag is the only one with a different design on each side.




WHAT DOES IT TAKE?


It takes the average bathroom reader about two minutes to read this page.


• It takes 1,000 yards of linen to wrap an average mummy.


• It takes 50,000 words to use up the lead in one pencil.


• It takes 600 grapes to make one bottle of wine.


• It takes 30 to 40 gallons of maple tree sap to make one gallon of maple syrup.


• It takes 24 to 26 hours for a hen to produce an egg.


• It takes 72 muscles to speak one word.


• It takes eight weeks for the average man to grow a one-inch-long beard.


• It takes one acre of soybeans to produce 82,368 crayons.


• It takes a bushel of corn to sweeten 400 cans of soda pop.


• It takes 25 tomatoes to make one bottle of ketchup.


• It takes one acre of trees one year to remove 13 tons of dust and noxious gases from the air.


• It takes seven years for a lobster to grow to one pound.


• It takes 345 squirts of milk from a cow’s udder to make one gallon of milk.


• It takes 18 hummingbirds to weigh an ounce.


• It takes 42,000 tennis balls for a Wimbledon tournament.


• It takes one bale of cotton to make 1,217 T-shirts.


• It takes one cherry tree to produce enough cherries for 70 pies.


• It takes about 100 cherries to make a cherry pie.


• It takes 2 million visits to 2 million flowers for a honeybee to make one pound of honey.


• It takes five gallons of milk to make a five-pound wheel of cheese.


• It takes a mole one day to make a tunnel 300 feet long.


• It takes 23 seconds for blood to make a complete circuit of the human body.


• It takes a five-mile walk to burn off the calories of one chocolate sundae.


Stop that! Children touch their mouths with their hands about once every three minutes.




CHEDDAR MAN


Everyone wants to know about their family tree. Here’s a great-great-great-great-great-great story about how someone found the longest-lost relative in history.


HOLES IN CHEDDAR
Richard Gough was a retired sea captain living in the village of Cheddar, England, in 1890. Cheddar was famous for its cheese, but it was also beginning to become famous for the beautiful limestone caves that are found inside Cheddar Gorge, an enormous canyon just outside the village. Gough’s uncle had turned one of the caves into a profitable tourist attraction, and Gough wanted to find one to exploit, too. He had his eye on one in particular, but an old woman lived in it, and it wasn’t until she moved away that Gough finally got a chance to explore it.


The cave didn’t look promising at first; it was small and not very interesting. But one of the walls of the cave was made of mud and boulders, not solid rock, so despite knowing nothing about how limestone caves are formed, Gough started digging.


It turned out to be a pretty smart move.


LUCKY STRIKES


Limestone caverns are formed over millions of years as water slowly dissolves underground limestone deposits and washes them away, leaving behind large caverns filled with stalactites, stalagmites, and other beautiful wonders. Underground rivers flow through these caverns, and just as with rivers on the surface, they carry boulders, rocks, silt, and other debris. In places where the caverns narrow, the material can pile up and form a clog, or “choke.”


The wall in the old woman’s tiny cave was just such a choke, and after Gough dug for a while it fell away, revealing a much larger cavern inside. Gough and his sons spent the next eight years excavating other chokes in the cave and uncovering more than a quarter mile’s worth of magnificent chambers. “Gough’s Cave,” as it came to be known, became a huge tourist attraction.


Gough died in 1902, but his sons continued the business. When they started blasting part of the cave floor (to improve drainage) in 1903, they made another discovery: the skeleton of a Stone Age caveman that turned out to be more than 9,000 years old. To this day it remains the oldest intact human skeleton ever found in Great Britain. “Cheddar Man,” as he came to be known, helped turn Gough’s Cave into one of the most popular attractions in England (today it attracts more than 400,000 visitors per year).


TV’s Flipper was played mainly by two female dolphins, Suzy and Cathy.


GETTING TO KNOW YOU


So how much is known about Cheddar Man? The original blasting obliterated whatever artifacts may have been with him, but scientists have learned a few things by studying his bones: Cheddar Man was about 23 years old when he died, stood 5’5”, and had strong teeth, which indicates a healthy diet. There is evidence that he suffered several blows to the head before his death, one of which apparently broke off a tiny piece of bone on the inside of his skull between his eyes. Scientists speculate that the wound may have caused an infection that eventually killed him.


Today Cheddar Man’s bones are in the Natural History Museum in London, where they have been studied repeatedly over the years. But the biggest discovery of all wasn’t made until 1997, when Britain’s HTV network decided to do a series of documentaries on archaeological subjects in the United Kingdom.


A filmmaker named Philip Priestley was hired to direct one of the documentaries, and decided to make Cheddar Man the subject of his film. To make it more relevant to contemporary audiences, he obtained a DNA sample from Cheddar Man’s bones and compared it to DNA taken from villagers living in Cheddar.


BACK TO SCHOOL


Priestley was on a tight budget, so he didn’t want to test any villagers until Oxford University scientists had successfully extracted DNA from one of Cheddar Man’s molars. By then he’d already shot some footage of an archaeologist speaking before an audience of Cheddar schoolchildren. So, to make that footage blend with the footage he still had to shoot, he decided to test the DNA of some of the schoolkids who’d been filmed sitting in the audience. Their history teacher, a man named Adrian Targett, helped Priestley identify which kids came from old Cheddar families.


What is your buccal cavity? Your mouth.


Some of the kids were under the impression that the DNA test involved drawing blood. Targett explained that no big, scary needles were involved—the tester was just going to swab the inside of their cheek. To reassure the kids, Targett had his DNA tested, too.


When all the tests were completed, only one person tested was found to be related to Cheddar Man: Mr. Targett, the history teacher. And how much had the Cheddar Man’s family changed over time? More than 9,000 years later, Mr. Targett still lives within walking distance of the cave.


ALL IN THE FAMILY


Since the discovery Targett has managed to trace his ancestry all the way to 1807. From there his family tree spreads back more than 300 generations to Cheddar Man, who was born in about 7150 B.C. That’s the world’s oldest confirmed family tree, easily beating out the previous record holders—living descendants of the Chinese philosopher Confucius. They can trace their ancestry back 85 generations to Confucius’ great-great-great-great grandfather, who lived in the eighth century B.C.


The discovery of a living descendant of Cheddar Man has ramifications beyond the Targett family, too. Cheddar Man was a member of a clan of hunter-gatherers, who later came into contact with farmers from continental Europe. Historians have long debated whether the hunter-gatherers were pushed aside by the farmers and died out, or whether they picked up farming skills and assimilated with the new arrivals from Europe. The discovery of a living descendant of a hunter-gatherer supports the assimilation theory.


NO BIG DEAL


And what happened to Adrian Targett? One minute he was a history teacher living quietly in a small village in southwest England; the next minute he was making headlines all over the world as a living member of the world’s oldest family tree. How’s he taking it? In stride. “We all have 9,000-year-old ancestors,” he says, “I just happen to know who mine is.”


***


Chinese proverb: “Every family has a skeleton in the cupboard.”


Q: What are shaggy manes, inky caps, sulphur tufts, and pig’s ears? A: Mushrooms.




A TALE OF A WHALE


A good sea yarn is always worth telling—but even more so when it inspired one of the great works of American literature.


CHASING HIS DREAMS
Owen Chase was a happy man. Only 23 years old, he was already first mate on a New England whaling ship, the Essex, out of Nantucket and bound for the South Seas. In 1819 fortunes were made hunting sperm whales and Chase intended to get his share. Led by captain George Pollard, the crew of 21 left port August 12; two years later, more than half the crew would be dead and the Essex a wreck on the bottom of the Pacific.


The voyage started ominously when, two days out of port, a sudden squall knocked the ship over on its side. Although it righted itself after a few minutes, many of the crew began muttering that the voyage was cursed. It took five long months to reach Cape Horn at the tip of South America, and then took five more weeks to sail the treacherous Straits of Magellan. By the time the ship reached the South Pacific, the crew was exhausted and morale was low. Little did they know their ordeal had just begun.


THAR SHE BLOWS


On November 20, 1820, the Essex was sailing 1,500 miles west of the Galápagos Islands when a huge sperm whale appeared off the port bow. To the crew’s stunned disbelief, the giant beast turned and charged the ship. The whale struck the hull with such force that every man was knocked off his feet. Then it swam ahead of the boat, turned around, and rammed full speed into the bow, crushing the thick hull like an eggshell.


In 100 years of American whaling, no ship had ever been attacked by a whale. These sailors were supposed to be the hunters; suddenly they were the prey. Dazed and bewildered, the crew lowered their whaleboats and rowed away from the Essex as quickly as they could, just before it sank. What became of the whale? It had already submerged; they never saw it again.


Twenty percent of all road accidents in Sweden involve a moose.


DESPERATE CIRCUMSTANCES


The situation couldn’t have been bleaker. Twenty men (one had died on the outward journey) bobbed in three small, open boats in the middle of the vast Pacific Ocean. The officers debated which direction to go. To the south and west lay the barely known islands of Polynesia, rumored to be populated by cannibals. To the east lay the Galapagos Islands and the Spanish-controlled coasts of Chile and Peru—civilization. They had about 56 days’ worth of provisions. If all went well, they could just make it.


All did not go well. They ran into vicious storms that pummeled the small boats. Even worse were the dead calms, when they would drift for days at a time with no way to shield themselves from the intense sun. On December 20, they found a small deserted island, but it didn’t have enough food or water to sustain them all. When Captain Pollard insisted they sail on for South America, three men refused and stayed behind. (They probably made the right decision: they were rescued by a passing ship in April.)


On January 12, 1821, Chase’s boat was separated from the others. Two days later, Second Mate Joy became the first to die; four days later another crewman, Richard Peterson, died. Both were buried at sea. By the time Seaman Isaac Cole died on February 8, Chase’s boat had been out of food for days. Chase and the other two remaining men on his boat, Benjamin Lawrence and Thomas Nickerson, decided to eat the dead man rather than throw the body to the fishes. The meat kept them alive for another 10 days, when the British brig (a two-masted ship) Indian rescued them.


TAKE A NUMBER


Captain Pollard and the men on the other two boats were forced to make the same dire decision in order to stay alive: as each shipmate died of dehydration, the others ate his carcass. Four men were consumed in this fashion. Pollard was too weak to help when the other boat, commanded by Obed Hendricks, drifted away, never to be seen again.


By February 1, after weeks at sea, Pollard’s boat ran out of “food” again. Faced with a slow, lingering death by starvation, two crew members suggested they draw lots to decide who should be eaten next. Pollard reluctantly agreed. To his dismay, the short straw was picked by his 17-year-old cousin, Owen Coffin, who was summarily shot by the man with the second-shortest straw. The next meal was provided by Brazillai Ray, who died on February 11. Now only Captain Pollard and crewman Charles Ramsdell were left.


Buckingham Palace was bombed nine times during WWII, with only one fatality.


SAVED


On February 23, 1821, the lookout on the Nantucket whaler Dauphin spotted the drifting whaleboat. When the sailors came up alongside, they found Pollard and Ramsdell, living skeletons, sucking the bones of their dead mates, which, according to the captain of the Dauphin, “they were loathe to part with.” Pollard and Ramsdell had spent 95 days in an open boat and had drifted 3,500 nautical miles.


The five survivors were taken home to Nantucket. Surprisingly, they all went back to the sea. Chase, Ramsdell, Lawrence, and Nickerson all became successful sea captains. Pollard did as well, but was shipwrecked again in 1823, survived again, and then spent the remaining 45 years of his life as a night watchman…on land. Chase not only became a captain, he became an author. In 1821 he wrote a pamphlet entitled Narrative of the Most Extraordinary and Distressing Shipwreck of the Whale-Ship Essex, chronicling his sea adventure. It was a modest success. Poor health forced him to retire from the sea in 1840, and he suffered from chronic headaches the rest of his life. Shortly before his death in 1869, he was found hoarding food in the attic of his home.


CALL ME…HERMAN?


In 1841, 20 years after the wreck of the Essex, Owen Chase’s son, William, was hunting whales in the South Pacific in the same area in which his father’s ordeal had taken place. When a young whaler from another ship peppered him with questions about the whale that sank the ship, William Chase reached into his sea chest and gave the stranger a copy of his father’s pamphlet to read.


The young stranger was Herman Melville. Ten years later he published an epic novel about a Nantucket whaling ship that was rammed and sunk by a huge sperm whale named Moby Dick.


***


“Always be sincere, even if you don’t mean it.” —Harry Truman


Which side are you on? Monkeys have tails, apes do not.




WELCOME TO TEN SLEEP


Sometimes the story of how a place got its name is more interesting than the place itself.


DEADWOOD, SOUTH DAKOTA. Gold was discovered in a nearby gulch in 1875. The gulch’s other feature: a grove of dead trees.


BOWLING GREEN, KENTUCKY. 19th-century lawyers who came to the county courthouse passed their free time playing lawn bowling.


ZIP CITY, ALABAMA. A local resident named it in the 1920s because of all the cars that rushed or “zipped” through it on the way to Tennessee, the nearest place to buy whisky legally.


CASHTOWN, PENNSYLVANIA. Named for the Cashtown Tavern, so-called because the owner accepted only cash.


TEN SLEEP, WYOMING. According to a method of measuring distance by local Indians, the settlement was 10 nights, or “sleeps,” from Fort Laramie, Wyoming.


LADIESBURG, MARYLAND. Early 19th-century settlers were predominantly women, outnumbering men seven to one.


HURRICANE, WEST VIRGINIA. A tornado destroyed a nearby forest in 1774. So why “Hurricane?” Local legend: as the tornado neared, someone yelled to Cain, the town blacksmith, “Hurry, Cain.”


BARGAINTOWN, NEW JERSEY. Named by a land developer to lure settlers with the promise of cheap land.


NOVI, MICHIGAN. The sixth stagecoach stop outside Detroit was marked by a sign reading “No VI.” Most travelers thought it was a word (not an abbreviation and a Roman numeral).


GALVESTON, INDIANA. Probably got its name from Galveston, Texas, but local lore says the town’s founder looked out his window while thinking up a name and saw a “gal with a vest on.”


More romantic than they look: Alligators “snuggle” for days before mating.




Q & A: ASK THE EXPERTS


Everyone’s got a question they’d like answered—basic stuff, like “Why is the sky blue?” Here are a few questions, with answers from the nation’s top trivia experts.


WEIGHTY QUESTION
Q: Why doesn’t pound cake weigh a pound?
A: “Traditionally, it was made with a pound of flour, a pound of sugar, and a pound of butter. That would make three—enough to shatter the pound barrier and cause a crash landing directly on your hips. Incidentally, the same name game is played with cupcakes. The original recipe called for one cup of each ingredient. And you thought it was because they’re baked in those cute little paper cups.” (From Crazy Plates by Janet Podleski)


SICK OF IT ALL


Q: Why do people get sick more often in the winter?


A: “It is not cold feet and wet heads that are the problem, disease experts say, but the fact that human beings are warmth-loving social animals. At least in cold climates, widespread outbreaks of diseases like colds and influenza tend to start in winter months, when people spend more time together indoors in close quarters with the windows shut. The cold months also bring children, those well-known vectors of bacteria and viruses, together in the classroom, where they can pick up infections and take them home to the rest of the family.” (From The New York Times Second Book of Science Questions and Answers by C. Claiborne Ray)


GET A LEG UP


Q: Why do male dogs lift their leg up to urinate?


A: “It isn’t to avoid ‘missing’ and squirting their legs by mistake. It’s to mark territory. Most dogs are compulsive in their habits and have favorite ‘watering holes.’ By lifting a leg, the urine flows up and out much farther, extending the boundaries of the male’s territory. From a dog’s point of view, evidently, the bigger the territory, the better.” (From Why Do Dogs Have Wet Noses? by David Feldman)


Americans buy over 73,000 miles of neckties each year.


THERE’S THE RUB


Q: How does an eraser erase pencil marks?


A: “Look at a pencil mark under a microscope. You’ll see that it’s not continuous; it’s made up of individual black particles, a few ten-thousandths of an inch big, clinging to the paper fibers. The eraser’s job is to pluck them out. It can do that because (a) it is flexible enough to reach in between the fibers and (b) it is sticky enough to grab onto the black particles. But while the eraser is rubbing the paper, the paper’s fibers are also rubbing off pieces of the rubber. The rubbed-off shreds of rubber roll up their collected black particles into those pesky crumbs that you have to brush away.” (From What Einstein Told His Barber by Robert L. Wolke)


TASTES LIKE…SPLEEN?


Q: What’s really in a hot dog?


A: “All manufacturers must list their ingredients on the label. ‘Beef,’ ‘pork,’ ‘chicken,’ ‘turkey,’ etc. can only be used if the meat comes from the muscle tissue of the animal. If you see the words ‘meat by-products’ or ‘variety meats,’ the hot dog may contain snouts, stomachs, hearts, tongues, lips, spleens, etc. Frankfurters once contained only beef and pork but now can legally contain sheep, goat, and up to 15% chicken. Hot dogs are made by grinding the meat with water, seasoning, sweeteners, preservatives, salt, and binders. (From Why Does Popcorn Pop? by Don Voorhees)


CAN I DRIVE 55?


Q: When a speed limit sign is posted, does that speed take effect when the driver sees it or when the driver passes it?


A: “Speed limit signs, whether decreasing or increasing the speed limit, take effect at the time that you pass the sign and not a car length sooner. Yellow speed limit signs are there to warn drivers of potentially dangerous situations, such as sharp curves, requiring a reduction in speed. They are considered ‘advisory,’ but should you crash while maneuvering through one of these areas, you may be cited for reckless driving.” (First Coast News, by Linda Mock)


If a chain letter were never broken, within 15 cycles the entire world would have read it.




OPRAH’S INSIGHTS


Oprah Winfrey’s rise from poverty to wealth, fame, and influence are the source of these inspirational words. (Maybe this will get us in her Book Club.)


“Real integrity is doing the right thing, and knowing that nobody’s going to know whether you did it or not.”


“I don’t think of myself as a poor, deprived ghetto girl who made good. I think of myself as somebody who from an early age knew I was responsible for myself, and I had to make good.”


“Excellence is the best deterrent to racism or sexism.”


“The big secret in life is that there is no big secret. Whatever your goal, you can get there if you’re willing to work.”


“They say getting thin is the best revenge. Success is much better.”


“Think like a queen. A queen is not afraid to fail.”


“Though I am grateful for the blessings of wealth, it hasn’t changed who I am. My feet are still on the ground. I’m just wearing better shoes.”


“My idea of heaven is a great big baked potato and someone to share it with.”


“Be thankful for what you have; you’ll end up having more. If you concentrate on what you don’t have, you will never, ever have enough.”


“I’m black. I don’t feel burdened by it. It’s part of who I am; it does not define me.”


“What we dwell on is who we become.”


“Everyone wants to ride with you in the limo, but what you need is someone who will take the bus with you when the limo breaks down.”


“I always knew I was destined for greatness.”


“Do the one thing you think you cannot do. Fail at it. Try again. Do better the second time. The only people who never tumble are those who never mount the high wire. This is your moment. Own it.”


The junk mail Americans receive in 1 day could provide enough fuel to heat 250,000 homes.




FOUNDING FATHERS


You know the names. Here’s a look at the people behind them.


HOWARD DEARING JOHNSON
In 1925 Johnson opened a soda fountain and pharmacy in Wollaston, Massachusetts. He sold a lot more sodas than pharmaceuticals, so he added beachfront ice cream and hot dog stands. Then in the late 1920s, he remade the business into a restaurant—the first Howard Johnson’s. By 1952 he’d built it into the world’s largest restaurant franchise, with more than 350 around the country (the restaurants’ orange roofs were as famous as McDonald’s golden arches are today). Two years later he opened his first motel. Today the restaurants are gone, the victim of bad management, changing times, and the rise of the fast-food industry. But the hotel chain is still going strong: as of 2005 there are nearly 500 Howard Johnson’s hotels in 14 countries around the world.


JOSEPH BULOVA


In 1875 Joseph Bulova, a 23-year-old immigrant from Bohemia (part of the modern-day Czech Republic), opened a jewelry store in New York City. In 1911 he expanded into clocks and pocket watches, and the following year he opened a watchmaking factory in Switzerland. When Bulova noticed during World War I that pocket watches were beginning to fall out of favor with soldiers, he introduced the product that would eventually make his name a household word: the Bulova wristwatch.


PAUL JULIUS REUTER


In 1849 the telegraph was only ten years old, and there was still no direct telegraph line between the two largest European cities, Berlin and Paris. The German line ended in the city of Aachen; the Paris line ended in Brussels, Belgium, 77 miles away. That year, a German named Paul Julius Reuter came up with the idea of using 45 carrier pigeons to fly stock prices from the Paris stock exchange across the gap to Berlin. The pigeons were fast, delivering news to Reuter’s clients six hours before the trains could. That’s how Reuters News Service began, but even back then Reuter understood that the real money was in sending news by telegraph, not by carrier pigeons. When a cable across the English Channel connected London and Paris in 1851, Reuters transmitted news and stock prices between the two capital cities. Newspapers that subscribed to his service reprinted the information in their papers. As the telegraph system grew, so did Reuters News Service; today it provides news and other information to more than 150 countries and is one of the largest news organizations in the world.


Child-care guru Dr. Benjamin Spock won the 1924 Olympic gold medal in rowing.


DR. JULES BENGUE


In the late 1800s, Dr. Bengue, a French pharmacist, came up with a strong-smelling salve that helped ease muscle pain (the smell comes from menthol and wintergreen oil). In France it sold under the name Baume Bengue, but when it was introduced to the United States in 1898, the spelling was Americanized to Ben-Gay.


JOE JUNEAU


On October 3, 1880, Joe Juneau and another prospector, Richard Harris, made the first major gold discovery in Alaska—they found nuggets “as large as peas and beans” in a stream that came to be known as Gold Creek. The men established a 160-acre town site on the beach alongside the creek, and named it Harrisburgh, after Harris. But at the first town meeting, held the following February, it was decided that there were already too many Harrisburghs in the United States. So they changed the name to Rockwell, in honor of Navy commander Charles Rockwell, whom the government sent to the area to maintain order once the gold had been found. That name lasted until Joe Juneau started complaining that nothing in the area had been named after him, even though he was one of the guys who had discovered the gold. He rallied other miners to his cause, and in 1882 the name of the town was changed to…Juneau.


***


LOVED BY ANYONE?


Patient: Doc, I can’t stop singing “The Green, Green Grass of Home.”


Doctor: That sounds like Tom Jones Syndrome.


Patient: Is it common?


Doctor: It’s not unusual.


A little early for spring cleaning? The word February comes from Latin for “to cleanse.”




IT’S ALL ABOUT ME


Uncle John wants to know why none of these people ever says anything about him.


“I thank you in advance for the great round of applause I’m about to get.”


—Bo Diddley


“Every morning when I awake, the greatest of joys is mine: that of being Salvador Dalí.”


—Salvador Dalí


“I have the stardom glow.”


—Jennifer Lopez


“I am hip-hop. Hip-hop does not happen until I do it.”


—KRS-One


“I’m the stuff men are made of.”


—John Wayne


“Every relationship I’ve been in, I’ve overwhelmed the girl. They just can’t handle all the love.”


—Justin Timberlake


“I don’t mean to be a diva, but some days you wake up and you’re Barbra Streisand.”


—Courtney Love


“My name is Ted f***ing Williams and I’m the greatest hitter in baseball.”


—Ted Williams


“You got to believe in yourself. Hell, I believe I’m the best-looking guy in the world and I might be right.”


—Charles Barkley


“I am beautiful, famous, and gorgeous.”


—Anna Kournikova


“I’m very secure with the fact that I’m not black. I’m white, pink, and rosy. But I’ve got soul.”


—Bono


“I never lie. I believe everything I say, so it’s not a lie.”


—Mark Wahlberg


“I’m the high-priced dog meat that everybody wants, the Alpo of the NBA.”


—Shaquille O’Neal


“To the people I forgot, you weren’t on my mind for some reason and you probably don’t deserve any thanks anyway.”


—Eminem


“After the holocaust, there will still be cockroaches and Cher.”


—Cher


Eeek! The longest one-syllable word in the English language is screeched.




BAD MUSICALS


Plenty of weird concepts make it to the Broadway stage. Some are really successful. Not these.


MUSICAL: Rockabye Hamlet (1976)


TOTAL PERFORMANCES: 7


STORY: Adolescent angst and rebellion are major themes in rock music—and in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. So that would make Hamlet the perfect inspiration for a rock musical, right? Wrong. Originally written as a radio play (under the title Kronberg: 1582), Rockabye Hamlet hit Broadway in 1976 with hundreds of flashing lights and an onstage band. Writers followed Shakespeare’s storyline but abandoned his dialogue. They opted instead for lines like the one Laertes sings to Polonius: “Good son, you return to France/Keep your divinity inside your pants.”


Notable Song: “The Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Boogie.”


MUSICAL: Bring Back Birdie (1981)


TOTAL PERFORMANCES: 4


STORY: A sequel to the 1961 hit Bye Bye Birdie. In the original, teen idol Conrad Birdie sings a farewell concert and kisses a lucky girl before joining the military (it was inspired by Elvis Presley being drafted in the 1950s). Bring Back Birdie takes place 20 years later and couldn’t have been farther from the real Elvis story—Birdie has settled down as mayor of a small town when somebody talks him into making a comeback. The only problem: audiences didn’t come back.


Notable Moment: One night during the show’s brief run, when actor Donald O’Connor forgot the words to a song, he told the band, “You sing it. I hate this song anyway,” and walked off stage.


MUSICAL: Via Galactica (1972)


TOTAL PERFORMANCES: 7


STORY: A band of hippies (led by Raul Julia) travel through outer space on an asteroid in the year 2972, searching for an uninhabited planet on which to settle “New Jerusalem.” The weightlessness of space was simulated by actors jumping on trampolines for the entire show. A rock score would have suited the 1970s counterculture themes, but for some reason songwriters Christopher Gore and Galt McDermot chose country music.


Q: What was the Lone Ranger’s name? (Hint: his first name isn’t Lone.) A: John Reid.


Notable Name: The original title for the show was Up!, but producers changed it because it was being staged at the Uris Theatre and the marquee would have read “Up! Uris.”


MUSICAL: Carrie (1988)


TOTAL PERFORMANCES: 5


STORY: Based on Stephen King’s gory novel about a telekinetic teenager who kills everybody at her high school prom, Carrie was full of bad taste and bad ideas. It’s regarded by many critics as the biggest flop (it lost $8 million) and worst musical of all time:


• Newsday called Carrie “stupendously, fabulously terrible. Ineptly conceived, sleazy, irrational from moment to moment, it stretches way beyond bad to mythic lousiness.”


• The Washington Post likened it to “a reproduction of ‘The Last Supper’ made entirely out of broken bottles. You can’t help marveling at the lengths to which someone went to make it.”


Notable Songs: Carrie’s mother sings about being sexually molested in “I Remember How Those Boys Could Dance,” and Carrie serenades a hairbrush in “I’m Not Alone.”


MUSICAL: Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1966)
TOTAL PERFORMANCES: 0 (Closed in previews)
STORY: It had the highest advance sales of any show in 1966, primarily because of its cast—TV stars Mary Tyler Moore and Richard Chamberlain—but also because audiences expected a light, bouncy stage version of the popular movie. Unfortunately, they got a musical more like Truman Capote’s original novella: dark and tragic. After a disastrous trial run, playwright Edward Albee was hired to rewrite the script. He did little to improve it, removing nearly all the jokes and making Moore’s character a figment of Chamberlain’s imagination. Audiences were so confused that they openly talked to and questioned the actors on stage. The show ran for four preview performances before producer David Merrick announced he was closing it immediately to save theatergoers from “an excruciatingly boring evening.”


Is it a red state? Tomato juice is the state beverage of Ohio.




STRANGE LAWSUITS


It seems people will sue each other over practically anything. We can’t always find the verdicts for these real-life lawsuits, but they’re so funny, we knew they’d make great bathroom reading, anyway.


PLAINTIFF: Norreasha Gill of Lexington, Kentucky
DEFENDANT: Kentucky radio station WLTO-FM
LAWSUIT: In June 2005, Gill was listening to the station when she heard the host offer to give “one hundred grand” to the tenth caller at a specified time. Gill listened for several hours, called at the right time…and won! The next morning she went down to the station to pick up her $100,000, but was told by the station manager that she hadn’t won $100,000—she’d won one Nestle’s 100 Grand candy bar. Obviously, Gill was upset. After numerous complaints, the station offered to give her $5,000, but Gill refused and filed suit, demanding the $100,000 (she’d already promised her kids a minivan). “What really hurts me,” Gill said, “is they were going to get me in front of my children, all dressed up, and hand me a candy bar.”


PLAINTIFF: Luiz Fernandes Peres


DEFENDANT: The Taverna Pub Medieval Bar in Natal, Brazil
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