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OUR “REGULAR”
READERS RAVE!



I receive the Bathroom Reader every year as a Christmas gift from my mother-in-law. I can’t tell you how much our family enjoys them.


—Susie D.


I have read many, many of your Uncle John’s Bathroom Readers over the years, and have enjoyed them very much.


—Ken G.


My dad gave me a copy of Absolutely Absorbing when I went to college in 2000. And I just sent my daughter off to college with Truth, Trivia, and the Pursuit of Factiness!


—Janelle T.


Thank you for making these wonderful books. I read them every day and I learn so much from them. And they are super entertaining.


—Matthew W.


Your books bring my family lots of pleasure.


—Lou B.


Thanks to Uncle John, I always have something to talk about at parent socials. How else would I know about the government-funded study on the effectiveness of human urine fertilizer?


—Julie M.


Being home with the kids is a lot more bearable with a stack of Bathroom Readers around!


—Vince N.


You’re everybody’s uncle!


—Diego L.


I’m nearing the end of the book…and I’m eagerly awaiting the next one.


—Jon L.


My favorite Christmas present is the Bathroom Reader. I give one to myself every year.


—Mike C.










INTRODUCTION



Like most people, when I was a little kid I loved the circus. My favorite part: the sideshow. For me, all those bizarre characters and fascinating oddities relegated to the side of the main show were the main show. That started a lifelong love of all things weird, bizarre, and strange…right up to today.


I also really liked hearing the ringmaster’s voice reverberating throughout the big top, kind of like this (ahem): “Ladies and gentleman, boys and girls, children of all ages! Welcome one and all to the 33rd edition of the Bathroom Reader:
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And let’s not forget the trapeze artists. I was mesmerized by how gracefully they flipped through the air from one to another. I even had a dream of flipping through the air like that myself. (That lasted all of 15 seconds.) Instead, here I am flipping through the manuscript of our latest masterpiece from the safety and comfort of my captain’s chair.


It’s a fun one to flip through, too—especially if you are fond of weirdos. You’ll read about the man who holds the world record for “most pairs of underwear put on in one minute” (and the man who broke that record). Or the oddball artist whose work, Nothing, really was nothing (and it got an award). Or the singer who sued the actress for stealing a chicken named Doggie. Or the scientific study to determine why wombat poops are cube-shaped.


Not into weirdo s? How about heroes—ordinary folks who commit brave acts of derring-do? Like the boy with a rare blood type who grew up to save countless lives, the scientist who brought us the songs of whales, the first woman to ski to the North Pole, the two boys who crossed the country alone on horseback, and the captains who evacuated lower Manhattan by boat on 9/11. And not just heroes, but goats! Yes, we actually have a page of goat facts…and another page of fart facts (both are way more interesting than you’d think).
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That gets to the core of why we put on this circus year after year: to astound and amaze you with a menagerie of little-known facts you won’t find anywhere else, all under one tent. As I often say, it’s not just stuff you didn’t know, it’s stuff you didn’t know you needed to know. You’ll find out why every rainbow is unique to the person who is viewing it, how dress sizes are determined, what people eat for breakfast in other countries, and why you say “big, bad wolf” and not “bad, big wolf.”


You’re also in for a treat if you like origins, including the dune buggy, the beehive hairdo, telephone hold music, sports domes, Bigfoot, and the marine survival suit (which will introduce you to yet another hero who’s saved countless lives).


And it wouldn’t be a Bathroom Reader if we didn’t lift the lid on some persistent myths and scams. Some examples: which popular “vegan” foods aren’t really vegan, how third-party ticket brokers take advantage of you, how a clever public-relations campaign got everyone on the bacon bandwagon, and my personal favorite, the prankster who passed off “Hot Dog Water” as a real product…and people bought it.


Before we get this show started, let me take an opportunity to thank our hardworking cast of word jugglers, research acrobats, and behind-the-scenes roustabouts who, with seeming effortlessness, walk the tightrope between the profound and inane to surprise and delight you with great new things to know:


Gordon Javna


John Dollison


Jay Newman


Brian Boone


Thom Little


Kim Griswell


Gene Stone


J. Carroll


Lidija Tomas


Derek Fairbridge


Nitpicky Vicki


Dan the Man


Aunt Joan


Edward Kenton


Laurie Duncan


Michael Ford


Glenn Cunningham


Mary Gabriel


Drew Papanestor


Linda Fox


John Javna


Otis B. Driftwood


Eustace P. McGargle


Thomas Crapper


And finally, to you, dear reader, here’s a heartfelt THANK YOU. It is because of your insatiable curiosity and continued support that this little trivia-book-series-that-could is still going strong after 33 years. Now it’s time to settle into the comfort of your own seat—wherever it may be—and enjoy the wonder of it all.


And as always, Go with the Flow!


—Uncle John and the BRI Staff
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Are you a pluviophile? That’s someone who enjoys rainy days.













YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION



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


THE JOKER: The Caped Crusader’s archnemesis showed up in Batman No. 1, published in 1940. Comic book writers Bill Finger, Bob Kane, and Jerry Robinson drew their inspiration for the Joker from Gwynplaine, a tragic character who has been disfigured with a permanent grin in Victor Hugo’s 1869 novel The Man Who Laughs. The basic look of the Joker—with his pale skin; haunting, maniacal smile; and swept-back hair—was based on Conrad Veidt’s portrayal of Gwynplaine in the 1928 German silent film adaptation of Hugo’s novel.


ELEVEN: The breakout character from the retro sci-fi show Stranger Things, which debuted on Netflix in 2016, is a mysterious girl who befriends a group of boys who try to help her. When Millie Bobby Brown was cast as Eleven, show creators Matt and Ross Duffer told her, “Basically, you’re going to be an alien.” And not just any alien, said Brown: “They told me that the performance that they wanted me to resemble was E.T.” Both characters are uncertain of their surroundings, don’t speak a lot, and must put their trust into kids. In a first-season episode, Eleven is dressed in a pink dress and blond wig similar to what E.T. wore in the 1982 film.


ARCHIE: Although hugely popular in the 1930s and ’40s, the wholesome Andy Hardy movies starring teenaged Mickey Rooney aren’t very well known today. But a character created to capitalize on that series has lived on. In 1941, a comic book publisher named John Goldwater collaborated with artist Bob Montana and writer Vic Bloom to come up with an Andy Hardy–like teenager that would attract the same fan base. The final Andy Hardy movie bombed in the 1950s, but Archie Andrews has endured, most recently in the hit syndicated series Riverdale.


THE FORCE: In 1963, filmmaker Arthur Lipsett spliced footage from the National Film Board of Canada to create an abstract short film called 21-87. In one audio clip, cinematographer Roman Kroitor, while arguing that humans are more than mere machines, says, “Many people feel that in the contemplation of nature and in communication with other living things, they become aware of some kind of force, or something, behind this apparent mask which we see in front of us, and they call it God.” 21-87 was hugely influential on Star Wars creator George Lucas, and he’s confirmed that the Force, an “energy field…that binds the galaxy together,” is “an echo of that phrase” from 21-87.
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A newborn koala is about the size of a jelly bean.













FATBERGS AND
COFFIN DODGERS



One type of news story that we at the BRI look forward to is the yearly list of new words that were added to the Merriam-Webster and Oxford English Dictionaries. Here are some of the latest.


Adorbs (adj.): short for “adorable”


Bawbag (n.): Scottish slang for “scrotum”


Bigsie (adj.): being or acting arrogant, pretentious, or conceited


Bottle Episode (n.): an episode of a TV series filmed on the cheap (“pulled out of the bottle like a genie”) using regular cast members and existing sets that require no additional preparation


Bougie (adj./n.): too concerned with status and material wealth (short for “bourgeois”)


Chicken-Licken/Chicken Littlin’ (n.): a person who panics easily and spreads fear and alarm to others


Chuggy (n.): a piece of chewing gum


Coffin Dodger (n.): someone seemingly close to death but who lives on and on; formerly applied to heavy smokers of advanced age


Fatberg (n.): a mass of fat and solid waste that collects in a sewer system (from “fat iceberg”)


Goldilocks (adj.): an orbital region around a sun where temperatures are neither too hot nor too cold to support life—in other words, just right


Garbage Time (n.): the final minutes of a game in which one team is so far ahead that the other team has no chance of winning and little-used players are given playing time


Salutogenesis (n.): measuring health according to well-being rather than by disease; a Psychology Today article called it “the best new word” of 2019


Hasbian (n.): a woman who no longer identifies as lesbian


Hophead (n.): a beer aficionado; first used in 1883 as slang for a drug addict, it has a less ominous definition today, thanks to the microbrewery craze


Marg (n.): short for margarita


Mocktail (n.): an alcohol-free cocktail


Pain Point (n.): a feature of a product or service that is annoying to customers


Purple (adj.): geographical areas with a roughly equal number of Democrats (blue) and Republicans (red)


Quillow (n.): a quilt that can be folded into a pocket to make a pillow


Schleppy (adj.): shabby, scruffy, or dowdy in appearance


Zoodle (n.): a long, thin strip of zucchini that resembles a noodle
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It took the telephone 75 years to reach 50 million users. It took the game Pokemon Go 19 days.













THE TURNIP PRIZE



The Turner Prize is the most prestigious award that a visual artist in the United Kingdom can receive. The prize: £40,000. Far less prestigious is the Turnip Prize: a turnip nailed to a block of wood. You have a much better chance at winning a Turnip Prize. Here’s how.


BED, BAR, AND BEYOND


The Turner Prize has been awarded annually since 1984. Early winners were mainly traditional artists in the same vein as namesake British painter J. M. W. Turner (1775– 1851), known for his moody landscapes. Within a decade, however, more avant-garde conceptual artists were getting nominated. A 1999 finalist, for example, was Tracey Emin’s My Bed—an unmade bed in a white room with garbage strewn around it.


Emin’s controversial piece drew a lot of press and dominated the conversation at pubs throughout England, including one in Wedmore, Somerset, where it gave the bartender, Trevor Prideaux, an idea: “We thought, well, if this is art, then we can come up with better sh*t art than that. We called for people to send us…crap art using the least amount of effort possible. It started as a local thing but has gone international.”


That means that anyone—including you—can enter a piece of “crap art” in the contest. Entries are accepted in person each November at the New Inn in Wedmore. Here’s some advice: Even though Prideaux insists that minimal effort go into creating the actual artwork, the more clever and punny your title, the better your chances of winning. And a punny pseudonym doesn’t hurt, either. To give you some inspiration, here are some of the more memorable Turnip Prize winners over the years.


Alfred the Grate: Alfred the Great ruled the Anglo-Saxons in the 890s. Alfred the Grate won the Turnip Prize in 1999. Artist David Stone’s creation: two burned bread rolls on a cooking grate.


Take a Leaf out of My Chook: James Timms’s winning entry for the 2003 Turnip Prize was a bunch of leaves stuffed into a raw chicken.


Dismal And: You’ve probably heard of the anonymous British street artist Banksy. Well, here’s Mr. Bonksy of Bristol, who won the 2015 Turnip Prize for satirizing the satirist’s Dismaland. Banksy’s piece was a two-story replica of a decaying Cinderella’s Castle; Mr. Bonsky created Dismal And by using a black marker to draw an ampersand (&) onto a piece of wood. To better convey the “dismal” theme, he drew a sad face in the top loop. “If you set your sights on the gutter and refuse to work hard,” beamed Mr. Bonksy, “your dreams really can come true.”


Birds Flew:Ian Osenthroat said he tried and failed to win a Turnip Prize several times, maybe because he tried too hard. He finally won in 2005 with Birds Flew, a box of over-the-counter flu medicine sitting in a birds’ nest that he found in his garage.
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When stored in large quantities, pistachios can spontaneously combust.





Torn Beef: “The work took no time at all to create,” boasted Ian Lewis. “I fancied a corned beef sarnie [sandwich], got the tin out of the cupboard, and when trying to open the tin using the allotted key, instead of cutting around the top the key decided to go off in a different direction altogether and tore a big hole in the tin.” Lewis ate the corned beef, submitted the empty can, and won the 2006 Turnip Prize.


Manhole Cover: Having some fun with a double entendre, Frank Van Bough won the 2009 Turnip Prize for presenting two pairs of men’s underwear briefs, the kind with the little opening at the front. (Get it?)


Jamming with Muddy Waters: What do you get when you put some muddy water in a half-empty jar of jam…and then top it off with a bad pun? Jim Drew combined these three ingredients to win the 2011 Turnip Prize.


Play on Words: Percy Long-Prong’s 2013 winning entry was a copy of William Shakespeare’s Macbeth sitting atop The Oxford Everyday Dictionary. It’s literally a play on words. At the awards ceremony, when Prideaux handed out the trophy, he said that the name Percy Long-Prong “will be remembered in art history for no time at all.”


Tea P: In 2007, Bracey Vermin won a Turnip Prize for arranging a bunch of used wet tea bags in the shape of the letter “P.” “I knew the moment I came up with the idea,” she says, “the prize was in the bag.”


Pulled Pork: Receiving our vote for the best pseudonym, 13-year-old Chris P. Bacon won in 2017 for a plastic toy tractor pulling a plastic toy pig. Her artist statement: “My inspiration came from my love of food.”


Staple Diet: Another commentary on “society’s troubled relationship with food” is 2015 finalist Staple Diet. The medium: a staple on a paper plate. The artist: Art Ist.


A Complete Waste of Thyme: An artist who goes by the name Canna B. Bothered was a 2019 finalist for spilling a jar of thyme onto a sheet of paper.


Nothing: Chloe Wilson won in 2001 for nothing. As in, she did nothing. She literally sent in nothing, called it Nothing, and won the Turnip Prize for it.


ONE LAST THING


Nearly every news story announcing the Turnip Prize, year after year, quotes the winner as saying something like, “In recent years I have unsuccessfully entered this competition, but my lack of effort has finally paid off!” Is this sloppy reporting, or are the winners having words put into their mouths by Trevor Prideaux? In the spirit of the Turnip Prize, we’re not going to bother doing the research to find out. Meanwhile, in 2014, Tracey Emin’s My Bed was sold to a private collector for $3 million.
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At the height of the Cold War, U.S. President Ronald Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev agreed to team up in the event of an alien invasion.













OOPS!



Everyone makes outrageous blunders from time to time. So go ahead and feel superior for a few minutes.


BIRD BRAIN CHALLENGE


Released in December 2018, Netflix’s apocalyptic horror film Bird Box was a surprise hit. Sandra Bullock starred as a blindfolded mom who had to protect her two blindfolded children from monsters that provoke anyone who lays eyes on them to commit suicide. As the movie was breaking streaming records, a strange fad emerged: People filmed themselves doing mundane tasks while blindfolded and then posted the results online, using the hashtag #BirdBoxChallenge. Some challenges went way beyond the mundane, however, like the teenage girl who was driving her pickup truck on a busy road in Layton, Utah, and scared her passenger (a teenage boy) by pulling her beanie (wool cap) over her eyes and announcing, “It’s the Bird Box challenge!” Then she veered into oncoming traffic and hit another car. Luckily, no one was seriously injured. Layton Police Lt. Travis Lyman said in a statement that the teen would be charged with reckless driving, and he echoed other law enforcement agencies from around the country with this plea to the public: “Honestly, I’m almost embarrassed to have to say, ‘Don’t drive with your eyes covered.’ But, you know, apparently we do have to say that.”


HIPSTER, KNOW THYSELF


In March 2019, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Technology Review reported on a recent Brandeis University study called “The Hipster Effect: Why Anti-conformists Always End Up Looking the Same.” The MIT article included a stock photo of a typical hipster—complete with a beard, beanie, and flannel shirt. Beneath it was a caption: “Getty Images: Shot of a handsome young man in trendy winter attire against a wooden background.” A few days after posting the article, MIT received the following e-mail:




“You used a heavily edited Getty image of me for your recent bit of click-bait about why hipsters all look the same. It’s a poorly written and insulting article and somewhat ironically about five years too late to be as desperately relevant as it is attempting to be. By using a tired cultural trope to try to spruce up an otherwise disturbing study. Your lack of basic journalistic ethics and both the manner in which you reported this uncredited nonsense and the slanderous unnecessary use of my picture without permission demands a response and I am of course pursuing legal action.”





Gideon Lichfield, editor-in-chief of Technology Review, took the letter very seriously and contacted the stock photo agency. “Getty looked in their archive for the model release,” reported Lichfield, “and came back to us with the surprising news: the model’s name wasn’t the name of our angry hipster-hater.” When the protester was informed of his mistake, he replied, “Wow, I stand corrected, I guess.” He went on to explain that his friends and family all thought it was him, and that he does wear a similar beard, hat, and shirt as the man in the photo. “It just proves the story we ran,” remarked Lichfield. “Hipsters look so much alike that they can’t even tell themselves apart from each other.”
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Technically speaking, if it’s just one strand of spaghetti, it’s called a spaghetto.





ANYONE SEEN A BOX OF GRENADES?


On May 1, 2018, the U.S. Air Force lost a 42-pound box of explosive grenade rounds after it tumbled out of the back of a Humvee somewhere along a six-mile stretch of gravel road connecting two North Dakota missile sites. More than 100 airmen searched the wooded route on foot, to no avail. (It didn’t help that the ammo was stored in a camouflaged container.) It took the U.S. Air Force ten days to alert the public…a few hours after the local police did. Minot Air Force Base spokesman Lt. Col. Jamie Humphries offered a $5,000 reward for information leading to the box’s safe return, and he reassured civilians that the explosives wouldn’t work without an MK19 machine gun grenade launcher. He added that if you do happen to come across the container, don’t touch it—especially if it’s open: “Evacuate the area and call first responders.” No word on whether the grenades were recovered, but two weeks later, a machine gun went missing from the same base. (Fortunately, it was not the kind of gun that can launch grenades.)


SHOCKING REQUEST


“I broke three bones in my left leg and one broke through the skin,” wrote Tyler Uher in September 2019. “I have a slight fracture in my right hand and four minor breaks in my back. I also got a lot of burns from this. I will be out of work for at least eight weeks or more so anything helps. God bless.” Despite the severity of Uher’s injuries, many of the reactions to his GoFundMe page were less than supportive. “What in the name of God were you thinking?” read one comment. Another read, “It’s your fault for doing this.” Doing what? Uher was attending an Ohio University house party when he climbed to the top of an electricity pole. To the cheers of the partiers below, he chugged his beer, tossed the can away, and then for some inexplicable reason grabbed hold of an electrical wire. A bright flash lit up the night and then Uher went flying head over heels before plummeting 30 feet to the ground. He was unresponsive. After he was airlifted to a hospital, he was told to expect a long recovery and a mountain of medical bills. Uher’s fundraiser originally asked for $100,000. After considerable mocking, the amount was reduced to $5,000. As of this writing it had only amassed $1,674. But not all the commenters were mean. One man, who donated $20, wrote, “Thanks for making me feel like less of an idiot.”


And then for some Inexplicable reason, he grabbed hold of an electrical wire.
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Why can’t you buy a hot dog at McDonald’s? Founder Ray Kroc thought they were unhygienic.













ODD EGYPT



Strange facts about the land of the pharaohs.


FELINE FRIENDS: Cats were seen as protectors, and as living embodiments of the half-cat, half-human goddess Bastet, who protected the pharaoh. Cats owned by royalty and nobles were, in some cases, pampered even more than house cats are today: They wore golden collars and often ate off their owners’ plates…while their owners were eating. When the cats died, many were embalmed and buried in special cat cemeteries, or in tombs with their owners. Killing a cat, even by accident, was punishable by death.


ALL IN THE FAMILY: Very few mummified fetuses or infants have been discovered in ancient Egyptian tombs, yet King Tutankhamun (1342–1325 B.C.) had two. They were his two daughters—his only known children. One was stillborn after five to six months of pregnancy; the other survived to full term but died either during or shortly after birth. Had this child lived, she would not have been healthy. Evidence suggests that she had spina bifida (incomplete closing of the spine), scoliosis (an irregularly curved spine), and Sprengel’s deformity (one shoulder blade was higher than the other). These defects may have been due to inbreeding: Tutankhamun’s parents were brother and sister, and he was married to his half-sister Ankhesenamun, with whom he fathered these children. King Tut’s failure to produce an heir brought his family’s dynasty—the Eighteenth Dynasty of Egypt—to an end.


HAVE A SEAT: King Tut was himself severely disabled, also probably because of inbreeding. His right foot was flat, his left foot was clubbed, and there is evidence that he too suffered from scoliosis. In paintings and statues, the boy king’s clubfoot was never shown lest he’d seem weak. But unlike other pharaohs, paintings on the walls of his tomb depict him hunting birds and performing other activities while seated, as well as walking with the aid of a stick. To help him journey to the afterlife, he was buried with at least 130 of his walking sticks, some of which show signs of wear.


GO WITH THE FLOW: The ancient Egyptians’ understanding of how the human body functioned was primitive, at best. Egyptian physicians believed the body functioned much like the Nile River. If the river was blocked from flowing, the crops growing along the fertile shoreline suffered. Therefore, it was necessary to keep the body’s channels flowing as well. For this reason, great emphasis was placed on the use of laxatives—not just when patients were constipated, but any time they were feeling unwell for any reason. Headache? Laxatives. Sore back? Laxatives. These medicines (and many others) were administered using enemas. In the royal court, this was the job of a medical specialist called an iri, which translates as “shepherd of the anus.”
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On average, women’s feet are about 2.8°F colder than men’s feet.













KITCHEN CHEMISTRY



Let’s see what’s going on in the dairy aisle of the supermarket.


Butter: In its natural state, cow’s milk is about 3.5 percent butterfat, in the form of microscopic globules encased in membranes made of lipoproteins. The membranes prevent the fat globules from clumping together. Butter is produced by agitating, or “churning,” the milk. That damages the membranes around the butterfat globules, allowing them to clump together to form what are called “butter grains.” The collected grains are then kneaded and pressed together to make butter. The butter you buy in a store is about 85 percent butterfat and 15 percent water.


Homogenized Milk: If you’ve ever seen a bottle of unhomogenized milk, you may have noticed that the cream in the milk floats to the top of the bottle. This creamy layer is the butterfat, and because it is a fat, it doesn’t mix readily with the rest of the milk, which is water-based. (Kind of like vinegar-and-oil salad dressing.) The homogenization process breaks the fat globules down into smaller sizes that will mix more readily with the rest of the milk. This is done by forcing the milk through tiny holes under great pressure. Once the milk has been homogenized, or made uniform, the butterfat will no longer separate from the rest of the milk.


Pasteurized Milk: Cow’s milk isn’t just food for cows and people, it is also an excellent host for microorganisms. Beneficial microorganisms can be introduced to make sour cream, yogurt, and other products (see below), but harmful organisms, such as the bacteria that cause tuberculosis, can make raw milk deadly. For this reason, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control considers raw milk to be one of the world’s most dangerous foods. Pasteurization is the process in which milk is heated to 161.5°F for 15 seconds to destroy any pathogens, rendering it safe to drink. The process is named for the French biologist Louis Pasteur, who in the 1880s showed that heat could be used to kill unwanted microbes in wine.


Sour Cream: Sour cream was traditionally made by skimming the cream from milk and letting it ferment at a warm temperature. The bacteria that formed thickened the cream and made it more acidic, giving sour cream its distinctive flavor. Today the same process is accomplished more quickly, and under controlled conditions, by adding acid-producing bacteria to the cream.


Yogurt: Unlike sour cream, which is made by fermenting the cream, yogurt is made by adding special bacteria called yogurt cultures to the milk, and letting it ferment. The yogurt cultures convert the lactose, or sugar, in the milk to lactic acid, which in turn acts on the proteins in the milk, thickening it and giving the yogurt its tart flavor.
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In the market for a Rolls-Royce? You can order a new one in any of 44,000 different colors.













BAD CATS



Every few years, Hollywood comes out with a movie so bad that the most entertaining thing about it is the variety of creative ways critics come up with to tell us how bad it is. When it comes to Cats—the ill-fated adaptation of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s hit Broadway musical, rushed to release in December 2019 before the visual effects were even completed—the scathing reviews actually make us want to see it even more.


“From the first shot—of just such a blue moon, distressingly fake, flanked by poufy cat-shaped clouds—to the last, Cats hurts the eyes and, yes, the ears, as nearly all the musical numbers, including ‘Memory,’ have been twisted into campy, awards-grubbing cameos for big-name stars in bad-CG cat drag.”


—Peter Debruge, Variety


“Cats is both a horror and an endurance test, a dispatch from some neon-drenched netherworld where the ghastly is inextricable from the tedious.”


—Justin Chang, Los Angeles Times


“The actual nightmare fuel occurs when human faces are put on tiny mice and Rockette-esque cockroaches.”


—Brian Truitt, USA TODAY


“Describing the plot of Cats makes you feel like you’re on bath salts. (Although not as much as does seeing it play out on screen.)”


—Isaac Feldberg, Fortune magazine


“Anyone who takes small children to this movie is setting them up for winged-monkey levels of night terrors.”


—Ty Burr, Boston Globe


“Of course, cats don’t actually speak. But neither do they sing their little feline hearts out or have oddly unsettling human breasts and faces that make them look like the winner of a Halloween costume contest as the Cowardly Lion.”


—Michael O’Sullivan, Washington Post


“Eager cultists and the psychotropic-minded may lovingly feast on this Cats for years to come, and even children may feel they’ve learned a valuable lesson about the limits of the imagination. But for now (and to borrow its famed tagline, forever), this version is just a big swing and a hiss.”


—Robert Abele, The Wrap


“To assess Cats as good or bad feels like the entirely wrong axis on which to see it. It is, with all affection, a monstrosity.”


—Alison Willmore, Vulture


“I nearly succumbed to the temptation to insert feline-focused wordplay here–‘purr-fectly dreadful’ or ‘a cinematic cat-astrophe.’ But I haven’t the energy, because the movie has sapped my strength.”


—Linda Cook, Quad-City Times
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Mixed message: As of 2017, the Kentucky Coal Mining Museum runs on solar power.





“Once seen, the only realistic way to fix Cats would be to spay it, or simply pretend it never happened. Because it’s an all-time disaster—a rare and star-spangled calamity which will leave jaws littered across floors and agents unemployed.”


—Tim Robey, Telegraph


“Virtually every homeless cat in the world could have been fed with the money Universal spent to make this film, and…there would still be enough left over to fund the animated version that Steven Spielberg pitched several years ago.”


—Rohan Naahar, Hindustan Times


“After an hour of Cats I began to suspect the popcorn they fed us had been laced with a psychotropic drug. The only problem was that I wasn’t actually enjoying myself.”


—John McDonald, Australian Financial Review


“They sing(!), they teleport(?), they rub noses a lot; nobody ever seems to need a litter box.”


—Leah Greenblatt, Entertainment Weekly


“You won’t be able to look away, but you might wish you could forget the ‘memory’ of Cats by the movie’s end.”


—Corey Chichizola, Cinema Blend


“Jennifer Hudson…limps around hemorrhaging snot and looking either miserable or terrified, like she’s been watching the dailies.”


—David Rooney,Hollywood Reporter


“Neither human nor cat, they all look like laboratory mutants put through a Snapchat filter.”


—John Nugent, Empire


“[Director Tom] Hooper’s mistake is that he’s tried to class up the joint. What a blunder! In feline terms, this is a movie without epic hairballs, without rear-end sniffing, without a deep, wounding scratch.”


—Manohla Dargis,New York Times


“Cats feels like it’s already on the way to becoming a new cult classic à la The Rocky Horror Picture Show. I can see it playing forever just so people can see it together and share the wonder, awe, and horror.”


—Jessica Mason, The Mary Sue


[image: Images]


James Corden (who played Bustopher Jones), on filming Cats: “We had one day, which was me, Taylor Swift, Rebel Wilson, Idris Elba, Sir Ian McKellen, and Judi Dench, all shooting a scene together. Now that in itself is quite extraordinary. Then when you add the layer of everybody pretending to be a cat, you really can’t help but feel you’re on some kind of hallucinogenic. You really think for a long time, ‘Are we being punked? Is this real?’ ”
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To date there have been two cosmonauts named Aleksandr Aleksandrov: one from the Soviet Union, and one from Bulgaria.













RESCUED FROM THE TRASH



Do you ever find yourself hemming and hawing when it comes to throwing something away? What if it’s worth more than you realize? What if tossing it out will be the dumbest thing you ever did? These stories might persuade you to hold onto it for a little longer.




A FAMILY’S LIFE SAVINGS





Background: In August 2019, an unidentified man from Ashland, Oregon, became frantic after realizing that he’d mistakenly tossed a shoe box containing $23,000 into his blue recycling bin. He called the city’s recycling service provider and was informed that the truck had already traveled five hours south to the Samoa Resource Recovery Center in Humboldt County, California. When the man called that facility, he was told not to get his hopes up. “We take quite a bit of material every day,” manager Linda Wise told the Press-Democrat, “so the odds of finding that are not much better than a needle in a haystack.” The center often gets frantic calls about mistakenly tossed-out items, but they’re rarely ever rescued.


Rescued: Wise ordered that night’s sorting crew to be on the lookout for a shoebox. Several hours later, just before dawn, workers spotted a tipped-over shoebox on the conveyer belt. When they went to check it, all the bills came tumbling out. Wise said that it’s amazing the cash stayed in the unsecured shoebox for the entire ride over the mountains. The man was ecstatic when she called to tell him the news, and he wasn’t the only one: “Everyone who was on the sorting line was beaming this morning.”




SEVERAL SIGNED NBA SHOES





Background: The original Air Jordans weren’t sold in stores. Nike debuted the shoes during Michael Jordan’s rookie year in early 1984, when he was already being touted as one of the greatest basketball players of all time. Jordan wore those original black-toed shoes in five or so games. Then, after a loss to the Bucks in Milwaukee in February 1985, he signed the size-13 sneakers with the message “My Very Best” and gave them to a ball boy. The ball boy took them to Ron Tesmer, owner of Playmakers, a shoe store at Milwaukee’s Capitol Court Mall. (Bucks ball boys and ball girls would routinely trade signed NBA shoes for a new pair at Playmakers.) Tesmer placed the Air Jordans in a plexiglass display along with other memorabilia, where they remained for more than a decade.


In 1997, Tesmer sold the store, but not the signed shoes—he put them all in a box and locked it in the basement storage room. He returned three years later only to find that the room had been cleared out. A year after that, the mall closed for good. “I had kind of written them off and didn’t think they’d show up again,” said Tesmer.




[image: Images]


Dogs inhale through their nostrils and exhale through those little slits on the sides of their nostrils.





Rescued: Three years after that, as the shuttered mall was being demolished in 2001, a maintenance worker named Larry Awe was tasked with throwing out any items that had been left behind. Among the junk he discovered the box, and inside that box were several signed NBA shoes—including shoes from Larry Bird, Julius Erving, and Shaquille O’Neal. But the Holy Grail was the pair of Air Jordans. “This isn’t going to the dump,” Awe said.


He took the box home and kept it in his basement for nearly 20 years. Then, when his daughter was getting married, he gave the shoes to his future son-in-law, who decided to have them authenticated and valued. Experts confirmed that they were the real deal—one of only three pairs of original Air Jordans known to exist—and they’re worth at least $20,000, perhaps much more. When Tesmer found out in 2019 that his shoe collection had been rescued from the trash, he attempted to stop the auction, claiming the shoes were rightfully his. What happened next is a mystery. The auction was scheduled for late February 2019, but the auction listing simply says “Not Sold.”




A WORLD LEADER’S PERSONAL ITEMS





Background: After Queen Elizabeth II, the most famous Brit of the 20th century is probably Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who helped lead the Allies to victory in World War II. So if you owned a top hat that belonged to Churchill, as well as a box of his cigars and some personal letters, you might want to hold onto them. But for some reason—which remains a mystery—someone who actually did own these items threw them away in early 2019.


Rescued: “I’ve worked [at a garbage dump] for 15 years,” David Rose told the Telegraph, “and I get to pull out whatever I like, mostly antiques.” Rose said he has three sheds full of rescued treasures, but nothing like the Churchill collection that he brought to London for an episode of BBC’s Antiques Roadshow. The appraisers were able to authenticate the collection thanks to the 200 letters that were stored with the top hat and cigars. The letters weren’t written by Churchill himself, but by his personal cook. According to Rose, “She used to write to her son every day about the daily goings of Winston Churchill, what he was getting up to, how he was feeling and just interesting stuff about him.” The collection has an estimated value of £10,000 ($13,000), but its worth goes beyond money; the content of the letters will provide historians with previously unknown aspects of Churchill’s life. (If you’re wondering at exactly which dump the items were found, don’t ask Rose. He said he’s keeping that detail to himself.)




A FAMOUS MOVIE MUSCLE CAR





Background: One of Hollywood’s most memorable car chases took place in the 1968 crime thriller Bullitt, starring Steve McQueen as Lt. Frank Bullitt, who tears up the streets of San Francisco in a Highland Green Ford Mustang GT. Thanks in large part to that 10-minute sequence, the movie won an Oscar for Best Editing, and the muscle car became nearly as famous as McQueen.




[image: Images]


52 million years ago, Antarctica was covered in palm trees.





The Ford Motor Company provided two fastback Mustangs for the film—a “hero car” used for close shots with McQueen, and a stunt car for all the jumps and chases. The hero car was purchased by a private buyer in 1974 for $6,000 and was kept in mint condition. It’s still owned by the same family (who once declined to sell it to McQueen).


But what about the other car? After filming, Warner Bros. sold it to Max Balchowsky, the “wrenchman” in charge of keeping all the vehicles in working order during filming. The stunt car had taken such a beating that Balchowsky deemed it beyond repair. He sent it to a scrapyard to be crushed into a tiny cube.


Rescued: Nearly 50 years later, in 2017, a car collector named Hugo Sanchez purchased two “rotting away” Mustangs for $5,000 from the backyard of a house in Los Cabos, Baja, Mexico. He sent them both—a fastback and a coupe—to a restorer named Ralph Garcia. Ironically, their original plan was to combine parts from both cars to make a re-creation of “Eleanor,” the Shelby Mustang from Gone in 60 Seconds. But there was something about the cream-colored 1968 fastback that caught Garcia’s eye…so he halted the restoration and contacted Ford. After an investigation, it was determined that the vehicle identification number on the junk car matched the stunt car’s VIN. And modifications made to the stunt car further proved that this was the real deal. Sanchez and Garcia took co-ownership of the “Bullitt” Mustang and restored it to its former glory.


How did such a hallowed piece of Hollywood history end up on the southern tip of Baja? No one knows for sure, but it’s obvious that someone at that scrapyard saw something in the wrecked Mustang that Balchowsky hadn’t.




A BEST-SELLING MANUSCRIPT





Background: In the early 1950s, an American minister named Norman Vincent Peale was writing a self-help book. He’d been reading it to his wife, Ruth, every night, but he wasn’t happy with how it was coming out. She said she liked it; he thought she was just being nice. At one point Norman became so discouraged that he threw the book away and forbade Ruth from taking it out of the trash.


Rescued: Ruth complied with his demand, in that she didn’t remove the manuscript from the trash. Instead, she took the entire trash can to her husband’s publisher. He removed the manuscript and read it…and liked it as much as she did. The book went on to sell five million copies. Perhaps you’ve heard of it—it’s called The Power of Positive Thinking.
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Sesame Street’s Cookie Monster has a first name: Sid.













LET’S NAME IT
NAMELESS COVE



Canada—home of poutine, pucks, and a preponderance of peculiar place names.


ONTARIO


Nottawa


Tiny


Pain Court


Crotch Lake


Happyland


Ball’s Falls


Dorking


Pickle Lake


Moose Factory


Ethel


Dummer


Funnybone Lake


Pooh Lake


BRITISH COLUMBIA


Stoner


Salmon Arm


Clo-oose


Spuzzum


Likely


Ta Ta Creek


Hydraulic


Bella Bella


Blubber Bay


Fanny Bay


Poopoo Creek


MANITOBA


Flin Flon


Stupid Lake


Red Sucker Lake


Cranberry Portage


Pilot Mound


NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


Happy Adventure


Cow Head


Bacon Cove


Heart’s Desire


Herring Neck


Red Head Cove


Spread Eagle Bay


Come By Chance


Nameless Cove


Goobies


Dildo


Jerry’s Nose


Ass Rock


Leading Tickles


Billy Butts Pond


Lawn


Tickle Cove


Pee Pee Island


NOVA SCOTIA


Joggins


Meat Cove


Lower Economy


Old Sweat


Sober Island


Mushaboom


PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND


Christopher Cross


Tignish


Lady Slipper


Crapaud


SASKATCHEWAN


Fertile


Radville


Big Beaver


Forget


Uranium City


Nut Mountain


Poor Man


Smuts


Xena


Climax


Eyebrow


Elbow


ALBERTA


Entrance


Cereal


Vulcan


Mirror


Dead Man’s Flats


Seven Persons


Milk River


Head-Smashed-in Buffalo Jump


Little Smoky


Nojack


Westward Ho


Committee’s Punch Bowl


YUKON


Snag


Brooks Brook


Mount Cockfield
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More veggies are grown for cows than for people.













TRIVIA TREK



More than 50 years after Star Trek’s original run (1966–69), there have been eight spin-off series, 13 movies, and hundreds of novels and nonfiction books that dissect every aspect of this still-expanding universe. We’ve delved into these Trek-lopedias to bring you a few fascinating and obscure tidbits from the Final Frontier. Engage!


[image: Images] Mr. Atoz: Played by legendary character actor Ian Wolfe, Mr. Atoz is a librarian in an episode of the original series called “All Our Yesterdays,” which aired in season three. Plot: just before a supernova destroys his planet, Mr. Atoz sends Captain Kirk (William Shatner), Mr. Spock (Leonard Nimoy), and Dr. McCoy (DeForest Kelley) into that planet’s past, where Spock reverts to being emotional and nearly kills McCoy. Just in case it’s not obvious, the librarian’s name is a play on “A to Z.”


[image: Images] Stardate: “Captain’s log, stardate 42108.9.” Do stardates actually mean anything? Not really. The original Trek scriptwriters’ guide simply read, “Pick any combination of four numbers plus a percentage point.” Continuity was required only within each episode. When Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG) debuted in 1987, the stardate was revised to a five-digit number: “The first two digits…are always 41. The 4 stands for 24th century, the 1 indicates first season.” According to one of the first Trek trivia books, 1976’s Star Trek Concordance, creator Gene Roddenberry once explained that stardates are “a function of space as well as time, being influenced by a starship’s position in the galaxy, its course and velocity.”


[image: Images] The Agony Booth: Introduced in the original series episode “Mirror, Mirror,” the Mirror Universe is just like ours, except the good guys are the bad guys. (You can tell because all the men have menacing facial hair.) “The agony booth,” coldly states a bearded Mr. Spock, “is a most effective means of discipline.” The windowed chamber flashes bright lights and makes horrible sounds while whoever’s inside screams in agony. In addition, each Mirror Universe crewmember wears an “agonizer” on his belt. If he violates orders, he gets zapped with his own agonizer! The Mirror Universe and its agony devices have shown up in nearly every Trek incarnation since.


[image: Images] Dr. Arik Soong: Star Trek: Enterprise (2001–05) is about the first starship to carry that name, which embarked in the 2150s. Dr. Soong appears in three episodes of Enterprise as a scientist who was imprisoned for having revived the outlawed Eugenics program. (Back in the 1990s, that program created archvillain Khan Noonien Singh, a superhuman who centuries later will try to destroy the Enterprise in the original series, in the 1982 movie Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, and in the 2013 alternate-timeline reboot, Star Trek: Into Darkness.) Arik Soong is also the grandfather of Noonian Soong, the cyberneticist who will create the androids Data, his evil twin brother Lore (TNG), and the “simpleton” B-4 (2002’s Star Trek: Nemesis). Both Soongs and all three androids were played by Brent Spiner, who first put on the Data makeup in 1987 at age 38, and most recently wore it in 2020 for Picard at age 70.
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The first Civil War battle reenactments were held before the Civil War was even over.





[image: Images] I-Chaya: When Mr. Spock was a boy on Vulcan, he had a pet sehlat named I-Chaya. This fanged, bearlike creature was only mentioned in passing on the original series, and showed up on-screen in an episode of Star Trek: The Animated Series (TAS) called “Yesteryear,” when Spock goes back in time to save his younger self from being killed by a lionlike Le-matya, which is too powerful for Spock’s aging sehlat. Many fans consider TAS, which ran from 1973 to 1974, to be among the best Trek spin-offs, even though the episodes were only half an hour long. What makes it so good? For one thing, most of the cast returned to voice their roles. But as a cartoon, there were no budget constraints, allowing some of the best science-fiction writers of the day to let their imaginations run wild.


[image: Images] The Hengrauggi: In the 2009 reboot Star Trek—which saw young actors take over the original series roles in an alternate timeline—the Hengrauggi is a giant squidlike monster that tries to eat Captain Kirk (Chris Pine) on a frozen planet. There has been speculation that this is the same alien species that destroys New York in the 2008 horror film Cloverfield. J. J. Abrams, who produced both movies, won’t verify that, but both do include the fictional soft drink Slusho, hinting that Cloverfield could actually be in the Star Trek universe (along with his TV shows Alias and Lost, which also feature Slusho).


[image: Images] The Maquis: This fierce band of freedom fighters—or terrorists, depending on whose side you’re on—was inspired by French paramilitaries called Les Maquis, who fought Nazis in World War II. When Star Trek writers were developing Star Trek: Voyager in the early 1990s, they wanted their starship—which gets stranded on the other side of the galaxy—to include Federation officers and Maquis being forced to work together. Rather than waiting for Voyager to air to give the Maquis a backstory, the writers introduced them in several episodes of TNG and DS9.


[image: Images] “Wagon Train to the Stars”: This was how World War II fighter pilot turned cop turned TV writer Gene Roddenberry pitched Star Trek to the networks in 1965. Wagon Train (1957–65) was a top-rated TV show that followed Old West pioneers as they made their way across a new frontier. Although Star Trek’s styles and tones have changed considerably over the years, that’s still—in essence—what this franchise is all about: seeing what’s out there.
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One day after Texas radio station KLUE banned Beatles records in 1966, it was hit by lightning.













THE LAZARUS PILL



Some of the most amazing medical advancements are the ones that are discovered by accident.


LOST…


In 1994, a 24-year-old South African man named Louis Viljoen was hit by a truck while riding his bicycle in a town east of Johannesburg. He suffered severe brain trauma, and doctors warned his mother, Sienie Engelbrecht, that he probably would not survive. Even if he did live, they didn’t think he would ever regain consciousness.


But Viljoen did survive. He was treated at various hospitals until the doctors could do nothing more for him, then he was moved to a rehabilitation center, where he remained in what doctors call a “persistent vegetative state.” One callous physician even referred to him as a “cabbage.”


“His eyes were open but there was nothing there,” Sienie Engelbrecht told the Guardian in 2006. “I visited him every day for five years and we would speak to him but there was no recognition, no communication, nothing.”


Viljoen might have remained in that state for the rest of his life, were it not for the fact that sometimes late at night, he had spasms in his left arm that caused him to claw at his mattress. One of the nurses worried that the clawing might be a sign that he was restless and unable to sleep. She suggested to Engelbrecht that she ask the family doctor for a sleeping pill. The doctor prescribed the popular sleep aid Ambien (Zolpidem), which is sold in South Africa under the brand name Stilnox. Engelbrecht crushed one of the pills into powder, mixed it in a soda, and fed it to Viljoen in a bottle.


…AND FOUND


About 25 minutes passed; then Viljoen did something he hadn’t been able to do since the accident. He made a noise. “Mmmm.” He hadn’t made a sound for five years, Engelbrecht said. “Then he turned his head in my direction. I said, ‘Louis, can you hear me?’ and he said, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘Say hello, Louis,’ and he said, ‘Hello, mummy.’ I couldn’t believe it! I just cried and cried.” When the medication wore off, Viljoen drifted back into a vegetative state, only to improve when given Ambien again. But he made progress over time, and in addition to being able to speak, he learned how to feed himself. Some of his brain damage is permanent, and he will need to live in an assisted living facility for the rest of his life. He will also need to keep taking Ambien…but he’s no longer trapped inside his own body. His is the first documented case of someone with severe brain damage being restored to consciousness by taking Ambien.
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Odds that you’ll get food poisoning in the next 12 months: 1 in 6.





It was very rare for someone in a permanent vegetative state to show progress after such a long time, and Viljoen’s case made a lot of headlines in South Africa. The attention prompted other South Africans to give Ambien to their loved ones in a similar condition. Some of these people made similar recoveries. Not all of them, but enough that in South Africa, Ambien has become known as the “Lazarus Pill” after the biblical character who was raised from the dead.


THE GOOD FIGHT


As word of the unexpected recovery of Viljoen and others like him continued to spread, similar cases began appearing in countries all over the world wherever Ambien was sold. A lot of this progress has been driven by the families of people with severe brain damage who give their loved ones Ambien against the advice of their physicians: When a 23-year-old Australian man named Sam Goddard suffered a series of strokes in 2010 that left him severely disabled and unable to communicate, his physicians refused to prescribe him Ambien…until his fiancée told the doctors a “huge big fat lie,” as she puts it, and said that Goddard needed Ambien to sleep. Only then did he get the sleeping pill, and only then did he recover some of his motor skills and the ability to speak. As he explained to his fiancée, he’d been conscious for months, but was powerless to communicate this to anyone. Now, after 15 months in the hospital, he was well enough to return home.


He’d been conscious for months, but was powerless to communicate this to anyone.


SLEEP MODE


Cases like these have caused doctors to rethink what happens to a person’s brain when they suffer a traumatic brain injury or a stroke. They used to believe that if brain tissue appeared inactive (dark) on brain scans following a stroke or a traumatic brain injury, that brain tissue was dead, and lost for good. But brain scans taken of people like Louis Viljoen and Sam Goddard show that Ambien stimulates some—but not all—of these dark areas to light up again. That means that some of the tissue that was thought to be dead was actually just dormant, and that Ambien somehow wakes it up again.


No one is sure how Ambien does this, and no one knows which brain-damaged patients will benefit from taking the drug and which ones will not. After Louis Viljoen regained consciousness and the ability to speak, his physician, Dr. Wally Nel, administered Ambien to 150 other patients with brain damage. He reported that up to 60 percent of the patients showed signs of improvement. Other studies have shown that the number of patients who benefit may be as low as 6 percent. But in the United States alone, there are an estimated 200,000 people living in a persistent vegetative state. Even if only 6 percent of them will benefit from taking Ambien, that could mean that for 12,000 people, consciousness and a better quality of life may be just a sleeping pill away.
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The UK’s crown jewels are not insured.













SILLY WORLD RECORDS



If it’s your life’s goal to be the holder of a silly world record but you don’t know which one to go for, maybe one of these will spark inspiration. But beware: Once you attain your silly world record, you’ll have to work pretty hard to keep it.


[image: Images] World Record: Spinning a basketball on the end of a toothbrush, while holding the toothbrush in your mouth


Details: According to the official rules, once you balance the basketball on the end of the toothbrush and give it a spin, you can’t touch it. Sound difficult? It is. The first record—13.5 seconds—was set in 2012 by a Welshman named Tom “Conman” Connors. As with most of these records, it didn’t stand for long. A few months later, Thaneshwar Guragai of Nepal kept his basketball spinning for 22.41 seconds. (Both men have amassed quite a “record collection”: Connors owns 16 world records, and Guragai has 13, including an astonishing 444 basketball bounces in one minute.)


Guragai eventually reached 40 seconds with his spinning basketball, only to be bested by another record collector, Dipanshu Mishra of India, who spun his ball for 42.92 seconds. The current record holder: Sandeep Singh Kaila of British Columbia. In January 2019, he kept his basketball spinning on the end of a toothbrush for an amazing 1 minute, 8.15 seconds. “It took two years of very intense practice to get it,” he told Guinness World Records. “I know records are made to be broken, so I have to keep practicing to stay number one.”


[image: Images] World Record: Most blueberries held in the mouth for five seconds without breaking any


Details: David Rush of Idaho has amassed over 100 silly world records, including stacking 30 bars of wet soap on top of each other, and holding 100 lit candles in his mouth. To set the blueberry record, Rush had to best Dinesh Shivnath Upadhyaya of Mumbai, otherwise known as “Maximouth,” who successfully fit 86 blueberries in his maw.


According to the official rules set by Guinness, each blueberry must weigh more than 0.75 gram, and it cannot be crushed once inside the mouth. In June 2019, Rush laid out 150 blueberries on a picnic table and then methodically, strategically, placed each one into his ever-widening jaws. The more he got in there, the harder it became to keep his mouth open, or to keep from gagging—or worse, choking. After blueberry 146, Rush knew that if he’d tried to stuff one more in there, they would all come out at once. So he stopped, and was able to hold all those blueberries in his mouth for the allotted five seconds. Then he carefully spit them out. Several blueberries were broken and therefore disqualified, but he still got the record. If you want to break it, you’ll need to stuff at least 125 blueberries into your pie hole.




IN THE KNOW


The Guinness Book of World Records was born out of a 1954 argument over the fastest European game bird. (It’s the golden plover…according to Guinness.)
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A banana plant can “walk” more than a foot over its lifetime.





[image: Images] World Record: Longest eyelashes


Details: For women in many parts of the world, incredibly long eyelashes are considered a sign of beauty. Some women even get eyelash extensions, which are not allowed in this category for obvious reasons. The first record was set by Canadian Gillian Criminisi, whose longest lash measured 3.18 inches.


Beating that record by nearly two inches is You Jianxia from Shanghai, China. She was featured in the 2017 edition of Guinness World Records for her 4.9-inch-long eyelashes (that’s almost as long as a pen). She said she first noticed that her eyelashes were growing long in 2013, and attributed the excessive growth to “being one with nature.” Do her lashes ever get in the way? “They are a part of my body,” she says, “so I never find them inconvenient.” However, the medical website Health24 warns that “unusually long, dense lashes can be uncomfortable and affect your vision.” Excessive growth is the result of a condition called eyelash trichomegaly, which “may occur in people who have lupus or are being treated for leukemia and AIDS, and is usually a side effect of medication.” Another possible side effect: a world record.


[image: Images] World Record: Tallest mohawk


Details: The mohawk hairstyle is achieved by shaving both sides of the head, leaving a strip of hair on top that extends from front to back. The hairstyle—named for the Mohawk tribe, whose warriors sported the distinctive haircut—was popularized in the late 1970s by the punk rock scene and then made famous by Mr. T in the 1980s.


In 2008, a Nebraska punk rocker named Eric Hahn grew his “Hawk” (as he calls it) to 27 inches, setting the record. Not long after, Stefan Srocka of Germany grew his spiky mohawk to an impressive 31.5 inches. But neither of them stood a chance of holding the record after a Japanese designer named Kazuhiro Watanabe spent 15 years growing his mohawk. When he presented it to the folks at Guinness in New York City in 2013, it required three cans of hair spray to get the record-breaking hairdo to stand at a height of 3 feet, 8.6 inches. (Watanabe isn’t very tall, so when his mohawk isn’t rigid, it reaches down to his knees.)


[image: Images] World Record: Most people dressed up as Smurfs


Details: The Smurfs debuted as a Belgian comic book in the 1950s and peaked in the 1980s as an American cartoon, but they’re still quite popular today. The first world-record Smurf gathering took place in Wales in 2009, when 2,510 people dressed up as either Papa Smurf (with a long white beard, red pants, and red cap), a regular Smurf (white pants and a white cap), or Smurfette, with golden locks and a white dress.




[image: Images]


But would it want to? The human brain can store the memory equivalent of 300 years of TV shows.





Germans in the town of Lauchringen attempted to break the record in 2016, but not enough Smurfs showed up. A second attempt in February 2019 was much more successful, drawing 2,762 Smurfs. According to the rules, all exposed skin must be blue, or the entrant is disqualified. (A few attendees painted their entire upper bodies blue, but most simply wore blue shirts and painted their hands and faces.) The record-breaking Smurf army then paraded through town, singing and dancing to the cartoon’s theme song. All who attended received an official Smurftificate.


[image: Images] World Record: Longest handshake


Details: There’s a whole lotta shakin’ going on in this category. “For the purpose of this record,” says Guinness, “a handshake is a ritual in which two people grasp one of each other’s like hands, accompanied by an up and down movement of the grasped hands.” The first record was set in 2006 at 9 hours, 19 minutes. Two years later, two men from Hawaii, Kirk Williamson and Richard McCulley, upped the record to 10 hours. In 2009, two Minnesota high school students, Nathan Herzberg and Kyle Swanson, also shook hands for 10 hours. Not long after that, John-Clark Levin of New York and a friend shook hands for 10 hours, 10 minutes, and 10 seconds. Then two men from Sydney, Australia—Jack Tsonis and Lindsay Morrison—shook hands for 12 hours, 34 minutes, and 56 seconds. (Wrestler Hulk Hogan was on hand for that one.) That record stood for only a month. Beating them by nearly three hours, John-Clark Levin (again) and George Posner shook hands for 15 hours, 15 minutes, and 15 seconds. A month after that in California, Matthew Rosen and Joe Ackerman broke that record by 15 minutes. In 2011, two sets of handshakers—New Zealanders Alastair Galpin and Don Purdon, and Rohit and Santosh Timilsina of Nepal—shook hands for 33 hours and 3 minutes. That record was broken by Nepalese high school students Dinesh and Pawan Timilsina, whose handshake clocked in at 42 hours and 35 minutes.


In 2016, Matt Holmes, a Denver entrepreneur (who produces a video series called Handshakin), shook Juan Diaz de Leon’s hand for 43 hours and 35 minutes. But did it count? According to the official rules, the handshakers are not allowed to separate at all—not even for bathroom breaks. But in an interview with the blog Galvanize, Holmes said, “The timer stopped at 46 hours, and after we deducted breaks we broke the record by one hour at 43 hours and 35 minutes.” Breaks? Not allowed. So as of this writing, the official record for the longest handshake still belongs to Dinesh and Pawan Timilsina.
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New theory: Prehistoric dinosaurs didn’t roar—they mumbled and cooed.













KNOW YOUR GOATS



World’s fi rst domesticated animals: goats, around 10,000 years ago. First livestock brought to the Americas: goats, brought by Columbus in 1493. Here are some more fascinating facts about the species Capra aegagrus.


Goat milk is more widely consumed across the world than cow’s milk. It’s higher in calcium and vitamin A than moo juice, and it’s also naturally homogenized—which means it doesn’t separate out into different layers. One more bonus: people who are lactose intolerant can drink goat’s milk with no ill effects.


Young goats are called kids. Mother goats recognize their kids not by sight but from each young goat’s distinctive call and scent.


A goat named Sgt. Bill was the mascot of the Canadian Expeditionary Force’s 5th Infantry Battalion during World War I. He is credited for saving the lives of three soldiers by pushing them into a trench moments before a shell exploded next to where they were standing.


President Abraham Lincoln kept two pet goats (named Nanny and Nanko) in the White House. His young son Tad used them to pull him around in a little chariot.


The idea that goats will eat anything—including tin cans—is a myth. They’re foragers who, as they poke around wherever they can with their highly sensitive lips, will eat just about any food source, but mostly plants.


Goats have rectangular pupils that provide vision almost all the way around—in the neighborhood of 340 degrees (out of 360)—which makes them aware of predators. But this unique setup means they’re unable to move their eyes up and down. To look up at the sky or down at the ground, they have to move their entire head.


Adult goat names: a grown female goat is a nanny or a doe, a male goat is a billy or a buck, and a castrated male is a wether.


Like cows, goats have four stomachlike digestion chambers. The second, the rumen, holds up to five gallons of food and breaks down the cellulose in plants. That turns the rumen into a fermenter, which means a lot of gas is produced. Result: goats burp almost constantly.


Mountain goats aren’t really goats—they’re antelopes.


The Tennessee Stiff-leg, also known as a fainting goat, has a genetic trait called myotonia. The goat’s neck and leg muscles completely stiffen when it senses danger…causing it to fall over. It looks like they’re fainting, but they really don’t—they’re fully conscious during those seconds or minutes when the myotonia kicks in.
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It’s technically possible to win Monopoly in just four turns. How? Roll doubles, land on Boardwalk and Park Place,…













THE ADVENTURES OF
“FLORIDA MAN”



In the previous edition of Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader, we included a sampling of real headlines that feature the phrase “Florida Man.” They made us laugh so hard that we had to find more. And we did…but in true Uncle John’s fashion, we also found out how this crazy meme got started.




MAN OF THE HOUR





In 2013, Freddie Campion, an associate editor at GQ magazine, noticed that the state of Florida seemed to produce more than its fair share of oddball news items. He was a fan of the satirical “news” website The Onion, which publishes a lot of made-up news items under the headline “Area Man…” such as “Area Man Locked in Protracted Battle with Sweatshirt Neckhole” and “Area Man Nostalgic for Time When Ads Targeting Him Not as Sad.”


Campion thought the real-life stories coming from Florida were just as entertaining as the fake stories in The Onion, so why not create some buzz around “Florida Man”? “I was just thinking: Florida’s a crazy place. I don’t really know what my reason was, beyond: This doesn’t exist,” he told the Washington Post in 2019, “so why don’t I make it?”


Campion created the @_FloridaMan Twitter account, gave it the tagline “Real-life stories of the world’s worst superhero,” and whenever he came across an odd story with the words “Florida Man” in the headline, he posted a link on the Twitter account. Florida Man caught on: by 2019 the account had more than 400,000 followers…and Campion had begun to have second thoughts about the negative attention he was bringing to the people named in the news items, many of whom struggled with poverty, mental illness, drug problems, or all three. So he retired the account. But the idea lives on, and in March 2019 someone created “The Florida Man Challenge,” in which people google their birthdates and the words “Florida Man” to see who can come up with the craziest headline. Here are some of the real news headlines we dug up.




NEWSMAKERS





February 21: “Florida Man Who Threw Toilet Through Glass Window of a Board of Education Building Arrested While Sitting on Another Toilet”


October 19: “Naked Florida Man Arrested for Beating Peeping Tom to Death. Police Say It Was Not in Self Defense”
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…and build houses/hotels that your opponent then lands on and can’t afford.





July 30: “Florida Man Rode Horse During Attempted House Burglary, Deputies Say”


March 5: “Leaf-burning Florida Man Asks Cops, ‘Did You Find All My Pot?’ ”


November 12: “Florida man driving 90 in a 55 zone ‘needed to get home in a hurry because he was cheating on his wife’ ”


August 16: “Florida Man’s Gun Goes Missing During Orgy”


January 7: “Florida Man Denies Syringes Found in Rectum Are His”


September 5: “Florida Man Goes Viral After Headbanging in a Force 5 Hurricane”


March 30: “Florida Man Accused of Attacking Mom When She Wouldn’t Dress His Mannequin”


October 7: “Florida Man Arrested for Trying to Get Alligator Drunk”


July 18: “Deputies: Florida Man Held Wife’s Lover at Gunpoint, Severed His Penis and Ran Away with It”


February 23: “Florida Man Steals $33,000 Worth of Rare Coins, Cashes Them in Coinstar Machine for $29.30”


February 28: “Florida Man Who Threatened Family with Coldplay Lyrics Ends Standoff after SWAT Promises Him Pizza”


January 6: “Florida Man Wearing ‘Who Needs Drugs? No, Seriously, I Have Drugs’ Shirt Arrested for Possession of Drugs”


August 16: “Florida Man, 55, Arrested at Walmart after ‘Stuffing $7 Bottle of Wine Down Pants, Chugging It All in the Store Bathroom, and Trying to Leave’ ”


August 10: “Florida Man Gets Into Police Chase While on a First Date”


January 4: “Guards Let Florida Man Vape in Prison Because He Helped Them with Their Taxes”


December 25: “Florida Man Worried about Vampires Burns Down His House”


August 26: “Florida Man Gets 30 Months in Prison after Shooting Himself While Drinking”


October 16: “Florida Man on the Lam Arrested after Butt Dialing 911”


June 6: “Florida Man Charged with Pouring Ketchup on Girlfriend”


February 3: “Florida Man Who Had Sex with Dolphin Says It Seduced Him”


September 7: “Deputies: Florida Man Held Woman’s Dog as Ransom for ‘Sexual Favors’ ”


August 13: “Florida Man Accused of Killing Friend Asked iPhone’s ‘Siri’ Where to Hide Body, Court Hears”


July 17: “Florida Man, 23, Arrested for ‘Causing Car Crash, then Tasering Bystander at Accident Scene’ ”


August 21: “Trump-Shaped Ecstasy Pills Bring Charge for Florida Man”


April 30: “Florida Man Attacked [by squirrel] During Selfie with Squirrel”
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Full name of Thing from The Addams Family: Thing T. Thing.













OUR FATHER,
WHO ART IN THE ATTIC



The attic of a house in Amsterdam. A barn in Scotland. A long-forgotten building in Mexico. What do they have in common? They were clandestine houses of worship during times of religious persecution.


A PRIVATE HOUSE (Amsterdam, the Netherlands)


What It Contains: A Catholic church, hidden in the attic of a private house


Details: The Netherlands was ruled by Catholic Spain in the late 1500s, but the Dutch declared independence in 1581 and the Dutch Republic was officially recognized as an independent country in 1648. Roman Catholicism was outlawed from the start, and Calvinism, an austere branch of Protestantism founded by the French theologian John Calvin, became the state religion. Catholic churches were converted to Calvinist churches and Roman Catholics were driven underground, or in the case of a wealthy merchant named Jan Hartman, into his own attic: From 1661 to 1663, he converted the attic of his canal house at 40 Oudezijds Voorburgwal (“Old Front Wall”) into a schuilkerk, or “clandestine church.”


Entrance to the church was gained through a secret door hidden in the wall of Hartman’s living room; from there, worshippers made their way up a wooden spiral staircase into the attic. Wealthy and prominent Catholics sat in pews on the main floor of the church; ordinary people stood around them or in the two galleries overhead. When packed to the rafters—literally—the church could accommodate 150 people. In its day, the secret church was known by the code name “Hart,” for Hartman. But in time it came to be known as the Church of Our Lord in the Attic. It continued serving as a church even after the rights of Roman Catholics were restored in 1795, until the Church of St. Nicholas opened its doors nearby in 1887. The following year, the house reopened as a museum, one that still operates today and that still hosts Mass every Sunday. It is the second-oldest museum in the city and receives more than 85,000 visitors a year.


A HIDDEN BUILDING (Puebla, Mexico)


What It Contained: The Convent of Santa Monica


Details: The building, which sat in the center of a city block completely surrounded by houses, a church, and other buildings, served as the convent for the order of Augustinian Recollect nuns from the early 1680s until the mid-1850s. That’s when reformers in the Mexican government began passing laws that stripped the Catholic Church of its property. Monasteries and convents were abolished, and the priests and nuns who lived in them were forced out into the world. That should have been what happened to the nuns at the Convent of Santa Monica, and for more than 70 years many people must have assumed that was what happened. After all that time, hardly anyone in Puebla even remembered that the building was there. Then in 1934, someone tipped off the police that it was still operational, and that access to the convent could be gained through the back wall of a boardinghouse, one of the buildings that surrounded the old convent. Police raided the boardinghouse and found nothing…at first: then someone moved a vase of flowers that hid a button on the back wall. The button was pushed, a panel opened, and the police found themselves staring into the face of a nun in full habit.
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The duck-billed platypus has no stomach: its esophagus connects directly to its intestines.





The police stormed the convent and found a dark maze of corridors and hidden chapels. Down a spiral staircase, they discovered 39 bare cells with narrow beds made from rough wooden planks. They also found priceless works of religious art, handcrafted lace, and embroidered robes. Fifty Augustinian nuns had been living undetected in the convent since the 1860s. A few trusted sympathizers in the outside world had been passing whatever goods the nuns needed through two secret doors: the one in the boardinghouse, and another in the back of the church. These two secret doors were the convent’s only connection to the outside world.


So…did the Mexican authorities go easy on the nuns who’d stayed so carefully hidden for so long? No—after 250 years of continuous operation, the convent was shut down and the nuns evicted. Today the building serves as Puebla’s Museum of Religious Art. The museum’s collection consists largely of the priceless artwork and other artifacts seized from the nuns.


A LONG BARN (Tynet, Scotland)


What It Contains: St. Ninian’s Catholic Church


Details: St. Ninian’s Church was built at a time when religions other than the state religion were tolerated as long as they were hidden from public view. As in the Netherlands, Roman Catholicism was out of favor and Protestantism was ascendant. St. Ninian’s was constructed in 1755 by a Father Godsman, who bought the original house from a poor woman and added onto it, giving the structure the appearance of a long barn: “an addition for sheep,” the father claimed. The authorities knew it was a church, but because it didn’t have a steeple, or a bell tower, or stained-glass windows, or anything else that might cause offense, it was ignored. It is the oldest surviving Roman Catholic Church built in Scotland after the Protestant Reformation.
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Good boy! Georgia’s official state canine is “an adoptable dog.”













THEY DREAMED IT



If you think people are only creative during their waking hours, you’re dreaming.




DREAMER: Paul McCartney





STORY: During one “restless night” in 1968, McCartney had a dream about his mother, Mary McCartney, who’d died in 1956. “She came to me in the dream and it was as if she could see that I was troubled. And she sort of said to me, she said, ‘Let it be.’ ” When he woke up, he immediately started writing “Let It Be,” which begins with the lines “When I find myself in times of trouble / mother Mary comes to me / speaking words of wisdom, ‘Let it be.’ ”




DREAMER: Stephenie Meyer





STORY: Twilight, Meyer’s romantic saga of a vampire who falls in love with a small-town girl, was a publishing phenomenon in the early 2000s. Meyer had never written so much as a short story before she started work on it, the idea for which popped into her head while she slept. “It was two people in kind of a little circular meadow with really bright sunlight, and one of them was a beautiful, sparkly boy, and one was just a girl who was human and normal, and they were having this conversation,” Meyer said in 2010. “The boy was a vampire, which is so bizarre that I’d be dreaming about vampires, and he was trying to explain how much he cared about her and yet at the same time how much he wanted to kill her.” When she woke up, she jotted down every detail she could remember, but not because she thought it could be a book. “I just wanted to remember it.” To date the Twilight series has sold more than 100 million copies.




DREAMER: Jack Nicklaus





STORY: By the end of 1973, the Golden Bear had won all four of golf’s “majors”: the U.S. Open (three times), the Masters (four times), the PGA Championship (three times), and the British Open (twice). But Nicklaus slumped in 1974—he lost tournament after tournament. One night, he dreamt that he was golfing, but he was holding the club slightly differently than how he did in real life…and he hit perfect shot after perfect shot. “When I came to the golf course yesterday morning, I tried it the way I did in my dream, and it worked,” he told the San Francisco Chronicle. “I feel kind of foolish admitting it, but it really happened in a dream.” He stuck with that swing for the rest of his career, which included six more wins at the majors.
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In the Ottoman Empire, a batman was a unit of mass equivalent to 16 lb., 8 oz.













WEIRD AMERICAN COINS



Because change is good…and valuable.


[image: Images] UNIONS


Prior to statehood in 1850, California minted its own coins. After it joined the United States, California adopted U.S. currency, but there wasn’t enough American paper money to circulate out to the far west, and the U.S. Mint wouldn’t issue $50 or $100 coins. By 1877, the currency shortage was so bad that Congress considered issuing two new coins almost solely for California: a $100 coin called the Union, and a $50 coin called the Half Union. The measure failed and neither coin circulated, but two sample Unions and two sample Half Unions were produced, and surfaced with a coin collector in 1910.


[image: Images] BRASHER DOUBLOON


New York didn’t ratify the United States Constitution until 1788. That meant that between 1787 and its official acceptance of American law—and coinage—it could issue its own coins. A New York goldsmith named Ephraim Brasher received a state contract to mint coins out of copper, but he decided to make gold coins instead. Bad idea. The state government rejected his coins…so he kept them. They surfaced over time, and seven are known to still exist. One, the first coin minted in the United States, sold in 2011 for over $7 million.
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It’s kind of odd that the nickel, or 5¢ piece, is worth half as much as a dime, but is physically almost twice as large. It wasn’t always that way. From 1792 to 1873, among the most widely used coins was the half dime. Made of silver, they were worth half a dime, or five cents. When 5¢ pieces made of nickel alloy, or “nickels,” came along in the 1860s, the half dime’s time was up.


[image: Images] THREE-DOLLAR AND THREE-CENT COINS


You’ve heard of silver dollars and $2 bills, but did you know that for 35 years, the U.S. Mint made a $3 gold coin? At the time, the mint also circulated a $2.50 coin, so why the need for a $3 coin? To make buying stamps easier. In the 1850s, the U.S. Post Office lowered the cost of mailing a standard letter from 5¢ to 3¢. To encourage more stamp-buying, the government came up with a $3 coin to make buying 100 stamps simpler. The $3 coin was available—but not used much—between 1854 and 1889…until the price of mailing a letter went down to 2¢. (There were also 3¢ coins—good for one stamp each—jingling in Americans’ pockets from 1851 to 1889.)
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Aboard the Russian Mir space station (1986–2001), cosmonaut rations included vodka and cognac.
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The most commonly used coins are alloys of various metals, but bullion coins are made entirely of precious metal. Four are currently produced in the United States, named for the image on each: the Silver Eagle ($1), the Gold Eagle ($5, $10, $25, and $50—the higher the denomination, the more gold it contains), the Gold Buffalo ($50), and the Platinum Eagle ($100). These are produced by the U.S. Mint, but they don’t circulate, and can’t even be obtained by buying them from the mint. A limited number of each are produced each year, and can be purchased from only a handful of authorized coin dealers. How much do they cost? Not face value, but rather the current value of the metal used to strike it, plus a small “coin production” fee.
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In the 1860s, well over a century before many European states joined together to use a cross-boundary currency called the euro, a few European nations formed the Latin Monetary Union. They established rules for producing gold and silver coins that were minted in different countries, but would be worth the same as one another. The United States almost joined the LMU and made a prototype gold coin in 1879 called the Stella (named for a design that included a stella, Latin for “star”), worth $4. Congress voted against joining the LMU, but the Stella was already in production. By the time production was halted, 425 of the coins had been made. (And the LMU fell apart in the aftermath of World War I.)


[image: Images] ALUMINUM PENNY


Copper prices were on the rise in the early 1970s, to the point where the U.S. Mint was barely breaking even on making pennies out of the metal—meaning it cost about 1¢ to make a 1¢ piece. The agency looked into making pennies out of other substances, including aluminum. A batch of silver-colored aluminum pennies—resembling the Lincoln-faced coin in every other way—were sent out to government officials in 1974 as samples, but the coins seemed flimsy and the idea was dropped. Only one example—the lone survivor of those struck as samples—is known to exist.


[image: Images] FRANKLIN DOLLAR


Just weeks after the signing of the Declaration of Independence and the official birth of the United States as a country, the newly formed federal government wanted to show the world it was for real by striking the first U.S. coins. Founding Father Benjamin Franklin came up with a design for a $1 coin. Circling the edge of the face are the words “Continental Currency” and “1776.” In the middle of the design sits a sundial above the words “mind your business” and the Latin idiom fugio, which translates to “time flies.” The coin was struck in pewter and brass, along with a handful in silver.
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When e-mail was introduced in 1984, the customary signature was “Electronically yours.”
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TO QUOTE MYSELF…


Referring to yourself in the third person is called illeism.
Here are some prime examples.


“Can you smell what The Rock is cooking?”


—The Rock


“More Americans are working. More have health insurance. Incomes are rising. Poverty is falling. Thanks, Obama.”


—Barack Obama


“If you had to leave your children with Bob Dole or Bill Clinton, I think you’d probably leave them with Bob Dole.”


—Bob Dole


“WITHOUT THE FANS, FLOYD MAYWEATHER WOULDN’T BE WHERE HE’S AT TODAY.”


—Floyd Mayweather


“A Lothar Matthäus does not let himself be beaten by his body. A Lothar Matthäus decides on his fate himself.”


—Lothar Matthäus


“DALÍ IS IMMORTAL AND WILL NOT DIE.”


—Salvador Dalí


“You wouldn’t even be hearing about immigration if it weren’t for Donald Trump.”


—Donald Trump


“I think that without sushi there would be no David Hasselhoff, because sushi is like the perfect way of describing the insides of David Hasselhoff. He is like a protein, clean and easy.”


—David Hasselhoff










33’S COMPANY



In honor of Uncle John’s 33rd annual edition, here are some fascinating facts with that special number.


Nuns. At the Convent of Las Descalzas Reales (the Royal Barefooted) in Madrid, the 33 nuns caretake the convent’s 33 chapels.


Sports. Longest winning streak in NBA history: 33 games, by the 1971–72 Los Angeles Lakers.


Philosophy. A study of people over age 40 found that their happiest age was 33. Psychologist Donna Dawson says at 33, “innocence has been lost, but our sense of reality is mixed with a strong sense of hope.”


Racing. Number of cars in the Indy 500: 33 (usually). The racing authorities calculated that a safe distance between cars positioned equally around a track is 400 feet, which allows 33 cars on the 2.5-mile speedway.


Adventure. Explorer Edmund Hillary was 33 years old when he and Nepalese climber Tenzing Norgay became the first people to summit Mount Everest. Hillary later became the third person to reach the South Pole and the first to achieve the exploration trifecta of visiting Earth’s highest peak (Everest) and both the North and South Poles.


Religion. Islamic prayer beads are arranged in sets of 33 to help Muslims count during dhikr, or rituals in which they repeat prayers 33 times.


Freemasons. In Scottish Rite Freemasonry, members can reach any of 33 degrees, or ranks. To symbolize this, their headquarters in Washington, D.C., known as the House of the Temple, is surrounded by 33 columns, each one 33 feet high.


Bones. The human spine contains 33 vertebrae.


Heavy. A cinder block (they’re actually made of concrete, not cinders) weighs 33 pounds. Think about your own weight in cinder blocks, and you might be surprised…or depressed.


History. Some historians believe Jesus was crucified on April 3, AD 33. Reason: the Bible says the Moon turned to “blood” after Jesus died, and the combination of a dust storm and a partial lunar eclipse that occurred that day likely made the Moon appear red.


Freight. In 1915, the cost of mailing a 33-pound package locally was 21¢. (Price to ship it 150 miles: 37¢.)


Disaster. In 2010, 33 miners were trapped in a collapsed mine in Chile. Once rescuers started drilling, it took 33 days to reach them. After a record-breaking 69 days underground, all 33 men were rescued alive on 10/13/10, which adds up to 33—and a happy ending.
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Bees have five eyes—the two large ones you see and three tiny ones on top of the head.













R U IN CRISIS?
TEXT 7-4-1-7-4-1



In its first seven years of operation, the Crisis Text Line has exchanged more than 140 million texts with teens and others in distress in the United States, Canada, and the UK.


GETTING INVOLVED


From 2003 to 2015, Nancy Lublin was the CEO of a nonprofit organization called DoSomething.org, which motivates young people to make positive change in their communities. The organization comes up with ideas for campaigns, such as donating food to food banks, and uses its website and social media platforms to encourage young people to get involved. Its voter registration drive, for example, registered more than 118,000 new voters in 2018 alone, and its “Teens for Jeans” campaign has donated more than a million pairs of lightly used jeans to homeless shelters in the United States.


If you’re the parent of a teenager, you probably already know that their primary means of communicating with their friends is texting. (The average adolescent sends nearly 2,000 texts every month and communicates with their friends more frequently by text than by any other medium of communication, including e-mail, instant messaging, or even face-to-face.) This is how DoSomething communicates with teens, too. But as Lublin and others at the organization discovered, every time they sent out texts to promote one of DoSomething’s campaigns, a few dozen kids would text back, not to talk about the campaign but to talk about problems they were having. Sometimes bullying at school was the issue; other times the texter might have been struggling with a drug problem, an eating disorder, or fighting with a boyfriend, a girlfriend, or a parent. When a texter wanted to talk about their problems, Lublin and her colleagues did whatever they could to help.


A CRY FOR HELP


Then in 2011, one of Lublin’s employees, Stephanie Shih, received some disturbing texts from a young girl who revealed that she was being sexually abused. “He told me not to tell anyone,” the girl explained. A few hours later the texter sent another message: “R U there?” Shih replied with a text asking the girl to identify the abuser. “It’s my dad,” she replied.


Shih texted contact information for an organization called Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN), and encouraged the girl to reach out to them for help. But the girl said she was too afraid to call them. Shih assured her that contacting them was “the right thing to do,” but she never received another text from the girl. To this day, Shih has no idea if the girl ever got the help that she needed.
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Swedish territory includes more than 221,000 islands. Only about 1,000 are inhabited.





Shih printed out the text conversation and showed it to Lublin. It was so upsetting for both of them that a few days later they began working on an idea for a text-based counseling service for teenagers. The idea grew into the Crisis Text Line, a free, 24-hour text hotline that is available to anyone who wants to use it, not just teens. In 2015, Lublin stepped down from DoSomething to work at Crisis Text Line full time.


To contact Crisis Text Line, all a person has to do is text a message to the number 741741. Why was that number chosen? Because 7, 4, and 1 are the numbers on the left side of a cell phone’s keypad, which makes it easy to remember. People who text messages to the number communicate in real time with trained volunteer counselors supervised by paid professionals.


By 2020, Crisis Text Line had exchanged more than 140 million texts.


GROWTH INDUSTRY


In August 2013, Crisis Text Line was quietly launched in two cities: El Paso, Texas, and Chicago, Illinois. Very little was done to promote it, but news spread quickly by word of mouth (well, word of text), and within four months the service was receiving texts from every area code in the United States, giving it a faster rate of growth than Facebook when it first launched. Growth remained strong in the years that followed; by 2020, Crisis Text Line had exchanged more than 140 million texts and had expanded to Canada and the UK, with plans in the works to spread to other countries in Europe as well as South Africa, Australia, and Central and South America.


BODY OF EVIDENCE


Because communication between Crisis Text Line counselors and users of the service is conducted entirely by text, computers can be used to analyze the words and syntax used in each of the millions of texts. This information is used to identify words, phrases, and even emojis that appear most frequently in the most serious cases. By using this method of “machine learning,” as it’s called, Crisis Text Line has identified more than 9,000 words or combinations of words that are predictors of the texter being at high risk of self-harm.


If an incoming text contains the words “numbs” and “sleeve,” for example, analysis of the 140 million earlier texts has shown that there is a 99 percent chance that the texter is either cutting themselves right then or is thinking about doing it. Crisis Text Line’s proprietary software will assign this texter the highest priority—“Code Orange”—and move them to the top of the list of incoming texts, so that they are assigned a counselor ahead of less urgent cases. On average, a Code Orange texter will have to wait just 39 seconds for a counselor to respond to the text, down from a two-minute wait a few years ago. The counselor will be prompted with the message, “99 percent match for cutting. Try asking one of these questions…”
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Only primates, humans, and red pandas can taste artificial sweeteners.





COOLING OFF


The goal of these counseling sessions is to move the texters from “hot moments” to “cool moments,” as Lublin puts it, by listening to the texter, working with them to explore solutions to their problem, and referring them to resources that are available in their own community. In about 1 percent of cases, the counselor will decide that the texter is at serious risk of self-harm or suicide, and will initiate what is called an “active rescue” by asking the texter for their address—“if you’re texting a text line, you want help,” Lublin explains—and calling the local police or 911. Over the years the service has gotten so good at identifying high-risk cases that 86 percent of suicidal cases are identified within the first couple of texts.


JUST YOU AND ME


Texting with a crisis counselor, rather than talking to them on the phone, may sound odd to anyone who isn’t a teenager, but it does offer a number of advantages over calling. It’s more private, since there’s no risk of anyone overhearing your conversation. And you can text with counselors anywhere, anytime. Traffic at the Crisis Text Line spikes every weekday around noon, because teenagers text with counselors during lunchtime at school. As far as anyone else in the cafeteria can tell, the texter appears to be texting a friend. And the service is completely anonymous: because Crisis Text Line counselors interact with texters indirectly, through the text line’s software, they don’t even know the phone number of the person they are texting with.


AT EASE


Crisis Text Line may have started out as a service for teenagers, but it hasn’t remained that way. Anyone can text the service, and over the years it has become popular with military veterans and even active-duty service members, among others. Vets and service members also volunteer as counselors, and they’ve become an important and valuable resource, Lublin says. “When we spike in volume and it becomes really hectic, it’s the veterans who step up and say, ‘We got this. We can do this.’ They’re amazing,” she told the Military Times in 2016. “It’s incredible to watch. They really are some of my favorite people.”


To learn more about Crisis Text Line, turn to page 231.
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They need a law? In Indiana, it’s illegal to tattoo a person’s eyeballs.













IT’S IN THE CARDS



Even if you don’t tell fortunes using tarot cards, they’re certainly interesting to look at. How much do you know about them?


PLAYING WITH A FULL DECK


If you had to guess, which deck of cards would you say is older—ordinary playing cards or tarot cards? The artwork on tarot cards looks older, so it’s reasonable to think that they may have been invented first. But if that’s what you guessed, you’re wrong. Decks of playing cards divided into four suits date back to around AD 1000 in Asia; they arrived in Europe sometime in the 1300s. Tarot cards only date to the late 1400s and are believed to have been invented in Italy. Surprisingly, they were originally used to play card games, including one called tarocchi that was similar to bridge. In France the game was called tarot, which is how the cards get their name. Telling fortunes with the cards didn’t become popular until the late 1700s.


A standard deck of tarot cards contains 78 cards. Fifty-six of those are divided into four suits of 14 cards each, called the minor arcana (lesser secrets) cards. Each suit has 10 numbered cards plus king, queen, knight, and page/jack cards. The remaining 22 cards have no suits and are called the major arcana (greater secrets), or trump cards. The major arcana are numbered from 1 to 21; the 22nd card is the Fool and is not numbered.


TAKE YOUR PICK


The most widely used deck of tarot cards is known as the Rider-Waite deck. It was created by the British poet and mystic A. E. Waite using the artwork of a British artist named Pamela Colman Smith. The deck was first published by London printer William Rider & Son in 1909. It’s the most popular deck of tarot cards ever produced. It is still sold today and has never gone out of print. When you picture tarot cards in your head, there’s a good chance the images that come to mind are from the Rider-Waite deck.


Even if you don’t use them to play tarochi or to predict the future, tarot cards can be an enjoyable and very collectible form of portable artwork. The style and variety of decks are almost endless, ranging from the weird and occult to the adorable and hilarious. Cats, dogs, pandas, gummy bears, zombies, motorcycles, rock and roll, you name it—there’s probably a deck of tarot cards out there that features it. Here are some of our favorites:




IN THE KNOW


If you have an old Rider-Waite tarot deck lying around, hang on to it! In good condition, first-edition decks from 1909 with the included Key to the Tarot booklet can sell on eBay for close to $10,000.
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Ancient Romans didn’t have toilet paper…so what did they use? A sponge on a stick.





The Fantod Pack Tarot. If you’re a fan of the PBS series Mystery!, this deck may look familiar. Edward Gorey, the artist who provided the animated opening sequence for the show, designed a unique 20-card set of tarot cards in the 1960s called the Fantod Pack. (The word fantod means “a state or attack of uneasiness or unreasonableness.”) The darkly comical outcomes that this deck can predict include hair loss, thwarted ambition, spasms, and shriveling. (Shriveling?) Also included with the Fantod Pack is a 32-page booklet of interpretations by Madame Groeda Weyrd (an anagram of Edward Gorey), who Gorey describes as the author of The Future Speaks Through Entrails. Gorey’s illustrations feature characters such as the Child (a child-sized skeleton pulling a small black dog on a skateboard), the Limb (a bodyless prosthetic leg), the Plant (a dead lily), and the Waltzing Mouse, which portends “vertigo,” “loss of jewelry,” and “disorders of the large intestine.” Fun for the entire family!


The Housewives Tarot. If June Cleaver from Leave It to Beaver read tarot, this would be her deck. It’s packaged in a blue gingham-patterned “recipe box” (it actually does have a few recipe cards slipped between the tarot cards) and decorated with artwork that’s evocative of 1950s magazine advertisements. “The Hanged Man” card shows a smiling aproned woman hanging her wash—and a miniature man—on a clothesline. The “Death” card features the image of a jar of “Salmonella” brand mayonnaise, “Judgment” shows a woman whose body is a fatty cut of steak standing on a bathroom scale, “The Devil” is a chocolate cake with legs, “The Star” is a woman displaying a prize-winning pie, and so on. The deck is “Guaranteed by the Housewife Occultists of America.” Creator Paul Kepple also makes a deck of zombie-themed tarot cards.


The Banksy Tarot. These cards are inspired by the work of the mysterious British street artist (and self-described “art terrorist”) Banksy…but they’re not illustrated by him (or her). The deck was actually created by a Banksy admirer named Shilo Lewis, who calls herself an “artsy tarotist.” Images in the deck include Yoda with his arm around E. T. (“Lovers”), Little Red Riding Hood (“The Fool”), Queen Elizabeth wearing a Nazi armband (“Judgement”), and a map of the world stenciled on a drainage ditch with South America and Africa going down the drain (“World”). The deck’s four suits: Spray Cans (Swords), Buckets (Cups), Brushes (Wands), and Stencils (Pentacles).


Salvador Dalí’s Tarot Deck. In the early 1970s, Albert Broccoli, producer of the James Bond films, hired the surrealist Spanish painter Salvador Dalí to create a custom set of tarot cards to be used as a prop in the upcoming 007 film Live and Let Die. The deck never appeared in the film. Why not? According to one story, Dalí wanted too much money, but Dalí himself claimed that Broccoli rejected the deck after Dalí put Sean Connery’s face on the Emperor card. (Live and Let Die starred Roger Moore as Bond.) Whatever the case, Dalí liked the project and continued at it off and on for another ten years, finally releasing the deck in 1984. Many of the 78 cards feature classic works of art, altered by Dalí. The artist himself appears as the Magician. (And the Emperor card does look like Sean Connery.)
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In addition to his Fabergé eggs, Peter Carl Fabergé made a single Fabergé potato.





The Brown Magick Oracle Deck. Artist Richie Brown says he created his 42-card deck for people who “need an outside source” to tell them what they already know. A friend’s grandmother got the New Jersey artist hooked on “cartomancy”—divination using a card deck—and after practicing with other card decks, Brown used photos and pop-art images to create his own version of “grandma’s deck.” It’s more of an oracle deck than a classic tarot deck, which means there are fewer rules about the images and how their meanings can be interpreted. In Brown’s deck, a shiny green alien symbolizes “feeling like an outsider.” Three pizza slices with sad faces represent “floating down the Lazy River on a raft hastily cobbled together from empty pizza boxes and energy drink cans that you found under the driver seat of your Honda Civic.” Our favorite (of course): a pop-eyed pile of poop that symbolizes “satisfying relief.”


Eight-bit Tarot. Remember the days (the 1970s and ’80s) when video game graphics looked like they were made from square blocks? This deck of cards was created by an artist who wanted the illustrations to look like the video games he grew up with. Each image has the resolution of 88 by 152 pixels and uses only the colors that were available in the 8-bit Macintosh color palette. Available in full-size or pocket-size tarot decks.


African American Tarot. A deck lavishly illustrated with “scenes and imagery of African and Afro-American culture, animals, and art.” The tarot themes add an element of fantasy that makes the imagery visually stunning. If you’re a fan of the 2018 superhero film Black Panther, this is the deck for you.


Medieval Chihuahua Tarot. Creator Lynnette Monrean took photographs of her friends’ chihuahuas, then photoshopped their heads onto medieval tarot-themed scenes to create the cards. The images are hilarious, and all the proceeds are donated to animal shelters. Also available: Medieval Cat Tarot.


Epicurean Tarot. Each card combines an image inspired by the classical Rider-Waite tarot deck with a tarot-themed recipe, such as the Fool’s Caramelized Nuts, Three of Swords Broken Heart Fondue, the Knight of Cups’ New England Clambake, and Five of Wands Buffalo Wings.
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