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PREFACE

This volume is the natural successor to my earlier book, Lies They Teach in School.

Soon after that book was published, I realized that it had barely tapped the vast universe of trusted untruths that exist just below the threshold of our awareness. I don’t expect to exhaust the subject with this catalogue, only to share my observation that we are embedded in a boundless universe of claptrap, falsity, fakery, and artifice. Much is no doubt deceit, but at least as much is likely a different type of lie, growing out of inattention, the perseverance of old wives’ tales and myths that refuse to die. My intent is to send as many as possible of these offenders off to their well-deserved banishment.

I knew the earlier volume was on its way to success when I received some considered letters from readers, most laudatory, a few censorious. One particular entry in the book drew a pair of potent objections to my characterization of a politically sensitive falsification. One was instructive, the other hostile. Some people, I discovered, are so wedded to their fallacious beliefs as to be threatened by the truth. Still, it was gratifying to learn that at least some readers were paying attention.

I must acknowledge the help of staff at several southern Westchester public libraries. Librarians are a rare breed, a group of professionals who are dedicated to spreading learning in a society that badly needs it. They are, for me, a constant source of enlightenment.

A note of recognition for a pair of colleagues whose involvement started late but proved useful, somewhat; I honor their preference for anonymity to avoid any blame for the final product. However, they know who they are. My gratitude for my daughter Liza’s counseling, her useful suggestions, and, while reading the text, her barely suppressed chuckle every time she tracked down and corrected a misspelling or an awkward phrase. And my appreciation for the participation of seventeen-year-old Jordyn Ecoff who contributed to the inventory of parental falsehoods noted in the Foreword. Jordyn is not only a valued contributor, she is also my super-valued granddaughter.

I thank you all.


FOREWORD

Although we boast of American probity, in truth we are a country often contaminated by lies. We are brought up in lies, reared on untruths, and move into an adulthood governed by falsifications. (Witness the recent—2016—presidential campaign.) We start out being told that Santa Claus leaves us gifts on Christmas Eve, that the tooth fairy places money under our pillow in exchange for a lost tooth, and that there’s a place in Heaven for the virtuous even as we are being corrupted. As children, we are bombarded with a glut of such falsehoods:

•   When you lie, your forehead shows a red dot that can be seen only by your mother.

•   If you don’t eat your veggies, your teacher will know.

•   A tube connects your bellybutton to your butt; if you unscrew your bellybutton your butt falls off.

•   Step on a crack, break your mother’s back.

•   Your teacher has eyes in the back of her head and always knows what you’re doing.

•   Making a silly face will freeze that way.

•   Daddy still loves you even though you used his razor to shave the cat.

When we move into adolescence we encounter another set of untruths, being told that our teachers are never wrong, our parents know best under any circumstances, cleanliness is next to godliness, and a whole new cluster of admonitions:

•   Cracking your knuckles causes arthritis in the hands.

•   Wait for an hour after eating before going into the pool.

•   Eating chocolate gives you zits.

•   Masturbation causes blindness.

•   Spinach makes you strong.

•   When I was your age, I walked three miles to school, uphill in both directions.

All this as today’s parents are trying to raise their children to be honest, responsible citizens. Or so they say. Is it any wonder we learn early to bend the truth to our advantage, soon discover fibs, then misrepresentations, later outright lies. If it’s not in the blood, it is in the culture. Or maybe in the genes of Homo sapiens.

Whatever the source of our information, it may not be apparent that much of it is erroneous. If we’ve not been intentionally lied to, we have often at least been misinformed. And so we remain throughout our lives. We carry around a vast inventory of knowledge that is simply wrong. And we share it with our colleagues. We may have gleaned it in school, at our job, from our chums, from the media, or from our parents. It may be widely accepted as fact, but much of it is untrue.

My intention, in the pages that follow, is to disabuse you of some of the fallacies you tolerate as facts. We will examine misbeliefs about history, government, current events, geography, sports, and pop culture, debunking the untruths they perpetuate. And, hopefully, set the record straight at least on some of the misconceptions you’ve believed for years.

Following the main part of the text are three short addenda—a section entitled “Who Says So?”, a short selection of misattributed quotations, identifying the person who actually said what has been credited to another, if it was actually said at all; a section on “Experts and Naysayers,” citing several examples of how authorities, leaders in their fields, can often make misleading pronouncements; and the final section on “Politicians”—sine qua non for a discussion of lying—reviewing some of their half-truths, non-truths, and other absurdities.

So be wary. Untruth is seldom indifferent. As Francis Bacon observed in his essay, “Of Vain-Glory”: “Lies are sufficient to breed opinion and opinion brings on substance.”


“It is easier to believe than to doubt.”

—E. D. Martin, in The Meaning of a Liberal Education

“We are incredibly heedless in the formation of our beliefs, but find ourselves filled with an illicit passion for them when anyone proposes to rob us of their companionship.”

—James Harvey Robinson, in The Mind in the Making
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SECTION ONE:

WHAT CAN WE BELIEVE?


A KKK SUPREME COURT JUSTICE?


Obviously, no member of the Ku Klux Klan has ever achieved a seat on the US Supreme Court.

Don’t you believe it.



Hugo Black was a senator from Alabama when he was appointed Associate Justice of the Supreme Court by President Roosevelt in 1937. After being confirmed by the Senate he publicly admitted that he had been a member of the Ku Klux Klan.

A native Alabaman, Black had graduated Phi Beta Kappa from the University of Alabama Law School. He practiced law in Birmingham, where he also served as a police court magistrate (his only judicial experience before the Supreme Court). Developing political ambitions, he joined the KKK to broaden his political constituency, but resigned after two years, just before campaigning for a Senate seat in 1926. Later he said the Klan was a mistake, but “I would have joined any group if it helped get me votes.”

When a vacancy occurred on the Supreme Court, President Roosevelt wanted to fill it with a “thumping, evangelical New Dealer,” reasonably young, and from a part of the country unrepresented on the Court. Black had all the qualifications, and as a senator had voted for all of Roosevelt’s New Deal programs. Though from a Southern state, Black early demonstrated his support for liberal policies and civil liberties.

He endorsed Roosevelt in the 1932 and 1936 presidential elections, and was a staunch advocate for the New Deal. Black believed in stringent adherence to the First Amendment. In addition to voting in Brown v. Board of Education against segregation in public schools, in several decisions Black came down on to strict separation of church and state; he voted against religious instruction or official prayers in public schools. And he voted to permit publication of the Pentagon Papers.



UNDERAGE CONGRESSMEN


The United States Congress makes the laws of the nation, so one would assume it adheres strictly to Constitutional dictates.

Don’t you believe it.



There are specific requirements for serving in Congress. The Constitution explicitly codifies minimum age and residency for both senators and representatives. Concerning the Senate, for example, Section 3 of Article 1 says, “No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained the Age of thirty Years, and have been nine Years a Citizen of the United States.”

It couldn’t be clearer: No one under thirty may be a senator. At least so says the Constitution. But—against its own rules—in the early 1800s four men served in the Senate while not of the required age—two only twenty-eight years old, and two twenty-nine. Sources disagree which was the youngest, some naming John Henry Eaton of Tennessee, who served from 1818 to 1829, some choosing Armistead Thomson Mason of Virginia, senator from 1816 to 1817. Governmental records are more exact, showing that Mason was twenty-eight years and five months when he took office, Eaton twenty-eight years and three months, marking Eaton the younger. It has been speculated that such divergences from Constitutional requirements reflected either the insufficiency of records at the time, or possibly that the honored one may have actually not known his own birthdate. Or, of course, the Senate governance may have been slipshod.

The record of the House of Representatives is no better. The Constitution set the minimum age at twenty-five for Representatives, but the Biographical Directory of the United States Congress names four younger who served in the House, the youngest William C. C. Claiborne of Tennessee, elected in June 1797 at age twenty-two.

So Congress has offended the Constitution at least eight times.



GUNFIGHT AT THE O. K. CORRAL


Wyatt Earp and his brothers, along with their friend Doc Holliday, confronted the Clanton brothers, capping a long-standing feud, in a shoot-out at the O. K. Corral in Tombstone, Arizona.

Don’t you believe it.



In the 1880s the Arizona Territory was rife with cattle rustling and other outlaw activity. One of the towns that profited from such doings was Tombstone, where the Clanton and McLaury clans owned ranches reputed to be dealing in stolen cattle. The marshal of Tombstone was Virgil Earp, his brother Morgan was his assistant marshal, and Wyatt was his deputy; Wyatt planned to run for county sheriff in the upcoming election.

A clash developed between the opposing families for control of the town, the Earps wearing the white hats, the Clantons and McLaurys wearing the black. The hostility came to a head on October 26, 1881, when the two groups faced off in a thirty-second shoot-out, the Earps supported by their friend Doc Holliday, the Clantons and McLaurys augmented by cowboy Billy Claiborne. Unlike the sniping from behind protective structures as staged in the Burt Lancaster/Kirk Douglas film, the opposing sides stood barely six feet apart and blasted one another up close. About thirty shots were fired.

Billy Clanton and both McLaury brothers were killed, Virgil Earp, Morgan Wyatt, and Doc Holliday were wounded, while Wyatt Earp was not hurt.

But despite the label naming the event, the encounter did not take place in the O.K. Corral, or even adjacent to it. The confrontation actually occurred about a half-block away from the rear entrance to the O. K. Corral in an alley adjoining a photographic studio on Fremont Street. But calling the event “The Gunfight In An Alley Next to a Photographic Studio” just isn’t as dramatic.



THE FOUNDING FATHERS


Being strong-willed men of firm opinion, our Founding Fathers were bound to encounter Intellectual disagreements as they confronted their diverse perspectives on creating a new nation. But as men of uncommon complaisance and refinement—men on a grand mission—their disagreements were no doubt tempered by their mutual respect and civility, as befitting the gentlemen they were.

Don’t you believe it.



Political discourse at the time of the nation’s inception was not as genteel as might be imagined. As Pulitzer-Prize winning historian/biographer Ron Chernow has observed, “For sheer verbal savagery, the founding fathers may have surpassed anything seen today.” Men on a grand mission, certainly, but nonetheless men, with all the biases, vexations, incongruities, resentments, and inanities appurtenant to their humanness. Their disputations may have been eloquent, and their contemplations may have been on a lofty plain, at least sometimes, but their assessments of their fellows did not always reflect the same level of tolerance.

For example, consider John Adams’s opinion of Jefferson: “I am obliged to look upon [Jefferson] as a man whose mind is warped by prejudice and so blinded by ignorance as to be unfit for the office he holds. However wise and scientific as philosopher, as a politician he is a child and dupe of party.” And elsewhere: “His soul is poisoned with ambition.” Or Jefferson’s take on Adams: “[Adams] is vain, irritable and a bad calculator of the force and probable effect of the motives which govern men.”

Or Hamilton’s appraisal of John Adams: “[Adams] does not possess the talents adapted to the administration of government … there are great and intrinsic defects in his character … He is often liable to paroxysms of anger, which deprive him of self-command and produce very outrageous behavior …” Or Adams’s view of Hamilton: an “insolent coxcomb who rarely dined in good company.” Or, elsewhere: “That bastard brat of a Scottish peddler! His ambition, his restlessness and his grandiose schemes come, I’m convinced, from a superabundance of secretions, which he couldn’t find enough whores to absorb!”

Or Jefferson’s comments about Hamilton: “Hamilton was, Indeed, a singular character … bewitched and perverted by the British example—as to be under thorough conviction that corruption was essential to the government of a nation.” Or, elsewhere: “When this government was first established, it was possible to have kept it going on true principle, but … Hamilton destroyed that hope in the bud.”

Or Aaron Burr’s assessment of James Monroe: “Naturally dull and stupid; extremely illiterate; indecisive to a degree that would be incredible to one who did not know; pusillanimous, and, of course, hypocritical; [he] has no opinion on any subject…” Or Thomas Paine’s charge that Washington was “treacherous in private friendship … and a hypocrite in public life,” wondering aloud whether Washington was “an apostate or an imposter.”

Or Franklin’s opinion of John Adams: “[Adams] means well for his country, is always an honest man, often a wise one, but sometimes, and in some things, absolutely out of his senses.” Add to that Adams’s caustic comments on everyone in his circle: on Washington: “That Washington is not a scholar is certain. That he is illiterate, unlearned, unread for his station is equally beyond dispute.” Or on Franklin: “His whole life has been one continued insult to good manners and to decency.”

And last, one of Hamilton’s comments about Burr that led to the duel that ended Hamilton’s life: “[Burr is] a dangerous man and one who ought not to be trusted with the reins of government.”

So much for the tolerant, honorable gentlemen who gave birth to our nation.



NOAH


Noah, we remember, was instructed by the Lord to save a pair of every different kind of animal on earth—one male and one female—by bringing them onto the ark until the impending flood had ended and the waters receded.

Don’t you believe it.



If you are really familiar with your Bible you will recognize that it was not all quite that simple. Despite what has been portrayed in the movies and in dozens of children’s primers, it is not certain that all animals were to be boarded in pairs. Genesis 7.8–9 tells us that “Of clean beasts, and of beasts that are not clean, and of fowls, and of every thing that creepeth upon the earth, There went in two and two unto Noah into the ark, the male and the female, as God had commanded Noah.”

However, and herein lies the problem, a bit earlier, in Genesis 7.2–3, we learn that the Lord told Noah, “Of every clean beast thou shalt take to thee by sevens, the male and the female: and of beasts that are not clean by two, the male and his female. Of fowls also of the air by sevens, the male and the female …” If I were Noah, I would be rather perplexed by these contradictory instructions.

But that’s not all of it. Genesis 7.14–15 adds to the confusion: “. …very beast after his kind, and all the cattle after their kind, and every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth after his kind, and every foul after his kind, every bird of every sort. And they that went in unto Noah into the ark, two and two of all flesh, wherein is the breath of life. And they that went in, went in male and female of all flesh, as God had commanded him …” Confirming one dictate, refuting another.

There are other conflicting passages in the Bible, but none in this proximity.



SARDINES


Sardines are delicious little fish, caught in massive numbers because they travel in large schools, easy to net in several waters around the globe.

Don’t you believe it.



There is no such fish as the sardine. It is a designation used for several diminutive, oily fish of the herring family of clupeidae. But their definition varies around the world. In some classifications, notably the United Kingdom’s Sea Fish Industry Authority, sardines are codified simply as young pilchards.

The Codex Alimentarius, developed by the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization and the World Health Organization, contains a standard for canned sardines that identifies twenty-one species that can be categorized as sardines. And some other authorities restrict the sardine appellation only to small fish when packed in cans, likely in oil, but sometimes in tomato sauce, in various spices, or simply in water.

Notably nutritious, sardines are a widely used foodstuff, are very high in omega-3 fatty acids EPA and DHA, both of which are known to lower levels of cholesterol and triglycerides, and are also rich in vitamin B12; all of these attributes are known to promote cardiovascular health. They are also an excellent source of vitamin D, important because we no longer spend much time outdoors in natural sunlight, and of minerals selenium, phosphorus, and calcium. A standard can of 3.75 ounces contains only 200 calories.

They are especially handy as a reserve snack when traveling–the cans are easy to pack or carry, lightweight and leakproof. And the fish require no preparation, unless you feel the need to dress them up. They can be eaten fresh out of the can, with or without accompaniment, in a sandwich, salted, smoked, mashed, or added to tomato sauce over spaghetti. Or grilled crisp and added to your favorite salad.

A curious fish, or fishes.



FIRST BLOOD AT PEARL HARBOR


It is well known that the December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor propelled the United States into World War II. But not well known is that the first blood that day was drawn not by the Japanese, but by American naval forces.

You can believe it.



At 0358 on the morning of December 7 the destroyer Ward, on patrol off the entrance to Pearl Harbor, received a signal that the minesweeper Condor that had sighted an object looking like a periscope. The Ward’s skipper, Lt. William Outerbridge, was unable to locate a submarine and at 0443 he secured from general quarters. Later, at about 0630, a PBY patrol plane reported a submarine tailing a cargo ship, the USS Antares. The Ward soon spotted the sub and fired when it got close enough, registering a direct hit. At least that was what the crew believed and boasted about.

Outerbridge, who had taken command of the ship less than twenty-four hours before his patrol set off, wired Pearl at 0653, “Attacked, fired upon, depth bombed, and sunk submarine operating in defensive sea area.” This was just over an hour before the first Japanese planes began their bombing runs. Authorities were slow to accept the account because a number of similar reports had been received and shown to be spurious; also, no physical proof existed.

For several years the kill remained unconfirmed and the action stayed on the records as a “maybe.” Then, in August 2002, researchers from the Hawaii Undersea Research Laboratory found a miniature sub at 1,200 feet some three-to-four miles off Pearl Harbor. The deck gunners on the Ward had claimed they hit the sub at the base of the conning tower and that’s what the undersea researchers found.

Confirmation was finally established sixty-one years later. America had drawn first blood.



VALLEY FORGE


The winter Colonial forces camped at Valley Forge was the coldest in several years. Many died from the sub-zero weather.

Don’t you believe it.



The Valley Forge Historical Society lists the winter of 1777–78 as a moderate winter, not unusually frigid. Yet, many soldiers couldn’t take the cold and dozens deserted. There were 2,000 deaths, but most were during the warmer months of March through May, and from diseases like influenza, dysentery, typhoid, and typhus.

Food and clothing were in short supply. The reports of some soldiers being naked didn’t mean they had no clothes; in military terms it meant they lacked proper uniforms and were therefore unfit for duty. But nevertheless warm clothing was scarce.

The encampment saw two stretches of extreme cold: A low of 6 degrees at the end of December and 8 degrees and the end of March. A heavy snowfall hit on February 8, but it was washed away by heavy rainfall in the next few days. None of the three extended snowstorms reached blizzard intensity. Records show that between the nasty periods there were stretches of above-average temperature. With a shortage of proper clothing and adequate housing, it was a tough winter, but not the disastrous Siberia we have been taught about.

By February the weather improved. By March food and supplies began showing up. By April, Baron von Steuben, a former Prussian army officer, had begun training the threadbare troops to become a solid fighting force. As they became more adept and battle-ready, their morale was much improved. The unruly mob that arrived in December 1777 decamped on June 19, 1778, a proficient and confident fighting force.

Nine days later the Colonials met the British in the Battle of Monmouth, where Washington’s forces fought the British to a standstill.



BOYCOTT


The group practice of abstaining from, or preventing dealings with, as a means of coercion, named for the man who first practiced it.

Don’t you believe it.



Yes, the word defines the process of refraining from contact with a person or a group or a business or an organization. But no, it is not named after its first practitioner, but rather its first victim.

The late 1870s saw catastrophic crop failures in Ireland, causing widespread famine. Thousands of farmers were unable to meet their rents due English landlords and they offered partial payment to demonstrate their good intentions. Aware of their tenants’ financial problems, many landlords accepted the offer, but not Lord Erne, who owned several properties in County Mayo. Rather, he instructed his local agent, Captain Charles Boycott, to collect the rents using whatever means he thought necessary.

About 3,000 farmers were at risk and Boycott showed them no leniency, often demonstrating ruthless dedication to his assigned task. But he wasn’t prepared for the depth of Irish anger and the people’s determination to finally free themselves from English shackles. Rather than being intimidated, the farmers decided to pay no rent at all; they stopped working the land and formed the Irish Land League. And they refused to have any further dealings with Captain Boycott. The movement spread, gaining adherents, hostility grew, and even his servants revolted. Attempts were made to close down his food supply.

In order to regain control, several dozen Orangemen from Northern Ireland were sent to Mayo, protected by 1,000 soldiers. There they harvested what remained of the crop and rescued Boycott, who escaped to England where he died in 1897, having given his name to a new way to dispose of unwanted relationships.



THE LAS VEGAS STRIP


Las Vegas is America’s party city. And nowhere is the party more exuberant than on the world-renowned Las Vegas Strip, that section of the city that boasts most of the city’s grand hotels, casinos, and resort venues.

Don’t you believe it.



Yes, Las Vegas is the fabled all-night Nevada city where anything goes, including the money you arrived with. But the Las Vegas Strip, in spite of an almost universal misconception, is not in the city of Las Vegas.
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