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OUR “REGULAR” READERS RAVE!


“Thank you for helping me get an ‘A’ in my college speech class. We had to do an impromptu tribute speech and I chose Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader for my subject. I actually made my professor laugh all through the speech.”


—CeCe R.


“Several years ago, for Father’s Day, we sent my Dad a gift certificate to a book store. He purchased a Bathroom Reader. We continued to send gift certificates; he continued to buy Bathroom Readers. When he passed away last year, my mom gave me his collection. He had 7. Since then, I’ve started buying more volumes. My son, Mitchell, even bought Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader For Kids Only with his own money. Now three generations of my family enjoy your books.”


—Mark A.


“I received an e-mail from your staff welcoming me to the BRI family. It said if I wanted to be flushed, I should tell you. Never—and I say never—flush me. Thanks to your books I keep my friends amazed with the info I know. I give you credit for teaching me more stuff then I learned in school.”


—Brendan


“It’s perfect for any occasion. When we needed a house warming gift, we got an Uncle John’s. When we needed Christmas presents, we gave Uncle John’s. We were invited to a birthday party for three men and needed gifts for all three. Not knowing what they liked or needed, we bought three Bathroom Readers! The response?… They can’t stop talking about it. Thank you.”


—John J.


“You’re the best thing to happen to the reading room since indoor plumbing and store-bought tissue (them cornhusks can get mighty rough you know!) Keep up the good work and Go with the Flow!”


—Rick B.
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“No, I don’t understand my husband’s theory of relativity,
but I know my husband and I know he can be trusted.”


—Elsa Einstein




INTRODUCTION


When we were kids, the end of summer meant the start of school, and that got us nervous and excited. For us here at the Bathroom Readers’ Institute, the end of summer now means “Uh-oh! It’s time to get the next Bathroom Reader into bookstores!” And you know what? We still get nervous and excited.


This year we decided to try something different. Instead of spending months and months on writing and researching as usual, we went to see Dr. Flipseater, the Mad Inventor. And he built us a contraption called the “Information Grinder.”


Here’s how it works: We shovel mountains of books, newspapers, and magazines into one end of the Information Grinder, flip the switch, and after a few minutes of buzzing and whirring, guess what comes out of the other end—this book.


…Well, that’s not exactly how it happens. The Bathroom Reader is a result a lot of hard work by some wonderfully dedicated people, like John D., Jay, Julia, Jahnna, Jeff, Jennifer, Joyce, Jim—plus a few whose names don’t begin with “J” (like Thom, Sharilyn, Malcolm, Maggie, Bryan, and Angie).


And the product, we hope, is a great book that will tickle you, our wonderfully dedicated readers.


It’s hard for us to believe that we’ve been creating Bathroom Readers for 15 years…but we have. The other day, when I was leaving a restaurant, the owner stopped me and pointed to my Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader cap (available at www.bathroomreader.com…I’d mention the name of the restaurant, too—it might be good for a free meal—but I can’t remember it).


“Hey, great hat,” he said. I thanked him and told him about www.bathroomreader.com, because you can find some great hats there (black or tan).


Anyway, he told me that he had several Bathroom Readers and that he’d been reading them for years. Suddenly I felt good all over because it reminded me of why we keep making these books: we love doing it, and our readers love reading them. How do we know? You keep telling us.


Dear BRI,
I received my first Bathroom Reader as a graduation gift from college. I now have seven books (a pittance of your offering). You make bathroom time, brain time. Thanks.


—Kara


Thanks to you, dear readers, we are—like the title says—
UNSTOPPABLE.


A few notes:


• Readers looking for our Extended Sitting Section may turn to the back of the book, get upset that they can’t find it and assume we omitted it. Not so. We only omitted the divider page, figuring, why waste a page? We’d rather give you more bathroom reading.


• We’ve included a bunch of articles about Canada. They’re spread over the entire book, so you have to look for them…but they’re worth it.


• For years we’ve wanted to do an article about the classic Beatles album Sgt. Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band. But for some reason, we’ve never gotten around to it…until now. At the last minute one of our writers, Alan Reder, sent us his finished article, and we think it’s worthy of the word “classic.” We hope you like it, too.


• Check out our “BRI Honor Roll” on the Thank You page. It’s our way of recognizing some loyal fans who’ve sent us great ideas. Thanks, team!


• The Bathroom Reader family keeps growing—there are more writers and more members of the Bathroom Readers’ Institute than ever before. Sadly, though, we lost one member of our family this year: our good friend Marley J. Pratt, who taught us as no one else could to Go with the Flow. We miss you, Marley.


Well, that’s it from Ashland, Oregon…until next year.


And as always,


Go with the Flow!


Uncle John and the BRI staff




YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION


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


PRINCESS LEIA’S HAIR: According to Star Wars creator George Lucas, “I was trying to create something different, so I went with a kind of Southwestern Pancho Villa woman look. The buns are basically from turn-of-the-century Mexico.”


SCOOBY-DOO: Modeled after Bob Hope’s movie persona, “in which he played the coward for laughs before ending up the reluctant hero.”


“DOUBLE VISION”: The title of Foreigner’s 1978 hit song came from a hockey injury. Frontman Lou Gramm was at a New York Rangers game when the goalie was knocked in the head with a stick. After the dazed player was taken off the ice, the arena announcer reported that he was “suffering double vision.”


ELLIE ARROWAY: The protagonist in Carl Sagan’s novel Contact (played by Jodie Foster in the movie) was based on a real-life SETI (Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence) member Jill Tarter, who “has logged more telescope hours in the search for cosmic company than any other human on the planet.”


CAPTAIN JACK SPARROW: Johnny Depp based his character in Pirates of the Caribbean on a mix of Rolling Stones guitarist Keith Richards and the amorous cartoon skunk, Pepe LePew.


THE EXORCIST: Both the novel and film were based on reports of an actual exorcism performed on a 14-year-old boy in Missouri in 1949, the last official case of exorcism in the United States.


“ME AND BOBBY MCGEE”: Songwriter Kris Kristofferson got his inspiration from a scene in Fellini’s movie La Strada. When Anthony Quinn realizes that Giulietta Masina is dead, “he suddenly realized he was free but he was also the loneliest son of a bitch in the world. It showed the two sides of freedom—that freedom is just another word for nothing left to lose.”


A human eyeball weighs about an ounce.




FUN WITH NAMES


We’ve always been fascinated by strange (real) names. Lucky for us there doesn’t seem to be a shortage of them.


PEOPLE


Derek Tuba,
band teacher in Winnipeg, MB


Milo Shocker,
electrician in Oak Creek, Wisconsin


Mr. Fillin,
substitute teacher in Woodside, CA


Brie Mercis,
works at a cheese shop in Burlingame, CA


Cardinal Rapsong,
Vatican spokesman against pop music


Drs. French & Fry,
two dentists who share an office in Montgomery, AL


Dr. Chin,
runs the Chin Ear, Nose & Throat Clinic in Malaysia


Mr. David Dollar,
head of research, World Bank, NYC


PLACES


Pinch and Quick,
neighboring towns in West Virginia


Pickles Gap,
Arkansas


Oddville,
Kentucky


Coolville, Ohio


Bowlegs,
Oklahoma


Smartt, Tennessee


What Cheer, Iowa


Smut Eye,
Alabama


Telephone, Texas


Bingo, Maine


BUSINESSES


Deadman Funeral Home,
Manchester, TN


Gamble Insurance Agency,
Central, SC


Crummy Plumbing Company,
Ocean Shores, WA


STORES


A Pane in the Glass,
Naples, FL


Wok-N-Roll,
Chinese restaurant, Yarmouth Post, MA


The Hairtaker,
Los Angeles


Great Buns,
bakery, Las Vegas


Bye Bye Bifocals,
optician, Dallas


Franks A Lot,
restaurant, Kansas City, MO


MORE PEOPLE


Mary Rhoda Duck


Wavva White Flag


Janet Isadore Bell


Diana Brown Beard


Mary Hat Box


Eartha Quake


Dorothy May Grow


Alvin Will Pop


Very punny: Who won the 1995 Procrastinator of the Year award? Congressman Tom Delay.




LONELY PHONE BOOTH


In the 1960s, some miners put a phone booth in the middle of the Mojave Desert. Long after they left, the booth remained…waiting for someone to call.


HELLO? ANYBODY THERE?
Miles from the nearest town, the old phone booth stood at the junction of two dirt roads. Its windows were shot out; the overhead light was gone. Yet the phone lines on the endless rows of poles still popped and clicked in anticipation—just as they’d been doing for nearly 30 years. Finally, in 1997, it rang.


A guy named Deuce had read about the booth and called the number…and continued to call until a desert dweller named Lorene answered. Deuce wrote a story about his call to nowhere, posted it on his website…and the word spread through cyberspace. Someone else called. Then another person, and another—just to see if someone would answer. And quite often someone did. Only accessible by four wheel drive, the lonely phone booth soon became a destination. Travelers drove for hours just to answer the phone. One Texas man camped there for 32 days…and answered more than 500 calls.


REACH OUT AND TOUCH SOMEONE


Someone posted a call log in the booth to record where people were calling from: as close as Los Angeles and as far away as New Zealand and Kosovo. Why’d they call? Some liked the idea of two people who’ve never met—and probably never will—talking to each other. Just sending a call out into the Great Void and having someone answer was reward enough for most.


Unfortunately, in 2000 the National Park Service and Pacific Bell tore down the famous Mojave phone booth. Reason? It was getting too many calls. The traffic (20 to 30 visitors a day) was starting to have a negative impact on the fragile desert environment.


The old stop sign at the cattle grate still swings in the wind. And the phone lines still pop and click in anticipation. But all that’s left of the loneliest phone on Earth is a ghost ring.


So if the urge strikes you to dial (760) 733-9969, be prepared to wait a very, very long time for someone to answer.


Polite tip from etiquette experts: If no one answers the phone after 6 rings, hang up.




THAT’S RICH!


Some interesting facts about gold and gemstones.


Where was the first U.S. Gold Rush? Not California—North Carolina, in 1803. (Started when a boy found a 17-pound nugget on his father’s farm.) It supplied all the gold for the nation’s mints until 1829.


It is estimated that only about 100,000 tons of gold have been mined during all of recorded history.


The word garnet comes from the Latin word for “pomegranate” (garnets were thought to resemble pomegranate seeds)


Legend says that one day Cupid cut Venus’ fingernails while she was sleeping and left the clippings scattered on the ground. So that no part of Venus would ever disappear, the Fates turned them into stone. The stone: onyx, Greek for “fingernail.”


The chemical formula for lapis lazuli: (Na,Ca)8(Al,Si)12O24-(S,SO4). The chemical formula for diamond: C.


The name “turquoise” comes from the fact that it was first brought to Europe from the Mediterranean by Levantine traders, also known as…Turks.


The California Gold Rush yielded 125 million ounces of gold from 1850 to 1875—more than had been in the previous 350 years and worth more than $50 billion today.


From 330 B.C. to 1237 A.D., most of the world’s emeralds came from “Cleopatra’s Mine” in Egypt.


Organic gems:


• Amber (petrified tree sap, at least 30 million years old)


• Coral (exoskeletons of sea creatures—coral polyps— used as a gem since the Iron Age)


• Pearl (from oysters)


• Ivory (elephant tusks)


• Tagua nut (very hard, small blue-white nut of the tagua palm—a substitute for ivory)


Ancient Greeks named amber from the word “electron,” because rubbing amber gives off static electricity.


Rarest gem: Painite, discovered in Burma. Fewer than 10 specimens exist in the world.


Gold is recycled. Result: jewelry purchased today may contain gold mined in prehistoric times.


Pearl of wisdom: A baby oyster is called a spat.




OOPS!


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


BUM WRAP
“Jean Baptiste de Chateaubrun (1685–1775) spent 40 years polishing and refining two plays, virtually his life’s work, only to discover that his housekeeper had carelessly used the pages as wrapping paper, losing them forever.”


—The Best of the Worst


MAJOR-LEAGUE DUST UP


“A deceased Seattle Mariners fan’s last wishes went awry when the bag containing his cremated remains failed to open as a plane attempted to scatter them over Safeco Field, the Mariners’ home stadium. Instead, the entire bag of ashes fell onto the closed roof of the stadium in one piece, bursting into a puff of gray smoke as it hit. A startled eyewitness called 911, and officials ordered the stadium to be evacuated.


“It took more than an hour for sheriff’s deputies to trace the tail number of the plane and determine that the mysterious substance on the stadium roof was the ashes of a Mariners fan, not anthrax or some other kind of terrorist attack.”


—Seattle Times


HARD OF EAR-ING


“A Russian criminal who tried to flee from Western Ukraine to Slovakia using another person’s identity papers was unmasked when the fake ears he had used for a disguise fell off at passport control. They had been attached with cheap Russian medical glue.”


—The Fortean Times


CALL HIM CHUCK


WATERTOWN, Conn., August 2002—“Mario Orsini, 73, faces assault charges for shooting and wounding his brother, Donato, 66, after mistaking him for a woodchuck, police said.”


—USA Today


Earliest use of the flashback in Western literature: Homer’s Odyssey.


ALL WET


“A Philadelphia television weatherman whose dire predictions convinced countless viewers to take a snow day off work in March 2001, was inundated with hate mail and death threats after his ‘Storm of the Decade’ turned out to be a teapot-sized tempest. John Bolaris’ heavily promoted forecasts, complete with graphics and theme music, did not envision the possibility that the storm would change course, which it did. An avalanche of angry e-mails and phone messages, which included such warnings as ‘If I owned a gun, there would be one less person to worry about,’ started almost immediately. Said Mr. Bolaris, ‘I felt like leaving town.’”


—The National Post


GETTING SOME SHUT-EYE


“A Long Island woman accidentally squeezed a drop of glue in her daughter’s eye, thinking she was holding a tube of prescription eye drops. Christine Giglio of Massapequa, New York, reached for the drops, a treatment for nine-year-old Nikki’s pinkeye, but instead grabbed a tube of fingernail glue. When she realized what she had done, she called for emergency help. Giglio said she made the mistake because the two tubes looked very similar. Fortunately, the eye’s protective mechanisms of blinking and tearing often prevents any lasting damage, said Dr. Richard Bagdonas, the attending emergency room surgeon. (Nikki made a full recovery.)”


—Associated Press


GOTTA KEEP ‘EM SEPARATED


“Dean Sims, 26, was left unable to use the toilet after undergoing an operation at Woolwich Hospital to remove an abscess from his left buttock. The former factory worker returned home and was amazed to find that his buttocks had been taped together with surgical tape. Said Mr. Sims, ‘How disgusting is that?’ Sims phoned the hospital, only to be told he’d have to wait until the next day to have the bandage removed by a nurse. ‘I’ve got to let them do it—I don’t want it to get infected,’ he added. ‘Gangrene could set in.’


“His mum, Rita, said, ‘He’s in agony and getting cramps—he wants to go to the loo badly but can’t.’ A hospital spokesman said the bandaging was a mistake. Sims is demanding an apology.”


—News Shopper (UK)


How about you? The average person owns 25 T-shirts.




LET’S DO A STUDY!


If you’re worried that the really important things in life aren’t being researched by our scientists, keep worrying.


• Researchers at Georgetown University found that caterpillars can “shoot” their feces a distance of 40 times their body length.


• A 2002 study in Saudi Arabia concluded that women were responsible for 50% of the car accidents in the country. (Women aren’t allowed to drive in Saudi Arabia.)


• In 2003 researchers at Plymouth University in England studied primate intelligence by giving macaque monkeys a computer. They reported that the monkeys attacked the machine, threw feces at it, and, contrary to their hopes, failed to produce a single word.


• Psychologists at the University of Texas conducted a study in 1996 to determine if calling children “boys” or “girls” is harmful.


• In 2001 scientists at Cambridge University studied kinetic energy, centrifugal force, and the coefficient of friction…to determine the least messy way to eat spaghetti.


• In 2002 food industry researchers reported that when children were told they couldn’t have junk food, they wanted it even more. Industry spokespeople said that the study showed that children should decide for themselves how much junk food they should eat.


• Researchers at Northwestern University in Illinois used their federal grant money to study female sexuality…by paying female students to watch pornographic films ($75 per film).


• A 2001 study found that 60% of men in the Czech Republic do not buy their own underwear.


• According to a British Medical Journal report in 2003, Korean researchers have proven that karaoke is bad for your health.


• A 2002 study by the Department of Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Vermont found that studies are often misleading.


Q: What is the most nutritious “food” in the world? A: Blood.




COME HEAR BERTHA BELCH


What’s the difference between good and evil? Maybe just a little grammar. The following are excerpts from real church bulletins.


“Ladies Bible Study will be held Thursday morning at 10:00. All are invited to lunch in the Fellowship after the B.S. is done.”


“Evening Massage—6 p.m.”


“The pastor would appreciate if the ladies of the congregation would lend him their electric girdles for pancake breakfast next Sunday.”


“For those of you who have children and don’t know it, we have a nursery downstairs.”


“The pastor will preach his farewell message, after which the choir will sing ‘Break Forth Into Joy.’”


“Barbara remains in the hospital and needs blood donors for more transfusions. She is also having trouble sleeping and requests tapes of Pastor Jack’s sermons.”


“Our youth basketball team is back in action Wednesday at 8 p.m. in the recreation hall. Come out and watch us kill Christ the King.” “Bertha Belch, a missionary from Africa, will be speaking tonight at Calvary Methodist. Come hear Bertha Belch all the way from Africa.”


“The peacemaking meeting scheduled for today has been cancelled due to a conflict.”


“The Lutheran Men’s Group will meet at 6:00 p.m. Steak, mashed potatoes, green beans, bread, and dessert will be served for a nominal feel.”


“Attend and you will hear an excellent speaker and heave a healthy lunch.”


“The church will host an evening of fine dining, superb entertainment, and gracious hostility.”


“This evening at 7 p.m. there will be a hymn sing in the park across from the church. Bring a blanket and come prepared to sin.”


“Mrs. Johnson will be entering the hospital this week for testes.”


Shortest verse in the Bible: John 11:35. (“Jesus wept.”)




Q & A: ASK THE EXPERTS


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


SUGAR PIE, HONEY BUNCH
Q: Are brown sugar, raw sugar, molasses, and honey healthier than refined white sugar?


A: “Nutritionists agree that there is no significant amount of vitamins or minerals in any of these alternative sweeteners. So you can’t ease your guilty sweet tooth with the justification that you’re using ‘health foods.’ Honey has an additional problem in that it can cause botulism toxin to grow in the intestinal tracts of infants. It should never be given to children under one year old.


“These days, foods can contain many other forms of sugar, such as sucrose, fructose, high fructose corn syrup and corn sweeteners. These may be hyped to seem as if they’re more nutritious…but they aren’t.” (From Old Wives’ Tales, by Sue Castle)


NOW HEAR THIS


Q: What makes our ears ring?


A: “Sometimes, even in a quiet room, we hear noise that seems to come from inside our heads.


“Behind the eardrum is a bony chamber studded with three tiny, movable bones. These bones pick up vibrations from the eardrum. Deeper in the ear is a fluid-filled channel called the cochlea. Vibrations from the bones make waves in the fluid, where thousands of hair cells undulate in the sloshing fluid.


“These hair cells are crucial. Somehow, the ripples that pass through them trigger electrical impulses, which travel along the auditory nerve—the hearing nerve—to the brain. The brain translates the signals into sound.


“Hair cells can get hurt by loud noises, or by a knock on the head, impairing their ability to send electrical impulses through the hearing nerve. But some hair cells will be hurt in such a way that they continuously send bursts of electricity to the hearing nerve. In effect, these hair cells are permanently turned on. When the brain receives their signals, it interprets them as sound and we hear a ‘ringing,’ even in a silent room.” (From How Come?, by Kathy Wollard)


A group of kangaroos is called a troop.


NUKE ‘EM


Q: Can the microwaves leak out of the box and cook the cook?


A: “There is extremely little leakage from today’s carefully designed ovens. Moreover, the instant the door is opened, the magnetron shuts off and the microwaves immediately disappear.


“What about the glass door? Microwaves can penetrate glass but not metal, so the glass door is covered with a perforated metal panel so you can see inside, but the microwaves can’t get through because their wavelength (43/4 inches) is simply too big to fit through the holes in the metal panel. There is no basis for the belief that it is hazardous to stand close to an operating microwave oven.” (From What Einstein Told His Cook, by Robert L. Wolke)


POLLY WANT A FRIEND?


Q: How do parrots talk?


A: “Exactly why parrots can change their calls to make them sound like words is still not understood. Their ability to mimic may possibly be linked with the fact that they are highly social birds. A young parrot in captivity learns the sounds it hears around it and quickly realizes that repeating these sounds brings attention and companionship. This is perhaps a substitute for its normal social life.


“Although they are such good mimics in captivity, parrots do not imitate other sounds in the wild. There are, however, many other species that do: mynah birds and lyrebirds, for example, do mimic the sounds they hear in their everyday lives.” (From What Makes the World Go Round?, edited by Jinny Johnson)


CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?


Q: Is there sound in space? If so, what’s the speed of sound there?


A: “No, there is no sound in space. That’s because sound has to travel as a vibration in some material such as air or water or even stone. Since space is essentially empty, it cannot carry sound, at least not the sorts of sound that we are used to.” (From How Things Work, by Louis A. Bloomfield)


How did the ancient Egyptians discover leavened bread? One theory By kneading dough with their feet—the yeast between their toes made it rise.




CLASSIC PUBLICITY STUNTS


Advertising costs a lot of money. So why pay for it when you can get the press to spread the word for free? All it takes is a combination of imagination, determination, and no shame whatsoever. These guys were masters at it.


STUNTMAN: P. T. Barnum
STUNT: “That is not a real bearded lady,” cried a paying customer at Barnum’s Museum. “It’s a bearded man wearing a dress!” The customer then had Barnum served with a subpoena and took him to court.


IT WORKED! The trial was a public spectacle as the bearded lady, her husband, and a doctor each testified as to her femininity. Meanwhile, thousands flocked to the museum to judge for themselves. After the trial it came out that Barnum had actually hired the man to sue him…solely to drum up business.


STUNTMAN: Press agent Marty Weiser
STUNT: In 1974 Weiser leased a drive-in theater in Los Angeles and invited the press to attend a movie premiere…for horses. Weiser featured a “horsepitality bar” full of “horse d’oeuvres” (popcorn buckets filled with oats). And true to his word, more than 250 horses and their riders paraded into the theater, “parked” in the stalls, and watched the movie.


IT WORKED! The odd story ran in every newspaper and newscast in town, which attracted huge crowds to the film Weiser was promoting, Mel Brooks’s Western comedy spoof, Blazing Saddles.


STUNTMAN: Press agent Milton Crandall
STUNT: In 1923 Denver newspapers were tipped off that a whale had been sighted on top of Pikes Peak, a 14,000-foot-high mountain in Colorado. The reporters raced up to the site to see the whale. Sure enough, just beyond the peak, occasional sprays of water shot into the air, while hundreds of spectators gathered below, shouting, “Thar she blows!”


IT WORKED! The “whale” was actually Crandall hiding just behind the peak shooting sprays of seltzer in the air. And the shouting people were all paid to stand there in the cold for an hour. But it was worth it—for Crandall, anyway. He got just the publicity he was looking for to promote the 1922 movie, Down to the Sea in Ships.


STUNTMAN: A “researcher” calling himself Stuart Little
STUNT: In the 1940s, Mr. Little started a massive letter-writing campaign to the editors of newspapers across the nation. His beef: He refused to believe government statistics that claimed the average life span of a crow was only 12 years. Little was certain that crows lived longer than that. So in the letters he asked people from all over to send him authenticated reports of old crows. Little just wanted to set the record straight.


IT WORKED! Thousands responded. Soon everyone was talking about old crows. And the makers of Old Crow bourbon whiskey—and the press agent responsible for Stuart Little’s letters—were smiling all the way to the bank.


STUNTMAN: Publicist Harry Reichenbach
STUNT: A group of teenage boys walked up to a store window in 1913 and saw a lithograph of a naked young woman standing in a lake. They ogled it for hours. Reichenbach complained to the head of the anti-vice society about the picture’s effect on the young, demanding they come see the outrage. They did, and began a moral crusade against it.


IT WORKED! The picture was titled September Morn. The artist, Paul Chabas, had hired Reichenbach to drum up interest in it. Pretty soon the artist was unable to meet demand. The image showed up in magazines, on calendars, and on cigarette packs. Sailors had the woman tattooed on their forearms. The lithograph sold seven million copies, and the original painting is on display today in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.


STUNTMAN: Publicist Jim Moran
STUNT: “Don’t change horses in midstream,” says the old adage. Moran set out to prove it wrong. Wearing an Uncle Sam top hat and tails, he was photographed in the middle of the Truckee River, where he successfully leapt from a black horse to a white one. He’d had been hired by the Republican Party to inspire voters in the 1944 presidential campaign to change parties after three consecutive terms of Democrat Franklin D. Roosevelt.


Tallest monument in the U.S.: The Gateway Arch in St. Louis, at 630 feet.


IT WORKED! Actually, no, it didn’t. FDR easily defeated Republican Thomas Dewey in the election.


STUNTMAN: Surrealist Salvador Dalí
STUNT: In 1939 Dalí was commissioned to create a window display for New York City’s prestigious department store Bonwit Teller. The artist’s design incorporated a female mannequin with a head of roses, ermine fingernails, a green feathered negligee, and a lobster telephone. A male mannequin wore a dinner jacket with 81 glasses of crème de menthe attached to it. Each glass was topped off with a dead fly and a straw. The only furniture in the window was a fur-lined claw-foot tub filled with water and floating narcissi (flowers).


IT WORKED! When the window was unveiled, the Bonwit Teller staff was outraged; they took it upon themselves to alter the scene without asking the artist. A furious Dalí stomped into the store, tipped the water out of the tub, and pushed it through the plate-glass window. After the police showed up and arrested him, the newspapers wrote about it and radio commentators talked about it. And Dalí’s one-man show—which just happened to be opening that very evening—was packed.


STUNTMAN: Washington Irving
STUNT: In October 1809, a notice appeared in the New York Evening Post, describing “a small elderly gentleman dressed in an old black coat and cocked hat by the name of KNICKERBOCKER” who had gone missing. In November a notice from Knickerbocker’s landlord stated that he had found a “very curious book” among the old gent’s belongings and if the rent wasn’t paid soon, he would sell it.


IT WORKED! Soon everyone in New York was talking about the missing author and his mysterious book. When Diedrich Knickerbocker’s book, A History of New York, was published in December, everyone wanted to read it. Only later did they discover there was no Knickerbocker, lost or found. The real author of the book, the notices, and the publicity stunt…was Washington Irving.


Windmills originated in Iran.




LITTLE THINGS MEAN A LOT


“The devil’s in the details,” says an old proverb. It’s true—the littlest things can cause the biggest problems.


APIECE OF TAPE
In the early morning of June 17, 1972, an $80-a-week security guard named Frank Wills was patrolling the parking garage of an office complex in Washington, D.C., when he noticed that someone had used adhesive tape to prevent a stairwell door from latching. Wills removed the tape and continued on his rounds …but when he returned to the same door at 2:00 a.m., he saw it had been taped again. So he called the police, who discovered a team of burglars planting bugs in an office leased by the Democratic National Committee. This “third-rate burglary”—and the coverup that followed—grew into the Watergate scandal that forced President Richard M. Nixon to resign from office in 1974.


A CONVERSION ERROR


On July 23, 1983 the pilots of Air Canada flight 143 was preparing to fly from Montreal to Edmonton, Canada. The device that calculates the amount of fuel needed wasn’t working, so the pilots did the calculations by hand. Part of the process involved converting the volume of fuel to weight. They used the conversion factor of 1.77 pounds/liter…not realizing that on a Boeing 767, fuel is measured in kilograms, not pounds. (They should have used the conversion factor of .8 kilograms/liter.) Result: they didn’t load enough fuel to get them to Edmonton. While the plane was cruising at 41,000 feet over Red Lake, Ontario, it suddenly ran out of fuel and both engines quit. The pilots had no choice but to glide the 767 to an emergency landing at a former airbase at Gimli, Manitoba, something that the pilots had never trained for and that was not covered in the 767’s emergency manual, since no one ever thought that pilots would be dumb enough to let the plane run out of fuel in mid-air. No one was injured.


Geologically speaking, we live in the Cenozoic era, which began 65 million years ago.




YOU CALL THIS ART?


Ever been in an art gallery and seen something that made you wonder: “Is this really art?” So have we. Is it art just because someone puts it in a gallery? You decide.


THE ARTIST: Richard Lomas, a New Zealand painter
THE WORKS: Bug Paintings
THIS IS ART? In 1991 Lomas was distressed by a comment made by a fellow artist, that painting was dead. Lomas was traveling by van across North America at the time but still wanted to prove his friend wrong. So he strapped a still-wet canvas to the front of his van and drove and drove…and drove. When he finally stopped, the canvas had been reshaped by wind, sun, and a lot of splattered bugs. Inspired by his creation, he has since driven more than 8,000 miles making more “masterpieces.” He’s even strapped his canvases to the front of trains. “My paintings may contain dead matter,” he says, “but they stimulate lively debate.”


THE ARTIST: SAW Gallery in Ottawa, Canada
THE WORK: Scatalogue: 30 Years of Crap in Contemporary Art
THIS IS ART? The gallery’s curator, Stefan St. Laurent, was lamenting that “people who live in this Western society can’t really deal with their own excrement.” So to help them, he commissioned works for an unusual exhibit. The pieces include a sculpture of former prime minister Brian Mulroney holding feces in his outstretched hand, a performance video featuring actors posing with toilets, and last (but not least), a genuine pair of soiled trousers. According to St. Laurent, the show tackled such issues as racism, homophobia, sexism, anti-Semitism, globalization, and consumerism. Visitors were also invited to check out the Scatalogue Boutique, where they could purchase cow-pie clocks.


THE ARTIST: Michael Landy, a London conceptual artist
THE WORK: Break Down
THIS IS ART? By age 37, Landy had become so fed up with materialism that he gathered every single thing he owned—7,006 items in all—and staged their destruction in a 14-day exhibit he called an “examination of consumerism.” As Landy supervised, 12 workers systematically destroyed everything from family heirlooms to dirty socks to his Saab 900. They smashed the big stuff with hammers and shredded the smaller stuff, reducing all of it to piles of pebble-sized trash, destined to end up in a landfill. More than 45,000 spectators witnessed the “art piece.” His next work: Getting new credit cards, new keys, a new passport, a new birth certificate, new shoes, and a new suit. “I found it a bit soul-destroying,” he said. “I really didn’t want to buy anything.”


The Venus flytrap only grows wild in one place: a 100-mile stretch of Carolina swampland.


THE ARTIST: Marilene Oliver, a London art student
THE WORK: I Know You Inside Out
THIS IS ART? In 1993 a convicted killer named Joseph Jernigan was put to death by lethal injection. After the execution, Jernigan’s body was frozen, then sliced (crosswise) into 1,871 micro-thin cross-sections and photographed for medical students. The images were also posted on the Internet, which is where Marilene Oliver found them in 2001. She printed them out, cut them to shape, and stacked them to create a life-size figure of the murderer.


Still not satisfied, Oliver scanned her own skin on a flatbed scanner and created a touch screen display next to the Jernigan figure, kind of like Adam and Eve. This one she called I Know Every Inch of Your Body.


MORE “ART”


How to Make a Quick Buck: First, get a cup of coffee in a Styrofoam cup. Drink the coffee. Attach the coffee-stained cup to a piece of wood. Find a dead ladybug. Attach that to the same piece of wood. Call the piece Untitled and enter it into a New York City art auction. That’s what modern artist Tom Friedman did in 1999. The winning bid: $29,900.


How to Get Rid of a Stack of Newspapers: At the same auction an unnamed artist entered a piece that consisted of a stack of newspapers. He called it Stack of Newspapers. Unfortunately for him, no bids were made on the “artwork.”


And the idea wasn’t even original—the previous year, artist Robert Gober had entered a tied stack of newspapers into a Sotheby’s auction which he called, Newspaper, 1992. It sold for $19,000.


Bad sign: Mozambique has an AK-47 assault rifle on its flag.




THE TIME IT TAKES


It takes the average bathroom reader one minute and fifteen seconds to read the average page of a Bathroom Reader. Here are some more examples of how long things take (or took).


• .05 second for a human muscle to respond to stimulus


• .06 second for an automotive airbag to fully inflate


• .2 second for the Int’l Space Station to travel 1 mile


• .46 second for a 90-mph fastball to reach home plate


• .6 second for an adult to walk one step


• 1 second for a humming-bird’s wings to beat 70 times


• 1.25 seconds for light to travel from the moon to Earth


• 3 seconds for 475 lawsuits to be filed around the world


• 4 seconds for 3,000,000 gallons of water to flow over Niagara Falls


• 10 seconds for 50 people to be born


• 20 seconds for a fast talker to say 100 words


• 58 seconds for the elevator in Toronto’s CN Tower to reach the top (1,815 feet)


• 1 minute for a newborn baby’s brain to grow 1.5 mg


• 45 minutes to reach an actual person when calling the IRS during tax time


• 4 hours for the Titanic to sink after it struck the iceberg


• 4 hrs, 30 min to cook a 20-pound turkey at 325°F


• 92 hrs to read both the Old and New Testaments aloud


• 96 hours to completely recover from jet lag


• 6 days, according to the Bible, to create the universe


• 7 days for a newborn baby to wet or soil 80 diapers


• 19 days until baby cardinals make their first flight


• 25 days for Handel to compose “The Messiah”


• 29 days, 12 hrs, 44 mins, and 3 secs from a new moon to a new moon


Dough doe? Animal Crackers come in 18 different “species.”


• 30 days for a human hair to grow half an inch


• 35 days for a mouse to reach sexual maturity


• 38 days for a slow boat to get to China (from New York)


• 12 weeks for a U.S. Marine to go through boot camp


• 89 days, 1 hour, for winter to come and go


• 91 days, 7 hrs, 26 mins, and 24 secs for the Earth to fall into the Sun if it loses its orbit


• 258 days for the gestation period of a yak


• 1 year for Los Angeles to move two inches closer to San Francisco (due to the shifting of tectonic plates)


• 2 years for cheddar cheese to reach its peak flavor


• 4 yrs, 8 mos to receive your FBI file after making the appropriate request


• 6 years in a snail’s life span


• 25 years equals the time the average American spends asleep in a lifetime


• 27 years was the length of Nolan Ryan’s pitching career


• 33 years was the life expectancy of a Neanderthal man


• 69 years for the Soviet Union to rise and fall


• 95 years to count to a billion


• 100 years for tidal friction to slow Earth’s rotation by 14 seconds


• 1,800 years to complete the Great Wall of China


• 500,000 years for plutonium-239 to become harmless


• 45.36 million years to reach the nearest star, Proxima Centauri, in a car going 65 mph


• 1 billion years for the sun to release as much energy as a supernova releases in 24 hours


*        *        *


POLITICAL DARWINISM


“In my lifetime, we’ve gone from Eisenhower to George W. Bush. We’ve gone from John F. Kennedy to Al Gore. If this is evolution, I believe that in 12 years, we’ll be voting for plants.”


—Lewis Black


How long American drivers wait at traffic lights in their lifetime: 14 days.




THE WILHELM SCREAM


Have you ever heard a sound effect in a film—a screeching eagle, a car crash, or a laughing crowd—that you swear you’ve heard before in other movies? You’re probably right. Here’s the story behind Hollywood’s most famous “recycled” sound effect.


SOUNDS FAMILIAR
Like most American kids growing up in the 1950s, Ben Burtt went to the movies…a lot. Movie budgets were much smaller back then, and film studios reused whatever they could—props, sets, stock footage, sound effects, everything. If you watched and listened to the movies carefully, you might have noticed things you’d seen and heard in other movies.


Burtt noticed. He was good at picking out sounds—especially screams, and especially one scream in particular. “Every time someone died in a Warner Bros. movie, they’d scream this famous scream,” he says.


By the 1970s, a grown-up Burtt was working in the movie business himself, as a sound designer—the guy who creates the sound effects. Years had passed, but he’d never forgotten that classic Warner Bros. scream. So when he got the chance, he decided to track down the original recording. It took a lot of digging, but he eventually found it on an old studio reel marked “Man Being Eaten by an Alligator.” It turns out it had been recorded for the 1951 Warner Bros. western Distant Drums and used at least twice in that movie: once in a battle with some Indians, and then—of course—when a man is bitten and dragged underwater by an alligator.


A STAR IS BORN


No one could remember what actor had originally been hired to record the scream, so Burtt jokingly named it after a character in the 1953 movie, Charge at Feather River. The character, named Wilhelm, screams the scream after he is struck in the leg by an arrow. The “Wilhelm Scream” was used two more times in that film: once when a soldier is struck by a spear, and again when an Indian is stabbed and then rolls down a hill.


The Wilhelm Scream is now more than 50 years old, but if you heard it you’d probably recognize it, because Burtt, who’s worked on almost every George Lucas film, uses it often—including in his Academy Award-winning sound design for Star Wars. “That scream gets in every picture I do, as a personal signature,” he says.


Top 5 causes of home accidents: stairs, glass doors, cutlery, jars, power tools (in that order).


So when you hear a Wilhelm Scream in a film, can you assume that Burtt did the sound effects? No—when other sound designers heard what he was doing, they started inserting the scream into their movies, too. Apparently, Burtt isn’t the only person good at noticing reused sound effects, because movie buffs have caught on to what he is doing and discovered at least 66 films that use the Wilhelm Scream. A few examples:


AHHHHHHHHHEEEEEIIIIII!!!


Star Wars (1977) Just before Luke Skywalker and Princess Leia swing across the Death Star’s chasm, a stormtrooper falls in.


The Empire Strikes Back (1980) 1) In the battle on the ice planet Hoth, a rebel soldier screams when his big satellite-dish laser gun is struck by laser fire and explodes. 2) As Han Solo is being frozen, Chewbacca knocks a stormtrooper off of the platform.


Return of the Jedi (1983) 1) In the desert scene, Luke slashes an enemy with his light saber. The victim screams as he falls into the Sarlac pit. 2) Later in the film, Han Solo knocks a man over a ledge. The man is Ben Burtt himself, making a cameo appearance—and that’s him impersonating the Wilhelm Scream…with his own voice.


Batman Returns (1992) Batman punches a clown and knocks him out of the way. The clown screams.


Toy Story (1995) Buzz Lightyear screams when he gets knocked out of the bedroom window.


Titanic (1997) In the scene where the engine room is flooding, a crew member screams when he’s hit with a jet of water.


Spaceballs (1987) Barf uses a section of tubes to reflect laser bolts back at four guards. The last one screams.


Lethal Weapon 4 (1998) A gunshot turns a terrorist’s flamethrower into a jet pack, and he flies into a gasoline truck.


Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (2002) A soldier falls off the wall during the Battle of Helm’s Deep…and lets out a Wilhelm.


Insomniac: A giraffe only sleeps about 4 hours a day.




NOT WHAT THEY SEEM TO BE


Things (and people) aren’t always what they seem. Here are some peeks behind the image.


JOHN JAMES AUDUBON
Image: Considered a pioneer of American wildlife conservation, this 19th-century naturalist spent days at a time searching for birds in the woods so he could paint them. The National Audubon Society was founded in 1905 in his honor.


Actually: Audubon found the birds, then shot them. In addition to painting, he was an avid hunter. According to David Wallechinsky in Significa, “He achieved unequaled realism by using freshly killed models held in lifelike poses by wires. Sometimes he shot dozens of birds just to complete a single picture.”


WASHINGTON CROSSING THE DELAWARE


Image: One of the most famous paintings of American history depicts General George Washington—in a fierce battle against the redcoats—leading his men across the Delaware River on Christmas Eve 1776.


Actually: It was painted 75 years after the battle by a German artist named Leutze. He used American tourists as models and substituted the Rhine River for the Delaware. He got the style of boat wrong; the clothing was wrong; even the American flag was incorrect. Yet the drama of the daring offensive was vividly captured, making it one of our most recognized paintings.


WEBSTER’S DICTIONARY


Image: The oldest and most trusted dictionary in the United States, created in 1828 by Noah Webster.


Actually: “The truth is,” says M. Hirsh Goldberg in The Book of Lies, “is that any dictionary maker can put Webster’s in the name, because book titles can’t be copyrighted.” And a lot of shoddy publishers do just that. To know if your Webster’s is authentic, make sure it’s published by Merriam-Webster, Inc.


Widest waterfall in the world: Victoria Falls in Africa (almost a mile wide).




FLUBBED HEADLINES


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


INFERTILITY UNLIKELY TO BE PASSED ON


CRITICS SAY SUNKEN SHIPS NOT SEAWORTHY


STUDY FINDS SEX, PREGNANCY LINK


AIR HEAD FIRED


Safety Experts Say School Bus Passengers Should Be Belted


SURVIVOR OF SIAMESE TWINS JOINS PARENTS


State Says Cost of Saving Money Too High


LUNG CANCER IN WOMEN MUSHROOMS


Man Steals Clock, Faces Time


Bank Drive-in Window Blocked by Board


ELIZABETH DOLE HAD NO CHOICE BUT TO RUN AS A WOMAN


DEER AND TURKEY HUNT FOR DISABLED PEOPLE


Axe For Media School’s Head


Summer Schools Boost Scrores


Study Says Snoring Drivers Have More Accidents


WOMEN BOWLERS VOTE TO KEEP THEIR SKIRTS ON


Hillary Clinton on Welfare


IF STRIKE ISN’T SETTLED QUICKLY, IT MAY LAST A WHILE


ASTRONAUT TAKES BLAME FOR GAS IN SPACECRAFT


NEW STUDY OF OBESITY LOOKS FOR LARGER TEST GROUP


COLD WAVE LINKED TO TEMPERATURES


Pataki Proposes Allowing Pickups on State Parkways


Montezuma Mourns Banker Slain in Attack with Flowers


REAL ESTATE EXECUTIVE SOLD ON CITY MARKET


PECAN SCAB DISEASE CAUSING NUTS TO FALL OFF


The meaning of “cool” as in “that’s really cool, man” has been in use since the 1880s.




UNCLE JOHN’S STALL OF FAME


Uncle John is amazed—and pleased—by the creative way people get involved with bathrooms, toilets, toilet paper, etc. That’s why he created the “Stall of Fame.”


Honoree: The Reverend Susan Brown, minister at the Church of Scotland’s cathedral in Dornoch, Scotland
Notable Achievement: Giving the roll with a hole a holy role.


True Story: When she performs a marriage, Reverend Brown always gives the same wedding gift to the newlyweds: a twin-pack of toilet paper. Why toilet paper? And why a pack of two rolls, instead of one or three?


It’s symbolic, Reverend Brown explains. “There are two rolls together, just like the couple. And the toilet paper is soft, gentle, long, and strong, which is what I hope their marriage will be.” Reverend Brown married Madonna and director Guy Ritchie in December 2000; they got toilet paper, too.


Honoree: Dr. Tom Keating, also known as “Bathroom Man,” a former teacher from Decatur, Georgia


Notable Achievement: Taking his daughter’s restroom complaint and turning it into a personal crusade to clean up America’s school bathrooms.


True Story: In the late 1980s, Dr. Keating’s daughter, an eighth-grader, complained to him about the messy state of the bathrooms at her school. First he addressed the problem at her school…then he started checking the restroom conditions at other schools. It turned into an obsession, and soon Keating had founded a group called Project C.L.E.A.N.—Citizens, Learners, and Educators Against Neglect—which works with students, teachers, and administrators to improve the condition of their restrooms.


In a typical school visit, Keating tours the restrooms, notes all the problems—messiness, vandalism, missing toilet paper and other supplies—and works with school officials to come up with a strategy. Then, with the help of students, bathrooms are painted, lighting is improved, damage is repaired, and any fixtures prone to vandalism—such as soap and toilet paper dispensers—are replaced with vandal-resistant models.


Carpenter’s pencils are square so they don’t roll off roofs.


“It all comes down to respect,” Keating says. “Kids have to respect their school restrooms as if they were their own, and faculty, staff, and administration have to respect the students as young adults who can be trusted to take care of their basic, biological needs in an acceptable setting.” And there’s a bonus—Keating believes that cleaner bathrooms can lead to better grades. “Students will pay closer attention in class if they’re not worried about ‘holding it in’ until school is over,” he says.


Honoree: Monell Chemical Senses Center, a research facility in Philadelphia


Notable Achievement: Turning sour smells into sweet success


True Story: In November 2002, the U.S. National Research Council called for a massive increase in the amount of money the Pentagon spends on nonlethal weapons. So the army is now looking into malodorants, substances so stinky that the military can use them to disperse crowds, empty buildings, and keep enemies away from sensitive areas. And Monell is at the cutting edge of research. They cook up the stinkiest smells they can think of, then let volunteers of all nationalities and cultures sniff them to make sure they have worldwide dis-appeal. Monell’s worst odors:


• “Who Me?” which smells like the odorant added to natural gas (if you’ve ever smelled a gas leak, that’s the smell), combined with the smell of rotting mushrooms.


• “Bathroom Malodor,” a nasty, poopy smell that’s mixed with the smell of rotting rodents. The lab also sells this smell to makers of bathroom cleansers, who use it to test the effectiveness of new products.


• “Stench Soup,” a combination of “Who Me?” and “Bathroom Malodor.”


So which of these three smells is considered most offensive by the most people? “Bathroom Malodor,” hands down—nothing else comes close. “We got cursed in a lot of different languages when we tested that,” says researcher Pamela Dalton.


Most valid credit cards owned by 1 person: 1,397.




IT’S A WEIRD, WEIRD WORLD


Proof that truth really is stranger than fiction.


WHITE ON!
“A University of Northern Colorado intramural basketball team has been inundated with T-shirt requests since naming itself ‘The Fightin’ Whites.’ The team, made up of Native Americans, Hispanics, and Anglos, chose the name because nearby Easton High refused to change its nickname from ‘Reds’ and drop its American Indian caricature logo. The team plans to donate profits from the shirts to an American Indian organization. The shirts show a 1950s-style caricature of a middle-aged white man with the phrase ‘Every thang’s gonna be all white!’”


—USA Today


OUT TO LUNCH


“At a hospital in Nashville, Tennessee, on election day, nurses went into the room of a 72-year-old woman to prepare her for open-heart surgery, only to find the woman wasn’t there. Instead they found a note which read, ‘Gone to vote, back in 30 minutes.’ An election official later confirmed an elderly woman with IVs coming out of her arms had indeed come in to vote.”


—Bloomington-Normal Pantagraph


FISHY BEHAVIOR


“A student at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, Pa., has arranged an ‘external study’ in lieu of regular classes, consisting of his dressing as a lobster, building a shelter on campus from scrap lumber and living in it. Fine-arts major Bill Kofmehl III, also known as ‘Lobster Boy,’ moved into the shelter February 1, vowing not to speak to anyone for three months. He did, however, occasionally climb to the roof in his lobster costume and make noises through a cardboard tube and a bullhorn.”


—Chicago Sun-Times


Hey, sweetie: Aspartame is 200 times sweeter than sugar; saccharin is 500 times sweeter.


HONEY, I’M HOME


“Trish and Vincent Caminiti of Bayport, NY, returned from a three-week vacation to find that 20,000 bees had established a hive in the walls of their home. According to neighbors, the swarm arrived in a dense, black, 10-foot-wide funnel cloud that buzzed so loud some thought it was an aircraft. The swarm then entered the home one at a time through a hole only a half-inch in diameter in the wall of the house.”


—Strange Tails


DON’T BE CHICKEN


“The Associated Press reported that some Pittsburgh parents recently held chicken pox “parties” for their kids. The parties involve having one kid with a current outbreak of the disease mingle with other kids to infect them, too, so that they would acquire a lifetime immunity. These parents apparently want their kids to avoid standard immunizations because of the side effects.”


—News of the Weird


TALIBAN(G)


“Hoping to defend his nation’s honor, former Taliban foreign minister Wakil Ahmed Muttawakil challenged U.S. president George Bush and British prime minister Tony Blair to a duel, suggesting that they fight former Afghan leader Mullah Omar with Kalashnikov assault rifles. Needless to say, they didn’t take him up on the offer.”


—National Post


DUCK!


“Workers from White’s Mobile Home Supply were hanging axles under a trailer when lightning struck nearby. They came out from under the home only to be greeted by a sight they’ll never forget.


“‘About 20 to 30 seconds after the lightning struck, stuff started falling from the sky,’ owner Ron White said. ‘At first they thought it was tennis shoes. Then they realized it was ducks.’


“The workers collected 20 mallards from the mobile home park. “‘Lightning can hit ducks, but it is rare,’ said Arkansas Game and Fish Commission biologist Mike Checkett. ‘I think this is something they’ll remember for the rest of their lives.’”


—SFGate


Water can flow through a plant at 4 mph.




ICKY LICKY STICKS


We were saving this page for our next Bathroom Reader for Kids Only, but then thought that everyone should be warned. These are 100% real.


SNOT SHOTS. Green bits of supersour, fruit-flavored bubble gum (also available: Blood Balls—gumballs filled with powdered candy that colors the mouth red).


CRAPPIN’ CRITTERS. These are models of cows, sheep, and other animals, which emit chocolate-brown jelly beans.


TOXIC WASTE HAZARDOUSLY SOUR CANDY. Hard candies packaged in an industrial drum. After sucking through the supersour outer layer, you get a sweet center. But then—yow!—you get an even more painfully sour hidden center.


EVERY FLAVOR BEANS. Inspired by Harry Potter, these look like ordinary jelly beans…until you take a bite. Some of the 38 flavors—like banana, root beer, chocolate pudding, and buttered toast—are tasty. But there’s also sardine, horseradish, grass, black pepper, dirt, vomit, and booger. Warning: The horseradish and coconut beans are both white.


ICKY LICKY STICKS. “Tasty sweet liquid candy packaged in grotesque human body parts! A wart-covered foot seeps cherry toe jam candy, a bloodshot eyeball oozes cherry eye mucous candy, and a runny, wart-covered nose leaks sour apple snot candy.”


INSECTNSIDE. Made to look like fossilized amber—it’s really a clear amber-colored toffee candy…with a real cricket sealed inside.


OH RATZ. It’s a gummy rat, which you’re supposed to dip into candy powder contained in a tiny plastic garbage can.


SOUR FLUSH. Candy powder in a plastic toilet bowl.


RAT PIZZA. A gummy pizza with a gummy rat on top. (They also make Worm Wiener, a gummy worm in a gummy hot dog bun.)


CHOCKA CA-CA. A piece of chocolate fudge that comes in a baby diaper. Packaged in a gift box—pink for girls, blue for boys.


The automobile was invented in 1886; the used car lot (17 cars) was invented in 1897.




THE IG NOBEL PRIZES


Too dumb to win a Nobel Prize? Don’t feel too bad—there’s still the Ig Nobel prizes. The science humor magazine Annals of Improbable Research awards them at Harvard University every year, to honor people whose achievements in science, medicine, or technology “cannot or should not be reproduced.” Bonus: If you win, your prize is handed to you by a genuine Nobel laureate!


IG NOBEL PRIZE: Public Health (2001)
AWARD-WINNING TOPIC: “A Preliminary Survey of Rhinotillexomania in an Adolescent Sample,” by Chittaranjan Andrade, et al. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, June 2001. Translation: “We studied nose-picking behavior in a sample of 200 adolescents from four urban schools.”


FINDINGS:


• “Nose picking is common in adolescents.…Almost the entire sample admitted to nose picking, with a median frequency of four times per day.”


• “Nearly 17% of subjects considered that they have a serious nose-picking problem.”


• “Nose picking may merit closer nosologic scrutiny.”


IG NOBEL PRIZE: Psychology (1995)


AWARD-WINNING TOPIC: “ Pigeons’ Discrimination of Paintings by Monet and Picasso,” by Shigeru Watanabe, et al. Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior, 1995.


FINDINGS:


• “Pigeons successfully learned to discriminate color slides of paintings by Monet and Picasso. Following this training, they discriminated novel paintings by Monet and Picasso that had never been presented during the discrimination training.”


• The pigeons “showed generalization from Monet’s to Cezanne’s and Renoir’s paintings [all Impressionist painters], or from Picasso’s to Braque’s and Matisse’s paintings [Cubists and Fauvists].”


A poem written to celebrate a wedding is called an epithalamium.


• “Upside-down images of Monet’s paintings disrupted the discrimination, whereas inverted images of Picasso’s did not.”


IG NOBEL PRIZE: Public Health (2000)


AWARD-WINNING TOPIC: “ The Collapse of Toilets in Glasgow,” by Jonathan Wyatt, et al. The Scottish Medical Journal, 1993.


FINDINGS:


• “Three cases are presented of porcelain toilets collapsing under body weight, producing wounds serious enough to require hospital treatment.”


• “The excessive age of the toilets was a causative factor.”


• “As many such toilets get older, episodes of collapse may become more common, resulting in further injuries.”


IG NOBEL PRIZE: Psychology (2001)


AWARD-WINNING TOPIC: “ An Ecological Study of Glee in Small Groups of Preschool Children,” by Lawrence W. Sherman. Child Development, March 1975.


FINDINGS:


• “A phenomenon called group glee was studied in videotapes of 596 formal lessons in a preschool. This was characterized by joyful screaming, laughing, and intense physical acts which occurred in simultaneous bursts or which spread in a contagious fashion from one child to another.”


• “While most events of glee did not disrupt the ongoing lesson, those which did tended to produce a protective reaction on the part of teachers [i.e., the teacher called the class back to order].”


• “Group glee tended to occur most often in large groups (seven to nine children) and in groups containing both sexes.”


OTHER IG NOBEL LAUREATES


• Physics (2002): “ Demonstration of the Exponential Decay Law Using Beer Froth,” by Arnd Leike, European Journal of Physics, January 2002.


• Mathematics (2002): “ Estimation of Total Surface Area in Indian Elephants,” by K. P. Sreekumar, et al. Veterinary Research Communications, 1990.


The ears of an African elephant can weigh up to 110 pounds each.




FAMOUS LAST WORDS


If you had to choose your last words, what would they be?


“Hurrah, boys, we’ve got them! We’ll finish them up and then go home to our station.”


—General George Custer


“Let’s go on to Chicago and win there.”


—Robert F. Kennedy


“I wish to announce the first plank in my campaign for reelection…we’re going to have the floors in this god-damned hospital smoothed out!”


—Boston politician James Michael Curley


“Moose…Indian.”


—Henry David Thoreau


“Try to be forgotten. Go live in the country. Stay in mourning for two years, then remarry, but choose somebody decent.”


—Poet Alexander Pushkin


“But the peasants…how do the peasants die?”


—Russian author Leo Tolstoy


“My work is done. Why wait?”


—Kodak founder George Eastman, in a suicide note


“My fun days are over.”


—James Dean


“You can keep the things of bronze and stone and give me one man to remember me just once a year.”


—Journalist Damon Runyon


“There ain’t nobody gonna shoot me.”


—Lee Harvey Oswald, while being transferred to county jail


“I am quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood. I had, as I now think, vainly flattered myself that without much bloodshed it might be done.”


—19th-century abolitionist John Brown


“I still live.”


—Daniel Webster


“Let’s do it.”


—Gary Gilmore, executed by firing squad at Draper State Prison, Utah, 1977


“Does nobody understand?”


—Irish author James Joyce


Every second, 100,000 chemical reactions occur in your brain.




THE HALIFAX EXPLOSION


In late 1917, World War I was raging in Europe. Back in North America, the port of Halifax, Nova Scotia, was the hub of Canada’s war effort. All the ships heading out to the Atlantic brought prosperity to the small town…but they also brought disaster.


UNLIKE TWO SHIPS PASSING IN THE NIGHT
In December 1917, the French cargo ship Mont Blanc took on 5,000 tons of explosives in New York, including more than 400,000 pounds of TNT. The 300-foot-long ship was headed into Halifax Harbor to await a convoy of ships that would accompany it to England. The Mont Blanc’s captain, Aime Le Medec, should have been flying a red flag to warn other ships of the dangerous cargo, but he was afraid that enemy ships might see the flag and start shooting.


At the same time, a 440-foot Norwegian ship, called the Imo—much faster and larger than the Mont Blanc—was leaving Halifax for New York. The Imo’s captain, Haakon From, knew he was behind schedule and ordered the ship full speed ahead.


Halifax Harbor has, roughly, an hourglass shape. The “waist” of the hourglass is a slim channel of water called the Narrows. Halifax is on the southern side of this narrow channel; the town of Darmouth sits on the north side. Two ships passing through the Narrows must do so with caution—as the Imo and the Mont Blanc were soon to learn.


COLLISION


On the cold, clear morning of December 6, shortly before nine, the Imo and the Mont Blanc both entered the Narrows: the Imo going east toward open sea (too fast, some said), the Mont Blanc was going west to moor up. Harbor rules say that ships must pass port to port—left side to left side—just like cars on the road. But the Imo was veering too far north; it was headed directly toward the Mont Blanc like a truck in the wrong lane. Captain Le Medec, aboard the Mont Blanc, signaled the other ship, but, strangely, Captain From didn’t stop—he signaled that he was continuing farther north. After repeated and confused attempts to communicate with horns and flags, Le Medec finally steered his ship south-ward…but Captain From did the same thing at the same time. Result: The smaller ship was broadsided. The collision sent the Mont Blanc straight toward the city of Halifax.


In 1986 Down and Out in Beverly Hills became the 1st Disney film to use the “F” word.


The impact started a fire on the deck of the Mont Blanc. Her crew, knowing the ship could blow up at any second, went straight to the lifeboats…without alerting the harbor patrol of the dangerous cargo. They rowed north toward Dartmouth, leaving the floating bomb heading straight for Halifax.


It was an astounding sight: a flaming ship drifting slowly toward shore. All morning activity stopped as people watched the spectacle—kids on their way to school, dockworkers on shore, shopkeepers, and homemakers who could see the harbor from their windows. The Mont Blanc drifted for about 20 minutes until it came to rest against Pier 6 in the Richmond district, the busy, industrial north end of Halifax. As firefighting crews rushed to put the fire out, the flames were getting closer and closer to the massive stores of TNT on the lower decks.


EXPLOSION


Then, shortly before 9:05 a.m., a blinding, white flash filled the harbor. The Mont Blanc exploded into bits and a giant mushroom cloud rose up over the town. More than 1,600 people were killed instantly. Thousands more were injured, many blinded from the glass and shrapnel that rained down on Halifax and Dartmouth. Schools, homes, factories, and churches were leveled by the ensuing shock-wave. A 30-foot tidal wave swept away what was left of the water-front, drowning many of the initial survivors and sinking dozens of ships in the harbor. Shattered pieces of the Mont Blanc were hurled as far as three miles away. A tugboat was thrown from the middle of the harbor onto the Dartmouth shore. The wave also rushed over the shores of Dartmouth and up Tufts Cove, where it completely washed away the settlement of an indigenous tribe called the Micmac.


The blast was so strong that windows were broken even in Charlottetown—120 miles away. It was the largest man-made explosion in human history, and its size and devastation wouldn’t be eclipsed until the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima in 1945.


More than 1,600 homes were gone; 12,000 more were damaged from the fires that spread through Halifax after the explosion. At least 6,000 people were left homeless at the onset of a powerful winter storm that would drop more than a foot of snow within the next 24 hours. Hundreds who had survived the blast, the tidal wave, and the ensuing fires would end up freezing to death.


The Halifax explosion was the worst single-day man-made loss of life on North American soil… until 9/11/01.


RELIEF


Rescue efforts were slow at first. Power, water, gas, telephone, telegraph, and railroad lines were all obliterated. The dead and dying lined the streets, while thousands of others were buried under debris. And medical supplies were in pitifully short supply. But help was on the way. Money started pouring in from all over the world, from as far away as China and New Zealand. The Canadian government appropriated $18 million for relief efforts, and surrounding towns donated shelters, blankets, and other necessities. But much of the immediate help came from Massachusetts. A train full of supplies and medical personnel left for Halifax the day of the explosion. In all, Bostonians donated $750,000 through the Massachusetts-Halifax Relief Committee. (To this day, Halifax sends an annual Christmas tree to the city of Boston in gratitude.)


THE BLAME GAME


The survivors of the explosion were stunned. Something this horrible had to be somebody’s fault. First, they blamed the Germans, because if Germany hadn’t started the war, the disaster would not have happened. Every surviving German in town was rounded up and arrested, in spite of the fact that they had suffered the same as everyone else. But as rebuilding began and cooler heads prevailed, people realized that if anyone was to blame, it was the ships’ captains.


Captain From and most of the crew of the Imo perished in the blast; Captain Le Medec of the Mont Blanc survived and was brought to trial. After months of inquiry and many civil suits, there was insufficient evidence to establish criminal negligence. Captain Le Medec’s license was revoked, but in the end, no one was ever convicted.


On January 22, 1918, Canada appointed the Halifax Relief Commission to handle pensions, insurance claims, rehousing, and rebuilding, as well as the rehabilitation of survivors. The extent of the damage was so great that the Commission would remain open until 1976.




COMIC RELIEF


Our annual salute to those who stand up so we may laugh while sitting down.


“I met a beautiful girl at a barbeque, which was exciting. Blonde, I think—I don’t know. Her hair was on fire. And all she talked about was herself. You know those kind of girls. It was just me, me, me. Help me. Put me out.”


—Garry Shandling


“You can say, ‘Can I use your bathroom,’ and nobody cares. But if you ask, ‘Can I use the plop-plop machine,’ it always breaks the conversation.”


—Dave Attell


“I can bend forks with my mind, but only the ones at Denny’s. And you have to look away for a little while.”


—Bobcat Goldthwaite


“Frisbeetarianism is the belief that when you die, your soul goes up on the roof and gets stuck.”


—George Carlin


“Did you hear they finally made a device that makes cars run 95% quieter? It fits right over her mouth.”


—Billy Crystal


“My parents only had one argument in forty-five years. It lasted forty-three years.”


—Cathy Ladman


“First the doctor told me the good news: I was going to have a disease named after me.”


—Steve Martin


“I think I’m a pretty good judge of people, which is why I hate most of them.”


—Roseanne


“It’s strange, isn’t it. You stand in the middle of a library and go ‘aaaaagghhhh’ and everyone just stares at you. But you do the same thing on an airplane, and everyone joins in.”


—Tommy Cooper


“I’m against picketing…but I don’t know how to show it.”


—Mitch Hedburg


“A study in the Washington Post says that women have better verbal skills than men. I just want to say to the authors of that study: Duh.”


—Conan O’Brien


500 pairs of false sideburns were used in the making of Gone With the Wind.




HOW PAPER BECAME MONEY


Today we take it for granted that a $20 bill is worth 20 dollars. But convincing people that paper can be just as valuable as gold or silver took centuries and involved many false starts. Take this one, for example.


SPOILS OF WAR
In 1298 a Venetian traveler named Marco Polo signed on as “gentleman commander” of a Venetian galley and led it in battle against the fleet of its rival city, Genoa.


Lucky for us, Polo lost. After he was captured and thrown into prison, he spent the next two years dictating a detailed account of his 24 years of travel in India, Africa, and China (then part of the Mongol empire ruled by Kublai Khan).


Until then, very little was known about that part of the world. Few Europeans had been to the Far East, and even fewer had written about their experiences. Polo’s memoirs changed everything. The Travels of Marco Polo was widely read all over Europe and is considered the most important account of the “outside” world written during the Middle Ages.


HARD TO BELIEVE


But not everyone believed it. In its day, The Travels of Marco Polo was also known as Il Milióne, or “The Million Lies,” because so many of the things that Polo described seemed preposterous to his European readers. He told of a postal system that could transport a letter 300 miles in a single day, fireproof cloth that could be cleaned by throwing it into a fire (it was made from asbestos), and baths that were heated by “stones that burn like logs” (coal).


But one of Polo’s most preposterous-seeming claims: In Kublai Khan’s empire, people traded paper as if it were gold.


Here’s how Polo described it:




In [the] city of Kanbalu, is the mint of the Grand Khan, who may truly be said to possess the secret of the alchemists, as he has the art of producing paper money.…When ready for use, he has it cut into pieces of money of different sizes.…The coinage of this paper money is authenticated with as much form and ceremony as if it were actually of pure gold or silver…and the act of counterfeiting it is punished as a capital offence.





Cranberry Jell-O is the only flavor that contains real fruit flavoring.




This paper currency is circulated in every part of the Grand Khan’s dominions; nor does any person, at the peril of his life, refuse to accept it in payment. All his subjects receive it without hesitation, because, wherever their business may call them, they can dispose of it again in the purchase of merchandise they have occasion for, such as pearls, jewels, gold, or silver. All his majesty’s armies are paid with this currency, which is to them of the same value as if it were gold and silver.





Paper money? Europeans had never seen anything like it.


MADE IN CHINA


Kublai Khan’s paper currency may have been news to Europeans, but for the Chinese it was just the latest attempt to establish paper as a legitimate form of money:


• Felted paper made from animal fibers was invented in China in about 177 B.C., and less than 40 years after that, the Chinese Emperor Wu-Ti (140–87 B.C.) began to issue the first notes made from paper. They were intended only as a temporary substitute for real money—precious metals and coins—when real money was in short supply. These first bills were more like cardboard than the foldable bills we use today.


• Another emperor, Hien Tsung, issued his own notes during a copper shortage in the early 800s. These, too, were intended only as temporary substitutes, but the idea caught on. More currency was issued in the year 910; after that, paper money came to be issued on a more regular basis.


• By 1020 so many paper notes were in circulation that China became the first country to experience “paper inflation.” That’s what happens when too much money is printed: it takes more currency to buy the same goods than it used to, so the purchasing power of each individual note goes down. If enough paper money is printed, the currency eventually becomes as worthless as… paper. To counteract the inflation, government officials began spraying the bills with perfume to make them more attractive. It didn’t do any good—and neither did anything else they tried.


Finland has more islands than any other country: 179,584.


• When one issue of currency became worthless, government officials would replace it with a new issue of currency; but since they kept printing new bills, in time the new ones would become worthless too, and the cycle would repeat itself.


• By the time of the Mongol invasion in the early 13th century, China had already endured several rounds of paper inflation, but that didn’t stop the Mongols from adopting the concept of paper money and spreading it across the entire Mongol empire.


• Kublai Khan issued his own series of paper notes in 1260. These were the ones that Marco Polo encountered when he visited China. By 1290, they were worthless, too.


THE END OF THE PAPER TRAIL


Although the Chinese used paper money over the next 150 years, by 1455 they were so disillusioned with it that it disappeared altogether and did not reappear in China for another 450 years.


“The Chinese people lost all faith in paper money and became more than ever convinced of the virtues of silver,” historian Glyn Davies writes in A History of Money, “a conviction that lasted right up to the early part of the twentieth century.”


Turn to Part II of “How Paper Became Money” on page 258.


*        *        *


WISDOM THEY DON’T TEACH IN SCHOOL
(but you can learn on the Internet)


• Scratch a dog and you’ll find a permanent job.


• No one has more driving ambition than the boy who wants to buy a car.


• There are worse things than getting a call for a wrong number at 4 a.m. It could be a right number.


• Money may buy a dog; only kindness can make him wag his tail.


• The great thing about the future is that it always starts tomorrow.


• Seat belts are not as confining as wheelchairs.


• Learn from the mistakes of others. You won’t live long enough to make them all yourself.


Albert Einstein was convinced his cat suffered from depression.




PHONE PHUNNIES


Riddle: What’s the difference between a phone booth and a bathroom? (If you don’t know, please don’t use our phone booth.)


OVER THE HUMP
Next time you find yourself in rural India and need to phone home, don’t bother looking for a phone booth; there are none—the cost of laying telephone cable in rural areas is prohibitive. Yet there are millions of potential customers, so enterprising telecommunications companies have to be creative. Enter Shyam Telelink. The solution: They own 200 mobile phones. Every day they send the phones out into the back country… mounted on camels. Customers say the service is very user-friendly. Cost: 2 cents a call.


DIAL-A-DOLPHIN


Stressed out and stuck in traffic with only your cell phone to keep you company? Call a dolphin. As you listen to their underwater clicks and whistles, your stress will disappear. At least that’s what scientists at Ireland’s Dolphin and Wildlife Foundation hope will happen once they’ve installed underwater microphones in the Shannon estuary, where dolphins reside year round. They’re working with telecom giant Vodaphone to make it possible for cell phone users worldwide to “reach out and touch” the dolphins.


Some kinks still need to be worked out, though—dolphins use a wide frequency band to communicate…most of which is beyond the human range of hearing.


CALL ME STUPID


Michael LaRock, a thief who had been on the run for over a year, called the police in Ticonderoga, New York, to boast that he would never be caught. Apparently it didn’t occur to him that the police might have caller I.D. The cops tracked the call to Auburn, Georgia, and quickly contacted the local police. While Officer Dan Charlton in New York was talking to LaRock on the phone, he heard the doorbell ring in the background. The next thing he heard was the Georgia police coming through the door to arrest the thief…right in his own home.


Most widely eaten fish in the world: herring.




SPACE, INC.


To most people, the stars represent the infinite cosmos. To some advertisers, they represent infinite opportunity—or rather, product placement heaven.


LOOK! UP IN THE SKY!
Companies have been trying to commercialize space since the 1960s. But they took one giant step in 1993 when a Georgia-based company called Space Marketing, Inc. floated the idea of sending mile-long billboards into orbit. The Mylar billboards were designed to stay aloft for 30 days and project images half the size of a full moon to potential customers down on Earth. Fortunately, it never happened. Congress outlawed the billboards later that year, as Massachusetts Congressman Edward Markey raised the specter of every sunrise and sunset beaming down “the logo of Coke or G.M. or the Marlboro man, turning our morning and evening skies into the moral equivalent of the side of a bus.”


While our skies seem safe from advertising for the moment, they may not stay that way. Federal regulations prohibit federal employees—astronauts included—from endorsing products, but American companies have found creative ways to finesse their own nation’s rules. And the cash-poor Russians have no such inhibitions. In fact, they’ve thrown the doors wide open to advertisers in order to help fund their space ventures. A brief chronology:


FISHER SPACE PEN (1968) Fisher was trying to build a better ballpoint when it invented a cartridge that used pressurized nitrogen instead of gravity to feed ink to the pen point. Two years later, NASA thought the pens would be perfect for taking notes in zero gravity and sent some along on the Apollo 7 mission. The pens, renamed AG-7 Space Pens, became standard equipment on both American and Russian flights. Seizing a marketing opportunity, in 1998 Fisher peddled their pens during a live telecast from the Russian space station Mir to home shopping network QVC.


THE COKE/PEPSI CHALLENGER (1985) Among the many scientific experiments carried out on 1985’s STS-51F Challenger mission was one NASA called the Carbonated Beverage Dispenser Evaluation (CBDE). In this carefully controlled trial, Coca-Cola and Pepsi each provided specially designed cans to deliver their beverages to thirsty astronauts. (The crew reported that without gravity or refrigeration, neither was very good.)


Antarctica is the only continent that does not have land areas below sea level.


SLINKY SLINKS ONTO SPACE SHUTTLE (1985) Another experiment was conducted on the Challenger to show how a Slinky would behave in low-gravity conditions. Astronauts were filmed playing with the toys for an “educational” video.


GOT MILKSKI? (1997) Space vehicles carry milk in powdered form—they can’t spare the energy for refrigeration. So what better way to show off the long shelf life of Israel’s Tnuva Milk than to deliver it fresh to the space travelers’ door? They spent $450,000 to fly their product to the Mir space station and film cosmonauts gulping it down, and then used the footage for a commercial on Israeli television.


PIE IN THE SKY (1999) Pizza Hut reportedly paid the Russians $1 million to paint a 30-foot version of its logo on the side of a Russian Proton rocket that was carrying a crew to the International Space Station (ISS). Then, piggybacking on a Russian cargo flight, Pizza Hut delivered a 15-inch salami and cheese pizza.


FRAMED! (2000) Radio Shack flew a “talking” picture frame to the ISS as a Father’s Day gift for Commander Yuri Usachev. It held a picture of his 12-year-old daughter, Evgenia, and played this message: “Hey Dad, we are wishing you good fortune and success in your job and good relationships with the crew.” A TV commercial featuring space-suited cosmonauts floating in through a hatch to deliver the gift to Usachev in a Radio Shack shopping bag debuted on American television on May 27, 2001.


BUILDING BLOCKS OF LIFE (2001) To promote their “Life on Mars” line, the LEGO company had a parcel containing 300 “miniature aliens” shuttled to the ISS and back again as part of a contest, in which the toys would be awarded as prizes. Cosmonauts were photographed playing with the toys before they were packed up for their return trip. According to Jay McGill, publisher of Popular Mechanics (which has also been marketed on the ISS), “Anything can be done for rubles.”


Q: What makes an acupuncturist proud? A: A jab well done.




DUMB CROOKS OF THE OLD WEST


Here’s proof that stupidity is timeless (and sometimes deadly).


THE DALTON BROTHERS
In the little town of Coffeyville, Kansas, in 1890, Bob, Emmett, and Gratton Dalton, along with two other men, formed a gang of outlaws. Inspired by the exploits of their cousins the Younger Brothers—who 15 years earlier had stolen nearly half a million dollars from trains and banks with the James Gang—the Daltons pulled a few small-time robberies. But they wanted a big payoff and the fame that goes with it—and that could only come from a bank heist. So they planned it all out…all wrong:


1. The Daltons aimed to rob two banks at once: two men would rob the First National Bank, while the other three hit Condon & Co. across the street. They thought they’d get double the loot, but they only doubled their chances of getting caught.


2. Instead of traveling to another town where no one knew them, they chose Coffeyville—where everyone knew them.


3. The street in front of the banks was being repaired the day of the heist. They could have postponed it, but went ahead anyway. Now they had to hitch their horses a block away, making a clean getaway that much more difficult.


4. Smart: They wore disguises. Dumb: The disguises were wispy stage mustaches and goatees. Locals saw right through them.


The bank robberies were a disaster. The townsfolk saw the Dalton boys coming and armed themselves. The Daltons did get $20,000 from First National, but came up empty at the other bank when a teller said she couldn’t open the safe. When they emerged from the banks, an angry mob was waiting for them in the street. A hail of bullets followed, killing every member except Emmett Dalton, who spent the next 15 years in prison. He emerged from the penitentiary to discover that the Dalton Gang’s story had indeed been immortalized, but not as legendary outlaws…only as hapless screwups.


Thomas Edison proposed to his second wife by Morse code.




LUCKY FINDS


Have you ever found something valuable? It’s one of the best feelings in the world. Here’s another installment of a regular Bathroom Reader feature—a look at some folks who found really valuable stuff…and got to keep it.


IT MAY BE UGLY, BUT IT’S MINE
The Find: Painting by Jackson Pollack
Where It Was Found: In a thrift shop
The Story: Retired truckdriver Teri Horton, 70, of Costa Mesa, California, bought an abstract painting for a friend at a local thrift shop. The price was $8, but Horton thought it was ugly and told the store owner, “I ain’t paying eight dollars for this thing.” She got it for $5. As it turned out, the painting wouldn’t fit through her friend’s front door, so Horton kept it. When another friend, an art professor, saw the painting, he told her it might actually be an original work by the 20th-century master Jackson Pollack. He was right: in July 2003, forensic specialists found one of Pollack’s fingerprints on it—making it worth $20 million. “I still think it’s ugly,” Horton said, “but now I see dollar signs.”


SHELL SHOCK


The Find: 40-carat emerald


Where It Was Found: In a conch shell


The Story: An elementary school teacher and part-time salvage diver was searching the wreck of a Spanish galleon that had sunk off the coast of Florida during a hurricane 380 years ago. Finding nothing of value, the diver collected a bucketful of seashells for his students instead. Later, as he was washing the shells, a 40-carat emerald estimated to be worth millions rolled out of a queen conch shell. According to Doug Pope, president of Amelia Research & Recovery, the man didn’t even know what he’d found. “He thought it might be a piece of a Heineken bottle.”


PRICEY WATERHOUSE


The Find: Victorian masterpiece painting


Where It Was Found: In an old farmhouse


Q: What animal has the longest tail in the world? A: The male giraffe—it can be up to 8 feet.


The Story: In 1973 a British couple bought a run-down farmhouse in Canada. They requested that an old painting in the house be included in the sale—because they thought it looked nice on the wall. Nineteen years later, they decided to have the painting appraised by Odon Wagner, an art dealer in Toronto. “Odon nearly fell off his chair,” said a spokesman for Christie’s auction house. It was Gather Ye Rosebuds While Ye May, a 1909 work by the Victorian master John William Waterhouse that had been missing for almost a century. “Nobody knew where it was,” he said, “and we still don’t know how it got to Canada.” It was expected to sell for about $5 million. He said the couple was “very, very pleased.”


YEAH! YEAH! YEAH!


The Find: More than 500 unknown photos of the Beatles


Where They Were Found: At a university in Scotland


The Story: Dundee University in Scotland was working to digitize its archives in 2002 when someone came across a cache of 130,000 photos by the late Hungarian photographer Michael Peto. Peto’s son had given the collection to the university in 1971. Included were hundreds of black and whites of the Beatles from 1965, including candid shots of the band eating, drinking tea, and relaxing between takes on the set of the movie Help! Many of the images had never been seen by the public before. A spokesperson for Christie’s auction house wouldn’t put a dollar figure on the photos, but expected them to be worth a “significant” amount.


*        *        *


IT’S THE THOUGHT THAT COUNTS


Joe Purkey of Knoxville, Tennessee, lost his high school ring in 1964. Then he got a phone call about it…37 years later. It was Bob’s Septic Service on the line. It seems that between when he bought the ring and when it was delivered, Purkey had lost 40 pounds. The ring was too loose and slipped off his finger…into the toilet just as he was flushing it. An employee of the septic service found it in their filtering system. She cleaned it off, researched the date and initials, and in November 2001 gave it back to its original owner. Purkey claimed to be grateful, but wasn’t thrilled about wearing it again. “It was never really lost,” he said, “I just didn’t wanna go get it.”


Worldwide, about 20% of all married couples are first cousins.




PRIMETIME PROVERBS


Reflections on life from some of today’s most popular shows.


ON LAWYERS
Corporal Cortez: “They’re not going to be glad to see us.”
Harm: “I’m a lawyer, Corporal, no one’s ever glad to see me.”


—J.A.G


ON LISTENING
Kelly: “Dad, you haven’t heard a single word I’ve said!”
Ozzy: “Can I explain something? You haven’t been standing in front of 50 billion decibels for the past thirty years! Leave me a note!”


—The Osbournes


ON ENDANGERED SPECIES
Stan: “Dolphins are intelligent and friendly.”
Cartman: “Intelligent and friendly on rye bread with some mayonnaise.”


—South Park


ON LOVE


“My love for you is like this scar: ugly, but permanent.”


—Grace, Will and Grace


ON EATING


“Cheese: it’s milk that you chew.”


—Chandler, Friends


ON DEATH
Frasier: “There’s nothing you can do when the cold hand of Death comes knocking on your door…”
(knock at door)


Frasier: “Would you get that?”
Niles: “I most certainly will not!”


—Frasier


ON HIGHER EDUCATION
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