
[image: Cover Page of How To Be a 21st Century Man]


[image: Title Page of How To Be a 21st Century Man]


Copyright © 2008, 2017 by Gregg Stebben

Foreword Copyright © 2008, 2017 by Denis Boyles

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Racehorse Publishing, 555 Eighth Avenue, Suite 903, New York, NY 10018.

Racehorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 555 Eighth Avenue, Suite 903, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Racehorse Publishing™ is a pending trademark of Skyhorse

Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Print ISBN: 978-1-63158-196-0

E-book ISBN: 978-1-63158-197-7

Cover photograph by iStockphotos

Printed in China


FOREWORD

First, a word of congratulations. Buying this book was a stroke of genius. Maybe it was even your stroke of genius! Or maybe it was a gift from someone you know—and the chances are very good she was a woman.

If so, she may be sending you a message—and of course, we’ll listen, since, as men, we try to be whatever works, woman-wise. For example, it’s been four decades since the advent of the “New Man.” Odious at birth, he was a wimpy Ken to feminism’s in-your-face Barbie, a quiet, well-mannered, non-threatening kind of chap with a shaved chest, marinated in estrogen and programmed to stay out of the way. Over the years, he morphed again and again. One day, he was Phil Donahue, the next Alan Alda. More recently, he’s the guy with the man-bun. In one guise or another, the New Man’s been around so long, he’s old—and not in a good way.

Is there a good way to be an Old New Man? As it happens, yes. Because if research is correct, the women of the future are likely to closely resemble women of the distant past. Isn’t it just a cruel accounting hoax that would allow the nineteenth century to follow the twentieth? Yet, according to a New York Times story filed by a correspondent at Yale right here in our very own twenty-first century, “Many women at the nation’s most elite colleges say they have already decided that they will put aside their careers in favor of raising children [and] play a traditional female role, with motherhood their main commitment.” As one particularly alarming Yale professor put it, “Women today are, in effect, turning realistic.”

That’s the problem with modernity. It gets old very quickly. And this latest thing—well, obviously, it’s not great for some of us. For a long time now there has been a happy assumption among men that a brave new breed of highly educated, richly employable women were walking the Earth, women who wouldn’t dream of putting “aside their careers in favor of raising children,” when they could just hire somebody who had made a career of raising other people’s children to do it for them.

From a somewhat cynical, perhaps even misogynistic point of view, marrying one of those beautiful breadwinners in order to better buy boats, beer and a BMW made complete sense. Their incomes often exceeded those of the men who pursued them; a winning suitor would take not just the hand of his beloved, but also the purse clutched tightly in that hand. In return, her supportive husband would watch the game on Sunday, pay somebody to mow the yard on Saturday and encourage her to ask for raises. A woman at work meant a man at ease.

No more. Now women have decided to “play a traditional role” and are therefore “turning realistic.”

That means new marching orders for us. And that’s where the genius of buying this little book comes in. Many realistic women are going to prefer realistic men—i.e., a male who can actually function in the realistic world, where boats capsize, tires go flat, ties go wide and where a fellow’s accomplishments are measured in his ability to help a woman lead the traditional, realistic life she wishes to lead. Goodbye to all that we used to be—lovable chunks of meat, talking sex objects, bronzed love gods. Hello to what we must now become—a handy man, a traditional guy who can do real stuff.

If you’re seeking some reality, this book is the place to start. Hold it in your hand. Feel that heft? It’s a real book—not a plastic screen or a txt msg on ur fone or a nifty 6-second Vine video for posting on Twitter. The pages are made from butchered trees once filled with birds’ nests and every word in it was typed by hand, then arranged neatly on each page in a way that conveys hundreds and hundreds of useful tips, hints, and insights, all of practical value in the real world where those realistic women live. Need to know how to tie a bowline? It’s here. Want to check the quality of a suit? Look on page 27. The pilot of your 747 just die in mid-air? Landing instructions are in Chapter 5. This book can make you look exactly like a man who knows what he’s doing.

Don’t think you can just wait out this unpleasant little reversal in the universal hope of all men to live as cheap, unskilled chattel waiting on the pleasure of the attractive, intelligent women of the future who will keep us in the manner to which we avidly wish to become accustomed. It took forty years for the women at Yale to realize that we’re happy to take them for granted if they so insist. But it’s going to take them a lot longer than that to want that kind of guy back again. He’s history.

But this book isn’t. Unlike a wide tie or a huge SUV or a New Man, this book’s for keeps. She’s happy she got it for you. You can thank her by building a bookcase then painting the house.

Denis Boyles



1. Hardware and Machinery
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The reason a man’s life starts with hardware and machinery is that most men’s lives are like complicated machines with plenty of moving parts. Most of the time, life just hums along. But one day, you hear a cough and a sputter, and suddenly there’s smoke and fire everywhere. That’s when it pays to know a little about hardware, because once you understand hardware, the only thing standing between you and bliss is finding the right tool for the job.





Hardware

HOW TO PUT TOGETHER ANYTHING

Here’s the bad news on that analog 12G5 widget you just had to have: The elbows at the top of pole assemblies 12 and 14 go inverse to the cross-member and motor-mount housing. Who knew?

Well, maybe you knew. But most normal guys would assume that if you reverse those pole assemblies on the 12G5, and then wind her up, what you get is your basic torqued-widget fault, in which the widget-pod, instead of going front to back, goes wonky in a kind of front-to-side-to-upside-down motion, real fast. Cool, huh?

Other more widget-savvy guys hate that stuff, though. They’ll come along behind you with a pair of pliers and straighten out all the pieces you had carefully reengineered to fit the way you thought they were supposed to fit.

You may think the lesson in this little tale is that it always pays to read the directions, but you’re wrong. The lesson here is that there are only so many ways to put together anything, and that once these fundamental principles of what we can call civilian engineering have been mastered, there is nothing you cannot join together, no assembly you cannot assemble, no tabs you cannot insert, no slots you cannot fill, no act you can’t get together.

What follows are:

The Master Assembly Instructions

After you read these directions once—design flaws, emotional trauma, and manufacturing errors notwithstanding—you’ll never have to read any directions for anything ever again.

GET THE BIG PICTURE

This is the most important step of all, which is why it comes first: Look at the box.

No matter what you’re putting together, the parts look nothing like the whole. If you spread out the parts for the 12G5, for instance, you’d think it was something you, personally, might like—a sit-down vaulting pole, for instance (would that be great or what?) where you could just, like, run along until you got to the thirty-foot crossbar, plant your pole, take a seat, and ride the crest in style, waving to the crowd and taking pictures as you go—instead of whatever it is for the tyke. One look at the box will set you straight.

This particular assembly instruction—looking at the box—is critical because it has universal application. To illustrate why, let’s take something not normally associated with hardware. For instance, you take Mexico and a cheeseburger and put them together, you wouldn’t think you’d get a taco. You have to see it before you can build it. Like a field of dreams.

Use Your Mental Wrench. So look at the picture, imagine how it’s assembled, then, mentally, disassemble the thing. In fact, a good set of instructions contains an exploded diagram. That’s really all you need. Spill all the parts out of the box onto a smooth surface—the floor, maybe. Place them on the living room carpet so they appear in the order shown on the exploded diagram. From here on, it’s just a matter of tightening things up. (But not too tight.)

RECOGNIZE A LIE WHEN YOU SEE IT

Unless nature has blessed you with a Phillips-head fingernail, you always need tools, always, no matter what. Just in case, better get power tools. New ones, and lots of them.

DON’T READ THE DIRECTIONS

Except, of course, those you’re reading just now. You already knew this one, right? Besides, the people who write directions do not make the objects the assembly of which they describe. They know much less about how to put something together than you will five minutes after you finish the job. Why? Because engineers can’t write worth a damn, and because writers can barely assemble their thoughts, let alone something as complicated as a Soloflex.

An Exception: Always read the instructions accompanying any product made in China, for, while the directions apparently have nothing to do with the product, they do provide a great deal of admirable practical advice. An example, from a package of bottle rockets made in the People’s Republic: “1. Point up to cloudy sky. 2. Match fire will ignite fuse. 3. Do not hover. 4. Listen carefully for report.”

IF YOU’RE CONFUSED, SIZE THE PARTS

When you’re putting something together, remember there are three basic types of parts out of which all unassembled products are made:

  1.   Little parts.

  2.   Really important parts, including the Main Thing.

  3.   Big parts.

The key to proper assembly is to start small and work your way up.

The Little Parts. You can’t skip the small stuff. This causes frustration, I know, but here it is: Little pieces almost always have to be put together before big pieces. Except in Mad Max movies, most assembled objects do not have their innards hanging on the outside. As a rule, the little stuff gets put together in small assemblies. These, in turn, become part of a larger assembly.

It’s the little things in a big thing that make everything go a little more smoothly. In that regard, little things do indeed mean a lot. Take sex, for instance. For most of us, it’s a big thing, yes? But without that little thing, you got nothing.

The Really Important Parts. What we mean here is the one piece—technically, the Main Thing—without which no other piece will be able to stay in place. The L’il Tad 12G5 has that wicked crossmember, for example. That’s the thing you have to worry about, because if you get that wrong, nothing else will be right.
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Every Assembly Has a Main Thing That Holds Together All the Other Things.

Witness:

•   Washing machines: Tub armature. If the tub armature bends, no more whiter than white.

•   Wagons: The axles. If an axle’s upside down, those tires are goners.

There’s always one thing that makes sense of everything else. Find it, feel it, understand it. It’s the key to your universe.

Assembly tip: How to spot the Main Thing. It’s usually a medium-sized piece, not the biggest, and not one of the little pieces of shrapnel stapled in the little plastic bag. There’s usually a hole in it—often, two, one at each end.

Big Parts. Here’s an important rule about big parts:

THE BIG THING ISN’T NECESSARILY THE MAIN THING

In fact, the biggest thing is often the least consequential, because it simply wraps up everything else. On a car, for instance, the hood is a big thing, but it certainly isn’t any of the main things that make the car go. Since, in most assemblies, the Main Thing is usually the thing that takes up the most room, you’ll want to get it out of the way first. Trying to put together the Big Thing first is an understandable mistake, of course, since by putting together the Big Thing first, you’ll also make a giant step toward making all those parts look like that picture. But here’s a promise: If you build the Big Thing first, you’ll have to take it apart when you start building all the little things. Then you’ll have to dismantle everything when you finally figure out the Main Thing.

A note on electronic stuff: Everything that has to do with electronic goods comes in pairs. It’s a yin-yang thing. Every part is a positive or a negative, a red or a gray, an input or an output. Abstractly, these things all form a big circle that isn’t complete until all the positives and negatives are joined together. To assemble any pile of electro-junk, all you have to do is keep track of the pluses and the minuses. You have to keep the inputs going in and the outputs going out.

TIGHTEN NOTHING UNTIL IT’S ALL OVER

Tightening all the screws and bolts is the last thing you do in any assembly process. Give everything a little elbow room, let it all settle. Once you’re sure, then you can commit.

How to Hammer a Nail

If you’re looking for the animal tracks of a previous generation, start here. At no other time in the history of man have so few men known so little about such a completely obvious thing as how to drive a nail into a board. If you know, fine. You’re a manly man. If you don’t, keep it to yourself—and learn this three-step process:

Step one: Drill it, dull it, drive it. If the nail is going to be driven anyplace where it’s likely to split the wood, drill a small pilot hole first. If you’re on the fence about the likelihood of splitting the wood, buy some insurance by turning the nail upside down and tapping it a few times on the point. A dull nail is far less likely to split wood than a sharp one.

Step two: Set the nail. Hold it between your thumb and forefinger and give it a sure-thing tap. Don’t girl out on this: Hit the thing hard enough that you’re not going to have to set it again. You want it to stand up all by itself.

Step three: Nail it. Hold the hammer at the end of the handle. Keep your wrist fairly stiff, and whack it. You use your whole forearm for this: A good hammer blow is very much like a good overhead slam in tennis. You want to pound right through the nail’s head. Practice this for five minutes, and you should be able to set an eightpenny nail with one tap and drive it into a two-by-four with three good, solid, no-jive shots.

Notes: Lots can happen between the first tap and the last whack:

•   If you bend the nail more than a little, don’t fool with it. Yank it out and take it from the top.

•   Don’t miss. There are two telltales of a bum carpenter: bent nails, of course, and scarred wood. If you see a nail head surrounded by what appear to be miniature elephant tracks, you know a rube has been at work.

•   If the wood’s green, or if it’s ungodly hard, soap the tip of the nail with a bar of Ivory.

•   If you’re doing any kind of finish work, don’t drive the nail home with the hammer. Instead, hold it back from the surface of the board a bit and use a nail punch to finish the job.

How to Keep Your Thumbnail on Your Thumb After You Whack It with a Hammer

This really works:

Step one: Whack your thumb with a hammer while you’re trying to drive in a nail.

Step two: Gas it. Before you can count slowly to thirty, get your thumb under a can of gasoline.

Step three: Slowly trickle gasoline over the banged-up thumbnail. You don’t need a gush of gas; a trickle slow enough to last about a minute will do the trick. No blue nail, no aching thumb.

Step four: Stop smoking.

Once you figure out how to drive in a nail, take your knowledge to grad school.
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How to Perform Stupid and Life-Threatening Tricks with Nail Guns

Hey, here’s some good news: You can do anything with a nail gun that you can do with a .22, including lots of truly terrifying and dangerous stunts. A correspondent has sent us some of his faves.

Before you can play any of these games you have to disassemble the safety on your gun. It’s designed to ensure that you only nail into something solid, so it requires that you be pressing the nose of the gun down onto a rigid surface before you fire it. Every safety is different. Unload your gun and then give it the once-over: You’ll figure something out. What you’ve got to do is figure out how to press down on the safety and hold it there as if the nose were pressed against a solid surface while you are swinging it around in the air looking for something to shoot.

NAIL GUN SPORTS

•   Shoot the lackey. Every construction site has a lackey. Take turns shooting at him as he goes about his chores. Make sure he isn’t close enough that it would hurt if you actually hit him, and make sure you don’t aim for the eyes. Deduct points if you shoot at him while he has run off to get you a beer.

•   Target shooting. Put up a wedding photo from your first marriage or a snapshot of the site foreman. Fire away. Bull’s-eye wins. With a nail gun you’ve got, say, thirty feet. Therefore, when you aim you have to aim high because the nail will go straight for only a foot or two and then start dropping. In a way, that means you can have a lot more fun with a nail gun because you can fire it off over here and not worry about hitting some lady sitting in her living room a half mile away.

•   Indoor skeet shooting. One guy throws up a chunk of wood, the other guy draws and shoots. If you’re a little slow on the upswing, play with a Styrofoam coffee cup; it will float to the ground much slower and therefore be much easier to draw a bead on.

•   Pest control. Mouse or rat or—if you’re working construction in the Bronx—cockroach hunting.

•   Catch. You hold the gun, your buddy tries to catch the nails in his base-ball glove.

A small note: While we’re pleased to get tips and hints on how to make the workday go a little faster, we really don’t recommend any of these fascinating pastimes. In fact, hard to believe, but the lackey-shoot might even be illegal. It’s an OSHA thing.

HOW TO HIDE THE HANDWRITING ON THE WALL

Don’t confuse painting a wall with painting a masterpiece. The difference between a wall painted by a household Picasso and the one you paint yourself is minimal. Just get it covered.

Latex, Please

Unless you have a specific need for enamel paint, skip it. The prep work and the cleanup are mindless time-eaters. Latex paint is the best thing to happen to paintbrushes since Tom Sawyer cut his toe.

How much latex paint should you buy? The rule of thumb is one gallon of paint per 450 square feet of wall space. That’s assuming you can do the job in a single, thick coat.

For next to nothing, you can buy one of those cheap, plastic kid’s pools downtown. For a big painting job, just fill the wading pool with water and toss the brushes, trays, and rollers into the pool as you go. Give everything a final squirt with the hose when you’re ready to go.
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By the way, if you end up using enamel despite our warnings and you get some of the paint on your skin, olive oil will take it right off. Works with latex, too, of course.

How to Prepare a Wall

•   Scrape off loose paint with a scraper or putty knife.

•   Use spackle to fill in holes and cracks, and to smooth out dents and rough spots. Even old paint can make a wall too rough to paint.

•   Sand down all rough surfaces. A coat of primer on sanded spots will save you two coats of paint later.

•   Cover water-stained areas with a stain killer. Stains on walls live forever, and unless you “seal” them, they’ll show through the new coat of paint as well as they do through the old paint.

•   Remove all dust from the walls, ceiling, and floors. Painting over dust is begging for trouble.

•   Cover window and door sashes with masking tape. If you’re painting down close to a narrow baseboard, remove the trim. Then tape newspaper along the floor and an inch or two up the wall so that when you replace the baseboard, only new paint will show.

How to Paint a Wall

•   Take it from the top—ceiling first. Use a brush to paint a narrow strip around the perimeter of the ceiling.

•   Load the roller with paint evenly, but be sure it is not saturated to the point where it will drip. If you see a thick bead of paint along the edge of the roller’s track of color, you’re using too much.

•   Work in small patches. Cover three or four square feet at a time in a zigzag motion—first away from you and then back to cover the parts you missed. Once you have covered several adjoining patches, crisscross over the entire area to make sure that the paint is applied uniformly over each section.

•   Always paint toward the light source, never painting more area than you can easily reach. Faraway chunks of wall tend to get short shrift, so move your ladder frequently. Start in a dry area and work toward an area that has already been painted. If you try to do it the other way around and feather the color out toward the unpainted part of the wall, you’ll only create a big patch of paint surrounded by lots of barely painted wallboard.

•   Use a brush not only to paint around the edges of the wall at the ceiling, but also in the corners and around doors and windows.

•   Shield it. If the color you are painting is different from that on the other walls or the ceiling, use a piece of cardboard to protect those surfaces as well as moldings and baseboards.

•   To avoid drips, make sure the first stroke after you reload the roller is an upward one.

•   Work quickly—or as quickly as you can without making a huge mess. Semidry paint looks different from wet paint, so if you work at a brisk pace, you’ll have a much easier time judging how much paint you need to cover the wall and where touch-ups are needed.

If wall painting is too basic, too mundane, too down-to-earth, you can elevate your newfound hardware expertise with this small exercise in aeronautical engineering.

HOW TO BUILD A BOMBER USING A MATCHSTICK AND A BUNCH OF FROZEN FLIES

This is the kind of handyman derring-do that made America great:

•   Take a wooden matchstick and slice a thin sliver down one side. Then cut the remaining stick in two, lengthwise. Make sure you leave a little of the red tip intact for effect. Discard half the ’stick.

•   Make the aircraft by gluing the sliver of wood—the wing—across the remaining part of the matchstick—the fuselage. If you want, you can use little scraps to make a tail section. Or you can make a biplane. Or you can use a couple of thin slices of balsa to make a huge wing, one that will carry maybe twenty engines. Indulge your aeronautical whims. Think of lift, think of thrust, think of innovation without the benefit of an industrial policy.

•   Catch a bunch of flies. Put them in a jar and put the jar in the freezer. In a few seconds, the flies will be chilled out completely. (Male honeybees also work swell, but sexing bees can be tricky work.) This is called cryogenics, and it has its drawbacks. For example, the flies will be dead flies if you freeze them for too long. Dead flies are no good. So if you’re a slow tinkerer, simply refrigerate your flies. It takes longer to make them comatose, but they have a much higher rate of recovery than the ones you leave in the freezer.

•   Meanwhile, put a tiny drop of rubber cement at each place along the wing where you want an engine.

•   Take the flies out of the freezer. Attach the abdomen of one frigid fly to each drop of glue. Make sure all the flies are facing the same direction.

•   Breathe life into the flies. A miracle: A gentle puff of your warm breath will resuscitate the flies.

•   Launch the aircraft. It should fly like a charm, and, far from being cruel to the flies, you’ll be teaching them a new and valuable thing, one which brings us to the virtue of this exercise. For we see that while flies have a great deal in common, think a lot alike, share many hopes and dreams, they never act in concert, as a team, with regard for the worth of other, neighboring flies, until forced by grim circumstance—as, for example, when they are harnessed to fly and either first experience the exhilaration of high-altitude cooperation or die. Redeemed by such a critical choice, they’ll soar like a glider, race like a Stealth, and, when overflying a barnyard or kennel, turn into an awesome-wicked dive-bomber.

Machinery

When you combine hardware with a full tank of gasoline, you get an alchemy all men understand. For when it comes to essential information, there are some things guys just know. For example, men know baseball, the same way they know how to change tires in the rain while maintaining a casual conversation with their wives, the way they can make a clothesline peg from third to first without warming up, the way they can kill anything that flies or crawls, the way they can operate anything that burns gas or oil. Right? Somewhere in our genetic baggage, there’s an old manual that contains the instructions to all these things, and if we’ve lost track of it, well, who needs directions, anyway? Right?

Right—up to a point. In fact, it’s the common acceptance of what must be called manly skills that sharpens the competitive edge among men and makes them hotdog like maniacs in front of women.

Take heavy equipment.

You get two guys standing around a tractor, and you get big-time testosterone-talk. Chain saws do this, too. So do motorcycles, welding tools, and pit bulls. Backhoes do it big-time. Men were born to backhoe. Blenders and juicers would do it if they were powered by Briggs & Stratton eight-horse-power OHV single-stroke engines and had a decent transmission. In fact, anything in the physical world not feminized is contested territory among men—especially if there are women around.

HOW TO MAKE THE EARTH MOVE

Now, a tractor is a loud, massive piece of machinery dedicated to the constructive exercise of power. Men understand work, and tractors are built for work, ergo real men understand tractors. Big Olivers and old Hart-Parrs, modern Deeres and lightweight Kubotas are beautiful pieces of iron and steel. Guys slap the metal on these monsters the way they grip a brother’s shoulder. They’re big, strong, and functional. Like Ronda Rousey, I guess. Around heavy equipment, gauntlets are everywhere. One guy tosses the keys to the other guy and says, “Try her out?”

You’re the other guy. What do you do?

Mount Up

The thing that gets guys who don’t know heavy equipment in trouble is their expectation of speed. You’d think that because something’s big and loud, it ought to have speed, too. But that’s where you’d go wrong. Any man can drive any piece of equipment if he just takes his time. It’s all in what kind of expectations you have. When it comes to heavy equipment, just don’t expect speed.

Skid shovels, ’dozers, and other kinds of grading equipment—stuff that pushes: Work slowly, from top to bottom. Say you’ve got a wall of dirt in front of you. You’re not going to get far trying to dig from the bottom; you’ll never lift the whole thing. So take it off the top, a bit at a time, and pretty soon you’ll make a molehill out of that mountain.

A skid shovel lifts, a ’dozer pushes. But they both steer like a tank—with sticks that are essentially brakes used to stop the treads on one side of the machine or the other.

Backhoes and other similar kinds of excavation machinery can dig and lift. You’re moving the arm up and down, scooping with the bucket, and turning the arm to drop what you’ve scooped. Go slowly, no matter how good you get. Some guys are like sculptors with these things. But they never hurry: Swinging a bucket into another guy’s head will kill him right now.

The value of a backhoe can be determined by looking at two things: the hydraulics and the supports. Other stuff comes second. Tires, for example, don’t matter at all.

Sod Busters

Farm tractors are the cabriolets of heavy equipment—kind of sporty compared to big, yellow earthmovers. Some general tractorial principles:

•   Gravity: If you’re pulling weight and you have to go downhill, use a gear one step lower than the one you think you’ll need. If the weight starts pushing the tractor, whatever you do, don’t step on the clutch. You’ll only go flying. Most tractor accidents are caused by pulling too heavy a load behind too light a tractor. You’re fine on level ground, but when you head downhill, you’ll lose it.

•   Steer with the brakes—one for the right wheel, one for the left—as well as with the steering wheel. In fact, you can drive a tractor with complete control using nothing but the brakes, provided you take it slow.

•   Narrow front-end tractors—with a wheel configuration like a tricycle—are great for farming crops in rows. But you can flip one of these on level ground at five miles per hour by just turning too sharply.

The most perilous tractor is the Oliver 70, made from 1935 until the 1950s. The entire tractor—with the exception of the transmission pan—sits above the center of gravity.

Be especially cautious using a front-end loader on a trike tractor; lifting the bucket raises the center of gravity, and if you’re on even a slight slope, you can flip. Wide front-end tractors are essential for utility work and for use on hilly ground.

HOW TO READ LIGHTS ON YOUR CAR’S DASHBOARD

They blink, you blink, and it’s not love. It’s trouble. But the trouble with idiot lights on a dashboard is they don’t tell you what little they know. Not only are they idiot lights, they’re flat outright dumb. If they could talk, though, here’s what they’d say.

Hot

The message here is that the engine is, well, hot. Way too hot to drive, so pull over, shut it down, turn on the radio, and wait for exactly two innings.

Problem: The car’s overheated because the engine isn’t getting sufficient coolant. That’s probably it. But it could also be overloaded; slow down, turn off the a/c, and see if that helps. No? Then it could be the thermostat.

What you do: When the motor cools down, open the radiator cap. If you do this before the engine’s cool, you’ll steam-blast the skin right off your face and spend the rest of your life looking like the front-page star of Weekly World News. So the first thing to check is the temperature of the engine. Is it cool? Cool. Check the water level; if you can see metal inside the radiator instead of fluid, you’re dry. Need some water? Add some—but not until you’ve first checked all the hoses and belts. Grab the fan and try to wiggle it front-to-back. If it seems slightly loose, you need a new water pump. Medium bucks. Maybe it’s the thermostat. You’ll find it right where the big hose from the radiator comes into the engine. Check it out. If everything looks jake, but the car still overheats, don’t drive it. Call Mr. Holmes. Never drive a car without coolant in it. You may get a mile or so down the road, but the whole engine will seize up and you’ll be out of pocket a grand or two.

Alt

This means the alternator’s not charging the battery. You can putt along for a few miles, but you’re running on Delco alone, so don’t press it.

Problem: Belt’s loose. That’s if you’re lucky. If you’re not, the belt’s broken. Or the alternator’s shot. If it’s neither, the problem’s in the electrical system. If you smell something weird in the engine compartment—say, burned wire insulation—take the keys out of the car so you don’t accidentally put juice through the system, causing the damaged wire to spark, igniting the gas in the engine, spreading fire and mayhem through the car until the gas tank gets a flicker, then—you get the picture.

What you do: Replace the belt; replace the alternator; replace the wire. If the problem is just a loose belt, you can tighten it by using a wrench and a prying bar and a little common sense.

Oil

There’s no oil. Don’t drive.

Problem: Probably you. When was the last time you checked the oil?

What you do: Add some. Check the dipstick. If the level’s still low, look under the car for the quart of oil you just poured in. Engines need oil to run. Don’t try anything funny.

Brake

The emergency or parking brake is on.

Problem: The brake isn’t releasing completely. Or maybe you’re low on brake fluid.

What you do: Jiggle the brake handle. If that doesn’t work, drive forward and backward a bit. Or, if you can spot it, check the emergency brake cable; on older cars—especially on older Ford trucks—the thing freezes up for no good reason. If none of this has any effect, check the brake fluid in the reservoir under the hood.

Sync or SIM: You’re screwed. This means the Apple or Windows or Android or Tesla operating system that controls your car is out of control. The only thing you can do short of getting towed to the nearest dealership is to pull over immediately, Google the symptoms, and pray someone has shot and uploaded a YouTube video that offers the secret solution for what ails you.

HOW TO DO DOWN-AND-DIRTY DIAGNOSTICS

If coolant flush were tea leaves, you’d know exactly what the immediate future holds for your jalopy. Here’s how to read the alarming puddles of liquid tinder your broken-down car.









	
PUDDLE COLOR


	
LOCATION


	
DIAGNOSIS





	
Greenish bluish


	
Front end


	
Antifreeze. Something’s leaking someplace—or you’ve overheated to the point where coolant is running out the vent. Keep the pooch away, incidentally. Dogs love lapping antifreeze. In fact, they die for it.





	
Black, dark brown


	
Front, probably


	
Oil leak. Check the plug on the oil pan.





	
Red


	
Front


	
Transmission or power-steering fluid.

If it’s tranny fluid, you’ll probably see it leaking out from around the transmission fluid pan, just behind the car’s oil pan.

If it’s power-steering fluid, you’ll see it leaking out from one of the hoses running between the power-steering pump and the steering gearbox.





	
Clear


	
Anywhere


	
Hmm. Brake fluid’s clear. Check the level in the master cylinder.

Is it gasoline? Smell it. Gas leaks are a real mess—and dangerous, too. If you don’t know how to track the fuel line and check the fittings, get it towed to somebody who does.

Maybe it’s just water. This is America’s most common under-car puddle. Take the kids, load them in the car, drive around, and see for yourself: On a hot day, cars are dripping sweat like an indicted Arkansas banker. It’s condensation from the air conditioner.





	
Clear


	
Anywhere


	
Could be windshield-washer solution. Check the reservoir. It’s always made of plastic, so leaks aren’t uncommon. Stuff’s toxic, by the by.





	
Brown


	
Front


	
Power-steering juice, probably. Could also be oil. Could even be dirty water.





	
Yellow


	
Tires


	
Dogs.







TRANSPORTATION TOOL KIT

When you’re on the road, your trunk should contain:

•   A jack and a spare, of course.

•   Jumper cables.

•   A few wrenches, screwdrivers, and a pair of pliers.

•   A quart of oil and a jug of windshield-cleaning solvent.

•   Paper towels.

•   Flashlight.

•   Fire extinguisher.

Semidissent: You’re better off with an extinguisher inside the car.

HOW TO HAVE FUN WITH CHAIN SAWS

Hardware in bins may be fun. But you stick enough hardware together to make yourself a loud and dangerous machine, and, buddy, you’re having man-sized fun.

This isn’t a universal appreciation, by the way. In urban areas, danger isn’t normally associated with machines. It’s associated with lawyers and women. In fact, if you actually need evidence that it is no longer a man’s world, allow me to point out that you could evacuate the entire New York Stock Exchange, turn the building upside down, and not find a single chain saw—proof the World of Work has been thoroughly feminized.

Outside New York City, where work actually involves labor, it’s different. Chain saws are everywhere. Every guy’s got a ’saw. I hang mine from my rearview. Guy down the road uses his as a key ring. We have lots of them because, even if we don’t need them, we love them. Why? Well, for one thing, they’re noisy. For another, they’re dirty. And for another, they’re really dangerous. And, for those city dwellers who may at this point be confused and in need of help to distinguish chain saws from bad wives, cranky bosses, and congressional Democrats, there’s one other thing about chain saws: They’re a good time.

[image: images]

How to Mop a Floor

Broom it out first. Don’t fool around. Get a thirty-second aerobic workout. Stretch those arms, stretch those arms, move those legs, move those legs, then bend at the waist, one, two, hold it, breathe, start at the top, broom out the cobwebs in the corners. Knock all the dirt down to the floor.

TWO WAYS TO MOP

One way is to keep the water in the bucket and use the mop as a sort of big, wet dusting cloth. Cover the floor in three- to four-foot-square sections, keeping the exit from the room and the nearest sink to your back. When the mop gets dirty, rinse. When you reach the door, step out of the room and finish the job, then rinse your mop and leave it standing to dry with the mop-head up.

The other way is to grab a bucket of warm water and spill it here and there in the center of the floor. Work from the center out to three of the walls, keeping your line of retreat open. Soak it up, rinse it out, soak it up some more.

If you need a serious cleaning, use two mops and two buckets. First cover a section of the floor with water and a cleaning solution, then rinse that section with the second mop and plain water. Repeat.

A plug: A Swiffer and Mop & Glo are great one-step, bachelor-tested floor cleaners. Mop & Glo in particular has been used under quasi-clinical conditions on industrial carpeting to remove beer scum, and it worked just fine.

How to Clean a Filthy Refrigerator

Let’s say you, like our correspondent, won a refrigerator at a poker game. But then your father-in-law pointed out that if you took an appliance as filthy as that into your house, your wife—his daughter—would leave you and return to him. Here’s what you do:

•   Load the refrigerator above the wheels in the back of the pickup. Make sure it’s secure, but you’re going to need lots of room on all sides, so put it square in the middle of the bed. Don’t lay a ’fridge on its side, either. Bad for the pipes.

•   Drive the ’fridge to a do-it-yourself car wash.

•   Soap and steam the refrigerator. Take your time, but five minutes ought to do the trick. Secure the door in an open position for the final leg of the trip home. Should be clean and dry by the time you hit the driveway. Feeling ambitious? Pop in a few more quarters and go to the next instruction.

How to Make a Bed So Tight You Can Flip a Quarter Off of It

•   Spread your bottom sheet on the bed, and tuck all four corners in with a hospital corner. (Think of it as gift wrapping the mattress with the sheet.) Here are the four steps involved:

[image: images]

1.   Pull the sheet real tight at the bottom of the bed, then push it under the mattress as far as you can. Tight, tight, tight.

2.   Go to the side, where the sheet is hanging down. Pull the sheet out so it continues along the plane of the bed. Hold it with one hand and take your other hand and push the fabric underneath the mattress.

3.   Make the first corner. You should get some creases at the bottom of the bed and along the side.

4.   Repeat this process on the other three corners of the bed, then tuck in whatever else of the sheet is left on the sides. Always tuck the sheet as far under the mattress as you can.

•   Do the same with your top sheet, but only at the bottom of the bed.

•   Spread your blanket over the top sheet. The top of the blanket should be a few inches from the top of the bed. Tuck the blanket in the same way you did the sheet at the bottom and along the sides.
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