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INTRODUCTION



W herever you happen to be right now, as you read this sentence, stop for a moment and look around.

You may be lying in a park enjoying a nice sunny day, or on a crowded bus trying to block out a person next to you talking on his cell phone. You may be standing by a shelf in a bookstore, deciding whether the book in your hand is worth taking all the way to the cashier and purchasing. But whatever you are doing, look around.

See something weird?

Of course you do.

It might not be “weird” like a two-headed Gila monster shuffling by in a tiny top hat, or a woman dressed as a giant raspberry doing backflips. It might just be a coffee mug, or an easy chair, or a dandelion. It could be something you’ve seen every day for years, and never thought of as anything but unremarkable.

But it’s weird.

We are surrounded by the bizarre, and the most mundane things in our lives are packed with surprises. This book tries to peel the “normal” away from so many everyday things, from the food we eat to the stuff we keep in our medicine cabinets, to reveal the strangeness underneath.

That dust in your living room is actually making the air cleaner (see “Dust,” Chapter 8). The beer you had with dinner is a great way to help your body recover from a run (see “Running,” Chapter 7). The cell phone that guy on the bus is using contains about 18 times more dangerous germs than the flush handle in a public restroom (see “Mobile Phones,” Chapter 9).

Below are hundreds of odd tidbits about the world around us, and the strange goings on happening inside our own minds and bodies. These facts may crack you up, get you thinking, or keep you up at night worrying about brain-eating amoebae (see “Swimming,” Chapter 7) or that in a matter of years bananas may cease to exist (see “Bananas,” Chapter 1).

If you have any doubt about the accuracy of these curiosities, or want to read more, flip to the “Sources” section at the back of the book. You will find that as strange as they may sound, or as much as you would like to believe they could not possibly be true, these facts are as genuine as the book in your hand.

Or the shoes on your feet.

Or the zombie orb spider in your backyard, mindlessly following orders from the parasitic wasp babies growing inside of it (see “Wasps,” Chapter 10).



CHAPTER 1

FOOD & DRINK

Weird facts about what you put in your body



[image: images] APPLE PIE

Apple pie is not actually American. English apple pie recipes go back to the time of Chaucer, though these “apple pies” were baked in straight-sided, free-standing crusts, usually without sugar—quite a bit different from the pies that Americans celebrate today.
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The first cookbook written and published in America, Amelia Simmons’ American Cookery, or the art of dressing viands, fish, poultry, and vegetables, and the best modes of making pastes, puffs, pies, tarts, puddings, custards, and preserves, and all kinds of cakes, from the imperial plum to plain cake: Adapted to this country, and all grades of life, from 1796, includes four recipes for apple pastries. That’s the same number given to all the other fruit pastries combined.


[image: images]

Pie Town, New Mexico, is actually named in honor of the apple pies produced by a general store built there in the 1920s. When the authorities urged the Pie Towners to use a more conventional name, they refused, and some ninety years later, they are still proudly holding annual pie festivals each September.
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In 1934, Ritz introduced a recipe for “Mock Apple Pie,” a combination of sugar, lemon, cinnamon, and of course, Ritz crackers, that imitates the taste and texture of a real apple pie.
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As unappetizing as that sounds, it was popular during the years of deprivation during the Depression and World War II, and other mock dishes also took off. Mock maple syrup (brown sugar and water) and mock terrapin (chicken with eggs) were a few mock favorites.

[image: images] APPLES

Each American eats an average of twenty pounds of apples a year. Germans eat an average of seventy-one pounds.
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There are over one thousand apple varieties marketed in the United States. If you’re feeling adventurous, put down that Granny Smith and try:

*King Luscious

*Ben Davis

*Northern Spy

*Westfield Seek-No-Further

*Summer Rambo (no relation to Sylvester Stallone)

*Maiden Blush

*New York 429

*Wealthy

*Hubbardston Nonesuch
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When it comes to pesticide residue, apples are the most dangerous fruit. A survey by the anti-pesticide advocacy group Environmental Working Group found that apples, celery, and strawberries had the highest levels of pesticide residue when they got to the produce aisle.
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On a positive note, the group also offered a list of least-contaminated produce. Onion, sweet corn, and pineapple topped the list.

[image: images] BANANAS

Bananas can’t reproduce. The beloved species of yellow fruit that holds a prominent place in supermarkets and fruit bowls everywhere, the Cavendish banana, is actually a seedless, impotent hybrid of two less appetizing plant species. Bananas have only been able to reproduce with the help of farmers, who remove and transplant part of the plant’s stem.
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This means we may soon be facing a banana apocalypse. Since the global cultivation of bananas has made them genetically identical to one another, bananas face increasing threats from pests and disease, which constantly evolve while bananas remain reliably, and maladaptively, the same. Researchers believe that within decades the Cavendish may no longer be viable for mass cultivation. So, enjoy that banana while it lasts.
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Banana peels make great water filters. An environmental chemist in Brazil found that banana peels contain nitrogen, sulfur, and carboxylic acids that bond to the heavy metals polluting water around industrial plants. Tossing a bunch of dried peels into Brazil’s copper- and lead-polluted Paraná River worked better than all the other filtering materials tested.

[image: images] BEER

Brown bottles are better for beer than green or clear ones. Particularly for stouts, bocks, and other dark beers, the brown bottles protect the beer from the sun and other light exposure that can cause them to become “light-struck” (i.e., skunky). Since lighter beers absorb less sun than darker ones, it’s usually not a problem to keep them in clear bottles—but for the best beer protection, go brown.
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“Cenosillicaphobia” is the fear of an empty glass.
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Your body can break down about 0.5 ounces of alcohol per hour—about the amount found in can of beer. Five percent is processed through the kidney as urine, another five percent is exhaled through the lungs, and the rest is broken down into acetic acid through the liver.

[image: images] CHOCOLATE

Chocolate is better than kissing. In a test done by Mind Lab, eating chocolate caused the twenty-something volunteers’ hearts to pound and brains to be stimulated longer and more intensely than when they kissed.
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The word “chocolate” comes from the Aztec word xocolatl, which means, “bitter water.”
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Chocolate is something of a miracle food, when enjoyed in small doses. Studies have found that regularly eating small portions of dark chocolate can lower low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol, depression, and the risk of heart disease, cancer, and strokes.
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Richard Cadbury invented the first heart-shaped box of chocolates in 1861.

[image: images] COFFEE

Outside of those pesky palpitations, coffee may actually help your heart. A study of more than 37,000 people found that those who drank two to four cups of coffee a day had a 20 percent lower risk of heart disease than those who did not. Though tea drinkers may have an even greater advantage: those who drank three to six cups of tea were 45 percent less likely to suffer coronary problems. So, drink up!
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Legend has it that coffee was first discovered by an Ethiopian goatherd named Kaldi. Wondering why his goats were so jumpy after eating the red cherries on a nearby bush, he tried it himself, and the rest is history.
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England’s King Charles II banned coffee houses in 1675, worried that they had become meeting places for citizens to plot against him. The proclamation was rescinded the following year.
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Americans originally bought their coffee beans green and did their own roasting and grinding. Folgers Coffee changed all that when it began offering coffee ready to brew.
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Coffee is the second-most-traded commodity in the world. Crude oil is the first.
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George Washington invented instant coffee. Not that George Washington—a Belgian man with the same name developed the hit product in 1909.

[image: images] COOKIES

Fortune cookies were either invented in San Francisco or Los Angeles, depending on whom you ask. But they were certainly not invented in China, and restaurants there still do not serve them.
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Sesame Street’s Cookie Monster was originally named Sid.
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The current best-selling type of Girl Scout Cookie is Thin Mints, with 25 percent of total sales. After Thin Mints come Samoas (19 percent), Tagalongs (13 percent), Do-Si-Dos (11 percent), and Trefoils (9 percent).

[image: images] CUPCAKES

Before muffin tins, cupcakes were often baked in individual pottery cups and even teacups. Some believe this is where the “cup” in “cupcakes” came from.
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GourmetGiftBaskets.com broke the record for the world’s largest cupcake in 2009, defeating the existing 151-pound record-holder with a 1,224-pound, two million-calorie, pink cupcake. The bakers’ original goal had been a 7,000-pound cupcake, but the weight of the expanding batter crushed one of the huge oven’s convection tubes during baking.
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Everyone knows “cupcakes,” but less familiar are “cup cakes,” traditional pound cakes with recipes as easy to remember (and measure) as 1, 2, 3, 4: 1 cup butter, 2 cups sugar, 3 cups flour, 4 eggs. It’s also known as the 1234 Cake.
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Neiman Marcus began selling “Cupcake Cars” in 2009. Equipped with a 24-volt battery, each one looks like a giant cupcake on three wheels and can go up to seven miles per hour. The bad news: they cost $25,000 each and only fit one person. The good news: you can customize it to your favorite color!

[image: images] DOUGHNUTS

An American shipman named Hanson Gregory claimed to have invented the doughnut’s now classic ring shape in 1847. At the time, most people prepared doughnuts in a diamond or twist shape, which ended up frying the edges and leaving the dough in the center raw. The ring shape solved this problem.
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The first recorded use of the word “doughnut” is found in Washington Irving’s A History of New York, from 1809.

[image: images] ENERGY DRINKS

Energy drinks may be a gateway drink to alcoholism. College students who regularly drink highly caffeinated energy drinks are found to be at a higher risk of becoming alcohol dependent. In one study, those who had consumed a Red Bull or Monster at least once a week during the previous year also drank about 40 percent more booze than their less energized peers.
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Your car can run on Four Loko. When the FDA banned drinks like Four Loko, which combine caffeine and alcohol, wholesalers began sending truckloads of the drinks to environmental services plants, where the alcohol is distilled and recycled into ethanol.

[image: images] FAST FOOD

When McDonald’s stores began opening in Germany, the original home of the Hamburg steak, the older generations protested. Eating with one’s hands was considered rude, and conservative Germans were concerned that “fast food” would break up family mealtimes.
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For every grocery store in America, there are five fast food joints.
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While California is the birthplace of fast food, including chains like McDonald’s, Carl’s Jr., Taco Bell, and Jack in the Box, it is now one of the states with the lowest levels of fast food consumption.
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Thinking about fast food makes you work faster. At least that was the case for a group of college students who were asked to read a page of text after some were exposed to images of fast food logos and others weren’t. The ones who saw the logos read 20 percent faster.

FATTY FOODS


The brain responds to fatty foods much like it does to marijuana. Burgers, fries, and the like release “endocannabinoids,” which create the feeling of being high and trigger a desire to eat more high-fat foods. Munchies can give you the munchies.
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That fish you just bought may be an imposter. Researchers have found 20-25 percent of the fish sold in Europe and North America is purposely mislabeled.. “Mahi-mahi” is often actually yellowtail, Nile perch is labeled as shark, and the mild tilapia is used to impersonate almost any fish. Red snapper, grouper, wild salmon, and Atlantic cod are believed to be the most likely to be fraudulent. Fishmongers have trouble discerning which fish is which when their scales and fins have been removed, so fish fraud runs rampant.
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A can of tuna is great for your eyes. Tuna and other fish high in Omega-3 fatty acids have been found to reduce the risk of “age-related macular degeneration” (loss of vision usually caused by old age) in women.
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FRUITS

Biologists define fruits as the sweet ovary of a seed-bearing plant, which technically means string beans, corn kernels, and jalapeno peppers could all be considered “fruits.
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Garlic actually attracts vampires. Well, the closest thing to vampires science can find: leeches. An experiment conducted by Discover Magazine found that leeches attach themselves to a hand smeared in garlic in just 14.9 seconds, compared to 44.9 seconds to a hand without.

[image: images]

But aphids hate garlic. Spritzing plants with a concoction of crushed garlic and water is recommended for keeping the pests away.
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April 19 is National Garlic Day.

[image: images] HAMBURGERS

The name “hamburger” comes from the port town of Hamburg, Germany, where the recipe of ground beef, minced onions, and seasoning called the “Hamburg steak” was developed.
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Before there were Freedom Fries, we had “Salisbury steak.” During World War I, patriotic attempts to remove German words from the English language led to hamburger’s name change. It was named after Dr. James Salisbury, an advocate of eating hamburger three times a day and limiting intake of vegetables, fruits, and starchy foods.
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The question of who first put the burger on a bun remains hotly debated, but the Cattlemen’s Beef Board holds that café owner Fletcher Davis invented the hamburger in the 1880s. He sold the ground steak on two slices of bread, with mustard, mayo, onion, and pickles at his restaurant in Athens, Texas, and brought it to the world’s attention at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair.

[image: images] HONEY

Bears do eat honey, but they are more often interested in the bee larvae found in the hives.
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Honey is good for burns. New Zealand scientists have found that putting honey on a moderate burn eases the pain and promotes healing better than traditional gauze or dressings. Honey’s antibacterial qualities create a favorable environment for healthy new tissue to grow. It also beat out the gauze and dressings in nine out of ten taste tests.
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Scientists have also found that Manuka honey (from tea trees in New Zealand) helps fight the often deadly Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) bacteria, at least in a petri dish. When diluted, it produces the antimicrobial substance methylglyoxal, which makes MRSA more sensitive to antibiotics and easier to kill.

ICE


Craving ice is a symptom of anemia. People suffering from an iron deficiency often find themselves compulsively eating ice (a practice called “pagophagia”), which can cool off inflammation in the mouth brought on by the condition



[image: images] KETCHUP

Ketchup likely originated in China as a boiled-down brine of pickled fish called ke-tsiap. Early western ketchups were made with mushrooms, oysters, and walnuts before tomato juice was introduced as the main ingredient.
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While mango and raspberry salsas proliferate, you won’t find fruit-based ketchups in U.S. grocery stores. The Food and Drug Administration’s “standards of identity” legally require that ketchup include a combination of one or more tomato products.

[image: images]

In 1998, psychologist Donna Dawson asserted that “Every choice we make and every action we take concerning food will say something about us,” including how we use ketchup. She developed a Ketchup Personality Test, identifying seven “sauciological” categories:

•   Dunking or dipping fries into a pool of ketchup: Methodical, tidy and trustworthy, but also a bit controlling

•   Splodging sauce into the middle of the fries: Opinionated and ambitious

•   Squirting and swirling sauce in thin lines: Lively, with active imagination, but often impatient

•   Dotting ketchup onto fries: Amiable and friendly, but lives conservatively

•   Drowning the food with the sauce: Noisy, brash, and the life of the party

•   Drawing faces and words: Artistic and easygoing

•   Containing ketchup in a separate cruet rather than on the plate: Outwardly charming, but snobbish, shallow, and materialistic
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Heinz added the “57 Varieties” tagline to its labels in 1896 to signify the variety of products it offered. At the time, the company actually offered more than 60 products, but Henry John Heinz liked 57; five was his lucky number, and seven was his wife’s.
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The Heinz Ketchup label featured a gherkin pickle for some 110 years, even though no pickles are included in the recipe. Looking for something simple to get his product noticed, H. J. Heinz gave away “pickle pins” at the 1893 Chicago World Fair, and the image stuck. In 2009, the company finally replaced it with a tomato.

[image: images] LUNCH

The first character-licensed lunchbox came out in 1935 and featured Mickey Mouse.
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For decades, almost all lunchboxes were metal. This changed in the 1970s when plastic lunch pails were introduced, not only because plastic costs less, but also because parents were worried that kids might use the metal boxes as weapons against other school children.
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Parents still have reason to worry about their kid’s lunch. A study of packed lunches at nine daycare centers found that more than 90 percent of the perishable items were at temperatures that invite germs. Even those parents who took precautions fell short, as only 14 of the 618 “ice packed” items still maintained safe temperatures by lunchtime. And who knows what germs those scientists digging through the kids’ lunches were carrying?!

[image: images] MEAT

Cold cuts are safer when they’re hot. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention recommends that seniors, pregnant women, and those with weak immune systems avoid lunchmeats, hot dogs, and deli meats unless they are heated to at least 165 degrees. This kills the food-borne bug Listeria monocytogenes, which infects 1,600 people and kills 260 in the United States annually. Who doesn’t like some hot bologna now and then?

MELONS


Cantaloupe is also known as rockmelon.

It’s a healthy idea to wash your melons. While rinsing apples, peaches, and other produce where we eat the skin seems obvious, public health agencies also recommend washing cantaloupes, lemons, and other fruits and vegetables whose rinds we would never think of chewing on. The reason is that the knife used to cut into the produce can transfer the germs from the outside of the fruit into the delicious interior, which can lead to nasty diseases like listeriosis if ingested.
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Scientists in China are engineering cows that can produce milk similar to human breast milk. By introducing human lysosome genes and other proteins into cattle embryos, they can produce milk that’s easier for human babies to digest. Okay, but if they start teaching cows to sing lullabies, it’s gone too far.
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Water-buffalo milk contains less water than cow, goat, or sheep milk.

[image: images] MUSTARD

Yellow mustard is produced from white mustard seeds (the color comes from adding spice: turmeric). Dijon and other spicy mustards come from brown and black mustard seeds.
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Mustard seeds contain high levels of antioxidants, possess antibacterial properties, and reduce blood pressure.
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But some put even more faith in the healing power of the plant. In the 1930s, London’s Dr. Edward Bach asserted that the cheerful yellow mustard flower could cure gloominess. In the 1980s, mustard was the main ingredient of U.S. Patent No. 4428933, a product to treat acne.

[image: images]

While the coarse and spicy stuff proliferated throughout Europe, mustard did not take off in America until the R. T. French Company introduced its bright yellow, creamy French’s Mustard at the 1904 World’s Fair. It was a hit at the fair, and has since become the world’s best-selling mustard.
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The National Mustard Museum in Middleton, Wisconsin, features more than 5,300 mustards, a tasting bar, and the “Mustardpiece Theatre,” which screens videos about how mustard is made.
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