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OUR “REGULAR
READERS” RAVE!


Wonderful books. I buy my adult sons one of these almost every Christmas.
—Roxanne L.


Uncle John has made me the best Jeopardy! player in the family.
—Bear R.


Uncle John’s is always a great choice for a gift when you have no idea what to buy. It’s perfect for trivia fans.
—Rocky T.


Praise be to Uncle John! He has the uncanny ability to make boring stuff not boring. I mean, who knew a page of facts about syrup could be so interesting? Well done!
—Michelle N.


I enjoy your Bathroom Readers so much. I now have just over 120!
—John B.


I have just finished reading Uncle John’s Fact-tastic Bathroom Reader, and I loved it. I’d never seen any of your previous books, but now I’m going to start searching for them.
—Brian F.


I’ve been a fan since your first Reader way back when. My favorite parts are the little factoids at the bottom of every page.
—Sheldon H.


I have been reading your books since I was a kid (thx Dad!). That’s why I always seem to know so much more about so many things than my coworkers. You’re my secret weapon!
—Luisa L.


I am 82 years old and love reading the Bathroom Reader.
—Bob A.


Great series. I enjoy reading them over and over. Thanks for the memories while sitting. Well, as you say, gotta go.
—Don E.









INTRODUCTION


Another year, another Bathroom Reader. And, boy, what a year! As I’m writing this in early 2021—from the socially distanced safety of my home office—I’m reminded that, in tumultuous times like these, there’s nothing like a brand-new edition of Uncle John’s to take one’s mind off the worries of the world and to help keep things in the proper perspective. So welcome to our 34th edition:


HINDSIGHT IS 20/20


Aside from the cheeky bathroom pun, hindsight is a valuable tool, or as we quote Kevin Kline on page 347: “It’s like foresight, but without the future.” On the pages ahead, we’ll dive deep into the past, present, and even the future. And while you’ll find a lot of strange stories and stats about the history-making year, 2020 only scratches the surface. This book is overflowing!


But that’s what we do here. Ever since our first edition in the late 1980s, our primary goal has been to entertain you. And if we’ve done our jobs right, you’ll not only learn a lot of new stuff, you’ll never look at a lot of things the same way ever again. Case in point: the N95 mask, which became ubiquitous in 2020, was invented decades earlier by modifying a form-fitting bra cup. Good luck trying not to see that the next time you see someone wearing one. Examples of other things you’ll never see the same again after reading Hindsight Is 2020: blueberry-flavored foods, puppy dog eyes, wraparound porches, sewing needles, stomachs, comic books, carpets, the Parthenon, Beetlejuice, the Coca-Cola logo, and apples.


Here are some more things to look forward to:


Hindsight: The strange history of mailing people through the mail, what life was like way back in 1994, and lots of origins—including the globe, the goblet, the GIF, velvet Elvis paintings, eyeglasses, and more.


Modern Living: Governmental “isms” defined, sarcastic online product reviews, what stuff costs on the black market, and how shibboleths divide us. Don’t know what a shibboleth is? See page 58.


Science and Nature: All about rabbits and hares, the loneliest whale in the world, and why the platypus is even weirder on the inside. You’ll also learn what’s up with the “Barf Scientists,” stroll through a poison garden, breathe the recirculated air of Biosphere2, and discover why humans love shiny things.


Pop Culture: When Eric Clapton almost joined the Beatles, when Macaulay Culkin almost starred in The Big Bang Theory, video games no one ever played, things that are bigger on the inside, and the story of the worst live TV gaffe in modern history…or was it?


Eating and Drinking: Odd burgers, the benefits of a vegan diet, cocktail origins, and disgusting recipes for such culinary delights as corn s’mores and smoker’s cough.


Words and Things: Aptronyms (like poker champ Chris Moneymaker), Name of the Year winners (like Crescent Dragonwagon), and words that contain “oof.” Plus the difference between soup and stew, Eskimo and Inuit, and the origins of some classic insults.


Good Times! Remember those? Victorian games (like “Squeak, Piggy, Squeak!”) and skateboarding lingo, like these two: “Sketchy: a trick that’s done poorly or incorrectly,” and “Burly: a trick that’s dangerous enough to cause injury if it’s done sketchily.” And for the first time in our 34-year history, a page of bathroom jokes (like the constipated accountant who couldn’t budget).


The Bright Side: People who found amazing stuff (a dinosaur brain fossil!), the cheerleader who saved a toddler’s life, war-torn lovers who reunited after 50 years, and the inspiring tale of the “Hiroshima Trees” that still bloom today.


And a great big THANK-YOU to the dedicated staff of writers and editors at the BRI who have managed to keep it together while the world was seemingly falling apart …and managed to create yet another masterpiece.


Gordon Javna


John Dollison


Jay Newman


Brian Boone


Thom Little


J. Carroll


Lidija Tomas


Derek Fairbridge


John Javna


Dan the Man


Gene Stone


Kim Griswell


Kathy & Tim


Shane Sevcik


Michael Ford


Gail & Gary


Mary Gabriel


Drew Papanestor


J. Cheever Loophole


Otis Criblecoblis


Thomas Crapper


And finally, thank you, dear reader. Whether you’ve been with us for a few years or a few decades, or if this is your first time reading Uncle John’s, it’s an honor to share these great stories with you.


Stay safe. And as always, go with the flow!


—Uncle John and the BRI









YOU’RE MY INSPIRATION


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


STRANGER THINGS: Ever heard of the Montauk Project? It’s a conspiracy theory from the early 1980s that alleged the U.S. government was performing strange experiments on children—including teleportation and time travel—in a top-secret lab in Montauk, New York. In addition to providing the foundation for the 2016 Netflix show Stranger Things (which had the working title Montauk), elements of this conspiracy theory have showed up in The X-Files, Men in Black, and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind.


“DON’T COME AROUND HERE NO MORE”: This 1985 Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers top-20 hit was written by Dave Stewart of the Eurythmics (“Sweet Dreams”). Stewart came up with the title after overhearing Fleetwood Mac singer Stevie Nicks talk about the time she threw Eagles guitarist Joe Walsh out of her house: “I said, ‘Don’t come around here no more!’ ” When Petty recorded the trippy song, he took inspiration from another 1980s icon: “I saw Prince doing what looked like an attempt at psychedelia, and I loved it. It inspired me.”


JOKER: Joaquin Phoenix’s unconventional take on this Batman comic book villain netted him a Best Actor Oscar in 2020. “I think what influenced me the most was Ray Bolger. There was a particular song called ‘The Old Soft Shoe’ that he performed and…there’s this odd arrogance almost to his movements…He does this thing of turning his chin up…I completely just stole it from him.” (Bolger’s best-known role: the Scarecrow in 1939’s The Wizard of Oz.)


DOROTHY GALE: Maud Baum always wanted a little girl, but she and her husband, Frank, had four sons. That’s why she was so distraught when her baby niece, Dorothy Louise Gage, died at just five months old in 1898. At the time, Frank was working on his book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, and named the main character Dorothy Gale to console his grief-stricken wife. Maud’s mother, suffragist Matilda Gage, provided much of Dorothy’s personality.


SCHITT’S CREEK: In 2012, Daniel Levy was watching a lot of reality shows like Real Housewives and Keeping Up with the Kardashians when he wondered, “What would these families look like if it were to go away…would there be love there, and what would those bare-bones relationships look like?” Those questions sowed the seed for his critically acclaimed sitcom about a Kardashian-like family that goes broke and has to live in a run-down motel.


[image: images]


First word of astronaut Pete Conrad, when he became the third man to walk on the Moon (1969): “Whoopee!”









TASTES LIKE “BLUEBERRY”


A lot of packaged foods come in blueberry-flavored varieties enticing consumers with pictures of plump fruit on the packages. But actual blueberries aren’t shelf-stable, so here’s what food manufacturers pass off as “blueberries” in various items.


Quaker Blueberries & Cream Instant Oatmeal. It contains “blueberry flavored fruit pieces,” which are made up of dried figs, corn syrup, starch, sugar…and a hint of blueberry juice concentrate.


Blueberry Bagels. One of the United States’ most popular breakfast spots, Panera Bread, sells blueberry bagels. It uses a faux-blueberry concoction called “blueberry-flavored bits,” made from sugar, corn syrup, flour, food coloring, and raw blueberries. Except these are “infused blueberries,” which are actual whole berries that have been fortified with sugar, artificial berry flavoring, and sunflower oil.


Blueberry Cereal. In 2010, General Mills was sued by a consumer group over its misleading claims about its Total Blueberry Pomegranate cereal. The box and advertising materials promised real pomegranate taste, but it was actually just flavoring chemicals—there were no actual blueberries or pomegranates (or fruit derivatives) in the cereal. The suit was dropped in 2011; the cereal was discontinued shortly thereafter.


Kellogg’s Special K Blueberry Bars. These also are made with “blueberry-flavored fruit pieces,” but a different and more robust recipe that more closely mimics the look of full, whole blueberries. These consist of cranberries masked with sugar, sunflower oil, grape juice (“for color”), and a bit of blueberry juice concentrate.


Blueberry Muffin Mix. Pillsbury’s has little blue dots in it, which are just clumps of sugar, binder, and blue food coloring. The ingredient list on Jiffy’s enduring blueberry muffin mix doesn’t mention blueberries, or anything that could even be construed as berries, leading us to guess that the berries inside are just sugar and binders.


Blueberry Mini Wheats. This cereal from Kellogg’s has a blueberry-flavored frosting and little pieces of blueberries. According to the ingredient list, those fruit bits are actually “Blueberry Flavored Crunchlets,” which are made from sugar, corn, cornstarch, soybean oil, glycerin, and red and blue food coloring.


Chocolate-Covered Blueberries. One would assume that bite-sized chocolate-covered blueberries are just blueberries doused in chocolate, right? Wrong. Brookside’s Dark Chocolate Acai & Blueberry morsels are a combination of blended and solidified fruit concentrates and extracts (including blueberries), bound together with corn syrup and sugar…and then covered in chocolate.


[image: images]


What’s a pumapard? A cross between a puma and a leopard.









YOU BET YOUR LIFE


A true gambler will bet on almost anything: sports, awards shows, news events, even the weather. The odds of winning might be bonkers, but HEY! I’ve got a hunch! Here are some people who made wagers on bizarre future events and won…and others who risked everything and lost.


[image: images] In 1989, a man from Wales placed a £30 wager with sports bookies Ladbrokes, betting that three predictions would come to pass. The man (his name wasn’t released in press reports) wagered that upon the dawn of the new millennium—on January 1, 2000, 11 years after he made the bet: 1) the band U2 would still be together, 2) pop star Cliff Richard would earn a knighthood, and 3) the long-running British TV soaps EastEnders, Neighbours, and Home and Away would all still be on the air. Ladbrokes gave odds of all that coming true at 6,479 to 1, and on January 2, 2000, had to pay the man £194,400 ($290,000) because his predictions proved accurate.


[image: images] Rory McIlroy is a really good golfer. He’s won dozens of professional tournaments, including majors like the U.S. Open and the PGA Championship. His father and first golf coach, Gerry McIlroy, so believed in his son’s talents that in 2004, when the future star was just 15 years old, he placed a £200 ($341) bet with a gambling house that Rory would win the British Open within 10 years’ time. The odds were 500 to 1 against him. But in 2014, McIlroy won the tournament…and his father won £100,000 ($171,000).


[image: images] Ashley Revell earned his living as a professional gambler, so he probably should have known better than to risk everything on a single spin of the roulette wheel. Acting on a drunken dare from friends in 2004, he sold off most of his possessions, including his house, car, and Rolex watch, and then flew to Las Vegas. He took all the cash he’d earned by selling his worldly goods—$135,000—to the casino at the Plaza Hotel. He exchanged his money for chips, and bet all of it on red at roulette. With odds virtually 50-50, the ball stopped on 7 red, doubling Revell’s money.


[image: images] A man who identified himself only as “Big Matt” on a gambling forum told the tale of how a can’t-miss bet went very wrong during a soccer match in the 2008 Africa Cup of Nations. In the first round of the tournament, Angola was leading Mali, 4–0, with only 12 minutes left to go in regulation play. It seemed impossible for Mali to stage a comeback, so Big Matt bet on Angola to win. The payoff wasn’t very big, but even so, it seemed like a sure thing, so Matt bet everything he had—$5,600. Bad move. Mali rallied hard and quickly, leading to a final score of 4–4. Big Matt lost every penny and had to drop out of college because he’d wasted his student loan gambling on the game.


[image: images]


Most requested item at the Vatican City Pharmacy: hemorrhoid ointment.


[image: images] In November 2013, two of the English Premier League’s powerhouses squared off in a match between Manchester United and Arsenal. Two friends from the Iganga district in eastern Uganda made the match a little more interesting. Henry Dhabasani was so certain Arsenal would win that he told his friend Rashid Yiga he’d hand over his two-room house if they lost. Yiga, confident in a Manchester United victory, put his Toyota on the line…as well as his wife. Final score: Manchester United 1, Arsenal 0. Dhabasani lost. The next day, Yiga and his friends (all fellow Manchester United fans) went over to Dhabasani’s house and threw him out, along with his family.


[image: images] Frederick W. Smith founded Federal Express in 1971 with a $4 million inheritance and more than $90 million in venture capital. Building up the infrastructure for an international shipping company is expensive, and after settling up everything, Smith realized that he’d spent virtually all his capital, with only $5,000 in operating funds left in the bank. Not knowing what else to do, Smith took that five grand, hopped on a cheap flight to Las Vegas, and put everything that remained in FedEx’s coffers on the blackjack table. He walked out of the casino $27,000 richer, which was enough money to keep the company running for another week, allowing Smith some breathing room to hit up investors for more operating capital.


Smith hopped on a cheap flight to Las Vegas and put everything that remained in FedEx’s coffers on the blackjack table.


[image: images] Pete Edwards is proudly Welsh, and loves his national soccer team. He was also so convinced that his grandson, Harry Wilson, would one day play for the Wales squad, that he went into a bookmaker in his hometown of Wrexham in 2000 and bet £50 (about $70) that Harry Wilson would, one day, hit the field in a game for the team. At the time, Harry was nowhere near to having a career as a soccer player. Reason: he was only three years old. But he did eventually play, and he got pretty good—so good that he landed a spot on the roster of the Wales national team as a 16-year-old in 2013. Three minutes before the end of a World Cup qualifying match against Belgium, Harry Wilson entered the game. His grandfather’s bet, estimated at odds of 2,500 to 1, paid out £125,000 (roughly $171,000).


[image: images]


Blind faith: 92% of all instructions are thrown away without even being looked at.









OOPS! LIVE TV EDITION


These days, thanks to screengrabs and snarky social media users, live TV flubs can take on a life of their own.


LIFE’S A GLITCH: More than three million viewers tuned in to BBC News’ live coverage of the October 2018 royal wedding of Princess Eugenie of York (tenth in line to the throne). When Eugenie arrived at Windsor Castle and emerged from her car, one of the commentators, fashion stylist Alex Longmore, said, “What a beautiful dress. Absolutely fitting her.” A few seconds later, as the princess was walking up the steps, the subtitles read: “What a beautiful breasts. Absolutely fitting her.” The BBC blamed the mistake on a glitch with their automated subtitle service, which they boasted “produces accuracy levels in excess of 98% but, as with all broadcasters, there are instances—particularly during live broadcasts—when mistakes happen.”


CAUGHT SHORT: In April 2020, ABC News reporter Will Reeve was delivering a report on Good Morning America about drones that will fly medication to seniors. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Reeve (son of late Superman actor Christopher Reeve) presented the report from his home office. When Reeve set up the camera, he used a wider angle than necessary so that the graphic that’s displayed across the lower portion of the screen wouldn’t cut off. What he didn’t realize was that when the director cut to a split screen with him and the hosts in two windows, that graphic went away. The report itself went off without a hitch, but afterward, the segment went viral. Why? Because Reeve wasn’t wearing pants. (He had shorts on.) He later explained himself on Twitter: “Trying to be efficient, I got ready for a post-GMA workout a little too soon this morning. The camera angle, along with friends, family, and several hundred strangers on social media made me rethink my morning routine.”


REDDIT ON THEIR FACE: In July 2020, Fox News host Martha MacCallum was covering civil unrest in Seattle. While reporting about rumored infighting in the citizen-controlled Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone (CHAZ), the news channel displayed a post from Reddit. Believing it to have been posted by an occupier, MacCallum read it aloud: “I thought we were an autonomous collective. An anarchosyndicalist commune at the least, we should take it in turns to act as a sort of executive officer for the week.” In case you don’t recognize that, it’s from a scene in the 1975 comedy Monty Python and the Holy Grail, in which two muddy peasants tell a confused King Arthur why they didn’t vote for him. The Reddit post included the entire scene, but MacCallum only read the above part aloud, which was highlighted for viewers at home—emphasizing the words “anarcho” and “commune.” Despite taking a drubbing from the press, and on social media, MacCallum and Fox News declined to comment. But Monty Python veteran John Cleese, who wrote and starred in that movie, tweeted, “BREAKING: No one @FoxNews has ever seen @montypython & The Holy Grail. [image: images] #runit #goodjournalism #factchecking.”


[image: images]


There are more cows in New York State than in Wyoming.


SPIDER-FLOP: Despite having hit her head pretty hard on the pavement, Good Morning America reporter Sarah Haines was able to laugh it off. Spider-Man was, understandably, much more concerned. He was supposed to swoop in (on his “web”) and catch Haines as she “fainted.” That’s how they rehearsed it. But when it came time to do the bit live during the Times Square 2013 New Year’s Eve celebration—to promote the upcoming movie The Amazing Spider-Man 2—things didn’t go as planned. The actor playing the wall-crawler landed fine, but when he looked at the camera, he paused like a deer in the headlights…and didn’t notice Haines falling backward onto the pavement until it was too late to catch her. “No injuries,” she tweeted later, “but I have never felt LESS graceful.”


BOTTLE ROCKET: Jacob Strickling, described in press reports as an “Australian science teacher,” is known for his “Make Science Fun” books. In 2017, Natarsha Belling of the morning news show Studio 10 served as Strickling’s unwitting assistant for a demonstration in a Sydney park. Building on the Mentos-and-Diet Coke experiment, Strickling replaced the Mentos with liquid nitrogen. After launching a couple of plastic Diet Coke bottles, Strickling asked Belling if she’d like to “have a go.”


“No,” she said quickly. Then she asked, “Is it safe?”


“You’ve just seen me do it twice without injury.”


Very tentatively, Belling held the half-full Coke bottle while Strickling poured the liquid nitrogen through a funnel. She asked, “And then what do I do with that?”


“Just sort of face it toward the sky, not toward the cameras.”


“Upside down?”


“Upside down,” he said as the bottle was getting full.


“I don’t know how to do it!”


“I’ve done it twice,” he said. “Weren’t you watching?”


“I wasn’t watching!” she yelled as the bottle started to invert and then launched like a rocket out of her hand, missing her face by mere millimeters. The area was blanketed in liquid nitrogen as a tree branch fell right next to Belling. There were some screams and nervous laughter from the crew.


Then Strickling exclaimed, “Didn’t I tell you that this was gonna be the best live television ever?”


Belling, covered in debris, put her hand to her head and said, “I can’t hear out of my right ear.” (Her hearing returned later.) As a slow-motion replay shows, she was very lucky to still have her face intact. As soon as Belling regained her composure, she ended the report. “It was nice meeting you,” said Strickling.


[image: images]


Most dangerous high school sport: cheerleading. It accounts for nearly 65% of all catastrophic injuries in high school athletics.









MY NAME IS MY DESTINY


The term aptronym was coined by humorist Franklin P. Adams to describe the amusing situation when a person’s name is “apt” for his or her line of work or behavior—like toilet pioneer Thomas Crapper, for example. Here are some more.


Emily Wines: San Francisco–based master sommelier


Ashley Green: Works for the Northeast Organic Farming Association of Vermont, certifying produce as organic


Patrick Godley: Seattle-area Catholic priest


Richard Chopp: Austin, Texas, urologist who specializes in performing vasectomies


Francine Prose: American novelist


William Wordsworth: English Romantic poet


Willie Thrower: NFL quarterback


Early Wynn: Major League Baseball pitcher who won a game on opening day…twice


Thomas File: U.S. Census Bureau employee who compiled election statistics


Rich Fairbank: Billionaire and CEO of Capital One, a credit card and banking company


Dan Price: CEO of credit card processing service Gravity Payments


Sara Blizzard: Meteorologist for the BBC


William Headline: CNN’s Washington, D.C., bureau chief


Chris Moneymaker: The 2003 World Series of Poker champion


Marina Stepanova: Russian Olympic hurdler


Jason Baer: Vice president of Vermont Teddy Bear Co.


Rosalind Brewer: Starbucks executive


Russell Brain: Neurologist


Jack Armstrong: Major League Baseball pitcher


Tim Duncan: NBA star


Lake Speed: NASCAR driver


Lance Bass: Singer with the boy band NSYNC; he sang the bass parts


Larry Speakes: White House press secretary under President Ronald Reagan


Christopher Coke: Convicted Jamaican drug lord and cocaine traffi cker


[image: images]


White tea, black tea, green tea, and oolong tea all come from the same plant.









STREET TALK


We all live, work, drive, and walk on these every day, so it’s time we learned just what the difference is between a road, a street, a lane, and all the other words that mean pretty much the same thing and are often used interchangeably… but which actually have slightly different definitions.


Road. The most general classification, it refers simply to a stretch between two fixed points.


Way. A relatively short street that tees off of a road.


Street. It’s a road—specifically, a public road—with buildings on both sides of the driving area.


Avenue. Similar to a street, except that it runs perpendicular to, or crossing through, a street. It may or may not have buildings on one or both sides.


Boulevard. A street that’s long and very wide, and with trees on both sides. A true boulevard is so wide that it has a median strip in the middle, and that has trees on it, too.


Lane. A narrow road in a rural or suburban area.


Place. A road with no throughway—a dead end.


Court. A circular or looped road with no throughway.


Drive. A long road that was built into the natural geographic features of the land, such as a road that winds around a mountain or a body of water.


Beltway. A highway that surrounds a city or metropolitan area.


Terrace. A type of drive that follows the natural rise of a hill as it reaches the top of the slope.


Esplanade. A road or path (often for cars, but almost always for pedestrians) that runs parallel to the ocean or another large body of water.


Parkway. A busy major road that’s been well decorated with trees, landscaping, and green spaces.


Frontage road. Also called service roads or access roads, these run parallel to major thoroughfares, such as highways and busy streets.


Highway. A highly trafficked, high-speed road that connects one population center to another with few traffic lights or stop signs to slow down traffic.


Freeway. A highway with at least two lanes going in both directions, and with its traffic flow controlled by access ramps.


Interstate. Any part of the federally funded system of highways.


Turnpike. A section of highway or freeway that requires a toll to be paid.


Causeway. A raised road that runs directly over water or swampland.


[image: images]


LEGO pieces outnumber humans by 80 to 1 (and climbing).









DE POEZENBOOT
(THE CAT BOAT)


Here’s the story of one of the most unconventional, most popular, and most adorable tourist destinations in Amsterdam.


[image: images] THE CAT LADY


One morning in 1966, Henriette van Weelde, a woman living in Amsterdam, the capital of the Netherlands, noticed a stray cat with kittens sheltering under a tree in front of her house. Perhaps if the mother cat had been alone, van Weelde would have left it to fend for herself, but the sight of it with kittens moved her to take the animals in and care for them.


A short time later she took in another stray…and then another, and another. Soon she developed a reputation around the neighborhood for taking in sick and abandoned felines, and people started bringing her even more cats to take care of. Two years after taking in that first mother and kittens, her house was overrun with cats. Now what?


Van Weelde lived on one of Amsterdam’s famous canals, the Herengracht, which is lined with houseboats. One day when she was looking at the boats tied up outside her home, she thought: Why not turn one into a cat shelter? And that’s what she did. In 1968, she bought an old Dutch sailing barge, ripped out the original interior, and replaced it with one better suited to serve as a cat sanctuary. Part of the barge was enclosed, providing shelter in cold or wet weather, and there was also an open area where the cats could lounge in the sun when the weather was nice.


[image: images] BUT WAIT! THERE’S MORE


The Poezenboot, or Cat Boat, as it came to be known, attracted a lot of interest. Result: people brought van Weelde even more cats to care for. By 1971, the boat had reached full capacity…so van Weelde bought a second boat and parked it next to the first. Fortunately for her, the boats attracted not just curiosity-seekers and cat lovers who wanted to visit the cats, but also volunteers to help care for them, plus contributions of money, cat food, kitty litter, and other supplies from the public. Most importantly, the boats attracted people who wanted to adopt cats. Every time one of the Cat Boat cats found a new home, that created room for van Weelde to take in another stray.


Over the years the Cat Boat evolved from a makeshift, one-person operation into a full-fledged and well-organized charitable foundation, one that provided food, medical care, and temporary housing for the cats most suitable for adoption, as well as forever homes on the Cat Boat for wild cats who were not. In 1979, van Weelde replaced the original Dutch sailing barge with a newer boat that was converted into a cat shelter by a shipyard, and was much nicer for the cats. The Cat Boat Foundation also grew, and it soon introduced a spay and neuter program for the public, one that charged a nominal fee for cat owners who could afford to pay, and no charge for owners who couldn’t. After microchipping of cats became available in the 1990s, the foundation added this service as well. Now when cats arrive at the shelter, they are scanned for microchips, and if one is found, the owner is contacted and can be reunited with their cat the same day.


[image: images]


First casualty of the first British bombing raid over Berlin in World War II: an elephant at the Berlin Zoo.


[image: images] STILL AFLOAT


Harriet van Weelde passed away in 2005 at the age of 90, but as of 2020 the Cat Boat Foundation is still going strong, though now it’s down to one boat after city officials required it to downsize in 2006. With one boat, the foundation can care for up to 50 cats at a time, including 14 who live there permanently.


Social media has helped the charity to develop a worldwide following via Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and the foundation’s own website, turning the Cat Boat into what is arguably the world’s most popular cat sanctuary. So many visitors to Amsterdam want to visit the Cat Boat that the foundation has had to set up a reservation system to handle them all. On the website you can watch live video streams of the cats at play, schedule your visit to the Cat Boat, view photos and profiles of individual cats up for adoption and, if you live in the Netherlands, adopt a cat or two (or more). If you don’t live there but still want to help out, you can sponsor Kairo, Cypie, Samus, Icey, or any of the other cats who’ve made the Cat Boat their forever home. Sponsors of permanent residents receive a photo of their cat and information about its history and personality, and each December they are sent an update and a new photo of their cat.


The Cat Boat has evolved quite a bit since that morning in 1966 when Henriette van Weelde found the mother and kittens sheltering under a tree outside her house, but today the mission of the organization she founded is unchanged: “Our goal,” says the foundation, “is simple: to help as many cats as possible.”


* * *


GEOGRAPHY QUIZ


Q: What do Russia, Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Nepal, Bhutan, Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam, and North Korea have in common?


A: They all border China.
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Q. Can you name the two countries that have a map on their flags? A. Cyprus and Kosovo.









KITSCHY ART ORIGINS


“Kitsch” is hard to define. It’s art, but it’s meant to be decorative, and it’s often sentimental, sappy, spiritual, lurid—anything but subtle. Kitsch is the kind of art that some people consider tacky or cheesy, yet there’s something charming about these distinctive contributions to the culture, many of which can be found right now in a thrift store near you.


 


PLASTIC PINK FLAMINGOS


The United States’ post–World War II housing boom and the rapid growth of suburbia meant that millions of Americans suddenly had homes with front lawns. A company called Union Products of Leominster, Massachusetts, catered to these homeowners, offering dozens of plastic sculptures of animals and cute characters that they called “lawn ornaments.” In 1957, Union hired a 19-year-old art school graduate named Don Featherstone to design and create prototypes for even more. His first plastic sculptures for Union Products: a little girl holding a watering can, a little boy playing with a puppy, and a duck. The duck sold so well that by the end of the year, his bosses asked Featherstone to design another bird, but something more exotic: a flamingo. (Why a flamingo? Union found that its pink products were selling particularly well, and flamingos are pink.) Featherstone went to work, but couldn’t find any live flamingos to use as models (as he’d done with ducks), so he based his design on pictures in National Geographic. One major place where Featherstone diverged from nature: He made the legs thinner and rod-like, so that they could be used to stick the finished plastic version into the ground. The first pink flamingos, now the definitive lawn ornament, went on sale in 1958 and cost $2.76. It’s estimated that 20 million of the birds have been sold since then (not including all the knockoffs made by other companies).


 


SEVEN-DAY CANDLES


Also known as veladoras (Spanish for “candle”), these eight-inch-tall glass jars filled with wax are adorned with vivid images of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, or Catholic saints, painted in a style reminiscent of Mexican folk art. They’re commonly marketed to members of the predominantly Catholic Latino community and sold in Mexican grocery stores in the United States for a couple of bucks. The idea of putting religious art on the outside of a jar candle dates back to the late 1940s. According to Sister Schodts Reed (she’s not a nun—“Sister” is her given name), her father-in-law Peter Doan Reed, came up with the idea. His company, the Reed Candle Company of San Antonio, Texas, started out in 1938, making two-inch-tall, unadorned votive candles (encased in glass and so named for their use in Catholic prayer, or “vows”). But a decade later, he decided to focus more on the religious aspect by printing images of religious figures and prayers on the sides of the jar. And by making them extra-large, the candles would burn for a week, promising value to customers, and something more: “That way, they have a silent prayer that is continuing even after they are done praying,” Sister Reed told the Chicago Tribune. Along with hundreds of other companies in the United States and Mexico, Reed Candle Company produces 350 different seven-day candles.
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The U.S. Postal Service processes 160 billion pieces of mail each year, and it photographs every single one of them.


 


VELVET PAINTINGS


Have you ever driven by a roadside “art sale” and seen a bunch of faces of Elvis or John Wayne staring back at you from black backgrounds? The black background makes the colors pop and gives the subjects—unicorns, matadors, movie stars, landscapes, dogs, clowns, even Jesus—an eerie glow. Velvet likely originated in the Kashmir region of the Indian subcontinent, and so did velvet paintings. Religious leaders used velvet canvases for portraits of Hindu deities, and after Italian explorer Marco Polo visited the area in the late 13th century, he brought velvet paintings back to western Europe, where the idea was borrowed by the Catholic Church. Velvet paintings fell in and out of favor over the years, but reemerged strongly in the early 20th century. During the Depression, itinerant sign painter Edgar Leeteg moved from California to Tahiti. There he bought up a store’s stock of unsold velvet canvas and, reminded of the velvet paintings of religious icons that hung in his St. Louis church as a child, he set out to master the form, painting idealized scenes of tropical life and Polynesian women. Leeteg started churning out hundreds of paintings a year, and they sold well, both to locals and to American servicemen stationed in the South Pacific before, during, and after World War II. “Velvets,” as collectors call them, really gained popularity in the United States with the Polynesian-inspired tiki bar fad of the 1950s. After the owner of the 7 Seas tiki bar in Hollywood bought a bunch, every other tiki establishment in the country had to have one, too. By the time the tiki craze died off in the early 1960s, the velvet painting industry had moved to Mexico, where the paintings were—and still are—produced assembly-line style.


 


HUMMEL FIGURINES


Perhaps you’ve seen a small ceramic statue of a German kid on your grandma’s mantel, or in her curio cabinet. That could very well be a Hummel figurine—a craze in the mid-20th century that sprouted from the mind of a nun. In 1927, 18-year-old Berta Hummel enrolled in the Academy of Applied Art in Munich, Germany, where she developed an affinity for drawing cherubic children in nostalgically pastoral poses—sitting by a well, carrying a fishing pole, or walking through the woods, for example. After completing her artistic training, Hummel decided to take a different career path, joining the Convent of Siessen, a Franciscan order that advocated art as a form of praising God. In 1931, Hummel became a full-fledged nun, adopting the name Maria Innocentia and living in a remote convent in the German countryside, much like the ones she liked to draw.
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“Upside down” spelled upside down is “umop apisdn.”


Inspired and encouraged to continue making her illustrations of children, Hummel sold her work to a few postcard publishers. Hummel’s postcards caught the eye of Franz Goebel, who ran a porcelain company called W. Goebel Porzellanfabrik. He so enjoyed them that in 1935, he signed Hummel to an exclusive deal that would allow his company to transform her drawings of cute children doing rustic things into porcelain figurines. When he took his collection of Hummel figures to the Leipzig Trade Fair in 1935, Goebel found buyers throughout Europe and in the United States, particularly Marshall Field’s department stores, where they immediately became a sensation. Goebel hired a team of sculptors and painters to make figurines based on Hummel’s drawings, and before long had to bring in designers to come up with new ideas in the style of Sister Maria Innocentia Hummel, who died in 1946 at age 37.


Production and sales of Hummel figurines stalled during World War II, but picked up again in the early 1950s thanks to American soldiers stationed in West Germany who bought Hummels and sent them back home as gifts. At the same time, they sold briskly to Germans, in part because the cute little kids depicted evoked nostalgia for a simpler time, before the war. Today, Hummel Manufaktur churns out about 20,000 figurines a year, which start in price at €100 (about $120). But figurines made in the 1930s and 1940s are worth a lot more. The active community of Hummel collectors might pay as much as $1,000 for an early model. (So you might want to check Grandma’s mantel to see if she’s got one of those.)


The cute little kids depicted evoked nostalgia for a simpler time, before the war.


* * *


WHAT A BABE


In 1914, teenage baseball prospect George Herman Ruth signed his first professional contract, with the then minor-league Baltimore Orioles. Ruth was 19, and at the time, Maryland state law held that the age of legal adulthood was 21. Ruth would need an adult to co-sign his contract, and since he was raised in an orphanage, Orioles owner Jack Dunn became the ballplayer’s legal guardian. Teammates took to calling Ruth “Dunn’s new babe” as a joke and, over time, the nickname was shortened to “Babe.”
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Agatha Christie surfed.









ON LANGUAGE


A few words about a few words.


WHAT ABOUT BLURPLE? September 1 is “National No Rhyme (Nor Reason)


Day,” which is exactly what it sounds like. How does one observe this holiday? According to NationalDayCalendar.com, on the first day of the month, “Make a list of words that you believe cannot be rhymed, and check if you are correct. Use #NoRhymeNorReasonDay to post on social media.” The two most famous, of course, are “orange” and “purple.” Here are a few more: “chimney,” “woman,” “chaos,” “circle,” “bulb,” “eighths,” and “month.”


USE DISCRETION, NOT DISCRETENESS: Why do “discreet” and “discrete” have related but different definitions? Both words came from the Latin discrētus, which means “distinct, separate,” but they took distinct, separate paths to English. “Discrete,” the lesser used of the two, still means “a separate, distinct part of a whole,” like this page is a discrete part of this book. “Discreet” (it means “careful” or “unobtrusive”) comes to English via the French discret, which altered the Latin meaning to “discerning, wise”—as in, one who is discerning is also careful not to draw undue attention.


THREE WORDS THAT CHANGED MEANING: To broadcast once meant to sow seeds in a sweeping motion. To dribble once meant to shoot an arrow short or wide of its target. Infant once meant “unable to speak” and referred to a mute child of any age.


THINGS KIDS SAY: Are you an old fuddy-duddy who cringes at the sound of a youthful slang term? According to British linguist Tony Thorne, young people’s use of their own slang “may signal a high level of intelligence” because “people who use language in a complex way need to have a heightened awareness of language, and how it works.” (Now tell those little geniuses to get off your lawn.)


THESAURUSES FOR ALL! It’s interesting, fascinating, captivating, absorbing, enchanting, beguiling, bewitching, enthralling, enrapturing, entrancing, and spellbinding. What is? The fact that English has more synonyms than any other language in the world—which also isn’t surprising considering it is made up of words borrowed from so many other cultures. (Interestingly, one of the rare nouns in the English language that has no synonyms is…“synonym.”)


HANGERS-ON: Some words can’t stand on their own. For example, “nines” and “grabs” exist only in the idioms “to the nines” and “up for grabs.” These are called fossil words—their original meaning is obsolete, but they’ve managed to hang on as a relic in an idiom or phrase. Other phrases with fossil words: “beck and call,” “eke out,” “the whole shebang,” and “good riddance.”
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The oldest boomerang on record, made 23,000 years ago from a mammoth tusk, was discovered in a cave in Poland.









LUCKY FINDS


Ever find something valuable? It’s one of the best feelings in the world. Here’s another installment of one of our favorite Bathroom Reader topics.


JUST ANOTHER DAY AT WORK


The Find: Rare pieces of tanzanite


Where They Were Found: Tanzania


Story: What with the COVID-19 pandemic and global social unrest, a lot of people didn’t have a great 2020. Not Tanzanian miner Saniniu Lazier. The self-employed digger finds precious gems and sells them to the government of Tanzania, which happens to be the only place in the world where the rare gemstone tanzanite can be found. It’s so rare that geologists think the natural supply of it may be completely tapped out within 20 years. Maybe, but if so, Lazier just discovered the mother lode. In June 2020, he found two massive chunks of tanzanite, one weighing 20.2 pounds and the other 12.7 pounds. Total value: $3.4 million. After his find, Lazier told reporters that he wanted to use the money to throw a party for his 30 children and also build a school in his village. A couple of months later, he added “build a hospital” to his to-do list…because he’d found another massive piece of tanzanite. This one came in at 14 pounds, with a value of about $2 million.


ROCK ON


The Find: A big diamond


Where It Was Found: A state park


Story: Crater of Diamonds State Park in Arkansas is a tourist attraction with an alluring hook. Whatever shiny rocks visitors find, they can keep—even precious gems. Since the first diamonds were discovered at the site in 1906, more than 75,000 of those particularly attractive gemstones have been uncovered. Kevin Kinard, who lives about two hours from the Crater of Diamonds, has been visiting the park regularly for decades. Ever since he went there on a second-grade field trip, he’s been going back, hoping to strike it rich. On Labor Day 2020, the 33-year-old traveled to the park and gathered up everything that looked interesting. “Anything that looked like a crystal, I picked it up and put it in my bag,” he told reporters. Then he found a marble-sized crystal. “It looked interesting and shiny. I just thought it might’ve been glass,” he said. It wasn’t. At the end of the day, Kinard took it to the park’s Diamond Discovery Center, where he learned that his “marble” was the real deal—a diamond. Not only that, it weighed 9.07 carats, making it the second-biggest diamond ever discovered at Crater of Diamonds.
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What’s Speed Racer’s name in Japan? Go Mifune.


A QUEEN’S RANSOM


The Find: A cache of special coins


Where They Were Found: A crumbling shack


Story: In 2019, an elderly, former London maintenance worker passed away, leaving his family to sift through the contents of his home, a waterlogged, rat-infested shack in the Gloucestershire countryside. The man was a hoarder, but the family knew he had a coin collection, so they invited auctioneer and coin expert John Rolfe to investigate the house. One rainy day, Rolfe drove several hours to the tiny house and started rummaging around, using only the flashlight on his phone…which caught a glimmer of gold. And then lots more. “It was mind-blowing. I felt like a pirate in a grotto,” Rolfe told reporters. He found coins in drawers, in cupboards, under furniture, and even in a sugar bowl on a table. Unlike the rest of the trash-filled house, almost all the coins were in impeccable condition and sealed in plastic casings. The deceased seemed to favor commemorative coins, including a set of gold pieces issued for the Queen’s Jubilee in 2002. After he’d collected every coin he could find, Rolfe auctioned them off in February 2020. Total haul: £80,000 ($109,000). Among the most valuable items were the jubilee set, which fetched £5,000 ($6,750), and a gold set marking the 150th anniversary of the death of the Duke of Wellington, which netted £3,400 ($4,650).


THERE’S GOLD IN THEM THERE YARDS


The Find: Some old coins


Where They Were Found: Under a tree


Story: In 2013, a middle-aged couple from northern California (no other details were released to the media) were taking their dog for a walk one day on their few acres of rural property, as they’d done many times before, when they noticed a rusty old can sticking out of the ground near a large, old tree. They did a little digging and found literal buried treasure—six canisters containing a total of 1,427 coins, all dating from 1847 to 1894. They took the coins to the nearest expert appraiser, the Professional Coin Grading Service in Santa Ana, California, which determined that all of the coins were uncirculated and were in mint or perfect condition. Total face value of the coins: a whopping $27,000. But considering how old, rare, and well-preserved they were, they were worth considerably more than that—somewhere in the neighborhood of $10 million. “I don’t like to say ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ for anything, but you don’t get an opportunity to handle this kind of material, a treasure like this, ever,” the couple’s representative, numismatist Don Kagin said. “It’s like they found the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”
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The world’s biggest employer of musicians: the U.S. Army.









ENTER THE GIF


Sometimes, when commenting on a social media post, mere words will not suffice. Neither will an emoji. No, to truly convey how utterly ridiculous that post was, you need to search the animated GIFs menu for…for…there it is: “Picard Facepalm.” Here’s the loopy history of a little file format that made a big impact.


SMALLER IS BETTER


In 1987, the World Wide Web was still a few years away. Steve Wilhite was a developer at CompuServe, a pre-email computer service provider that allowed users to share files. It was agonizingly slow. Wilhite, whose specialty was image compression, was working on a faster way to load a color weather map when, he says, “I saw the format I wanted in my head, and then I started programming.” When he was done, he’d invented a new image file format (like JPG and PNG) that reduced the file’s size with minimal data loss. Wilhite named his invention Graphics Interchange Format, or GIF for short. His first GIF was a photo of a plane…but that was just a still image.


ON THE MOVE


A few years later, three computer scientists—Abraham Lempel, Jacob Ziv, and Terry Welch—created an algorithm that allowed programmers to create short animation and video clips by converting each frame to a GIF image. It supported only 256 colors and had no sound, but it took up a fraction of the space of a standard video file. The GIF might have been nothing more than a digital footnote had the ability to create animated GIFs not been included on an early internet browser called Netscape Navigator (which later became Firefox). Netscape came standard with Windows 95, which sold 40 million copies in its first year. Because GIFs run on an infinite loop, early website designers used them to create text and graphics that pulsate and change colors and do other garish things. (One of the worst GIF offenders: the Bathroom Reader’s first website.)


But in 1999, following a prolonged copyright dispute that resulted in tech companies and GIF patent holders charging royalties, designers revolted (November 5, 1999, was “Burn All GIFs Day”). They abandoned the GIF in favor of more sophisticated programs like Flash and JavaScript, and better image formats like JPG and PNG (which for a time people called “PING,” short for “PNG Is No GIF!”). Once again, the GIF nearly became a digital footnote until…




DID YOU KNOW?




According to the search engine Giphy, the most-used GIFs of 2020 included “Billie Eilish at the BRIT Awards,” “Happy Dance” (Elmo from Sesame Street), and “Dumpster Fire” (a cartoon dumpster fire). The #1 GIF of 2020: “Thank You,” a cartoon doggy wearing a nurse’s hat, wagging his tail, captioned: “Grateful for all the selfless humans on the frontlines helping keep everyone safe.” It got more than 1 billion views.
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How are baby eels made? No one knows—no human has ever seen eels reproduce.


THE DANCING BABY


One of the first—and creepiest—internet memes was the “Dancing Baby,” a 3-D rendered animation of a diapered infant doing the cha-cha. Created in 1996 as a demonstration of a sophisticated animation program, the dancing baby didn’t go viral until a year later when a Web developer used it as a demonstration of how to compress a large video file into a compressed GIF format.


So even though the GIF had fallen out of favor with website builders, the dancing baby helped launch a generation of short, looping videos that have inhabited the internet ever since. Few web users had the skills or the computing space to handle Flash, so the GIF was able to hang on as an easy way to create engaging content, especially since the program was ruled fair use. In 2013, a searchable database called GIPHY debuted; in 2020, it was purchased by Facebook for $400 million. Today, “reaction GIFs”—like the one of Homer Simpson slowly backing into a hedge—are as ubiquitous as hashtags and emojis. (And they’re a lot more fun in comment threads.)


IS IT PRONOUNCED “GIF” OR “JIF”?


The matter could have been laid to rest years ago, except for GIF inventor Steve Wilhite. He won a Lifetime Achievement Award at the 2013 Webby Awards for his contribution to computing…but not for his contribution to linguistics. His standard argument: “The Oxford English Dictionary accepts both pronunciations. They are wrong. It is a soft ‘G,’ pronounced ‘jif.’ Like the peanut butter. End of story.” Except that Wilhite is in the minority. Most people follow the line of thinking that says that if the first word of “GIF” is “Graphics,” then GIF must begin with a hard “G.”


* * *


THE CELEBRITY COLOR GAME


Jack Black + Betty White = Macy Gray
Vida Blue + Jason Orange = Judge Joe Brown
The Yellow Kid + DJ Orange Julius = Amber Tamblyn
Seth Green + James Brown = Olive Oyl
Jack White + Alton Brown = Amy Tan
Blue Öyster Cult + Red Hot Chili Peppers = Deep Purple
Simply Red + Whitesnake = Pink Floyd
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Maker city: 70 percent of all patents ever awarded in the UK have gone to inventors living in and around the city of Birmingham.









MILLION-DOLLAR GUITARS


Both electric and acoustic guitars can be expensive, costing from a couple hundred to a few thousand dollars. And the price tag goes up considerably if the instrument was played by a famous musician. Here are some of the most expensive guitars ever sold.


THE BLACK STRAT


As lead guitarist of Pink Floyd in the 1970s, David Gilmour almost always played a 1969 Fender Stratocaster with a black body, appropriately nicknamed “the Black Strat.” It can be heard on Pink Floyd’s landmark, best-selling albums, including Animals, The Dark Side of the Moon, Wish You Were Here, and The Wall. Gilmour didn’t use it much after the 1980s, and a couple of decades later, he was ready to unload it. Gilmour, who reunited with Pink Floyd for one night only at 2005’s Live 8 event for climate change awareness, got deeply involved with environmental charities, and in 2019 he decided to sell it off with the proceeds going to ClientEarth, a charity that promotes legal action to combat climate change. “I can let go of it,” Gilmour told reporters before the sale. “Fender have made replica ones that they sell, and I have two or three of those that are absolutely perfect.” When Christie’s auction house sold the guitar, the winning bid came from Jim Irsay, a Pink Floyd superfan and owner of the NFL’s Indianapolis Colts. Irsay paid $3.975 million for the Black Strat, along with $175,000 on the Pink Floyd-branded case Gilmour carried the instrument around in for a decade, plus a 1969 Martin D-35 acoustic guitar used on the 1975 song “Wish You Were Here.”


KURT COBAIN’S ACOUSTIC


As the front man of Nirvana, Kurt Cobain didn’t play a lot of acoustic guitars. His band’s sound was loud, and reliant on volume and distortion, and better served by electric guitars, which Cobain routinely smashed or destroyed during performances. When Nirvana agreed to play on acoustic instruments on MTV’s Unplugged in November 1993, it was a major departure, and one that produced the hit album MTV Unplugged in New York. For the TV show taping (one of Cobain’s final performances before his death by suicide in April 1994), he used a 1959 Martin D-18E. The guitar was already a gem before Cobain played it—the C. F. Martin company made only 302 of the D-18E in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and Cobain’s was the seventh one completed. In June 2020, Julien’s Auctions in Beverly Hills, California, sold off the guitar, with opening bids starting at $1 million. When the gavel went down, the instrument had been sold to Peter Freedman, founder of a microphone manufacturing company, for $6 million—the most ever paid for a guitar at an auction.
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Beeturia is a harmless condition where eating beets turns a person’s urine pink or red. About 14% of people are susceptible.


THE STUDIO GUITAR


In the mid-1960s, a Decatur, Alabama, musician named Tommy Compton saw an ad in a newspaper offering a 1957 Les Gibson Goldtop guitar and amplifier for $250. In 1968, Duane Allman, at the time a studio musician and member of a band called Hourglass, came to town and so admired Compton’s Goldtop that he asked if he could borrow it. Compton let him…and Allman never gave it back. (Although when Compton’s father threatened to have Allman arrested, he sent the family a Wurlitzer electric piano and the parties called it even.) It’s that instrument, nicknamed “the Studio Guitar,” that Allman used on the first two Allman Brothers Band albums (including the songs “Midnight Rider” and “Whipping Post”) and when he played on the Derek and the Dominos recording sessions that produced “Layla.” At a show in Daytona, Florida, in 1970, Allman traded the Goldtop to Rick Stine, guitarist of a local band called Stone Balloon that opened for the Allman Brothers, for a 1959 cherry sunburst Les Paul (plus $200 and an amplifier). The Studio Guitar changed hands a few more times, ultimately coming to reside at the Allman Brothers Band Museum in Macon, Georgia, where it was occasionally loaned out to top-tier musicians, such as Billy Gibbons of ZZ Top and Kirk Hammett of Metallica. In 2019, the online classic rock memorabilia auction site Gotta Have Rock and Roll sold the Goldtop to a party who wished to retain their privacy. Price: $1.25 million.


KEITH RICHARDS’S LES PAUL


In 1961, John Bowen, guitarist for a band called the Kinsmen, purchased a 1959 Les Paul Standard (sunburst) electric guitar at Farmers Music Store in Luton, England, just outside of London. A year later, Bowen traded it to another music store, Selmer’s (for a Gretsch Country Gentleman). That’s where Keith Richards, who was playing around town with his new band, the Rolling Stones, picked it up. That instrument became the definitive guitar for the definitive guitarist of the British Invasion, and Richards played it on the Rolling Stones’ first tour of the United States in 1964, which included an appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show. Richards used the guitar in the Stones’ recordings of hits like “Get Off of My Cloud,” “The Last Time,” “Let’s Spend the Night Together,” “Time Is on My Side,” and “Satisfaction.” Around 1966, Richards started playing a Les Paul Custom and loaned his Standard (also called the “Keith-Burst”) to Eric Clapton, but in 1967 Richards sold it to Mick Taylor of John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers…two years before Taylor joined the Rolling Stones. In 1971, the guitar disappeared—Taylor can’t remember exactly, but thinks it might have been stolen after a gig at the Marquee Club in London, or from Keith’s home in Nellcote, France, where the band was recording Exile on Main Street. At any rate, Cosmo Verrico of the glam rock band Heavy Metal Kids somehow acquired it, and in 1974 sold it to Whitesnake guitarist Bernie Marsden, who sold it a week later to Mike Jopp of the band Affi nity. Jopp kept it until 2003, then sold it to a private collector who in turn auctioned it off at Christie’s in New York in 2004. And that owner sold it to another private collector for around $1 million.
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Weird math trick: Percentages are reversible. 25% of 16 is 4; 16% of 25 is also 4.


REACH OUT TO ASIA


More than 230,000 people died in the December 26, 2004, Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami. Recovery and rebuilding eff orts continued well into 2006, which is when a one-of-a-kind electric guitar was auctioned off to raise money for relief eff orts. A standard-issue, white Fender Stratocaster, the instrument hadn’t been owned by any notable guitarists, nor was it used on any classic songs—but it had been autographed by just about every major classic rock guitarist (and then some) alive at the time. The guitar bore the signatures of Keith Richards, Brian May (Queen), Eric Clapton, David Gilmour, Jimmy Page, Jeff Beck, Ray Davies (The Kinks), Mark Knopfl er, Pete Townshend, Ronnie Wood (Rolling Stones), Tony Iommi (Black Sabbath), Ritchie Blackmore (Deep Purple), Mick Jagger, Sting, and Paul McCartney. In an auction at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Doha, Qatar, Her Highness Sheihka Al-Mayassa bint Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani (part of Qatar’s ruling family) paid $2.8 million for it.
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First role-playing game: Dungeons and Dragons (1974). Second role-playing game: Tunnels and Trolls (1975).









TELEPHONE POLE FACTS


The humble telephone pole—as you’ve never known it before.


• There are about 180 million telephone poles (aka power poles or utility poles) in the United States.


• Every telephone pole has a unique identifying number located on the “pole tag” near the bottom of the pole. The tags are most commonly made of aluminum or stainless steel.


• Height of telephone poles in residential neighborhoods: 30–60 feet. Along highways: 60–120 feet. Depth of poles in the ground: about 6 feet. Poles are typically about 125 feet apart in towns and cities, and up to 300 feet apart in rural regions.


• Most telephone poles are made from wood. The favored lumber type is coastal Douglas fir, a tall, straight-growing, knot-free evergreen species native to western North America. Another favorite choice: southern yellow pine, found across the southeastern United States.


• The life span of a wooden telephone pole is 25 to 50 years, depending on a number of factors, especially climate and the prevalence of woodpeckers in any given pole’s location. (Really.)


• Most telephone poles are joint-use poles, meaning they are used for multiple services—including electrical power, telephone, and cable TV transmissions.


• Typical wire configuration of a joint-use pole: The three topmost wires—usually running across a horizontal crossarm at the very top of a pole—are the primary wires, or primary conductors. They carry primary electric power from electrical substations, and are the wires that carry the most powerful current—which is why they’re at the top of the pole.


• Below the primary wires are the secondary wires—the wires that carry power meant for homes and businesses. The lowest wires on a pole are communication cables: wires that carry telephone and cable TV services. (A single neutral or static wire—part of a pole’s electrical safety system—can be found either above the primary wires or between the primary and secondary wires.)


• Don’t forget the transformers—the gray, barrel-shaped devices you see attached to some telephone poles, usually located between the primary and secondary wires, with wires running to and from each one. The transformer’s job: to reduce the voltage coming from the primary lines to the secondary lines, to a level that is usable and safe for homes and businesses.


• All poles also have what is known as a communication worker safety zone: a wire-free area of at least 40 inches between the secondary wires and the communication cables, which allows technicians to do work away from powerful electrical wires.
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One fourth of the world’s annual hazelnut crop is used to make Nutella hazelnut cocoa spread.









HAMBS ACROSS AMERICA


How do you like your burger? With cheese or without? Ketchup? Mayo? Diff erent regions of the United States have diff erent ways of cooking, topping, and serving the humble hamburger.


[image: images] BREADED HAMBURGER


During the Great Depression, lunch counters stretched their meat dollar by adding bread to hamburger patties. Ever since then, Snappy Lunch in Mount Airy, North Carolina (the inspiration for Mayberry in The Andy Griffi th Show), has kept the breaded burger alive. Locals call it a breaded hamburger, a no-burger, or an old-fashioned, but the Snappy Lunch menu lists the sandwich—made from crumbled biscuits, bread crumbs, and beef, in that order—as just “hamburger.” (An all-meat burger at Snappy Lunch is called a “burger with meat.”) The hamburger, which resembles a crab cake, is served topped with coleslaw, mustard, onion, tomato, and chili sauce.


[image: images] OKLAHOMA ONION BURGER


In Oklahoma, Depression-era cooks and diners made the meat go further with the help of onions—lots and lots of onions. The onion burger is served in restaurants all across the state—from old-timers such as Sid’s Diner in El Reno and the Hamburger Inn in Ardmore, to newcomers like Tucker’s Onion Burgers in Oklahoma City. Here’s how it’s made: First, a large pile of very thinly sliced white onions is put on the grill with a small portion of chopped beef smashed into it with the back of a spatula (it’s also known as a Smash Burger). The onions and meat mix together, grilling the burger and imparting the flavor of the onions, which get crispy and caramelized.


[image: images] BUTTER BURGER


Wisconsin is America’s dairy capital, and Wisconsinites proudly consume a lot of butter. In the mid-20th century, dozens of Milwaukee restaurants offered the butter burger. Today, the last restaurant that sells this old-fashioned local treat is Solly’s Grille. What’s a butter burger? Exactly what it sounds like. It’s a small cheeseburger on a bun that, upon being removed from the grill, is topped with about three tablespoons of butter. The butter then melts all over the burger (and all over the diner’s hands).


The butter melts all over the burger (and all over the diner’s hands).


[image: images] STEAMED CHEESEBURGER


Only about half a dozen eateries in a 25-mile radius around Meriden, Connecticut, serve the “steamer,” a burger first popularized in the 1950s by Ted’s Restaurant, a lunch counter that once stayed open until 4:00 a.m. to cater to the area’s factory workers. Ted’s and its handful of competitors cook their burgers in custom-made metal steaming cabinets. Inside each cabinet are 20 small stainless-steel trays into which patties are placed to steam until they’re warm and gray. Once the patty is cooked, it’s put on a bun and served with a steamed slice of Vermont cheddar cheese poured on top.


[image: images]


Packaged meat is treated with carbon monoxide to keep it looking red and “fresh.”


[image: images] THE JUCY LUCY


This burger is sold in bars and restaurants all over Minnesota’s Twin Cities, but Matt’s Bar in east Minneapolis stakes a claim as the creator. According to local lore, it started in 1954, when a customer asked the cook to make him something different, and the cook (his name was Matt) grilled two burger patties and crimped them together on the ends with a slice of American cheese folded and hidden on the inside. The heat from the burgers melted the cheese and turned it into hot goo. When he bit into it, the patron reportedly remarked, “Now that’s a juicy Lucy!” (It’s unclear why the preferred spelling went from “juicy” to “jucy.”)


[image: images] GUBERBURGER


The Wheel Inn drive-in restaurant created a sandwich not seen on many menus outside of its point of origin in Sedalia, Missouri. Peanuts are sometimes called “goobers,” and from that comes the name Guberburger—the Wheel Inn’s burger consisted of a salted patty on a toasted bun, topped with lettuce, tomato, mayonnaise, and creamy peanut butter. (Yes, peanut butter.) Unfortunately, the Wheel Inn closed in 2013, so if you really want to taste a Guberburger, you’ll have to make one at home.


[image: images] DEEP-FRIED BURGER


Deep-frying is a cooking method strongly associated with the American South. In 1912, Dyer’s Burgers in Memphis started a burger tradition that embraced that Southern tradition: They deep-fry beef hamburgers…in beef fat. They pound a quarter-pound patty until it’s paper-thin and about eight inches wide, then place it into a skillet full of beef tallow accumulated from the thousands of other burgers cooked over the years. (They strain it daily.) It takes only about a minute to fry. For cheeseburgers, the cheese is prepared separately, but it’s also deep-fried in a skillet full of grease.


[image: images] LOOSEMEATS


An Iowa loosemeats sandwich consists of steamed, salted, crumbled ground beef cooked in an iron skillet, then heaped onto a hamburger bun, and “doped” with mustard and pickle. It’s ground beef on a bun, but it’s not in the form of a patty, so Iowans don’t consider it a hamburger—it’s a loosemeats sandwich, also referred to as a “tavern,” or a Maid-Rite, after the small Midwestern chain that serves up thousands of them every day.
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Hulk Hogan had to pay Marvel Comics a $100 royalty every time he wrestled…









THE KID IS IN THE MAIL


Just because you’re not supposed to send human beings in the mail doesn’t mean people didn’t, at least not in the “good old days.”


SPECIAL DELIVERY


On January 1, 1913, the U.S. Post Office launched the Parcel Post Service, which allowed customers to mail parcels weighing up to 11 pounds. Before that, if you wanted to send something heavier than 4 pounds, you had to hire a private delivery company to do it. And if you lived in a small town or some other place where there weren’t any such companies, you either delivered the parcel yourself…or you were out of luck.


The Parcel Post Service proved to be so popular that the maximum weight limit was raised to 50 pounds, greatly increasing the variety of items that could be sent in the mail. Including…kids? There wasn’t anything in the postal regulations that said you could, but then again, there wasn’t anything in the regulations that said you couldn’t. Within weeks of the service being introduced, some parents gave it a try.


SIMPLER TIMES


Mailing a kid in those days wasn’t considered nearly as impersonal or dangerous as it might be today. In those days more people lived in small towns, had done so their entire lives, and knew everyone else in town, including the mail carrier. And they lived close to other relatives. In such a place and time, if someone wanted their child to visit a relative who lived nearby, it wouldn’t be unheard of to ask a trusted mail carrier to accompany the child if no one else was available. In the rare cases in which a child actually was “mailed” to another destination, this is often what happened: the mail carrier picked up the child—with the proper postage attached—at one address on their mail route, and either dropped them off at another address on the same route, or took them to the post office, where they were either picked up by a family member or handed off to another mail carrier, who saw them to their final destination.


In the early 20th century, a lot of mail traveled by train in special railway mail cars attached to passenger trains. Train tickets weren’t cheap, and the temptation to have children declared as “freight mail” so that they could be sent by cheaper postage rates instead of by paying for a passenger ticket, was considerable. There were instances when parents did manage to pull this off. The child rode in the mail car with the postal employees, who then saw them to the local post office when they arrived at their destination.


RETURN TO SENDER


Not surprisingly, the U.S. Post Office didn’t much care for the practice, and in June 1920, the assistant postmaster in charge of the Parcel Post Service specifically forbade it on the grounds that children “did not come within the classification of harmless live animals which do not require food or water while in transit.” The change in regulations didn’t stop the practice entirely, but by the late 1920s, the golden age of sending kids through the mail was over.


Here are some of the most famous cases:


[image: images]


…because the company owned the rights to the Incredible Hulk.


[image: images] James Beagle (Glen Este, Ohio). A few weeks after the Parcel Post Service began operations in 1913, Jesse and Mathilda Beagle mailed their eight-month-old son to his grandmother’s house about a mile away in Batavia. Both homes were on the route of mail carrier Vernon O. Lytle. Jesse weighed in at 10¾ pounds, just under the 11-pound limit for parcels mailed by Parcel Post. His parents paid 15¢ in postage and insured the boy for $50.


[image: images] Charlotte May Pierstorff (Grangeville, Idaho). On February 9, 1914, four-year-old Charlotte was mailed from her parents’ home to her grandparents’ home 73 miles away. Charlotte traveled by train; she rode in the mail car with her mother’s cousin, a postal clerk who worked on the train.


[image: images] Edna Neff (Pensacola, Florida). Neff, who was six years old, may hold the record for the longest trip of a child sent through the mail. On March 27, 1915, she climbed aboard a mail train in Pensacola and was transported some 720 miles to the post office in Christiansburg, Virginia, where her father lived. She weighed just under 50 pounds. Cost of postage: 15¢.


[image: images] Maude Smith (Jackson, Kentucky). On August 31, 1915, three-year-old Maude was mailed from Caney, Kentucky, to her home in Jackson, 25 miles away. The girl traveled by mail train; a shipping tag with 33¢ in postage was sewed to her pink dress. Printed on the tag were the words “To Mrs. Celina Smith, care of Jim Haddix, Jackson, Ky., from R.K. Madden, Caney, Ky.” Aboard the train, the postal clerk, J. T. Sebastian, attached his own note to the child’s dress. It read “Baby received 8:15 by postmaster in person. I doubt the legality of the sending, but it was put on the train and I must deliver and report.”


[image: images] Russell Nickerson (Pontiac, Michigan). Nickerson, who was four years old in 1927, was perhaps the luckiest kid to be sent through the mail, because he was sent by air mail, at a time when few people had ever traveled by airplane. Dressed in a sailor suit with a mail tag and postage attached, he climbed aboard the mail plane in Pontiac and, sitting in a passenger seat next to the pilot, he was delivered to Detroit following an 18-minute flight.
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Number of Leonardo da Vinci paintings that have survived to the present day: 15.









THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN…


And now Uncle John helps you navigate life’s subtle nuances. For example, do you know the difference between…


…SOUP AND STEW? Soup is primarily liquid. It consists of a broth combined with other ingredients, such as meat and vegetables, or it can be a liquefied blend of all of its parts. Stew is much more about the meats and vegetables—large chunks with just enough water to submerge the ingredients. That’s what “stewing” is—cooking solid ingredients in liquid that, over time, heats up in a pot for long enough to cook them in their own gravy.


…HERBS AND SPICES? Both enhance the taste of food and both come from plants—the difference lies in the part of the plant from which the flavoring agent originates. Herbs are the leaves of a plant, so rosemary, sage, mint, thyme, cilantro, and parsley would fall into this category. Spices are derived from any other edible parts of a plant, such as roots, bark, buds, or seeds. Cinnamon, for example, is a spice because it’s made from bark. Other spices include cloves (dried flower buds), black pepper (seeds), and ginger (root).


…A FRIAR AND A MONK? Both terms refer to a man who has joined a religious order affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church and who has taken vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. The difference is in where they live and how they move about the world. The word “monk” comes the Greek word mono, meaning “alone,” which fits because monks live in isolation from the rest of the world, left alone to pray in their monasteries. Friars (from the French frère, meaning “brother”) travel throughout their community, proselytizing and soliciting donations for the church and for charitable causes.


…DINNER AND SUPPER? Today, the terms are used interchangeably to describe a big meal that comes at the end of the day. Historically, though, they meant different things. Dinner described the largest meal of the day, regardless of when it was served—it could come first thing in the day, midday, or in the evening. Supper was a smaller meal that came only at night.


…PROFANITY, VULGARITY, AND OBSCENITY? Historically and grammatically speaking, profanity refers to anything that offends religious sensibilities, such as blasphemy or affronts to God. Obscenity pertains to the expression of sexual content in a way deemed indecent or offensive, while vulgarity is just coarse language, or swear words.


…A HORSE AND A PONY? A pony is not a baby horse—it’s a different, smaller animal. A horse’s height is measured in hands; one hand equals four inches. An equine that is at least 14 hands and 2 inches tall at its withers (shoulder blades) is a horse. Anything less than that, and it’s a pony.
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Whales and dolphins can get sunburns.









DUSTED!


When food is produced or stored in enormous quantities, things can quickly go wrong in a very big way, thanks to something very tiny: dust.


LARGER THAN LIFE: In 1874, a businessman, politician, and former Civil War general named Cadwallader C. Washburn built what was then the world’s largest flour mill on the bank of the Mississippi River in Minneapolis, Minnesota. The Washburn “A” Mill, as it was called, was a marvel of 19th-century technology. In an era before electricity was available, the mill relied on waterpower provided by the Mississippi. Part of the river was diverted into a channel that ran beneath the mill and into waterwheels that turned the giant millstones and ground the wheat into flour. The factory was so large that it could grind enough wheat to fill dozens of railcars each day—about as fast as the railroads could deliver it.


Because powerful blasts of air were used to separate an undesirable part of the grain called the middlings from the rest of the flour, the air inside the mill was full of flour dust. The dust made the air difficult to breathe, but that wasn’t the only danger: under the right conditions, clouds of flour dust can be more explosive than gunpowder.


BIG BANG THEORY: The reason something as seemingly innocuous as ordinary flour is potentially so explosive is that, like a leaf or a sheet of paper, flour particles have a lot of surface area relative to their volume. Why this matters: when any flammable material burns, it burns only on the surface, because only the surface is in contact with oxygen in the air that’s needed for combustion to take place. Flour particles have so much surface area that if they come in contact with a spark or flame, a great deal of the particle will burn all at once. If airborne flour particles are present in just the right concentration, a flame can spread rapidly from one particle to another. The result can be catastrophic.


How catastrophic? Both the United States and Russia have developed what are called thermobaric, or “heat pressure,” bombs that rely on the same physical principle: the bombs disperse fuel particles into the air to create a giant cloud of combustible material, then ignite the fuel. The American bomb is called the Massive Ordnance Air Blast, or MOAB, and is nicknamed the “Mother of All Bombs.” It and its Russian equivalent, the four-times-as-large “Father of All Bombs,” are the most powerful non-nuclear weapons ever made.


DUST TO ASHES: If Cadwallader Washburn didn’t appreciate just how dangerous it was to have great clouds of flour dust inside his giant mill, he got quite an education on the evening of May 2, 1878. About an hour after mill workers left for the day and a night-shift skeleton crew arrived, three massive explosions rocked the mill in rapid succession, demolishing the seven-story building and killing all 14 workers inside. The explosions—which were heard 10 miles away—and the fires that they ignited destroyed five other nearby mills, killing another four people. The cause of the explosions was determined to be airborne flour dust that had somehow come into contact with an ignition source, either an open flame or sparks created by two millstones scraping against each other.


[image: images]


Makes sense: The population of Nothing, Arizona, is zero.


Whatever else his faults, Cadwallader Washburn was no quitter. He quickly resolved to rebuild his flour mill bigger and better than before…and he succeeded on both counts: Two years later a larger, safer flour mill opened on the same site. The new mill could grind more than 100 boxcars of wheat into flour daily, and it boasted state-of-the-art dust collectors and ventilation systems to keep flour dust out of the air. The giant mill remained in operation for 85 years, finally closing in 1965. By then Washburn’s company had merged with others to form General Mills, makers of Cheerios, Gold Medal Flour, and more than 90 other consumer food brands.


MORE DUST BUSTERS


• The Douglas Starch Works (Cedar Rapids, Iowa). In its day, it was the world’s largest cornstarch factory, consisting of 36 buildings crowded onto a 10-acre site. Early in the evening of May 22, 1919, a cornstarch explosion leveled the plant, killing 43 people and injuring 30 more. The blast shattered windows all over downtown Cedar Rapids and damaged or destroyed more than 200 homes.


• The Continental Grain Elevator (Westwego, Louisiana). Two days before Christmas 1977, a grain dust explosion ripped through a 25-story grain elevator, destroying 48 of the 73 concrete grain silos at the site and crushing a two-story office building under falling debris. Thirty-six people were killed and another 20 were injured, making this the deadliest grain elevator explosion in modern history. Many of the victims were there on their day off, picking up their Christmas turkeys. The source of ignition was never officially determined.


• The Imperial Sugar Refinery (Wentworth, Georgia). In February 2008, a powerful explosion of sugar dust tore through an enclosed conveyor belt at the refinery. This initial blast lofted tons more sugar dust into the air, which then detonated in a series of massive secondary explosions that destroyed the sugar silos and other buildings at the site. Fourteen workers were killed; it took firefighters more than a week to extinguish all the burning sugar. A federal investigation into the disaster found that plant managers were aware of the hazard, but “did not promptly act to remove all significant accumulations of sugar and sugar dust” from the facility. The initial explosion is thought to have been sparked by an overheated bearing on the conveyor belt.
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Postcards were invented in Germany, but Austria was the first country to put them to use.
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TWO KINDS


Which one are you?


“There are two kinds of people in the world—those who walk into a room and say, ‘There you are!’—and those who say, ‘Here I am!’”


—Abigail Van Buren


“THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF PEOPLE, THOSE WHO FINISH WHAT THEY START AND SO ON.”


—Robert Byrne


“There are two kinds of people in the world, those who believe there are two kinds of people in the world and those who don’t.”


—Robert Benchley


“MANKIND IS DIVIDED INTO TWO GREAT CLASSES: HOSTS AND GUESTS.”


—Max Beerbohm


“The world is divided into two types of people: those who love to talk, and those who hate to listen.”


—James Thorpe


“There are two kinds of people: those with open minds and those with closed minds, and never the two shall meet.”


—Bill Purdin


“There are two kinds of artists left: those who endorse Pepsi and those who simply won’t.”


—Annie Lennox


“There are two kinds of teachers: the kind that fill you with so much quail shot that you can’t move, and the kind that just gives you a little prod behind and you jump to the skies.”


—Robert Frost


“There are three kinds of men. The one that learns by reading. The few who learn by observation. The rest of them have to pee on the electric fence for themselves.”


—Will Rogers









PLEONASMS


What’s a pleonasm? A phrase that is unnecessarily redundant, making the same point twice. Examples: “true fact” (if it is a fact, it’s already true) and “end result” (a result is, by definition, at the end). Get it? Here’s a list of pleonasms. Consider it a free gift.


• First and foremost


• Warn in advance


• Evolve over time


• Revert back


• Lag behind


• Proceed ahead


• Continue on


• Chase after


• Kneel down


• Rise up


• Hoist up


• Uphill climb


• Overexaggerate


• Historic milestone


• Major breakthrough


• Few in number


• Sum total


• Tiny bit


• Cameo appearance


• Live studio audience


• Spliced together


• Added bonus


• Green in color


• Ultimate goal


• Safe haven


• 5:00 a.m. in the morning


• MSM media


• ATM machine


• PIN number


• LCD display


• UPC code


• d-CON Kills Bugs Dead


• Minestrone soup


• Polar opposites


• Foreign imports


• Overused cliché


• Prior experience


• Past history


• Future plans


• Palm of the hand


• Interact with each other


• Pair of twins


• Brief summary


• Self-confessed


• Indicted on charges


• Sworn affidavit


• Cash money


• Exact same


• Circle around


• Frozen ice


• Completely full


• Join together


• Close proximity


• Tuna fish


• Empty space


• Period of time


• Different kinds


• Close personal friend


• Pick and choose


• Basic fundamentals


• All-time record


• Reduce down


• From whence


• Manually by hand


• Might possibly


• Postpone until later


• Two equal halves


• Protest against


• Skipped over


• Temper tantrum


• Regular routine


• Passing fad
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Judging by the stripes on his uniform, Cap’n Crunch is actually a commander.









9/11 FRAUDSTERS


One of the odd quirks of human nature is that even in a tragedy as horrific as the 9/11 attacks in 2001, a few people, either because of greed or mental illness or both, will try to exploit the catastrophe for their own benefit.


SUGEIL MEJIA


Her Story: Just three days after the attack, when first responders at Ground Zero were still desperately searching through the rubble for anyone who might still be alive, a “nurse” dressed in surgical scrubs approached a police officer named Ian Sinclair at St. Vincent’s Hospital in New York. The woman—Mejia—told him that her husband, a Port Authority police officer, was buried under the rubble at Ground Zero and was still alive. He had his cell phone with him and had called Mejia telling her he was trapped with five Port Authority officers and five NYPD officers beneath the North Tower. Officer Sinclair rushed Mejia to Ground Zero. On the way over, she continued to talk to her husband on the phone…or at least that’s what she led Officer Sinclair to believe she was doing.


The Truth: Searchers at the site were energized by the news that 11 victims might still be alive, but hours later, Mejia’s story fell apart during police questioning. She admitted “she was not a nurse, was not married to a police officer, did not know anyone trapped under the rubble, [and] had not received calls from anyone in the area, and her claims were based on her desire to be near Ground Zero,” according to press reports. Her entire story was a lie; no survivors were found.


What Happened: According to her lawyer, Mejia claimed she wasn’t in her right mind when she perpetrated the hoax—she said she’d lost a close friend in the terrorist attack, which made her act irrationally. Mejia was arrested that same day and was charged with reckless endangerment, obstructing fire operations, and filing false police reports. In January 2002, she pled guilty to the reckless endangerment charge and was sentenced to three years in prison.


RICARDO FRUTOS


His Story: In October 2001, Frutos, a middle school teacher from Utah, presented a birth certificate to the City of New York Department of Records that he claimed belonged to his brother “Hector.” He used it to file for a death certificate for Hector, whom Frutos said had been in one of the World Trade Center towers on 9/11 and had died in the attack. Frutos also claimed that his niece and her husband had been killed. On the basis of these claims, he collected more than $47,000 from the American Red Cross.
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The term “jet black” comes from jet, a black gemstone that results when fossilized wood changes under extreme pressure.


The Truth: When Frutos was unable to provide any further documentation to prove that his brother really existed and had died on 9/11, the city probed deeper into his claims and discovered that Hector’s birth certificate was, according to the New York District Attorney’s Office, “an exact copy of the defendant’s own birth certificate… with the name ‘Hector’ substituted for the defendant’s own name.” Frutos did have a brother named Alberto who went by the nickname Hector, but Frutos’s ex-wife admitted to investigators that Alberto was “alive and living in Argentina.” Frutos’s claims about his niece and her husband were also proved false.


What Happened: In June 2002, Frutos pled guilty to third-degree larceny and was sentenced to three years in prison. Unlike many of the 15 other defendants who were charged with defrauding 9/11 charities out of more than $760,000, Frutos was not ordered to repay the stolen money, because, said a spokesperson for the District Attorney’s Office, “he didn’t have any assets to make that promise to pay anything back.”


CYRIL KENDALL


His Story: Kendall, 61, claimed to be the father of 13 children, the youngest of whom was 29-year-old Wilfred, who was interviewing for a job on the 91st floor of the North Tower when American Airlines Flight 11 struck the building. On the basis of this claim, Kendall collected $119,000 from the Red Cross and another $40,000 from several other charities, including money to pay for the burial of his dead son.


The Truth: Kendall really did have 12 other children, but not a 13th. Investigators determined that the photo of “Wilfred” that he provided to charities to collect the money was actually a photo of himself as a young man, and the birth certificate he presented was a forgery. Wilfred Kendall did not exist.


Kendall really did have 12 other children, but not a 13th.


What Happened: In 2003, Kendall was convicted of grand larceny and fraud and sentenced to 20 years in jail. He was released from prison in 2011 and was deported back to his home country of Guyana in South America. At last report, he had not repaid any of the stolen money.


SCOTT SHIELDS


His Story: Shields claimed that he and his golden retriever, Bear, had been part of the search-and-rescue crew at Ground Zero, and that Bear had found more victims than any other search dog on the site. He achieved quite a bit of notoriety from these claims. He also told both the Red Cross and the Federal Emergency Management Agency that he lived near the World Trade Center before the attacks, and collected nearly $50,000 in rental assistance from them.
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Good news? Bad news? Humans can smell the spray of a skunk from over a mile away.


The Truth: Shields and Bear had indeed showed up at Ground Zero in the hours following the attacks, but they didn’t get to stick around long: after it became clear that “Bear was not a trained rescue dog and might mislead emergency workers,” the NYPD ordered both Shields and his dog to leave the scene. Shields had also lied when he said he lived near the World Trade Center at the time of the attacks. He actually lived with his sister in Greenwich, Connecticut.


What Happened: In March 2008, Shields pled guilty to conspiracy to defraud the United States, theft of government funds, and mail fraud. The charges could have landed him in prison for 35 years, but the judge sentenced him to just eight months. His sister, Patricia, was charged with being a co-conspirator and received the same sentence. The pair were also required to pay back the money they received from the Red Cross and FEMA for housing assistance.


TANIA HEAD


Her Story: If you were one of the people who took a VIP tour of the visitor center at Ground Zero between 2005 and 2007, there’s a good chance the tour was led by Tania Head, president of the World Trade Center Survivors’ Network support group and, she claimed, someone who had lived through the attacks. “I was there at the towers. I’m a survivor. I’m going to tell you about that,” she would tell visitors as she led them around the center. Head claimed she was on the 78th floor of the South Tower when United Airlines Flight 175 flew into the building, which would have made her one of only 19 people at or above the point of impact to make it out of the building alive. She had a badly scarred arm that she said was injured on 9/11, and she claimed to have been engaged to one of the people who died in the North Tower.


The Truth: Head’s story held up until 2007, when the New York Times attempted to verify various claims she’d made, and her entire story fell apart. A subsequent investigation by a Spanish newspaper found that Head was actually in Barcelona studying for her master’s degree on 9/11 and did not visit the United States for the first time until 2003, two years after the terrorist attacks. In Barcelona, she’d told some classmates that her arm had been burned in a car crash; she told other people that the injury was from a horse-riding accident.


What Happened: Because Head had volunteered her time with the survivors’ group and received no other money for her 9/11 activities, she was not charged with any crimes.


* * *


Random fact: The world’s oldest tree species is Ginkgo biloba, which is native to China. Fossil evidence puts it at about 200 million years old.
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In Alabama, it’s illegal to dress up as a priest for Halloween.









KNOW YOUR FANGS


Q: What did the vampire say when his girlfriend asked him what he wanted for his birthday?
A: Fang you very much! Now, let’s learn all about fangs.


FANG BASICS


Simple definition: A fang is a long, pointy, and specialized tooth found on the jaws of many different kinds of animals. We’ve all seen them. When your cat or dog yawns, those prominent and pointy teeth that stand out from all the rest are the animals’ fangs. (And you may even have had a personal experience with them—if you’ve ever been nipped by a cat or dog, what you felt on your skin were its fangs.) Which animals have them? Which don’t? And how do those different animals use their fangs? Those are good questions, and—fangfully—we have the answers!


MAMMAL FANGS


Domestic cats and dogs are examples of carnivorous mammals, or mammals whose diet consists of the flesh of other animals, either exclusively or along with other foods. Other examples include minks, skunks, badgers, wolves, leopards, and bears, and some marine mammals, such as seals and sea lions. All of these animals have fangs—specialized versions of mammal canine teeth, not unlike human canines, except that on these animals, evolution has rendered them significantly longer and sharper than the teeth around them. There are always four—two protruding down from the upper jaw, and two up from the lower jaw—and they are always located at the front of the mouth. The carnivore’s fangs are, quite simply, the tools used by these predators to catch, hold, and kill prey, and to help tear apart the flesh of their victim once it is dead. The fangs are also used, when necessary, for defense.


• Fangs are also found on some noncarnivorous mammals, such as gorillas and orangutans, which have a diet that is about 97 percent plant-based (the other 3 percent is mostly insects). These fangs are used primarily to intimidate enemies and rivals, such as when a gorilla opens its mouth and pulls back its lips to display its large and dangerous-looking fangs. And, as with carnivores, they’re also used for defense, especially during mating battles.


• Fruit bats are another example of noncarnivorous fanged mammals. The diets of these unique creatures consist entirely of plant-based foods such as fruit, flowers, and nectar. Their fangs are used to open hard fruit husks, and to help these bats hold pieces of fruit in their mouths while in flight.
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The Macy’s red star logo was inspired by a tattoo the founder, R. H. Macy, got when he was a sailor.


KILLER FANGSSS…


Probably the scariest fangs in the animal kingdom belong to venomous snakes. These fangs are highly specialized killing tools, essential components in the reptiles’ venom delivery system. The fangs come in three varieties, corresponding to the three families of venomous snakes: the vipers, the elapids, and the colubrids.


• Vipers are found in the Americas, Africa, Eurasia, and South Asia, and include rattlesnakes, cottonmouths, and puff adders. They have solenoglyphous (pipe grooved) fangs, the most sophisticated in the snake kingdom. Solenoglyphous fangs are long, backward-curving, super-sharp, and hollow, and they are positioned near the front of the snake’s mouth. Most importantly, these fangs are hinged, and therefore retractable: when not in use, they are folded into pockets in the snake’s upper jaw.


• Each fang has a tiny slit opening located on the front side, very near the tip. That’s where the venom comes out! (This is also true of elapid fangs.)


• When in use, a viper’s fangs are pivoted down out of their pockets and into striking position just before the snake clamps down on its prey, creating a puncture that goes deep beneath the skin. Simultaneously, specialized muscles squeeze two venom glands located behind the snake’s eyes, sending venom surging into its fangs, and out through their tiny slits. Once venom is delivered, a viper quickly lets go of its prey, retracts its fangs back into their pockets, and lets its deadly venom do its work, after which it tracks down its stricken victim and eats it.


KILLER FANGSSS, II


Elapids are venomous snakes found in the same regions as vipers, as well as in Australia (which has many deadly venomous snakes—but no vipers). They include cobras, taipans, and coral snakes, and they all have proteroglyphous (forward grooved) fangs. These fangs are not hinged—they are rigid, and always in striking position, and because they cannot be folded up and put away when not in use, they are considerably shorter than viper fangs.


• Like the vipers, elapid fangs are hollow, and connected to venom glands in the snake’s skull. But because they’re not as long as the fangs of vipers, and therefore cannot inject their venom as deeply as vipers do, most elapids tend to remain gripped to their prey after striking, grinding their fangs into their victims’ flesh, and staying with the prospective meal until the venom has done its job.


• You’ve heard of spitting cobras? These snakes actually do “spit” their venom from their fangs. They use specialized muscles to powerfully squeeze their venom glands, forcing venom to squirt out of the slits on their fangs—as far as six feet. (Some vipers can also “spit” venom in this way.)


KILLER FANGSSS, III


The third kind of venomous snake fangs are known as opisthoglyphous (rearward grooved) fangs, and they are found on what are known as “rear-fanged” snakes, so named because their fangs are in the rear of their mouths, behind their other teeth. These primitive fangs are found in members of the loosely defined family of snakes known as colubrids, which includes boomslangs, king snakes, and even the common garter snakes found throughout North America. Unlike vipers and elapids, these snakes’ relatively small fangs are not hollow. Instead, each fang has a narrow groove running along its length.


[image: images]


Adding carrots to concrete makes the concrete stronger.


When it’s ready for envenomation (injecting venom into its victim), a rear-fanged snake must chew on its prey until it is deep enough in the snake’s mouth to make contact with the fangs, then emit venom from primitive venom sacs, which simply run down the grooves in its fangs and, hopefully, into whatever the snake is chewing on. Because of this, colubrids are generally not considered dangerous… except for a few species, notably the African boomslang, which has been known to cause human fatalities.


BITING FACTS


• All spiders have fangs, too. They’re very hard and very sharp, and almost all of them can inject venom into prey—or you—via those fangs.


• Other mammals with enlarged canine teeth include hippos, walruses, wild boars, warthogs, and musk deer, although these specialized teeth are commonly referred to as tusks rather than fangs. (Bonus fact: The tusks of elephants are actually enlarged incisor teeth, not canines.)


• Other fanged mammalian carnivores that do not use their fangs to kill and eat prey: the three species of true vampire bats, which use their tiny but very sharp fangs to make tiny cuts in the skin of their prey to draw blood—the only food these creatures ever eat.


• Famous extinct fanged animal: the saber-toothed cat, which prowled the Americas between 10,000 and 2.5 million years ago. How long were their fangs? Up to eight inches.


• The Gaboon snake, a viper found in sub-Saharan Africa, has fangs that can grow to two inches long—the longest fangs of any snake.


• Burrowing asps are snakes that hunt and eat underground creatures such as moles and lizards. There’s not always room for them to open their mouths and strike at prey in that confined environment, so some of these snakes have developed a peculiar fang ability. A burrowing asp can stick one of its fangs out of the side of its mouth—while its mouth is closed—and stab its prey with sideways thrusts of its head.


• Interesting viper fang fact: vipers shed and regrow their fangs every six to eight weeks.


* * *


“Always carry a flagon of whiskey in case of snakebite, and furthermore always carry a small snake.”


—W. C. Fields
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We’re outnumbered! There are about 200 million insects for every person on Earth.









MEET GODFREY SITHOLE


This page about an organization that locates and recognizes the funniest real names in the United States is dedicated to Uncle John’s travel agent, Anita Mandelove.


AND THE NAME OF THE YEAR IS…


In 1982, some residents of a University of Pennsylvania dormitory posted some funny athlete names on a door and asked fellow students to vote for their favorite. The winner of the first annual Name of the Year contest: boxer Hector “Macho” Camacho. One of those Penn students, author Stefan Fatsis, kept up the tradition for decades. Fatsis adopted an NCAA Tournament–style bracket system in 1998, and when he got tired of running the contest in 2012, a group of Northwestern University students, led by Sam Gutelle, took it on the following year. The Name of the Year has one main rule: the names have to be real (but they no longer have to be athletes).


1985 [image: images] Godfrey Sithole


1989 [image: images] Magnus Pelkowski


1990 [image: images] Otis Overcash


1991 [image: images] Doby Chrotchtangle


1992 [image: images] Excellent Raymond


1993 [image: images] Crescent Dragonwagon


1994 [image: images] Scientific Mapp


1996 [image: images] Honka Monka


1997 [image: images] Courage Shabalala


1998 [image: images] L.A. St. Louis


1999 [image: images] Dick Surprise


2000 [image: images] Nimrod Weiselfish


2001 [image: images] Tokyo Sexwale


2002 [image: images] Miracle Wanzo


2003 [image: images] Jew Don Boney Jr.


2004 [image: images] Jerome Fruithandler


2005 [image: images] Tanqueray Beavers


2006 [image: images] Princess Nocandy


2007 [image: images] Vanilla Dong


From 2008 to 2011, the public chose one winner; the NOY’s “High Committee” chose another.


2008 (vote) [image: images] Spaceman Africa


2008 (committee) [image: images] Destiny Frankenstein


2009 (vote) [image: images] Barkevious Mingo


2009 (committee) [image: images] Juvyline Cubangbang


2010 (vote) [image: images] Steele Sidebottom


2010 (committee) [image: images] Nohjay Nimpson


2011 (vote and committee) [image: images] Taco B.M. Monster


2012 [image: images] No vote held


2013 [image: images] Leo Moses Spornstarr


2014 [image: images] Shamus Beaglehole


2015 [image: images] Amanda Miranda Panda


2016 [image: images] Pope McCorkle III


2017 [image: images] Kobe Buffalomeat


2018 [image: images] Jimbob Ghostkeeper


2019 [image: images] Pope Thrower


2020 [image: images] Mathdaniel Squirrel


[image: images]


Worth it: If you ate a serving of potato chips every day for a year, you’d consume about 1.5 gallons of oil.









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 world’s top trivia experts.


 


SOUND OFF


Q: Why do so many recorded pieces of music fade out instead of just end?


A: “The fade-out—the technique of ending a song with a slow decrease in volume over its last few seconds—became common in the 1950s and ruled for three decades. Back when recording was strictly mechanical, in which the vibrations of sound waves directly created the grooves on discs or cylinders, it took heroic efforts to end a recording with a fade. Advances in technology played a big part in the rise of the fade-out. Electrical recording emerged in the 1920s, allowing studio engineers to increase or decrease amplification. And achieving the effect became even easier when magnetic tape recording became widely available in the ’40s and ’50s. Many early fade-outs were added simply because engineers were short on time: To meet the demands of radio, or the limited runtime of one side of a vinyl single, they had to make the record fade out early. [It was good for songwriters too. Rather than having to write an ending, they could simply repeat their catchiest hook on the fade-out, giving the listener the impression that song continued on.]” (From Slate)


 


THE SWEET LIFE


Q: How come you can eat a huge meal and be totally stuffed, but dessert (for which you’ll “make room”) can still be appealing?
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