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This book is dedicated to
everyone who ever thought:
Gee, that was a dumb thing to do.
But not dumb enough.
If I really knuckle down,
I can do something even dumber.

And then they do.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1990 a guy showed up at an Arizona hospital with an unusual problem: He’d been bitten on the tongue while kissing a rattlesnake on the mouth.

But you figure, okay, lesson learned. No one is going to pull that dumb stunt again.

Wrong.

Ten years later, a man in Florida kisses a rattlesnake on the mouth—and gets away with it. So he does it again. And the second time, the snake points out to him why most people don’t kiss rattlers.

Why did these men do such a stupid thing? Because they belong to the only species that keeps track of how dumb it is.

But you have to admire the sheer optimism of people willing to push luck that far.

When I wrote my first dumb book, Duh: The Stupid History of the Human Race, I figured, okay, that about covers it. From the ancient Europeans who were convinced that trees gave birth to birds to the Detroit burglar who took his dog along on a break-in, people have done just about every dumb thing they can possibly do.

Turns out I wasn’t even close.

Stupidity remains an exciting field of opportunity open to everyone. Intelligence has its limitations. Stupidity never says no.

Anytime you think you’ve seen someone do the dumbest thing you can imagine, keep your eyes open for what’s coming next.

Or just start reading this book.

It will make you wonder: If we are all as smart as we think we are, then how can everyone else be as dumb as we think they are?

Being human, we play defense. I may have made some dumb mistakes in my life, but I’m not as stupid as those guys.

This book is all about those guys.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Egos of the Knuckleheaded:
 Disinfecting the Common People

CAN YOU really make yourself dumb? Oh yes. It’s practically the only way.

But in a world of egotistical Yertles, you might be surprised to find out who wanted to be called His High Mightiness.

Although with competition from spitting llamas and silver dollar–tossing Texans, we might narrow it down by asking: Who is not His High Mightiness?
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Queen Henrietta of Belgium trained her pet llama to spit—but only at commoners.
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To prevent assassinations, most royalty treat their personal bodyguards decently. Then there was the nineteenth-century king of Haiti, Henry Christophe, who ordered all his bodyguards to march off a cliff to their deaths. Any guards who refused were executed.
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What does a parent with a big ego do when his kid’s shelf piles up with soccer trophies, Little League trophies, swim trophies?

According to a woman who runs a California trophy-making business, the proud dad (proud of himself, anyway) orders her to make up some old-looking trophies with his name on them so he can regain household bragging rights.
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When eccentric millionaire Ted Turner bought the Atlanta Braves, he experimented with putting their nicknames on the backs of the uniforms. If a player didn’t have a nickname, Turner made one up for him.

Pitcher Andy Messersmith was given the nickname Channel. Why? Because his uniform number was seventeen, and channel seventeen was the number of Turner’s Atlanta TV station.
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Michael Jackson used to visit Disneyland three times a week dressed in wigs, fake beards, hats, and fake noses to blend in with the crowd.

Eventually, Jackson gave up the disguises. Instead, he went to the amusement park in a wheelchair so he could be pushed to the front of the lines and get in first.
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James Gordon Bennett, a fussy editor of The New York Herald, had some strange newspaper rules. For example, he insisted that all his reporters use the word night instead of evening because “night is a more exact term.”

Bennett was finally shown the error of his ways when a reporter filed a story that included a description of a society woman who “looked ravishing in a pink silk night gown.”
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Calouste Gulbenkian made a vast fortune in the early 1900s through Iraqi oil. He spent his money on European mansions and castles, which he stocked with harems.

He passed the remaining fortune on to his son Nubar, along with this advice for maintaining manageable harems: Get rid of the women after they turn seventeen, when they become impossible to manage.
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Nubar Gulbenkian took his father’s eccentricities a step further, dressing in Edwardian style throughout the 1950s, wearing top hats, spats, and brocaded jackets to dinner parties.

He also owned a thousand handcrafted canes, which meant he could walk for about three years without having to repeat a cane.
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Edith Rockefeller inherited a family fortune, then doubled it by marrying the wealthy Harold McCormick. Edith maintained that she had been an Egyptian queen in a past life—but then who hasn’t?

She kept one servant whose sole job it was to convey her orders to the other servants so she wouldn’t be obliged to speak to them.

Edith also kept four butlers to serve her personally at mealtime because one or two butlers simply couldn’t get the job done right.

[image: ]

Eccentric eighteenth-century British aristocrat Edward Montagu had diamonds sewn all over his clothes. For formal occasions he wore a wig made of iron.

He also had a penchant for getting married indiscriminately. When he died in 1776, he left behind one hundred widows.
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The president of Communist Romania, Nicolae Ceau¸sescu, liked to present himself as a man of the people. This was a tricky business since he also had a phobia of catching germs from other people.

So before Ceau¸sescu ventured out into the streets to be photographed shaking hands with common people, his secret police would first disinfect the chosen ones.
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4 Rulers Who Could Have Given
Nicolae Ceau¸sescu and
Donna Summer Ego Lessons

1. As a young boy, Ivan the Terrible, who would become czar of Russia, amused himself by throwing dogs off the roof of the Kremlin.

2. Henry VIII put Thomas à Becket on trial for heresy. Becket didn’t take the witness stand in his own defense because he had been dead for 300 years.

3. Zingua, seventeenth-century queen of Angola, kept male concubines. If she really liked one of her love slaves, she had him crippled so he couldn’t run away. Zingua felt that such precautionary motivation would make the men better lovers.

4. When Selim I, sultan of Persia, was advised by royal doctors to stop his drinking or he would ruin his health, he ordered the doctors hanged.

His new doctors made the startling medical discovery that drinking was actually good for the health—theirs.



Donna Summer explained one little-known secret of God’s plan: “God had to create disco music so that I could be born and be successful.”
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If you’re fabulously wealthy, what can you do with so much money? Any wacky thing you want.

Millionaire shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis had the bar stools on one of his yachts covered with a unique kind of leather made from the skin of a whale’s penis.
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Vastly entertaining are the unintended consequences of stupid actions. Michael Romanoff was a con man extraordinaire who so delighted the people he fooled that he eventually ran a successful restaurant in Hollywood, where his pretense of being a Russian prince made his place popular.

Before going into the restaurant business, Romanoff lived the high life by pretending to be rich. In 1931 he impersonated a famous illustrator, Rockwell Kent, which made the artist happy. Romanoff was so winning as Kent that he sold more of Kent’s art books than the real artist did.
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Polish opera singer Ganna Walska had one of the all-time worst voices in opera. But she had a talent for attracting rich men and getting them to support an almost-career on the stage.

She married millionaire Harold Fowler McCormick, who gave her whatever she wanted: money, houses, jewels, her own opera company. But any time Ganna was scheduled to sing, something would come up to cancel her performance.

In 1920 she was scheduled to open in Chicago but sailed to Europe instead, claiming the company director had insulted her in rehearsal.

McCormick chased after Ganna, promising to buy her a new opera company. Instead, she insisted that her husband have an operation in which monkey glands were implanted in his body to improve his sexual prowess.

He went through with the dangerous operation, and she still threw him out of the mansion.
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Texas oilman James Marion West Jr. amused himself by tossing fistfuls of silver dollars around the streets of Houston. He liked to watch people rush after inconsequential money.

West joined the Texas Rangers and designed his own special badge, highlighted with diamonds. He kept ready to take on criminals by toting a .45 in a golden holster and outfitting all his cars with rifles, shotguns, and machine guns.
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In the seventeenth century the British elite developed an unusual passion: employing ornamental hermits to live in caves and hollow trees on their estates. The aristocracy felt that quaint mystics injected a proper mood of melancholy into the life of the shire.

Charles Hamilton of Surrey advertised in English newspapers for a prospective hermit. The job requirements:


1. The hermit must never cut hair, beard, or fingernails.

2. He must remain for seven years within the confines of the Hamilton estate.

3. He must never converse with the servants.



If the ornamental hermit lasted under those conditions for seven years, Hamilton would pay him 700 pounds.

The man chosen for the job lasted three weeks.
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The Greek leader Herostatus had nothing against the goddess Diana, yet he burned down her temple at Ephesus in the fourth century B.C. Why? So history would never forget his name.
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Everyone knows that billionaire Howard Hughes was a tad eccentric and a hypochondriac of legendary proportions. He refused to discard his urine, saving it to be analyzed for new diseases attacking his body. He saved flakes of his skin for the same reason.

Hughes became convinced that good health could only be maintained by drinking gallons of orange juice, all of which had to be squeezed in his presence. Hughes believed that if the juice was thirty minutes old, it lost all its health-giving qualities.
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King Louis XIV of France threw the courtier Francis Seldon into prison, where he remained in solitary confinement for seventy years. Seldon’s crime? He’d made a joke about the king being bald.
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After he was chosen to be our first president but before the position’s title had been decided upon, George Washington suggested that a president should be called His High Mightiness.

Many of the men who have held the position since Washington have also taken that attitude, if not that title.


CHAPTER TWO
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Resurrecting the Furniture and Other
 Dumb Moves in the Face of Fate

STEP 1: Stare fate directly in the eye.

Step 2: Take the flakiest possible disadvantage of your golden opportunity.

Step 3: Welcome to history. You’re in.
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The paintings of Amedeo Modigliani weren’t worth much while he was alive. But after the artist’s death, their value shot up.

Many Parisian café owners, who had traded Modigliani drinks for paintings, suddenly were able to cash in.

But one café owner lost a fortune because his wife had scraped the paint off Modigliani’s paintings so she could use the canvas to cover beds and sofas.
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A Navy mechanic stationed in Spain in 2003 wanted to check the fuel level in a jet fighter, but he didn’t have his flashlight. No problem. He simply borrowed a buddy’s Bic lighter.

Amazingly, he survived and became a Navy legend.
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The Dutch mystic John Roeleveld collected animal bones for forty years, believing the animals that once surrounded the bones would be resurrected on Judgment Day.

He also collected broken furniture and busted machines, believing God would resurrect them too.
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Anna Edison Taylor was the first person to go over Niagara Falls in a barrel, a plunge she survived in 1901. What makes her a candidate for legendary stupidity: She couldn’t swim. If that barrel hadn’t held together, she wouldn’t have either.
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Buy a few lottery tickets—there’s always a chance you’ll hit the jackpot. Take a trip to Vegas or Atlantic City—win a little, lose a lot.

But it’s not such innocent pleasure when you consider this startling stat: Americans lose over $22 billion each year by gambling.

Someone’s getting rich off all that gambling, but it’s not the gamblers.

Despite these gargantuan losses, 39 percent of Americans think that buying a lottery ticket is the best way to get rich. And we wonder why telemarketing works.
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William Miller, a nineteenth-century preacher, was a convincing prophet. When he declared that the world would end on April 3, 1843, hundreds of his followers killed themselves. They wanted to be the first of the faithful taken up to heaven.

Other Miller converts tried to launch themselves into heaven by running off hills with homemade wings strapped to their backs—making Miller was one of the first preachers to specialize in the spiritual needs of morons.

Despite the repeated failure of these efforts, when Miller announced a new date for the end of the world, July 7, 1843, thousands of his followers who hadn’t already killed themselves dug graves and sat in them on that day, waiting for deliverance.

But not before they made Miller rich by purchasing at a special, one-time ascension rate his you-can-take-it-with-you heavenly robes.
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An anonymous critic once sent a letter to preacher Henry Ward Beecher. The letter contained a single word: “Fool.”

No minister ever received a better setup line, and Beecher made the most of it.

“I have known many an instance of a man writing a letter and forgetting to sign his name,” he told his congregation that Sunday. “But this is the only instance I’ve ever known of a man signing his name and forgetting to write his letter.”
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When war correspondent and TV newsman Edward R. Murrow was a boy, he bet a friend that he could duck faster than the friend could fire a BB gun. He lost the bet. The pellet hit him between the eyes.

Murrow survived to become one of the most intelligent men on TV, although it’s questionable how far TV gets you up the IQ scale.
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William Pitt was prime minister of England in the early 1800s. A doctor advised him that drinking a bottle of port each day would maintain his health.

Pitt did the math and reasoned that if he drank six bottles of port a day he would be six times as healthy. He drank himself into the grave at the age of forty-six.
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Joseph Gould came from a wealthy family and graduated from Harvard. Then he showed his true mad colors by traveling to North Dakota on a self-inspired research mission to measure the heads of five hundred Mandan Indians and one thousand Chippewas.

After completing his work for the science of physiological irrelevancy, Gould moved to Greenwich Village in the years prior to World War I, where he became the first Bohemian poet.

He once submitted a book review to a small magazine, which wouldn’t publish it because the review itself ran two hundred pages long.

Gould became known throughout the Village as Professor Seagull because he would imitate the birds for drinks from tourists. He proclaimed himself the world’s leading expert on seagull language.
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John Cleves Symmes was a decorated officer who fought for America in the War of 1812. Then he retired from the military and decided that the earth was hollow.

Symmes tried for years to raise money for an expedition that would enter the hollow earth at the South Pole and emerge at the North Pole.

Other people have postulated a hollow earth, but Symmes’s reasoning was particularly interesting: that God would create hollow planets because he was frugal. The Lord would not waste so much matter making solid planets when He could as easily make planets hollow so people could live in the centers.

Symmes actually found support for his theory in Congress, an institution that has extensive experience with hollowness. Two ships set sail for the South Pole in 1829 to prove his theory correct. They were never heard from again.
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When radios reported the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, people across the country assumed it was another radio hoax, like Orson Welles’s scare of invading Martians. This time they weren’t going to be so easily fooled, so they laughed it off.

But it didn’t take long for the laughing to stop.

Even when people stateside believed the attack on Pearl Harbor was real, they didn’t all have a patriotic reaction. Life magazine reported that while the attack was still going on, an Arizona newspaper received a call asking for the score in the football game between the Cardinals and the Chicago Bears.

The caller complained: “Aren’t you getting anything besides that war stuff?” No, and not for a long time to come.
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To celebrate the Fourth of July 2001, a man in Kansas City put fireworks in his oven and blew up his kitchen.

He survived the explosion, giving him something to celebrate, but no more fireworks to celebrate with.
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Four Curious Final Gestures
That Defied the Way
the World Usually Works

1. British Army Major Peter Labelliere, who died in 1800, had a clear view of the muddled world. He insisted in his will that he be buried vertically, headfirst. Why?

“As the world is turned topsy-turvy,” Labelliere explained, “it is fit that I should be right at last.”

2. Eccentric British philosopher Jeremy Bentham believed that people shouldn’t be buried. He recommended that they be mummified, then placed as statues around the garden so children would never lose touch with their ancestors.

Are you guessing he had this process performed on his own body when he died?

Dressed in his favorite suit, Bentham was totally varnished, then displayed in a wooden cabinet in University College in London.

3. For some now-forgotten reason, after composer Joseph Haydn died in 1809 his head was separated from his body.

The severed head was stolen by phrenologists (the bump specialists) who wanted to study the head of a genius.

Years later, Haydn’s head was put on display at the Vienna Academy of Music. But it wasn’t until 1954 that someone wondered, what are we doing with the head of a dead composer? What a travesty and sacrilege. Haydn’s head was finally returned to be interred with the rest of his remains.

4. In the Philadelphia College of Physicians’ Mutter Museum, they keep all kind of strange displays. One of the strangest: a woman who died in 1792 and was buried in earth full of chemicals that turned her body into soap.




The People Who Miss It Entirely Award goes to the Chicago Times for complaining about a lousy presidential speech.

The paper ranted: “The cheek of every American must tingle with shame as he reads the silly, flat and dishwatery utterances of the man who has to be pointed out to intelligent foreigners as the President of the United States.”

Yes, the Times was slamming Abraham Lincoln for his Gettysburg Address.
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The first time Bizet’s opera Carmen was performed, critics condemned it as obscene. Audiences shunned it. The humiliated composer died three months later.

Now Carmen is recognized as a great opera and one of the most popular.
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Actor James Earl Jones was honored with a plaque that was supposed to read: “Thank you, James Earl Jones, for keeping the dream alive.” But the engraver made an odd mistake, etching in the name “James Earl Ray” instead. Ray was the man convicted of assassinating Martin Luther King Jr.

Jones said he occasionally gets introduced as James Earl Ray. We have so many famous names in our heads, they trip over each other.
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In the 1950s, parents throughout America were worried that their kids would catch polio. When a vaccine was developed, the government set up a program to vaccinate children across the country. But the program quickly ran out of supplies.

Oveta Culp Hobby, the federal official in charge of the program, explained that the government didn’t have enough vaccine because “no one could have foreseen the public demand.”

No one, that is, except for everyone in the country not working for the federal government.
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John Mytton, a nineteenth-century British aristocrat, devised an unusual method of curing his persistent hiccups. He set his clothes on fire. After his servants saved his skin by putting out the fire, Mytton shouted with joy, “The hiccup is gone, by God!”
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The German airline Lufthansa offered “nostalgia” rides over London in 2002. The English survivors of World War II could revisit memories by riding in old German bombers, the planes that bombed London during the war.
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First, Congressman James Traficant of Ohio was convicted of bribery, tax evasion, and racketeering in 2002. Then he was kicked out of Congress.

Then he really embarrassed himself by threatening TV cameramen: “If you don’t get those cameras out of my face, I’m gonna go 8.6 on the Richter scale with gastric emissions that’ll clear this room!”
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Ines de Castro was crowned queen of Portugal in 1357. Nothing stupid about that. Well, one thing: She was dead at the time of her coronation. But a dead ruler probably gave her subjects less grief than a live one.
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Tough-guy actor John Wayne made scores of Westerns, which apparently qualified him to interpret the history of the Old West this way: “I don’t feel we did wrong in taking this great country away from them. There were great numbers of people who needed new land, and the Indians were selfishly trying to keep it for themselves.”

Wonder if the movie star felt the same way about his own estate.


CHAPTER THREE
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Food for Thoughtlessness:
 The All-Turnip Diet and Other
Loony Meals at the Mindless Café

WHAT DO you do with a $300,000 bottle of wine? How should you serve flamingo brains? And what’s the best dessert to finish off a good meal of Leviticus?

These culinary questions present no problems if you’re among the people who don’t fire up on all four burners. Here’s an extra helping of the incredible eating habits of really weird people.
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When King Mausolus of Turkey died in 353 B.C., his wife had his body cremated. She then mixed his ashes into a glass of wine and drank him.
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For odd diets, few people can compare to Menelik II, emperor of Ethiopia in the late 1800s, who ate the Bible for health reasons.

Book eating is an acquired taste. A man from Zanzibar named Dubash Meghji ate an entire Koran. Took him thirty years to do it.
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Roman Emperor Elagabalus was a bird brain eater. He preferred flamingo and thrush brains, but was also known to sup on parrot heads.
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Some people develop strange eating habits for the good of science.

A California high school teacher in 1993 wanted to demonstrate to his students that what people ate was simply a matter of cultural habit. So he stood up in front of the biology class and ate live mice.
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In 1989 a wine merchant proudly held a news conference to display his new acquisition: a 1787 bottle of Chateau Margaux worth $300,000. A minute later it was worth nothing at all—after he dropped the bottle on the floor.
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Writer George Bernard Shaw, who was painfully thin, met writer G. K. Chesterton, who was painfully corpulent.

“Looking at you, one would think there was a famine in England,” Chesterton pronounced.

“Looking at you,” Shaw countered, “one would think you caused it.”
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Coming soon to a Japanese restaurant near you: female tables.

In Manchester, England, a Japanese restaurant hoped to start a trend by serving teriyaki, yakitori, and sushi on the bodies of two nude women, who worked as living tables.

“Exquisite food and female beauty combine two essential ingredients that make up the Japanese culture,” the restaurant owner explained. Warm those chopsticks, please.
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Coming soon to a Ukrainian restaurant near you: a delicacy invented by a Ukrainian candy company—chocolate-covered pork fat.

Will the treat marketed as Fat in Chocolate catch on in the United States? Or will health-conscious Americans demand the Diet Fat in Chocolate?
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Chickens were first raised for consumption in India five thousand years ago. Until then no one had any idea of what other meat tasted like.
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Wine was invented six thousand years ago. Beer has been brewed for four thousand years. So the odds are good that civilization as we know it was first conceived by a couple of guys sitting around drunk one night, and one of them said, “Hey, I’ve got a crazy idea.”

Don’t you wonder what our distant ancestors might have come up with if they weren’t drunk?
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Although opera singer Enrico Caruso depended on good health for his fortune, he ate seven large meals a day, chain-smoked, and consumed garlic, whiskey, and ether to protect his voice.
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Horace Fletcher, a nineteenth-century author, wrote influential books on nutrition. He advanced the theory that good health could only be derived if you chewed each bite of food seventy times before swallowing.

You may not be surprised that Fletcher’s notions fooled many uneducated people, but he also convinced the famed psychologist William James and the writer Upton Sinclair to sit at table counting their chews.
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William Gladstone, prime minister of England for Queen Victoria, didn’t fall for such nonsense. He kept his health by chewing every mouthful of food precisely thirty-two times.
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Six Cheeses That
Sound Too Dumb to Eat

1. Bgug: an Armenian sheep cheese.

2. Bra: a salty Italian cheese.

3. Hay: a French cheese.

4. Leather: a German buttermilk cheese.

5. Potato: a German cheese mixed with mashed potatoes during the processing.

6. Rayon: a Swiss cheese not made of a polyester material.



Oxford professor William Buckland had an extraordinary and universal appetite. Among the things he bragged of dining upon: hedgehog, crocodile, elephant trunk, porpoise head, panther, slugs, earwigs, and dirt.
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Actress Ally Sheedy explained the higher consciousness of food in 1987: “If someone’s not being a vegetarian, they might be working out some karma, meatwise.”

Either that, or they’re having dinner.
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If health food keeps you healthy, it may eventually lead you to a dilemma described by comedian Redd Foxx when he said, “Health nuts are going to feel stupid someday, lying in hospitals dying of nothing.”

[image: ]

On the other side of the health food debate, almost a million Americans drink Coca-Cola—for breakfast. Soda has no known nutritional value.
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In Arizona there’s a roadside restaurant designed to look like the skull of a longhorn steer that died and dried in the desert. You enter through what would have been the cow’s nose.
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The poet Lord Byron may have been mad, bad, and dangerous to know, but he was also vain, maintaining a slender figure to attract the ladies he madly pursued.

To keep his looks, the poet’s meals consisted of a single potato or, for variety, a small bowl of rice or a few crackers with water.

Not satisfied with starving himself, Byron sweated off more ounces by exercising while wearing seven coats.
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Electronics inventor Nikola Tesla was a recluse, living his last years at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel on a diet of crackers and warm milk.
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German gourmand Johann Ketzler ate an entire roast ox by himself. Took him forty-two days to do it.
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Someone actually measured the steps away that you could hear someone crunch a good pickle. It’s ten steps, according to the National Pickle Packers. Things must have been pretty slow down at the Pickle Packers HQ.
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An eccentric Englishman ate only one food for the last forty years of his life: turnips.

Or perhaps the all-turnip diet lasted only a couple of weeks and it just felt like forty years.
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Throughout history, cooking for royalty has been a risky job, with chefs executed in gruesome fashion when their food displeased the king.

That didn’t happen to the chef who cooked for the king of Chantilly. But when a supplier failed to deliver the fish in time for a royal feast, the chef killed himself before the king could get to it.
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In 2002 Monsanto announced plans to protect our corn flakes from sogginess by creating a genetically modified crunchy corn flake. How? By injecting a waxy gene into a strain of supercorn.

While they’re at it, maybe they could inject a gene that makes dried cereal not stick to the bowl when your kids don’t clean up after themselves.
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Sir Tatton Sykes forbade the tenant farmers on his English estate to grow any flowers, commanding: “If you wish to grow flowers, grow cauliflowers.”
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Irish writer Jonathan Swift (Gulliver’s Travels) had an ambulatory dining peculiarity. He took all his meals while pacing around his house, as a way of losing weight while eating.
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While on the campaign trail in Springfield, Illinois, Richard Nixon ate only one bite of a buffalo burger. A Nixon fan scooped up the rest of the burger and kept it as a souvenir.
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Think we’ve got too much government now? During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I in England, the government ordered people to eat fish three days a week because the fishing industry needed the money.

The English also passed a law that prohibited anyone from drinking in taverns late at night—unless they were spies. Must have been rather tricky for thirsty spies to maintain their cover.
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We blame the English for English muffins. But they’re innocent, at least of this charge. They were American creations, for which we didn’t want to take the credit. Let’s own up: American muffins, at last the truth can be told.
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If Madame Rosa were really psychic, she could make a fortune by opening the Psychic Café. No reservations needed. We knew you were coming, and we have your favorite table ready. No menus either. Here’s the food you had in mind, and thanks in advance for such a generous tip.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Finding Enough Flashlights
 for the Turtles: The Flamboyant
 Numskullery of Artists and Writers

BENJAMIN Haydon was a nineteenth-century British artist. Or so he thought.

But critics scorned him. Collectors ignored him. Art lovers rejected all his efforts at painting. Despondent over his failures to establish himself as an artist, Haydon killed himself.

After his death, Haydon’s journal was published as an autobiography. The book proved to be a hit, popular with critics and readers alike. Haydon wasn’t an artist after all; he was a writer—only he never knew it.

This is why the only people who become writers and artists are the people who have to.
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The free-spirited American poet Maxwell Bodenheim challenged the eccentric writer Ben Hecht to a formal debate in front of the Dill Pickle Club to determine whether the people who attend literary debates were imbeciles.

Hecht marched to the stage, looked over the audience, and declared, “The affirmative rests.”

Bodenheim countered by gazing around the auditorium, then turning to Hecht and declaring, “You win!”
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Artist Robert Rauschenberg once staged a work of performance art in which thirty large turtles were set loose on stage with flashlights strapped to their shells.

Around the turtles, an actor danced with tin cans on his knees. Another actor ripped up a phone book, while three actresses in bridal gowns walked through the audience handing out crackers.
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Louis Stone was an inventive newspaper reporter in the 1890s working for the Evening Citizen of Winstead, Connecticut. He turned away from producing the typical boring newspaper story and wrote whoppers instead. But readers liked the stories even when they found out they weren’t true.

Instead of being fired by a self-righteous editor, Stone became famous as the Winstead Liar, writing accounts of a cat that could whistle “Yankee Doodle,” a tree that grew baked apples, a hen that laid red, white, and blue eggs on the Fourth of July, and a man who painted a spider web on his bald head to keep flies away.
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George VI of England didn’t know much about art, but then he didn’t know much about anything else either.

When the king attended an art exhibit, he commented to a painter who specialized in storm scenes, “Pity you had such bloody awful weather.”
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Nobody trashes a writer like another writer. Here’s Gore Vidal, on Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn: “He is a bad novelist and a fool. The combination usually makes for great popularity in the U.S.”
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You haven’t arrived until you’re a crop circle artist. Bulgarian artist Daniel Bozhkov turned a Maine hayfield into a crop-circle portrait of TV talk show host Larry King by flattening a field of timothy and milkweed into an artwork entitled Learn How to Fly Over a Very Large Larry.
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The half-mad English poet Lord Byron believed the fortune teller who predicted he would die at thirty-seven.

So if you’re already a little off and think you won’t survive anyway, might you not be tempted to fulfill that prophesy by living wildly toward death? Especially if you were a poet?

Perhaps a more reasoned attempt to survive would have led Byron to a long life. Or maybe not. The poet died at thirty-six. So had his father. So did his daughter Augusta.
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Is the cemetery the place where the stupid and the bizarre meet? Poet of the macabre Edgar Allan Poe was buried in a pauper’s plot in 1850. Twenty-five years later, fans of his dark verse reburied Poe in an honored grave.

But before they reinterred the poet, they broke off pieces of Poe’s rotted coffin and took them home for souvenirs, a debased denouement Poe might have written himself.
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In 1989 Colonel Muammar el-Qaddafi, ruler of Libya, informed the world that Shakespeare was not English. He was an Arab.
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Painter Marcel Duchamp gave several of his paintings to the artistically revolutionary bata movement. They chopped the paintings to pieces with axes—as artists, not critics.
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We all have that picture in our minds of the starving artist in the freezing garret struggling against poverty to produce great, unappreciated art.

Then there’s the artist Christo, whose Running Fence, a 1968 installation along the coast of Northern California, was built from 2,050 steel posts, 165,000 yards of cloth, and $2,250,000 in support funding.
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British poet Matthew Arnold toured the United States giving a series of readings, including one attended by General Ulysses S. Grant.

But the poet spoke so softly that no one in the audience could hear his poems. When he refused to speak up, people left. Arnold kept whispering his poetry to empty halls.
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English playwright George Bernard Shaw was not fond of America, so he was an odd choice to be given the honor of making the first transatlantic phone call. Shaw’s historic greeting: “Hello, America, how are all you boobs?”
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When George Bernard Shaw toured the United States in 1933, he gave numerous newspaper interviews, during which he advised that the only hope for America was to get rid of the Constitution.
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PR flack Harry Reichenbach proved the power of public relations when he hired people to stare in the window of an art gallery at an unknown painting of a nude woman called September Morn.

When the publicity led to the arrest of the artist and gallery owner for indecency, the painting became famous and millions of prints were sold.
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Three Cases of
Stupid Inspiration

1. Writer Hart Crane found poetic inspiration by insulting everyone, getting into fistfights, breaking tables and chairs, then listening to Bolero by Ravel.

2. Painter Salvador Dalí grew a long mustache, then waxed it into pointed ends and turned them up, declaring the tips to be inspirational antennas.

“My mustache is my radar,” the artist explained. “It pulls ideas out of space.”

3. The nineteenth-century French poet Ferdinand Flocon drew his inspiration from the laws of France. He devoted his life to turning the entire French Civil Code into an epic poem.



The wealthy poet Tristan Tzara and his eccentric friend, the artist Hans Arp, created the absurdist Dada “movement against all movements.”

They chose the movement’s name blindly out of a French dictionary by stabbing the book with a penknife. The knife landed on the word dada, which meant hobbyhorse.

During performances, the Dada artists antagonized people with nonentertainment, and the audience enthusiastically joined in by throwing unusual objects at the performers.

This led one Dadaist to shout at the audience, “You are all idiots,” which apparently qualified them to be presidents of the Dadaist movement.
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Dr. Albert Barnes, a millionaire drug manufacturer, owned a vast collection of paintings by Matisse, Renoir, Cézanne, and Picasso. But he refused to let other collectors, art scholars, or art lovers see the paintings.

The only visitors he allowed to view his vast collection of modern art were people who had no interest in it. It was his way of showing the world that the art belonged to him, not to humanity.
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e.e. cummings, the poet who eschewed capital letters, was thrown into prison in France for felony grammar.

French authorities suspected that his eccentric poetry contained some kind of spy code. The poet made good use of the time he spent locked in a prison cell by writing a book, The Enormous Room.
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English artist Catherine Gregory protested animal abuse by exhibiting mangled animals in an art gallery, including a dog and rabbits cut into pieces, and sixty-three mice flattened and mounted as sculpture.
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The art of mutilated animals was also practiced by Christian Lemmerz, a Danish artist whose 1994 exhibit consisted of six pigs decomposing under glass.
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Sherlock Holmes was the smartest detective in literature. But Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who wrote the books, had a little trouble with the elementary facts.

In A Study in Scarlet, Doyle mentions that Dr. Watson was wounded in the shoulder during the war. But in The Sign of the Four, the bullet wound has migrated to Watson’s leg.
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What happens when talented writers go Hollywood? They sacrifice their art and make enough money to sit around the pool all day and complain about it.

“I’m a Hollywood writer,” playwright Ben Hecht moaned, “so I put on a sports jacket and take off my brain.”
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Cartoonist Jules Feiffer nailed the attraction of the artistic life. “Artists can color the sky red because they know it’s blue,” he explained. “Those of us who aren’t artists must color things the way they really are or people might think we’re stupid.”
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“One reason the human race has such a low opinion of itself is that it gets so much of its wisdom from writers,” writer Wilfrid Sheed said.
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The next time you’re visiting a museum and overhear someone pontificating about the meaning of art, remember this bit of wisdom from art lover Edmond de Goncourt: “A painting in a museum hears more ridiculous opinions than anything else in the world.”
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George S. Kaufman explained that he preferred to write one-liners for comedian Milton Berle instead of Broadway plays because writing jokes “doesn’t tire my hair.”
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Here’s the answer writers have been looking for to throw back at editors who criticize the grammatical errors in their work.

The perfect response was offered by nineteenth-century English poet Alfred Austin, who parried an editor’s attack with this reasonable defense: “I dare not alter these things. They come to me from above.”

Any readers who find typos not to their liking in this book, please see above.
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