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Introduction

The Russian writer Tolstoy once called upon an aristocrat to demonstrate humility by traveling second class on a train. The nobleman agreed. The next time he took a train, he rented an entire second-class car for himself.

That’s a winner, I thought. Or would be if anyone gave prizes for all the crazy, stupid moments that make up so much of our lives from day to day. But they don’t.

Do we really need more prizes for the rich, the bright, the beautiful? They’re already winners.

And if the supply of awards for the top people runs low, they simply make up some new ones and give them to themselves.

“Won again? What a surprise!”

“You’re doing a superb job,” they tell each other. “Here, have a raise and another of these cute, little trophies.”

But aren’t most big shots secretly like movie producer Joseph Levine, who explained the key to success: “You can fool all the people all the time if the advertising is right and the budget is big enough.”

What about the stupid, the strange, the losers? Who rewards them for their efforts to make our world the Absurdity Capital of the mid-galaxy area?

Dustin Hoffman may win the Oscar for Rain Man. But what about comedy writer Larry Gelbart, who had to work with Hoffman when writing Tootsie? Doesn’t Gelbart deserve an Anti-Oscar for Best Performance in a Snit when he points out, “My experience with Hoffman taught me one lesson of immense value: Never work with an Oscar winner who is shorter than the statue.”

Barry Bonds may win the Most Valuable Unliked Player Award, but what about Edward Bennett Williams? Doesn’t he deserve the Most Valuable Did He Really Say That Award?

Williams was a lawyer who once owned the Washington Redskins football team and the Baltimore Orioles baseball team—so he knew what he was talking about when he said, “The only thing dumber than a dumb football owner is a smart baseball owner.”

And the only thing dumber than life’s losers are life’s winners. That’s what this book is all about—the long-awaited awards for the weird winners, the dumb losers, and the rest of us.
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Chapter 1
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Boss of the Year
and Other Slave Driver Awards

Alexander the Great was leading his army across the desert, but they were running out of water, about to die of thirst. One of his soldiers offered Alexander the last of the water. The general took that water and poured it into the sand.

“If my men don’t drink,” he said, “I don’t drink.”

And that’s why they called him Alexander the Great, not Alexander the So-So.

Have you ever had a boss like that? Me neither.

The bosses I’ve worked for would have stayed on the safe side of the desert and sent their people across, saying, “Guys, if you make it to the other side, send word. Oh, and you’d better leave those canteens with me. They’d only weigh you down.”

Which brings us around to the winners of the Boss of the Year Awards.

THE SLAVE DRIVER AWARDS:
RECOGNIZING INNOVATIONS IN MANAGEMENT
THAT WOULD MAKE CAPTAIN QUEEG PROUD

[image: ] Third Place: The Word Boss

James Gordon Bennett, Jr., a fussy newspaper publisher and editor of the New York Herald, insisted that all his reporters use the word “night” in their stories instead of “evening.”

“Night,” he explained, “is a more exact term.”

Bennett was finally shown the error of his minor tyranny when a reporter filed a story about a society woman who “looked ravishing in a pink silk night gown.”

[image: ]Runner-up: The Lawn Boss

Generoso Pope, Jr., who turned the National Enquirer into America’s most successful weekly tabloid, reportedly measured the grass on the company lawn with a ruler to make sure it was cut precisely three inches high.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: The Star Exec

Studio executives at Warner Brothers inserted a clause in movie star Bette Davis’s contract that she had to make an appearance at the Republican National Convention—even though Davis was a registered Democrat.

Bette’s contract also prevented the star from getting divorced for three years unless the studio gave its permission.

THE OVERTIME PRIZE: GOES TO NAPOLEON

To keep the army and the rest of the French empire humming, Napoleon often worked all day and night, and insisted that his staff keep up with his punishing work schedule.

One of his assistants said in admiration, “God made Bonaparte, then rested.”

Another assistant replied in exhaustion, “God should have rested a little earlier.”

THE BOSSY BOSS AWARDS:
FOR MOVES ONLY A BOSS COULD
MAKE WITHOUT GETTING FIRED

We look at our boss and think: He’s making a hundred times what I make—he must know something.

What the boss knows is this secret: he doesn’t deserve it any more than you do. He gets it because he can give it to himself.

Think of your boss as the manager of a last-place baseball team. He can no longer hit the long ball, if he ever could. He cannot strike anyone out, if he ever could. He can’t run the bases even if death were on his heels, which it probably is. He has only one power left. He gets to say who plays and who has to sit on the bench.

[image: ] Third Place: The Principled Principal

In 1997 an Alabama high school principal made an executive decision to cancel the school prom. Why? To prevent interracial couples from attending. He didn’t want them to have a night to remember.

Later, he had a night to remember when the school was set on fire.

1[image: ] Runner-up: The Principled Researcher

In the 1970s Dr. Landrum Shettles did pioneering research in the field of in vitro fertilization while working at Columbia University’s medical school.

But the head of his research group was morally outraged that Shettles was trying to create the first test-tube baby. The boss destroyed the experiment by opening sealed containers so the women’s eggs couldn’t be implanted.

The research continued anyway. Some one hundred thousand babies have been born through in vitro in the United States alone.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: The Station Manager

In 1993 a guard at a TV station in Tulsa, Oklahoma, helped a woman whose car wouldn’t start by letting her inside to use the phone. Once inside, she pulled a gun on the guard and let in an accomplice. They proceeded to rob the place.

Or did they?

Turns out the robbery was a test dreamed up by the boss to see how employees would react. With bosses like that, you can’t afford enemies.

THE BOOT THAT CAN’T BE LICKED TROPHY

Before Lyndon Johnson became a Texas senator and eventually president, he was the tough head of a government agency. Passing a worker’s cluttered desk, he scolded the man, saying, “I hope your mind’s not as messy as that desk.”

Trying to keep on the good side of his boss, the worker immediately cleaned off his desk. But the next time Johnson came through the office, he said to the same man, “I hope your mind’s not as empty as that desk.”
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GREAT MOMENTS ON THE FIRING LINE OF THE CORPORATE LAY-OFF WARS

You have to admire the courage of corporate execs who say they hate to lay people off—then do it anyway. Firing people makes them feel so bad, only huge bonuses can console them.

But faced with layoffs during economic downturns, bosses don’t lose their competitive edge. They double their efforts to find creative ways to make dumping people look like something the dumpees should thank them for.

Here are heroic bosses and companies who led the way in the firing game—and one lone employee who topped them all with a brief moment of revenge:

1. When he was a Broadway producer, George M. Cohan fired a young actor from one of his shows because he had no romantic appeal. Who was the dumped actor? Clark Gable, who went on to become one of the most romantic of Hollywood’s leading men.

2. National Semiconductor didn’t lay off workers. It “reshaped” the company (presumably firing only those workers who were stubbornly out of shape).

3. Xerox found itself faced with “involuntary force reductions.” As in, don’t blame me for firing you, Jones, I did it involuntarily.

No doubt when company execs managed to salvage millions for their own profit-taking, that was voluntary.

4. The once and future great New York Yankees sank to the bottom of the baseball world in 1966. Their fans decided not to sink with them and stayed away in droves.

So when Yankee TV announcer Red Barber had his cameraman pan the stands during a particularly woeful game, his bosses were not amused. Why? There were fewer than five hundred people in the stadium.

Barber, who had been the Yankee man on radio and TV for thirty-four years, was fired.

5. Modern corporations could learn a few tricks in the art of laying people off from the ancient Romans.

It was considered a great honor for a girl to be chosen as a vestal virgin at a Roman temple. But if she lost her virginity while in service, she was laid both off and down. She wasn’t just let go—she was buried alive.

Can’t you hear the wheels turning down at corporate HQ?

6. On the home front of the firing line, movie star Gloria Swanson went through an endless series of maids and cooks. Any time they cooked or cleaned, she went over their work herself and did it better. She fired them all when she should have fired only one person—herself.

7. Jimmy Breslin, the crusading New York City newspaper columnist, became a hero to working stiffs everywhere as one of the few people to fire his boss.

In 1986-87 Breslin hosted a late-night TV show called Jimmy Breslin’s People. But he got fed up with the way ABC handled the show. Instead of quitting, he fired the network.

Breslin took out a full-page ad in the New York Times to let his bosses know: “ABC, your services, such as they are, will no longer be required.”



THE HOLLYWOOD PERK AWARD

When Jack Warner ran Warner Brothers studio, he had an assistant follow him into the bathroom so he didn’t have to flush his own toilet.

THE LEADERSHIP AWARDS:
FOR BOSSES WITH UNIQUE VISION

[image: ] Third Place: The Crusading Publisher

In the late 1800s an English publisher took over the Chicago Tribune newspaper and began a campaign to get fireworks banned at Fourth of July celebrations. Why? The firecrackers frightened his young daughter.

[image: ] Runner-up: Captain of the Border Guards

Mexican painter José Orozco had the odd habit of destroying his own paintings if they displeased him, even after he became popular enough to sell anything with his name on it.

When Orozco traveled to the United States in 1917 to set up a big show, the head customs official in Laredo, Texas, ordered that sixty of his paintings be destroyed, explaining that it was illegal to bring “immoral” pictures into the country.

Orozco could have made a fortune from the paintings that were burned. Or if that customs officer had been smart enough to confiscate the canvases instead of burning them, maybe he would have made that fortune.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: The Boss of Bosses

According to journalist Dick Schaap, when he wrote a biography of Yankee owner George Steinbrenner, the Boss offered to buy every copy of the first edition if Schaap would make the changes Steinbrenner wanted for the second edition.

Schaap turned him down—thereby cutting off a windfall industry for writers—authoring nasty biographies of famous people and selling the results to the subjects of the books.

THE JUST-FOLLOWING-ORDERS AWARD

As head of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover ruled the agency with a picky hand. When he disapproved of the manner in which an agent had written a memo—with the words typed too close to the edge of the page—Hoover scribbled a note and sent the memo back. The note instructed the agent to “watch the borders.”

The agent showed Hoover’s note to his supervisor, and FBI agents were immediately pulled off other assignments and sent to man the borders between the United States and Mexico.

THE ENLIGHTENED EMPLOYERS AWARD:
HONORING KID-FRIENDLY INDUSTRIES

[image: ] Third Place: The Factories

In 1833 England passed a child-protection law making it illegal for factory owners to force their nine-year-old employees to work longer than nine hours a day.

[image: ] Runner-up: The Mines

In 1842 England passed a law that prohibited coal companies from hiring miners under the age of ten. Prior to this law, kids as young as three worked inside the coal mines because they could crawl through passages too tight for older child miners.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: The Mill

Children were forced to work as machine operators even though they were young, orphans most of them. They had to sleep three in a bed on straw that was changed only once a month, wearing clothes that were washed only twice a month. For this, the kids said, “Thank you, sir, may I have another?”

These working conditions were considered as good as they got back in the 1800s when Scottish textile manufacturer and social reformer Robert Owen improved working conditions for children at his mill.

Owen was considered a hero by the orphans. If he hadn’t put them to work in his factory, the kids faced an even bleaker life of crime, starvation, or drudgery in other industries not so enlightened.

THE HMM, THAT ACTUALLY MIGHT WORK TROPHY:
FOR GOOD MANAGEMENT IDEAS, AS RARE AS THEY MAY BE

[image: ] Third Place: Not a Single Room

In 2003 the Boston Red Sox and their arch rivals, the New York Yankees, were trying to sign free agent pitcher Jose Contreras. The Sox management rented all the rooms in the hotel in which Contreras was staying so Yankee officials could not get close to him.

Despite that clever strategy, the Yankees thwarted the Sox and signed him anyway.

[image: ] Runner-up: The Perfect Design

Writer and artist Gelett Burgess invented the Nonsense Machine, designed to do absolutely nothing but with 100 percent efficiency.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Out of the Office

Auto tycoon Henry Ford did not summon his managers into his own office for consultations. Instead, he went to their offices.

Why? “I’ve found that I can leave the other fellow’s office a lot quicker than I can get him to leave mine,” Ford explained.

THE HIGH-TECH REVOLUTION AWARD

[image: ] Third Place: Modernizing the Workplace

When Andy Grove ran Intel, an assistant was assigned to the task of making sure that everyone who showed up for work after eight in the morning signed the company’s Late List.

[image: ] Runner-up: Handling the Competition

The engineer William Shockley revolutionized technology by developing the first transistors in 1956. But he treated the engineers who worked for him miserably—insisting they take polygraph tests, refusing to share vital information with them.

Fed up with the boss, many of his staff left to form other technology companies. Shockley had created his own competition.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Staying in Touch with a Changing World Executives in American corporations were asked to complete a survey to test their pop culture awareness. Nearly half of them thought Fiona Apple was a new computer model.

The same question was asked of sixth grade students, and 90 percent of them knew she was a pop singer.

THE PAPA BOSS AWARD

When movie star Robert Taylor was under contract to MGM, he asked the studio boss, Louis B. Mayer, for a raise.

Instead of giving him more money, Mayer said, “If God had given me a son, I would want him to be exactly like you. It hurts me deeply that you’ve asked for money at a time like this.”

When a friend asked Taylor if he’d gotten his raise, the actor said, “No, but I got a father.”


Chapter 2
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Twenty-Four-Karat-Gold Medals:
The Rich Go for the Gold

If you’re not one of the 447 richest people in the world, here’s where you stand: Take half the working people in the world. Add up all the money they make in a year. The 447 richest make more.

Yes, the rich do have all the money that by rights you and I should have. Well, me anyway. But what the wealthy don’t have is the love and understanding of the common people. They’re pretty sure they don’t need it, but if it turns out they do they’ll send someone out to buy some.

Meanwhile, the wealthy will have to make do with the twenty-four-karat-gold medals, the awards for people too rich to need awards.

In this contest, their Golden Touch (the ability to make money no matter how loony they are) brings them a sweep of the first-place ribbons. They’d probably take the second- and third-place prizes too, but don’t want to clutter up their mantels with the tackier ribbons if they don’t match the drapes.

FIRST PLACE IN EXPECTORATIONS

How are the rich different than you and me? In every conceivable way. Even their spit is worth more than ours.

Hollywood talent manager Bernie Brillstein reflected on the time he sold his movie company for $26.5 million. He commented that at today’s inflated values that price was: “just spit. But then it was a lot of money.”

FIRST PLACE IN GOLD PLATING

Millionaire “Diamond” Jim Brady mastered the art of big spending, but didn’t know much about bicycles. In the 1920s he gave singer Lillian Russell a bike dipped in gold and smothered with hundreds of emeralds, sapphires, rubies, and, of course, diamonds.

Brady suggested that the singer take the bike out for a spin through Manhattan. Police squads had to rescue her from a crowd that tried to rip the bike to pieces.

FIRST PLACE IN SAVING MONEY

Ty Cobb may have been the meanest man ever to play baseball. But he was also a mean businessman who became rich from his investments after retiring from the game. Cobb was so cheap that as he lay on his deathbed in 1961, he ordered all the lights in his mansion turned off to save money.

What was he saving it for?

FIRST PLACE IN NOT SAVING MONEY

Before he became a movie star, comic W. C. Fields toured the country in vaudeville. To make sure he didn’t lose the money he made on the road, Fields opened small bank accounts in the towns he played along the way.

Eventually, he had seven hundred of these small accounts but forgot where they were, losing over $1 million (at a time when $1 million meant something) because he couldn’t remember where he put it.

FIRST PLACE IN FAILING UP

If you’ve got the Golden Touch, the rewards of failure are just about as profitable as the rewards of success.

Michael Ovitz was the most powerful agent in Hollywood when he left Creative Artists Agency to work for Disney as the studio’s number-two boss.

It took a year for Ovitz to realize he didn’t like being second to anyone and for Disney to realize that Ovitz wasn’t worth what they were paying him.

How much did the studio pay Ovitz to hit the road? Severance pay of $90 million. Imagine what Hollywood pays for someone who gets the job done.

FIRST PLACE IN BABY-SITTING

When King Louis XIV was born in 1638, he was assigned seventeen servants.

As infants, most of us are forced to get by with three or four. Even a parent or two will suffice if we can’t afford better help.

But you can hardly expect a royal baby to manage his affairs with only sixteen servants, do you?

FIRST PLACE IN CHILD CARE

President William Howard Taft had an original explanation as to why he spoiled his young children with expensive gifts. “I figure if I give them every luxury now, they won’t be spoiled by it later on.”

FIRST PLACE IN EMPLOYEE RELATIONS

In ancient Egypt owning gold was a privilege of royalty. But before the ruling class could amuse themselves by covering everything in gold (including each other), it had to be dug out of the mines of Egypt and Nubia.

This was tough, dangerous work. Gold slaves were killed by cave-ins, heat and oxygen depletion, or the arsenic released from rocks by mining for gold.

If the slaves survived those hazards, they earned the right to be worked to death in the mines, then tossed aside and replaced by more ill-fated slaves.

For rulers of ancient civilization, this was what other people were for—to be turned into slaves and tossed aside. Primitive people may have dabbled in slavery too, but never in a businesslike manner. Civilization may be seen as the cost-effective organization of tough luck.

FIRST PLACE IN PERKS

Beau Brummell, the English style setter, had only a small fortune, but a vast sense of style. He had his shoes polished daily with champagne.

FIRST PLACE IN ORCHESTRA SEATS

Isaac Singer made a fortune selling sewing machines in the 1800s. Under the theory that if you flaunt it, you must have it, Singer also made significant advances in the field of turning Type A behavior into A-plus behavior.

He ordered a two-ton carriage built that seated thirty-one people plus a small orchestra.

The carriage required nine horses to pull it down the streets of Manhattan, which weren’t quite as jammed with traffic then as they are now—unless Singer’s carriage rolled by.

FIRST PLACE IN NEIGHBORS

“It is the wretchedness of being rich,” the critic Logan Pearsall Smith said, “that you have to live with rich people.”

FIRST PLACE IN MONEY MANAGEMENT

Governments believe that you can waste as much money as you like if you can always print up more.

While plenty of us have the talent to waste a great fortune, we simply don’t have the money to get the job done.

Still, seeing all that glitters doesn’t mean you can hold on to it even when it is gold. During the 1500s the Spanish conquistadores looted South America, stealing millions of dollars’ worth of gold from the Incas and shipping it back to Spain.

Despite one of the largest thefts in history, Spain was so badly managed by its king and the ruling class that the country actually lost money on the deal—spending so excessively, investing so foolishly, that Spain came out of this gold rush poorer than it went in.

FIRST PLACE IN FIRST-CLASS
SPIRITUAL TRANSCENDENCE

Fleetwood Mac’s cofounder, Mick Fleetwood, went bankrupt even though the band sold millions of albums.

“Oh my God, I’ve managed to lose $8 million,” he said. “But I’ve never been terribly attached to material things.”

If you or I had $8 million to throw away, maybe we wouldn’t be so terribly attached either.

FIRST PLACE IN RELIGIOUS ENLIGHTENMENT

When El Salvadoran priests tried to help the nation’s numerous poor, many of their wealthy countrymen responded by leaving the Catholic Church.

They formed a new church that preached God was on the side of the rich, which is why He punished poor people by making them poor.

Or as Jesus said: Love thy neighbor as thyself as long as he’s in the same country club as you are.

FIRST PLACE IN FAN SATISFACTION

The English rock band, the Who, broke new ground in the arena of live performances when they smashed up their own equipment at the end of a concert in 1964.

What began as a spontaneous outburst of rock passion quickly became a routine part of their act, as their fans demanded destruction with their music.

The Who were forced to spend over half a million dollars replacing smashed instruments.

FIRST PLACE IN DOORBELLS

Henry Flagler, one of Florida’s richest land developers, had neither bell nor knocker on the front door of his Palm Beach estate. Instead, he employed two uniformed doormen to stand outside the house and save visitors the discomfort of ringing the bell.

FIRST PLACE IN NOTHING

Nicolas Cage agreed to take only $250,000 for starring in Leaving Las Vegas, the offbeat movie about an alcoholic. The general wisdom in Hollywood was that Cage sacrificed real money for a shot at winning an Oscar in a serious film.

“Doing something good never hurt anyone,” talent manager Bernie Brillstein explained, “even if you get no money for it.”

How many of us could manage to get by on that $250,000 for a few months’ work?

FIRST PLACE IN THE FAMILY

Alfred Du Pont scandalized his wealthy family by marrying his second cousin in 1907. Miffed by their criticism, he erected a nine-foot wall around his three-hundred-acre estate in Delaware so he could “keep out intruders,” he explained, “mainly of the name Du Pont.”

FIRST PLACE IN CAMEOS

Sports fans complain that spoiled athletes are overpaid and they are. But that’s nothing compared to how much spoiled movie stars are overpaid.

As a top Hollywood star, you make as much for three months of work on a movie production as baseball’s top sluggers make for a three-year contract. Plus, there’s no one throwing a major league curve at a movie star. If they did, the studio would bring in a stunt man to face it.

Or as movie director Billy Wilder put it, “Marlon Brando got, for an aggregate of twenty minutes on the screen in Superman and Apocalypse Now, more money than Clark Gable got for twenty years at MGM.”

FIRST PLACE AT DINNER

“The best number for a dinner party is two,” British oil tycoon Nubar Gulbenkian said, “myself and a damn good headwaiter.”

FIRST PLACE IN MYSTERY

“Architects give us temples in which something marvelous is obviously going on,” writer Kurt Vonnegut reasoned. “Actually, practically nothing is going on.”

FIRST PLACE IN DELEGATING

Jon Peters was one of the most powerful men in Hollywood when he ran Columbia Studios. All business, he had his driver phone ahead to the studio each morning so a guard could open the front door of the executive building as his limo pulled up.

A second studio employee had an even more important function: He was stationed in the lobby, and it was his job to push the button on Peters’s private elevator.

FIRST PLACE IN HOGS

Members of the Guggenheim Motorcycle Club are not your typical bikers. They’re all motorcycle-riding movie stars and other millionaires.

Do they ride their Hogs into Palm Springs and have their agents terrorize the natives while they sip Perrier? Not exactly. Club members fly their bikes around the globe looking for unusual places to ride.

FIRST PLACE IN IMPOSSIBLENESS

Movie mogul Barry Diller commented on the abrasive leadership style of movie mogul Jon Peters: “Jon’s an impossible person, but his impossibleness is somewhat lovable.”

How much impossibleness did he get away with? Steve Roth was supposed to be the producer of one of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s lesser efforts, Last Action Hero. When Peters and the other studio bosses decided to head the production themselves, they paid Roth $1 million to do nothing.

Most of us would have been willing to do nothing for fifty, sixty grand.

FIRST PLACE IN ADVICE

William Knudsen, head of General Motors, offered this advice on the ways of wealth: “When a man with money meets a man with experience, the man with the experience gets the money and the man with the money gets the experience.”

SO CLOSE, YET SO FAR AWAY AWARDS:
FOR PEOPLE WHO COULD HAVE BECOME RICH, RICH, RICH BUT INSTEAD SOLD OUT AS QUICKLY AS THEY COULD

[image: ] Third Place: This Little Pin?
Inventor Walter Hunt patented the first safety pin in 1849. Could have made millions off what became a common household aid. But he was $15 in debt at the time, needed cash, and sold the rights to the safety pin for $400.

[image: ] Runner-up: How About Pretty Good Man?
The two comic book artists who created Superman, Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel, sold the rights to D.C. Comics for a few hundred dollars in 1938.

Superman went on to make millions for the comic book publisher, TV producers, and moviemakers. But not for the guys who created the Man of Steel. They were fired when they asked for a raise.

In 1978 one of the movie studios cashing in on Superman films was finally guilted into paying the Super creators a decent amount of money. By then it was forty years too late. The artists were old men.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Thanks for the Suggestion

Happier ending time—though still not as happy as it should have been.

A teenage sales clerk at a Sears store in Massachusetts dropped an idea into the suggestion box for a new snap-release socket wrench. Sears offered him $10,000 for the rights to the patent in 1964. The wrench went on to sell millions.

The inventor had to take the company to court, claiming Sears execs knew all along they had a big seller on their hands. He finally won $1 million in back royalties.

THE TRICKLE-DOWN PRIZES: FOR EVERYDAY THINGS THAT WERE ONCE THE EXCLUSIVE PROVINCE OF THE RICH

Who said the rich never gave us anything besides their tax bills? Many of the things we consider everyday commodities were once the exclusive privilege of the nose-up crowd.

[image: ] Third Place: Ice

For hundreds of years, ice, in nonicy areas, was a luxury of the rich. Only the wealthy could afford to build underground icehouses, where large blocks of ice were stored to melt slowly over a hot summer.

In the 1800s improvements in insulation and transportation led to lower prices for pond ice, which became a treat for the less affluent.

[image: ] Runner-up: Lemonade

The drink of the rich—that’s what lemonade was in the seventeenth century because lemons had to be imported from the Mediterranean and sugar from the West Indies—and both were expensive.

Once lemons and sugar became plentiful, the rich stopped drinking lemonade and the poor took over.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Chips

Potato chips, snack food for the masses, were invented by a resort chef in Saratoga Springs in 1853 when one of the wealthy guests complained that the potatoes served with dinner were too thick. The chef cut potatoes as thin as possible and fried them up exclusively for the resort guest.

Saratoga Chips became a food craze among the wealthy, served on fine china and silver platters only in the best restaurants. By the time potato chips reached the average snacker, they were served cold out of a bag.


[image: ]

GREAT MOMENTS OF THE IDLE RICH

1. French playwright Jean Anouilh—“Every man thinks God is on his side. The rich and powerful know he is.”

2. English writer Martin Amis—“Whether or not you’ve made the stuff yourself, you have to set about pretending that you merit it, that money chose right in choosing you, and that you’ll do right by money in your turn.”

3. Bodybuilder, film star, and California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger: “Money doesn’t make you happy. I now have $50 million, but I was just as happy when I had $48 million.”

4. Comedian Joe E. Lewis—“lt doesn’t matter if you’re rich or poor, as long as you’ve got money.”

5. Lawyer William Travers observed during a Newport yacht race that all the boats were owned by rich stockbrokers. “And where are the customers’ yachts?” he asked.

6. British writer Malcolm Muggeridge—“People always loathe the rich and powerful. The difference seems to be that in the nineteenth century the English liked being loathed, whereas it appears that Americans rather dislike it.”

7. Writer Paul Erdman—“The entire essence of America is the hope to first make money, then make money with money, then make lots of money with lots of money.”

8. Novelist Christina Stead—“If all the rich men in the world divided up their money amongst themselves, there wouldn’t be enough to go around.”

9. Media mogul Robert Sarnoff—“Finance is the art of passing currency from hand to hand until it finally disappears.”



THE TRICKLE-UP PRIZE

In the sixteenth century, butter and oysters—now recognized as gourmet essentials in French cuisine—were so common and ill-thought of that they were abhorred by the elite of France and fed only to the poor.


Chapter 3

[image: ]

The Know-a-Little,
Talk-a-Lot Society Presents
the Anti-Expert Awards

If it wasn’t for experts who get it wrong, there goes TV news. In attempting to turn news into entertainment, TV news shows line up enough pundits so that every possibility can be predicted. That way, if most of the experts get it wrong, someone is bound to get it right. Much of recorded history is incorrectly recorded—which gives subsequent authorities the chance to sound smart by correcting them.

The Anti-Expert Awards honor every authority who said the sky was falling when it wasn’t, or that it wasn’t when it was.

THE HOLLYWOOD VISION AWARD:
FOR PEOPLE WHO CAN EXPLAIN WHY WE
ALL STILL ENJOY SILENT MOVIES SO MUCH

[image: ] Third Place: Movie Camera Developer Thomas Edison

“I have determined that there’s no market for talking pictures,” Edison declared in 1926.

[image: ] Runner-up: Movie Director D. W. Griffith

That same year, Griffith assured Hollywood, “Speaking movies are impossible. When a century has passed, all thought of our so-called talking pictures will have been abandoned.”

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Silent Screen Star Mary Pickford

In 1925 the smartest and most successful woman in Hollywood scoffed, “Adding sound to movies would be like putting lipstick on the Venus de Milo.”

Venus in lipstick? Good idea, Mary. Make up!

THE MAGAZINE PUBLISHERS CLEAR THE HOUSE MEDAL:
GOES TO THE MAGAZINE THAT HARDLY EVER
TELLS ITS READERS TO WALK OFF A CLIFF

Each issue of Trail magazine contains maps and directions for great hikes all over the British Isles. Most of them don’t lead hikers off a cliff. But the February edition of 2004 did.

If you followed the magazine’s directions up the tallest mountain in Great Britain, Ben Nevis, you might enjoy the view. And if the sky was clear enough, you might figure out that the next set of directions took you directly off a cliff more than four thousand feet high. If the fog was heavy, you’d find out soon enough.

The magazine’s editor apologized to readers and assured them that it was not a change in editorial policy to send its readers off the deep end.

THE INVENTION PREVENTION AWARD:
FOR EXPERTS WHO KNOW A BAD IDEA WHEN THEY SEE IT

[image: ] Third Place: People Cannot Fly

English engineer Frederick Lanchester was an aeronautical pioneer who established the principles of flight in the early 1900s, before the Wright Brothers came to the same conclusions from their own research.

When Lanchester presented his original ideas to English scientific societies, they were rejected. The other scientists thought his curious notions would never lead to successful flight.

The experts were so convincing (you know how intelligent that English accent sounds) that Lanchester gave up his high flying pursuits and moved on to other studies, none of which led to anything as amazing as the airplane.

[image: ] Runner-up: It’ll Never Replace Carbon Paper

The photocopier was invented in 1938 by Chester Carlson of New York City. But manufacturers rejected his idea, predicting there was no money to be made in copy machines. After all, carbon paper was handling the job of making copies, and that was good enough.

It took Carlson twenty years to develop a working machine and make a fortune for the eventual manufacturer, Xerox.

There was a curious side effect with the introduction of the copy machine into every office, government, or business. “Once the Xerox copier was invented,” U.N. ambassador Andrew Young said, “diplomacy died.”

[image: ] And the Winner Is: The Handyman’s Bench that No One Will Ever Buy

Ronald Hickman, a designer for Lotus cars, invented the Workmate portable workbench for do-it-yourselfers. Simple concept—a foldable work table for home-repair projects. Should have been an obvious success.

But hardware companies rejected his idea, explaining that few people would buy one. One manufacturer said Hickman would be lucky to sell a few dozen workbenches.

When Black & Decker finally agreed to manufacture the bench, the company sold 55 million of them.

THE STANDARD PRIZE: FOR INSTITUTIONS
THAT MAINTAIN HIGH STANDARDS OF SNOOTINESS

The New York Times proclaimed Webster’s Third International Dictionary deficient in 1961. Editors announced to readers that the newspaper would use only the older Second International Dictionary to make usage judgments.

A linguist read through the issue of the Times that contained that pronouncement and discovered nineteen words prohibited by the Second International.

THE THANKS BUT NO THANKS AWARD: FOR PEOPLE WHO LOOKED AMAZING OPPORTUNITY IN THE FACE AND PASSED

[image: ] Third Place: The Unsung Song

The song was first offered to soul singer Sam Cooke. But the singer’s manager threw it in the trash because he knew a loser when he heard one.

Someone from the record label picked it out of the trash and gave it to pop star Ricky Nelson, who turned it into a number-one hit: “Travelin’ Man.”

[image: ] Runner-up: I Can See It Now—Fish!
When Clarence Birdseye invented a quick-freezing method for food in 1927, he used it to freeze fish, not veggies. His company quickly went bankrupt.

But when Birdseye sold out to the Postum Company, the cereal manufacturer realized that people wanted a lot of frozen vegetables, not a lot of fish. Birdseye became one of the most familiar products in American homes, but without Clarence Birdseye.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Thirty-five Dollars and the Whole Thing Is Yours

Jell-O was invented in 1845 by Peter Cooper, who spent most of his workshop time tinkering with trains. He was so busy with his trains that he put his instant gelatin idea on a back shelf and never did anything with it.

Jell-O was reinvented fifty years later and patented by a New Yorker named Pearl Wait, who tried to sell it door to door. That approach didn’t work either.

Wait’s Jell-O was such a flop that he sold the company for a few hundred dollars to Orator Woodward, who was already in the food business. But Woodward couldn’t make a go of Jell-O either. In 1899 he offered rights to the product to one of his employees for $35.

He was turned down.

By 1906 Woodward’s company was selling $1 million worth of Jell-O a year. Little more was heard from the guy who could have had all that for only $35.

THE DEAF EAR TURNED PRIZE:
GOES TO THE WOMAN WHO DIDN’T LISTEN TO ADVICE

Literary critics in the 1930s told would-be writer Ellen Glasgow to stop writing. As one male critic informed her, “The greatest woman is not the woman who has written the finest book but the woman who has had the finest babies.”

Ignoring that advice, Glasgow wrote the novel In This Our Life, which won the Pulitzer Prize in 1942.

THE BIG MOUTH PRIZE: FOR PEOPLE WHO SHOULD HAVE KEPT THEIR SHOES ON THE GROUND

[image: ] Third Place: Your Shrinking Computer

In 1949 Popular Mechanics magazine looked at the future of computers and saw the machines shrinking. Editors declared, “Computers in the future may weigh no more than 1.5 tons.”

[image: ] Runner-up: Smarter People

In 1892 Charles Eliot said, “We find on every hand evidence of the increasing intelligence in large masses of people.”

Eliot was president of Harvard University at the time he made that proclamation. Large masses of people never went near Harvard and still don’t.

In the twentieth century, those smart masses managed to kill 60 million people in wars. If the masses get any smarter in the twenty-first century, their heads may explode.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: Keeping Baby Safe

Health officials in the 1950s urged parents to use wallpaper coated with DDT in their baby’s nursery to get rid of flies that carried diseases.

One officially unanticipated side effect: the DDT wallpaper made more kids sick than the flies did.

THE DON’T CALL IN THE MORNING PRIZE:
FOR THINGS THEY DIDN’T TEACH
DOCTORS IN MEDICAL SCHOOL

[image: ] Third Place: Eat a Fatal Diet

Sylvester Graham was a nineteenth-century health faddist who developed graham flour and the graham cracker to improve the American diet. But Graham’s own diet became so restrictive that his health rapidly collapsed. He died at fifty-seven from trying too hard to be healthy.

[image: ] Runner-up: Filter Filth

In the 1800s British military doctors advanced the notion that soldiers should grow mustaches to filter out battlefield infections and protect themselves from the filth of battlefield hospitals.

Doctors later found that soap and water used to clean up the filth worked even better than mustaches to protect against infection.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: More Tea

In the 1700s when Dutch sailors brought tea back from China, the people of Holland fell for the new drink in a big way, as a health restorative. One Dutch doctor prescribed tea for his patients—two hundred cups a day.

THE FRIENDS OF PROZAC PRIZE:
FOR WINNING SOLUTIONS TO DEPRESSION

In 1931 President Herbert Hoover somehow missed the impact of the Great Depression when he offered this solution: “If someone could get off a good joke every ten days, I think our troubles would be over.”

That was one of the few jokes heard during the economic nightmare, when one of every four working people was out of work. The Depression wasn’t lifted until Hoover was kicked out of the White House by voters who had lost their sense of humor.

THE TRIPLICATE AWARD:
FOR RESEARCH INTO WHY WE DON’T WANT
THE GOVERNMENT IN CHARGE OF OUR BUSINESS

[image: ] Third Place: Quiet Beepers

Construction companies were faced with an interesting dilemma caused by conflicting government safety regulations.

One rule required the companies to outfit their heavy equipment with beepers so workers could tell when the machines were backing up. Another safety regulation insisted that companies outfit their workers with earplugs to protect their hearing from loud noises at the work site—noises like the beeping of equipment in reverse gear.

[image: ] Runner-up: The Cure

Scurvy was the seafarers’ scourge in the years after Columbus discovered the New World. On those long ocean voyages, crews were decimated by the disease, which caused debilitating body aches and prevented sores and wounds from healing.

Navies found their fighting forces laid low, not by enemy cannon, but by a disease whose simple cure was already known—but not to them.

For years some sailors reported that their scurvy was cured by eating citrus. Lemon trees were planted at the tip of South Africa so ship captains could reinvigorate their men on the long journey around the cape. The Atlantic island of Curaçao was named for the cure—citrus trees that grew on the island cured sailors of scurvy.

Yet the disease continued to ravage the navies and merchant fleets of Europe. In the early 1700s, an English doctor conducted experiments on sailors struck down by scurvy, which proved that lemon juice would cure them within days. Nothing else the doctor tried helped his patients.

Still nobody in a position to spread the word or change shipping regulations, or even give official advice, did anything about it.

It took another fifty years before the English government ordered that lemons and limes be included as a provision on all English ships going to sea. Much to their surprise—no more scurvy.

That’s when English sailors came to be known as Limeys. Somehow English officials escaped being known as dunderheads.

[image: ] And the Winner Is: The Dunderheads

In 1822 Norwegian traders made the first shipment of blocks of ice to England to meet the increased demand for ice among Britain’s rising middle class.

But English customs officials refused to allow the ship to unload because they didn’t know how to classify the ice for the purpose of import taxes.

By the time officials figured it out and ruled that ice was a form of dry goods, it wasn’t. All the ice on the ship had melted into water. Have a nice trip back to Norway, fellas.


[image: ]

GREAT MOMENTS IN DUMB PREDICTIONS

1. Charles Duell, commissioner of the U.S. Office of Patents, in 1899—“Everything that can be invented has been invented.”

2. Oxford professor Erasmus Wilson—“When the Paris Exhibition [of 1878] closes, electric light will close with it and no more will be heard of it.”

3. The Literary Digest in 1899—“[The automobile] will never, of course, come into as common use as the bicycle.”

4. A Western Union executive rejecting a new technology in 1876—“This ‘telephone’ has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication. The device is inherently of no value to us.”

5. Lord Kelvin, president of England’s Royal Society in 1895—“Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible.”

6. Sir John Ericksen, British surgeon to Queen Victoria in 1873—“The abdomen, the chest and the brain will forever be shut from the intrusion of the wise and humane surgeon.”

7. Marechal Ferdinand Foch, professor of military strategy at France’s École Supérieure de Guerre, in the days before World War I—“Airplanes are interesting toys, but of no military value.”

8. President Lyndon Johnson—“It’s going to be soon when nobody in this country is poor.”

9. In 1956 comedian Jackie Gleason reassured a nation of worried parents that America would survive Elvis. “He can’t last,” Gleason said. “I tell you flatly, he can’t last.” And away you go, Jackie.

10. Samuel Pepys was one of the arbiters of British society in the early 1600s. As such, he declared a new play “the most insipid, ridiculous play I ever saw in my life.”

What so upset him? Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.



THE EVERYONE’S NOT A CRITIC AWARD:
FOR SHAMELESS SELF-PROMOTION

Eighteenth-century botanist Carl Linnaeus reviewed his own book Systema Naturae with this thoughtful assessment: “a masterpiece that can never be read and admired enough.”

THE ALL-HOOSIER TROPHY

When Dan Quayle was a senator from Indiana, before he became vice president under George Bush the First, he defended his state from a rival politician who denigrated Hoosiers. The controversy caused people to ask once again, “Exactly what is a Hoosier?”

Quayle’s answer was to introduce a Senate resolution to define a Hoosier as “someone who is smart, resourceful, skillful, a winner and brilliant.”

Okay, but then what is a Tarheel?

THE 1,000 EDITORS AWARD:
FOR BEST USE OF EDITORIAL JUDGMENT

Where would writers be without editors? We’ll never know because editors always have the last word, being closer to the press.

But imagine what it was like for writers in the centuries before the invention of the printing press, when all books were copied by hand. Many of the men who did the copying couldn’t resist that editorial urge to tinker.

Take Chaucer’s famous Canterbury Tales, if you could find it. The work does not exist in the Chaucerian original. We know it today only through the efforts of the copyists. Their edited variations differ from each other and whatever Chaucer wrote. The tinkerers had the lasting word.

THE BROTHERHOOD OF CENSORS PRESENTS THE______AWARD: FOR BRILLIANT MOMENTS IN LITERARY REDEFINITION

[image: ] Third Place:______Theater

In the 1990s, to keep the community safe from the onslaught of the indecent, a high school in Chehalis, Washington, canceled performances of two shocking school plays: the musical South Pacific and Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

[image: ] Runner-up:______Satire.
Voltaire’s satirical novel Candide ridiculed government authorities. In 1929 the book was declared obscene by U.S. Customs. At the time the book was banned, it was also assigned reading at Harvard University.

[image: ] And the Winner Is:______Fantasy

Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland was banned in China in 1931 because in the story animals spoke human language.

Humans not getting the joke were declared perfectly legal by officials who didn’t get it.

THE RECRUITMENT POSTER PRIZE

“That was one nice thing about the army,” writer William McGivern pointed out, “someone else was paid to do the thinking.”

THE EXPERT SPECIALIST PRIZE

Violinist Ruggiero Ricci wrapped it up by saying, “A specialist is someone who does everything else worse.”
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