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  Editor’s Note to the 2012 Edition


  Originally published more than three decades ago, The Book of Common Fallacies sought to educate, entertain, and enlighten at a time when there was no internet, personal computers were extremely rare, and smartphones and internet-connected tablets only existed in the minds of science fiction writers. Nevertheless, Philip Ward managed to pack the original two volumes full of myth-debunking knowledge, much of it still relevant even today in our always-connected, instant-answers-at-our-fingertips world.


  In this new single-volume edition, we have left the majority of Ward’s original text and style unchanged, only deleting those entries that were truly outdated (though we retained those entries that were outdated but historically interesting). In addition, we have added more than a hundred brand-new entries to address some of the myths, urban legends, and common misconceptions that plague modern society today. You’ll find these entries in gray boxes.


  Philip Ward’s Preface to the Original Edition


  The Book of Common Fallacies deals not only with the narrow field of purely logical fallacies, but also with a number of important ideas or theories common either now or in the past which have been proved wrong by scientific experiment or observation, or are so intrinsically improbable that their widespread acceptance should be questioned.


  The Latin word “fallere” (to escape from, deceive) gave the Vulgar Latin “fallire” (to commit a fault, deceive, fail), and the adjective “fallax” (deceptive), which provided the English adjective fallacious through “fallaciosus.” In classical logic, a fallacy is understood to denote an argument violating the laws of correct demonstration; more generally, it refers to any mistaken statement used in argument, while in common parlance is understood in the even wider sense of a mistaken view which is held by a relatively large number of people in spite of its having been disproved by some form of scientific or logical test.


  


  “For a mind, let us not say exactly ignorant, but shall we say superficial, a work on popular errors might appear quite useless. Why, indeed, he might complain, give the slightest attention, the least emphasis to those daydreams which occupy the brain of the common people, old wives, nurses, and children?” asked Louis Pierre Francois Adolphe, Marquis de Chesnel de la Charbouclais, in mock despair, before contributing 1360 closely printed columns of popular fallacies to Migne’s Troisième et dernière encyclopédie théologique… (Paris, 1856, vol. 20).


  Why indeed! As if it were not provocation enough to read newspapers and magazines still containing horoscopes in the 1970s, to see shelf upon shelf of fashionable occult “literature” in otherwise reputable bookshops, fanatic religious sects springing up to make claims of miracle-working and Messianity, extremist political groups seeking converts among the badly educated and the confused, and pseudo-sciences making untestable and incredible claims. However, a dictionary which exhaustively attempted to examine all the various fallacies which have bewitched, beguiled, and bemused the minds of men (and women) would fill an anti-encyclopedia more voluminous than that of the Marquis de Chesnel de la Charbouclais. The intention of the present work is not so ambitious: it merely offers to anatomize some of the popular beliefs which have been shown to be false by those without a vested interest in deceiving the multitude for power, wealth or prestige.


  The compiler has taken to heart the three mildly skeptical attitudes proposed by Bertrand Russell in Let the people think (London, 1941, p. 2):


  
    	That when the experts are agreed, the opposite opinion cannot be held to be certain;


    	That when they are not agreed, no opinion can be regarded as certain by a non-expert;


    	That when they all hold that no sufficient grounds for a positive opinion exist, the ordinary man would do well to suspend his judgment.

  


  “These opinions may seem mild,” wrote Russell, “yet, if accepted, they would absolutely revolutionize human life. The opinions for which people are willing to fight and persecute all belong to one of the three classes which this skepticism condemns. When there are rational grounds for an opinion, people are content to set them forth and wait for them to operate. In such cases, people do not hold their opinions with passion; they hold them calmly, and set forth their reasons quietly. The opinions that are held with passion are always those for which no good ground exists; indeed the passion is the measure of the holder’s lack of rational conviction.”


  There is no sign that impostors, charlatans, and the plain misguided have diminished in numbers since the Middle Ages. The steep rise in population since the Crusades has been accompanied by the fragmentation of a greatly increased quantity of scientific knowledge, so that fewer and fewer possess a clear understanding of a smaller segment of knowledge and their skepticism about their own “truths,” healthy as it is, leaves ample scope for the less scrupulous to protest the truth of new “religions,” occultist movements varying in integrity and intelligence, pseudo-sciences, and obsessions touted as facts.


  Excluded from this catalogue of common fallacies are a majority of the phenomena generally classified as hallucinations and delusions of an individual or of a closely knit group which are evidently not shared by the generality of mankind; hoaxes except insofar as they have led to fallacious conclusions; mere ignorance before major discoveries, inventions, or new patterns of awareness pervade the times; miracles of the various churches which have a vested interest in advertising the power of their magic or the ease with which they can obtain favors from a deity; simple mistakes which are subsequently recognized and rectified; occult beliefs which appeal, however irrationally, to a sector of the consciousness allegedly different from that to which known scientific principles can be seen to apply; religious systems which, through their dogma of faith, claim to be immune from the process of verification which is logically applicable to them as to everything else; superstitions, which are by their nature irrational and, as their name suggests, constitute survivals of religious systems now abandoned; and unsolved mysteries, which are stated with data that are normally either incomplete or prejudiced.


  The compiler has not fallen into the predictable trap of believing that his is the whole truth, or even most of it (whatever “truth” is). He would be very grateful for suggestions as to ways in which the book might be improved by omission, correction, or addition. Describing an idea as a “common fallacy” does not of course thereby automatically make it so; the intention is merely to reflect the best scholarly opinion currently available and the reader’s indulgence is craved for mistakes and distortions which, regrettably, as the book demonstrates, are all too obviously part of the human condition.


  


  How to Use the Book


  A. Readers not looking for any subject in particular may start anywhere and find cause for amusement or concern, depending on their temperament.


  B. Readers interested in one particular subject should:


  
    	Look up that name or subject in the INDEX. If no reference seems to be present, seek synonyms or heteronyms.


    	Should there be no reference at all, check the PREFACE for the categories deliberately omitted from the book.


    	Should there be a reference, consult the TEXT of the dictionary and, if desired, note the source (where given) for verification.


    	Refer to the BIBLIOGRAPHY for general or specialized studies on fallacies in your field of interest.

  


  A


  
    “Are you clear in your mind in regard to the following (some people would call them platitudes)?


    That an idea or belief is not necessarily true or false because your parents, your friends, or you or your children have believed it.


    That an idea is not necessarily false because you would hate to believe it, or true because you would like to believe it.


    That an idea is not necessarily true or false because it is new, or because it is old.


    That asserting a statement an infinity of times does not in itself make that statement true.


    That the repeated denial of the existence of a thing does not dispose of its existence.”


    —ABEL J. JONES, In search of truth (London, 1945)

  


  “The age of miracles is past; the age of miracles is forever here.”


  —THOMAS CARLYLE


  
    ABSINTHE IS A HALLUCINOGEN


    Absinthe, to most people, is fascinating and desirable, both for its literary and cultural prevalence, as well as for the fact that it is said to possess hallucinogenic properties. However, this isn’t necessarily true. Absinthe as a hallucinogenic drug that drives people to insanity has been greatly exaggerated, while its dangers related to high alcohol content have gone, by and large, under the radar.


    Extracts of one of absinthe’s most notable ingredients, worm-wood, were said to have been used as medical remedies as far back in time as the ancient Egyptian period (for gastrointestinal worms). Apparently, wormwood oil in itself is used as an herbal cure for loss of appetite, liver and gallbladder problems, and dyspeptic disorders.


    The rise of absinthe as an alcoholic beverage appeared and took off in the late 19th century in Europe. The beverage was “invented” by a doctor in Switzerland, whose recipe was subsequently obtained by Henri-Louis Pernod, who began the commercial production of absinthe in 1797 and soon after brought it to the French market.


    Due to an increased public interest, advertising, and a temporary decrease in red wine production due to a vine-pest, Pernod increased absinthe production from 16 liters per day to 125,000 liters in the span of 100 years. Not to mention, annual capita per consumption of absinthe in France increased a whopping fifteenfold in a mere thirty-eight years (between 1875 and 1913). Pure alcohol consumption in France was so high that if the product was spread evenly among the population, each French citizen would have been consuming 60 liters (that’s almost 16 U.S. gallons) per year. In other words, if you lived in France in this time period, it would be standard practice for you to singlehandedly finish a personal gallon of straight liquor every three weeks or so.


    Not surprisingly, representatives from a number of different professional backgrounds (the church, the medical field, winegrowers… etc.) took action around the same period to ban alcohol consumption. Medical studies began to provide proof that absinthe caused mental and other illness (insanity). The movements to ban alcohol were ironically backed by winegrowers and the wine industry in order to “stop alcoholism” but obviously just to eliminate the domination of absinthe in the marketplace.


    Although the French government ignored the protests at first, anti-alcohol campaigns became widespread through educational programs and public awareness demonstrations, so a bill was passed in 1908. But once again, instead of banning alcohol because of its growing dangers to human health that everyone was so concerned about, the alcohol content in absinthe was raised, the logic being that if absinthe makers had to use more pure alcohol, there would be less potential for other more “artificial” ingredients to be added, and the strength of the pure alcohol would eliminate other negative additives.


    Finally, not public health concerns but rather the weakening strength of the French military army due to absinthe consumption triggered the government to ban absinthe altogether in 1915. A bunch of other countries, including the United States, had already banned the drink. Not shockingly, the French public health did not improve much after this action, as they simply just switched over to other alcoholic drinks.


    Before the ban on absinthe, the beverage was originally categorized officially as any drink that contained compounds taken from wormwood. Thujone was the main compound taken from wormwood and put in absinthe. This compound was said by some to be the cause for the hallucinogenic properties of absinthe back in the late 1800s/early 1900s. Thujone, not alcoholism and mental instability, was blamed for driving Pablo Picasso and Vincent Van Gogh to insanity and Edgar Allen Poe to death. Oscar Wilde drank absinthe and so therefore was clearly delusional. “We lost another great one to absinthism,” fine people would lament.


    However, there is still really no concrete evidence that proves thujone, or even wormwood in general, leads to hallucination. In popular culture, absinthe was extremely demonized. Doctors attributed absinthe specifically as the cause of everything from auditory and visual hallucinations and loss of consciousness to seizures and cancer. At the First International Eugenics Conference, the differences were laid out plain and clear between the alcoholic and the “absinthe-oholic.” For the latter, hallucinations were said to be more extreme, terrifying, sudden in onset, and often provoking serious and dangerous acts of violence. Sounds a little like the typical raging alcoholic symptoms, if you ask us.


    Furthermore, between 1867 and 1912 in Paris, 16,532 people were treated for alcoholic intoxication. Of them, 70 percent were diagnosed as chronic alcoholics, while only 1 percent were reported to have cases of “absinthism.”


    Absinthe is now allowed again in some European countries and the United States. It is basically made the same way with the same herbal ingredients, but there are limits in place on how much thujone can be included. Kids order absinthe online or smuggle it back from their family trip abroad in Listerine bottles in the hopes of drinking it and seeing all kinds of green fairies and psychedelic visuals as if they were tripping on LSD. However, it is not at all surprising that no one has reported hallucinatory effects of absinthe since it has been recirculated on the market. Although there is less thujone than previously, which is the factor that most young thrill seekers blame their nonexistent psychedelic trips on, people continue to get significantly more intoxicated more rapidly from drinking absinthe. This is probably because thujone alone cannot be consumed with the inclusion of copious amounts of ethyl alcohol as well.


    In conclusion, drinking tons of ethyl alcohol, with or without thujone, is an obvious enough explanation for why people tended to go crazy, experience bodily dysfunctions, and remember seeing things that were never there.


    Sources: BioMed Central: Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy, “Absinthism: a Fictitious 19th Century Syndrome with Present Impact,” Stephan A Padosch, Dirk W Lachenmeier, Lars U Kroner, 2006; Science News, “Toxin in Absinthe Makes Neurons Run Wild,” Corinna Wu, 2000.

  


  
    USING ACCUTANE LEADS TO SUICIDE


    As far back as the 1980s, experts and scientists have been looking into the effects of the active ingredient in acne treatment product, Accutane, on depression, psychological disorders, and suicides. The main drug in the product, Isotretinoin, has been accused by many of actually causing or triggering depression in those who use Accutane on a daily basis.


    According to the FDA, Isotretinoin has been directly linked with reported suicides and those suffering from depression. Between 1982 and 2000, the FDA recorded 37 suicide cases, 110 hospitalizations based on patients who had attempted suicide, and over 200 other reports of nonhospitalized depression patients related to this drug. However, there was still no concrete evidence proving that Accutane was the sole cause.


    Depressingly, there are some who continue to stand by the conclusion that it is not the drug that causes teens and other people to become suicidal, but the severity of their acne. For instance, a fairly recent study by researchers in Sweden reviewed almost 6,000 cases of people who had been using Accutane in the 1980s compared to people who had been hospitalized. Of the 150ish people who were hospitalized, 32 of them had attempted suicide before they began acne treatment, while only 12 were reported to have done so afterwards.


    The issue is controversial, as teen suicide is tragic and all measures possible should be taken to prevent it. But that an acne medication changes brain chemistry so drastically that its users suddenly become suicidal seems less likely than the frightened public assumes it to be. But for the record, we advise switching to Proactiv.


    Sources: Diane K. Wysowski, PhD., “An analysis of reports of depression and suicide in patients treated with isotretinoin,” Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology, 2001; Traci Pedersen, “Severe Acne, Not Accutane, Related to Increased Suicide Risk,” Psych Central, 2010.

  


  


  
    FALLACIES ON WHAT CAUSES ACNE


    Here is a list of some common misconceptions on how daily habits influence pimples:


    1) Chocolate


    As discussed later in CHOCOLATE IS UNHEALTHY, chocolate has a pretty bad reputation in the health world. Worse than it should, we have seen. Here we go with another defense in the name of chocolate. Consuming chocolate and other sugary foods really contributes very little to the rate or severity of acne. In fact, diet itself is said to have little effect on pimple occurrence overall, or at least, there is hardly evidence to prove whether it does or does not. Therefore, we figure there are already a number of reasons to restrict diet, many of them artificial in motivation, so, why add another?


    2) Stress


    Stress is always problematic. Who wants to spend time stressing about arbitrary things that you are probably unable to change? No one. So the fact that psychological stress is so often listed as a trigger for physiological health issues is not just sometimes overemphasized, but it is also frustrating, as it is not an emotion that anyone adopts by choice (as far as we know). That being said, cutting out excess stress will probably not do much to prevent acne. Although stress can be related to hormonal change, which can bring about acne, stress itself is not the cause. So, if you do try and fit thirty minutes of meditation into your stress inducing daily schedule, it should be motivated by a search for peace of mind rather than a way to clear up blemishes.


    3) Smoking


    Obviously, smoking is bad for you. Smoking has been shown to cause wrinkles and premature signs of aging. It is also proven to have negative effects on teeth, gums, and a number of other less appearance based health problems. However, when it comes to smoking and pimples, the correlation is less clear cut.


    In fact, recent studies have shown that smokers are just as likely, if not less likely, than nonsmokers to break out. For instance, a notable study was conducted in 2006 and published in the Journal of Investigative Dermatology, where it was found that in men, there was no correlation between acne and smoking, while in girls, smokers actually had significantly less acne than non-nicotine addicts. Supposedly, the reason for this is the nicotine. Nicotine itself is not harmful to skin, while smoking tobacco and its additives obviously are. But experts speculate that the reason some smokers have less acne is because of the drug, as it constricts blood vessels.


    There you have it and there we said it.


    Sources: Acne.org, “Acne Myths Explained” and “Smoking and Acne – How Cigarettes Affect the Skin”; Acne Treatment.org, “Does Eating Chocolate Cause Acne?”; NIAMS, “Acne.”

  


  ATHENS HAS THE ONLY ACROPOLIS


  Many Greek cities, whether on the mainland of Greece and Asia Minor, or on the islands, had an akropolis, largely for purposes of military defence. One thinks of Tiryns on the mainland, say, or Lindos on Rhodes. Akros is the Greek for “topmost, highest,” and polis means “city,” so the akropolis is that upper city which is most easily defended against a besieging force. The example at Athens is merely the best-known of hundreds.


  BRAIN ACTIVITIES AND OTHER ABILITIES


  ARE IMPAIRED WITH INCREASING AGE


  Though aging is of course a process which often involves deterioration of certain abilities, there are brilliant exceptions which make this observation no reason for complacency among the elderly.


  Mrs. Winifred A. Mould took the BA at London University at the age of seventy and was reported in the Times of London July 6, 1976 to be continuing her studies, while Havergal Brian wrote his Symphony no. 30 in 1967 at the age of ninety-one (one of three written that year).


  Some of Robert Graves’s most passionate and sensitive love poems were written in his sixties and seventies.


  These examples could be multiplied a hundredfold.


  BRIDES WALK UP THE AISLE


  Not unless they lose their way they don’t. “Aisle” (from the French aile, wing) is one of the lateral passages of a church. The bride walks along the central passage.


  ALGEBRA FALLACIES


  1) Algebra Is an Invention Particularly Useful to the Army


  We owe to the breathtaking fantasy of Jean de Beaulieu (who of course intended it for fact) the notion that “Algebra is the curious science of scholars, and particularly for a general of an army, or a captain, in order to draw up an army quickly into battle array, and to number the musketeers and pikemen who compose it, without using arithmetic.”


  How does the celebrated 17th-century French mathematician, engineer, and royal geographer arrive at this conclusion? “This science has five special figures: P means plus in commerce and pike-men in the army; M means minus in commerce, but musketeers in the art of war; R signifies root in the measurement of a cube, and rank in the army; Q means square [then spelled quaré in French] in both commerce and the army; C means cube in calculation, but cavalry in the army.” And how then might this dual-purpose algebra work?


  “As for the operations of algebra, they are as follows: if you add a plus to a plus, the sum will be plus; to add minus to plus, take the lesser from the greater, and the remainder will be the number required. I say this only in passing, for the benefit of those who are wholly ignorant of it.”


  Among whom, presumably, is the Sieur de Beaulieu himself, who indeed goes on to attempt the impossible—squaring the circle—in the same remarkable book. He also wrote La lumière des mathématiques (Paris, 1673), and Nouvelle invention d’arithmétique (Paris, 1677).


  2) That by algebra one can make 2 = 1


  The notion has been current since George Bernard Shaw first admitted to being hoodwinked by a schoolboy friend.


  Mr. Shaw’s youthful experience about x and a are so highly instructive that I cannot refrain from dwelling upon them for a moment. His friend induced him to “let x = a” and Mr. Shaw—not expecting that x would take any mean advantage of the permission—granted the request. But he did not understand that in letting x = a he was also letting xt –a = 0, and the proof (of the proposition, 2 = 1) that “followed with rigorous exactness,” assumed that x –a did not equal 0.


  3) The algebra of William Frend


  William Frend (1757-1841) was a famous Cambridge figure, who denounced the abuses of the Church and was banished (not expelled) from the University for sedition and opposition to the Liturgy following his trial of 1792. Though a mathematician of ability, Frend wrote a peculiar treatise, The principles of algebra (2 vols., London, 1796-9) in which he refused to use negative quantities in algebraic operations.


  Indeed, Frend objected to algebra itself and—in the words of Augustus de Morgan—made “war of extermination upon all that distinguishes algebra from arithmetic.” In this he was following the same line of attack as were Robert Simson (1687-1768) and Baron Francis Maseres (1731-1824).


  George Peacock (1791-1858), Lowndean Professor of Astronomy at the University of Cambridge, poked gentle fun at Frend’s Algebra for its “great distrust of the results of algebraical science which were in existence at the time when it was written.”


  Sources: Jean de Beaulieu, La géométrie françoise… (Paris, 1676); Philip H. Wicksteed, The common sense of political economy (Rev. ed., 2 vols., London, 1948, vol. II, p. 726); Augustus de Morgan, A budget of paradoxes (2nd ed., 2 vols., Chicago, 1915).


  ALMANACS


  The U.S. Weather Bureau, attacked for its inability to provide weather forecasts for more than a day or two in advance by irate individuals who use popular, fallacious almanacs such as Hicks’ (U.S.) or Old Moore’s (U.K.), replied in E. B. Garriott’s Long range weather forecasts (Bulletin 35 of the U.S. Weather Bureau), brought up to date since. As Hering observes, “the futility of protesting in that way against the almanac forecasts is plain, since the latter keep on appearing at short and regular intervals, with constant reiteration, while the reports of scientific tests or investigations are published but once, and then meet the eyes of few readers—perhaps of none who especially ought to see them.”


  Source: Daniel Webster Hering, Foibles and fallacies of science (New York, 1924, pp. 38-57).


  ALTARS


  1) Altars Are of Christian Origin


  Quite the reverse. The earliest Christians had no altars, and were taunted for this by the pagans, who used them for offerings to pre-Christian deities. Celsus charged the Christians with being a secret society for their refusal to build temples or raise altars, to which Origen replied that the altars were the heart of every Christian.


  Altars have been found from the earliest remains of Babylonian cities, from Egypt and from Palestine.


  Source: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th ed. (1910-11), art. Altar.


  2) All Churches Have Their Altar in the East End


  Many West European churches are built in relation to the rising sun, hence the term “orientation,” with the altar at the east end. The main façade is consequently often spoken of as the West Front.


  However, there is no necessity for this, and hundreds of churches have their main altar at the west end, including St. Peter’s in Vatican City.


  


  AMPHIBOLY


  A linguistic fallacy due to double meanings of words, or phrases or sentences including words with double meanings.


  Abraham Fraunce, in The lawiers logike, exemplifying the praecepts of logike by the practice of the common lawe (London, 1588) defined amphiboly as any case “when the sentence may be turned both the wayes, so that a man shall be uncertayne what waye to take,… as that olde sophister the Devill deluded Pyrrhus by giving him such an intricate answere: Aio te, Aeacida, Romanos vincere posse.”


  The Latin sentence can be construed both “I say that the Romans can conquer you” and “I say that you can conquer the Romans,” Aeacida referring to King Pyrrhus. (This cunning use of the Latin accusative-and-infinitive construction also helps to demonstrate the fallaciousness of a Latin teacher’s argument that the correct application of case-endings will wholly prevent ambiguity in a Latin text).


  Note further that Fraunce’s example is doubly ambiguous by the use of posse (“can”), implying that the prediction is equally true if either of the eventualities cunningly prophesied fail to occur.


  However, I prefer the wartime austerity slogan offered by Irving Copi, in his Introduction to logic (2nd ed., New York, 1961) to illustrate amphiboly: Save Soap and Waste Paper.


  AMULETS


  An amulet is a charm worn on some part of the body, usually around the neck or wrist. Most of the ancient amulets are of ancient Eastern provenance, but E. A. W. Budge showed (Amulets and Talismans, New York, 1961) that all cultures have suffered the delusions of the amulet’s power. “The truth seems to be,” wrote Budge, “that primitive man believed that every object which he used as an amulet possessed, either as a result of its natural formation or through the operation of some supernatural spirit which had incorporated itself in it, a power which to him was invisible. It was this power which, existing in everything, animate and inanimate, turned every object into an amulet, and as such it became a prized possession.”


  A detailed study of American servicemen by social psychologists recorded that Americans normally carry into battle such amulets as crosses, Bibles, four-leafed clovers, rabbit’s-foot charms, billikens, kewpie dolls and dice.


  Italian troops by contrast were discovered to favor miniature sucking-pig amulets; Japanese soldiers engraved black carp on their sword-guards; and Indian infantrymen preferred animal or human teeth set in gold mounts. All amulets are equally useless in themselves.


  The amulet is merely a superstitious object, but the real belief in its efficacy, which seems widespread not only in the miscalled “primitive” cultures but also in the literacy-based cultures, is a fallacy.


  Source: Raymond Lamont Brown, A casebook of military mystery (Cambridge, 1974).


  DERYAGIN AND ANOMALOUS WATER


  In the early 1960s, a Russian physical chemist called Boris Deryagin reported to a puzzled scientific press certain unusual phenomena in water condensed from the vapor in fine glass capillaries. His view that the compound H2O has more than one liquid form was apparently confirmed by the strange behavior on melting, unusual Raman spectrum, and high viscosity. Hundreds of detailed experiments were carried out in the United States, the Soviet Union and elsewhere to explore this discovery; it was argued that it must be a polymer of ordinary water and was accordingly called “polywater.”


  However, there is no such thing as “anomalous water” or “polywater.” The anomalous properties of the condensate must have been due to a number of chemical impurities dissolved from the glass: one such impurity was human sweat!


  Source: Leland Allen, in New Scientist, August 16, 1973, p. 376.


  WATER IS AN APHRODISIAC


  Not many substances are aphrodisiac (sex appeal is after all rather a subjective matter, not easily induced unless there is a marked propensity for it) but Nicolas Venette, in La génération de l’homme (Paris, 1690) went altogether too far: “After all,” he wrote, “the celebrated Tiraqueau could not have engendered thirty-nine legitimate children, if he had not been a drinker of water: and the Turks would not have had several wives today, if wine had not been prohibited to them.”


  Alcohol is often thought to have aphrodisiac qualities, but alcohol does not so much increase the appetite for love as decrease the fear of its consequences. Modern aphrodisiac lore places the mistaken faith in raw eggs that Casanova placed in oysters, the Elizabethans in prunes, potatoes and tobacco, and classical antiquity in onions. All the remedies are thought to be inefficacious of themselves.


  APPORTS


  In the psychic world that occultists claim we live in, “apports” are alleged to be material objects transmitted by the will of a medium or psychic from one place to a distant place by means other than those allowed by materialistic science.


  The most widely reported “apport” in the history of the world so far is the Uri Geller—Andrija Puharich banknote case of 1973. Psychic magazine published the following words by Geller in their June 1973 issue: “One experiment I did with Andrija Puharich was when he asked me to go to Brazil out of the body. I got to this city and asked a person where I was and he told me it was Rio de Janeiro. Then someone came up to me and pressed a brand new one-thousand cruzeiro note in my hand on the couch by Andrija—to prove I was there.”


  At last we have a testable story! Every banknote of course carries a consecutive running number, allowing us to date the note with absolute precision. One reader decided to check up on this story, and G. L. Playfair published the results of his investigation for all to read in The New Scientist of November 14, 1974.


  The 1000-cruzeiro banknotes went into circulation in 1963, so could not conceivably have been “brand new” ten years later: they were in fact no longer in circulation in 1973. We know that Andrija Puharich himself visited Brazil in 1963, when a 1000-cruzeiro note was worth about 40 pence and thus not worth changing at a bank on departure.


  Since G. L. Playfair’s deductions were unacceptable to those temperamentally susceptible to claims for the paranormal, the fact remains that psychics and their supporters regularly claim that “apports” may occur, despite physical laws which seem to rule them out. The crux must lie in the size of the apports. If psychic laws are different from physical laws, and “apports” are genuine, then the weight and size of the apports should be limitless. In fact—as far as records are available—“apports” are invariably of a size easily portable by a medium or a medium’s assistant, or easily purveyed by a conjuror of normal attainment.


  THE ARCTIC IS SIGNIFICANTLY COLDER AND SNOWIER THAN THE REST OF THE WORLD COLD


  These popular errors stem from an ignorant assumption that cold increases in close proportion to distance north (or south) of the Equator. But more snow falls in Virginia, U.S.A., than in the Arctic lowlands. Reykjavik, Iceland’s capital, is only just below the Arctic Circle, but its mean annual temperature is actually higher than that of New York City. Montana has recorded a temperature 10 degrees Fahrenheit colder than the North Pole’s record.


  Sources: Merle Colby, A guide to Alaska (New York, 1939, p. xliv).


  JOHN LOCKE ON ARGUMENTS


  In his Essay concerning human understanding (London, 1690; ed. by John W. Yolton, 2 vols., London, 1961), John Locke (1632-1704) deals with the imperfections of ideas—clear and obscure, distinct and confused, real and fantastical, adequate and inadequate; with the imperfections of words; and with knowledge and opinion, the last-named comprising Book IV. Perhaps the most cogent passage is one occurring near the end of the chapter “Of Reason”:


  
    “It may be worth our while a little to reflect on four sorts of arguments that men, in their reasonings with others, do ordinarily make use of to prevail on their assent, or at least so to awe them as to silence their opposition.

  


  First, The first is to allege the opinions of men whose parts, learning, eminency, power, or some other cause has gained a name and settled their reputation in the common esteem with some kind of authority. When men are established in any kind of dignity, it is thought a breach of modesty for others to derogate any way from it, and question the authority of men who are in possession of it. This is apt to be censured as carrying with it too much of pride, when a man does not readily yield to the determination of approved authors which is wont to be received with respect and submission by others; and it is looked upon as insolence for a man to set up and adhere to his own opinion against the current stream of antiquity, or to put it in the balance against that of some learned doctor or otherwise approved writer. Whoever backs his tenets with such authorities thinks he ought thereby to carry the cause, and is ready to style it impudence in anyone who shall stand out against them. This I think may be called argumentum ad verecundiam.


  Secondly, Another way that men ordinarily use to drive others and force them to submit their judgements and receive the opinion in debate is to require the adversary to admit what they allege as a proof, or to assign a better. And this I call argumentum ad ignorantiam.


  Thirdly, A third way is to press a man with consequences drawn from his own principles or concessions. This is already known under the name of argumentum ad nominem.


  Fourthly, The fourth is the using of proofs drawn from any of the foundations of knowledge or probability. This I call argumentum ad judicium. This alone of all the four brings true instruction with it and advances us in our way to knowledge. For: (1) It argues not another man’s opinion to be right because I, out of respect or any other consideration but that of conviction, will not contradict him. (2) It proves not another man to be in the right way, nor that I ought to take the same with him, because I know not a better. (3) Nor does it follow that another man is in the right way because he has shown me that I am in the wrong. I may be modest and therefor not oppose another man’s persuasion; I may be ignorant and not be able to produce a better; I may be in an error and another may show me that I am so. This may dispose me, perhaps, for the reception of truth but helps me not to it; that must come from proofs and arguments and light arising from the nature of things themselves, and not from my shamefacedness, ignorance, or error.”


  THE “MIRACULOUS CURES” OF ZE ARIGÓ


  John G. Fuller, in a sensationally written and credulous book entitled Arigó: Surgeon of the Rusty Knife (New York, 1974), has described how Sao Paulo in Brazil is a center for doctors who believe in the ideas of “Allan Kardec.” A French mystic whose real name was Leon Dénizard Hippolyte Rivail had taught that it is possible for unqualified and unskilled “doctors” to receive instructions about the symptoms and treatment of patients through mediums who are in contact with deceased doctors and surgeons. Fuller quotes the following words of Kardec: “The spiritual world is in constant contact with the material world, each reacting constantly on the other. This is what the spirits themselves have dictated. If your reason says “no,” then reject it.” [All dogmas bear this same postscript, whether overt or covert.]


  The most famous of the Kardecist doctor-surgeons who possess no medical qualifications at all was the late Jose de Freitas, known as Ze Arigó, who lived in the village of Con-gonhas do Campo, in the state of Minas Gerais. Arigó, who was sentenced to sixteen months in jail for witchcraft in 1964, claimed that it was not he who diagnosed and treated the ailments of his patients; he was merely the recipient of guidance from a German physician, one Adolf Fritz, who had died in 1918, and was passing his secrets on to Arigó. When asked “Does the voice speak to you in German or Portuguese?” the healer replied, “I always hear it in Portuguese. I don’t know German. I don’t understand what I’m saying.”


  The following which Arigó had enjoyed among the Brazilian peasants, who are desperate for any medical treatment in a nation without a free health service, led to his becoming an important figure in the rural communities of Minas Gerais, and his pronouncements were awaited with bated breath. One such edict was that a husband was justified in taking a fresh wife if his first wife smoked a cigarette.


  Arigó has been filmed for television. Viewers apparently saw him extract a patient’s eye, seemingly without anaesthetic and without the patient’s feeling any considerable pain. The healer then seemed to put the eye back in.


  A Western doctor familiar with eye surgery, however, cast grave doubt on the “operation.” He claimed that the eye filmed must have been a rubber demonstration eye used for teaching purposes, since the optic nerve is completely floppy after a real eye is removed, whereas viewers in the film saw a stiff nerve.


  Nobody can deny that, by an extraordinary effort of autosuggestion, it is possible for a patient to overcome certain physical disabilities, or to minimize the amount of pain they are suffering. It is equally true that roughly 70 percent to 75 percent of all medical problems clear themselves up without any form of medication. But it has not yet been proved that Kardecism works, that Arigó’s “cures” had any lasting effects, and that fraud in faith healing is always absent.


  See also Philippine Psychic Surgery under PSYCHIC FALLACIES.


  ARISTOTLE COMMITTED SUICIDE BY DROWNING


  One of the two greatest philosophers that classical Greek civilization produced, Aristotle, died in the year 322 b.c., a year after the death of Alexander (one of his pupils) and of his own retirement to Euboea. His prior and posterior analytics (“analytics” being his word for what we know as logic), written probably between 350 and 344, are still available in a handy edition and translation by John Warrington (London, 1964), who has called the book “one of the greatest achievements of the human intellect; [it] served for more than two thousand years as the controlling instrument of western thought in every department of knowledge, human and divine.”


  There is absolutely no reason for thinking that Aristotle died any other than a natural death according to Ingemar During, but Procopius, Justin Martyr and others passed on the mistaken belief that Aristotle drowned himself in the narrow strait of Euripus, separating Boeotia from Euboea by only forty meters or so near the town of Chalkis.


  Let the inimitable Sir Thomas Browne take up the story: “That Aristotle drowned himselfe in Euripus as despairing to resolve the cause of its reciprocation, or ebbe and flow seven times a day, with this determination, Si quidem ego non capio te tu copies me [‘If I don’t understand (lit. “seize”) you, you will seize me,’] was the assertion of Procopius, Nazianzen, Justin Martyr, and is generally beleeved amongst us; wherein, because we perceive men have but an imperfect knowledge, some conceiving Euripus to be a River, others not knowing where or in what part to place it.…”


  Sources include: Sir Thomas Browne, Pseudodoxia epidemica (London, 1646); and Ingemar During, Aristotle in the ancient biographical tradition (Gothenburg, 1957).


  FALLACIES IN ART


  The best general work on such topics as false perspective and optical illusions in art is E. H. Gombrich’s Art and illusion: a study in the psychology of pictorial representation (London, 1960; 2nd ed., 1962).


  Gombrich illustrates the “Fraser spiral” which is a fallacy, since it only appears to be a spiral: closer examination reveals a series of concentric circles. This illusion operates through the spectator’s tendency to take on trust the continuation of a series which turns out to be less simple than one had thought. Leonardo da Vinci’s sfumato, the deliberately blurred image, works on the same principle of reducing the amount of information on a canvas to stimulate the spectator’s powers of projection. Titian’s contemporary, Daniele Barbara, writes of the technique of sfumato which leads us to “understand what one does not see.” The fallacy is that one could often be persuaded to swear that what one imagines is actually “there,” a technique used by certain film directors too.


  Trompe l’oeil (deception of the eye) relies on the spectator’s reinforcement of expectation over the artist’s illusion. Dutch art is full of such effects, in still life and in architectural compositions, the most interesting perhaps being the peepshow box painted by Samuel van Hoogstraten (1627-1678) in the National Gallery, London. One can see, through two peepholes at opposite ends of the box, typical tiled floors and various “rooms” with a range of illusionistic effects including coats and hats “hung up” and a “dog” awaiting the visitor who is presumably oneself.


  The most ingenious trompe l’oeil demonstrations yet devised are probably those by Adelbert Ames, Jr. In one peepshow he allows us three peepholes, through each of which we apparently see a chair: we recognize the apparent shape of a chair, and because we recognize it we wish it to be a chair. However, only the first is a chair-object; the right-hand object is a distorted object which assumes the appearance of a chair only from the one angle at which we viewed it through the peephole; the middle object is merely a variety of wires extended in front of a backdrop on which is painted what we took to be the seat of a chair.


  William Hogarth’s engraving False perspective (1754), said to be a satire on a dilettante nobleman whom he wished to ridicule, indicated a number of visual fallacies against the laws of perspective. Maurits Cornells Escher, a Dutch artist born in 1898, has devoted much of his life to creating impossible (and hence fallacious) waterfalls, buildings, staircases, and spiral forms which can exist in the two dimensions of the print but are incapable of reproduction in three dimensions (see his Graphic work, 2nd ed., London, 1967 for reproductions and the artist’s commentary). A cube-shaped building, for instance, has openings in five visible walls on to three different landscapes. “Through the topmost pair one looks down, almost vertically, on to the ground; the middle two are at eye-level and show the horizon, while through the bottom pair one looks straight up to the stars. Each plane of the building, which unites nadir, horizon and zenith, has a threefold function. For instance, the rear plane in the centre serves as a wall in relation to the horizon, a floor in connection with the view through the top opening, and a ceiling so far as the view up towards the starry sky is concerned.”


  Fakes and forgeries in art, such as the “Vermeers” passed off by van Meegeren to Hermann Goering as original during World War II, show the fallacy that it is possible for an expert to detect the difference between an original and a fake. Alceo Dossena (1878-1937) had forged a vast number of sculptures from Greek to Gothic and Renaissance styles before the characteristics of his style were detected, and even now it is almost certain that much of his work is still at large, credited to the period which he was copying. Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot’s landscapes were and are among the easiest masterpieces to copy. The Jousseaume collection of 2,414 spurious Corots was acquired over many years, mainly from obscure dealers and at very low prices: none appeared in Robaut’s catalogue of Corot’s works published in 1905 and so a mysterious rumor about Corot’s “secret” output was invented and the worthless legacy of Jousseaume was turned into a goldmine.


  ASTROLOGY FALLACIES


  1. Astrology is Scientific


  A former Astronomer Royal, Sir William Christie, sent the following duplicated reply to those who plagued him with questions on astrology:


  
    Sir or Madam,


    I am directed by the Astronomer Royal to inform you that he is unable to rule your planets. Persons professing to do so are rogues and vagabonds.


    I am, yours faithfully,


    (Secretary).

  


  If you or anyone in your household has ever tempted to “read the stars” or “have your fortune told, dearie,” please recall the stern legal warning from 5 Geo. IV c. 83 which is still in force:


  “And be it further enacted that… every Person pretending or professing to tell Fortunes, or using any subtle Craft, Means, or Device, by Palmistry or otherwise, to deceive and impose on any of His Majesty’s Subjects… shall be deemed a Rogue and Vagabond, within the true Intent and Meaning of this Act; and it shall be lawful for any Justice of the Peace to commit such Offender… to the House of Correction, there to be kept to hard Labor for any Time not exceeding Three Calendar Months.…”


  Those who smile at astrologists and excuse them on the grounds that we should not have had astronomy without an interest in superstitious astrology are forgetting that ignorance is excusable only before the state of knowledge has so advanced that further preying on ignorance can be construed only as fraud.


  There is of course no possible correlation between the stars or the planets in their movements and the fate of human beings on earth, their character, or their luck. The ignorance characteristic of all earnest astrologers can be illustrated from the modern prediction that a man will catch cold with unusual frequency if he was born when Saturn is opposite the sun in the sky because Saturn is the coldest planet! Even if there were any connection between a man’s health and the planets (which there is not), it must now be told that Saturn was only the coldest planet known until the discovery of Uranus, Neptune and Pluto.…


  The fallacy in the study of cosmic objects and events is their “interpretation” as portents and heralds of human fate. The study of the heavens with this intent developed astrology. It required the study of the celestial positions and movements for interest in their laws alone to establish astronomy. Not only motive but the level of logical method shapes inquiry; the beliefs of astrology proceed on the folklore level, elaborated by learned doctrines; the conclusions of astronomy are framed—with whatever measure of error and imperfection—on the scientific level of investigation.


  Patrick Moore wrote a simple, careful explanation of the fallacy of astrology in Can you speak Venusian? (London, 1976, pp. 121-8).


  “The horoscope remains as the blue ribbon exhibit of the misuse of intelligence,” concluded Joseph Jastrow in his The story of human error (New York, 1936).


  One frightening feature of superstitious astrology (which is the only kind of astrology there is) is the unknown degree of its power over every human mind—not only mine but his, hers, and yours. Even the most intelligent skeptic glances cynically yet compulsively over any horoscope he is shown. In The dawn of magic (London, 1963), Louis Pauwels and Jacques Bergier offer unsubstantiated figures which, if correct, constitute a terrible indictment of human credulity. In the early 1960s there were “in the United States more than 30,000 astrologers, and 20 magazines exclusively devoted to astrology, one of which [had] a circulation of 500,000.” More than 2,000 newspapers had an astrological column, and it is reasonable to suppose that if that number has been reduced, it is because of the mortality among newspapers rather than among astrological columns. Pauwels and Bergier claimed that in 1943 five million Americans followed the advice of these “prophets” and spent U.S. $200 million on buying prophecies and advice based on these prophecies,


  Francois Le Lionnais has studied this problem in Une maladie des civilisations: Les fausses sciences in La Nef (no. 6, June 1954), finding that in France during the mid-fifties there were 40,000 “healers” and 50,000 practising occultists of all types. Le Lionnais estimated that fees paid to “prophets,” radiesthetists, clairvoyants and such amounted to Frs. 50,000 million a year in Paris alone and probably Frs. 300,000 million a year throughout the nation, which was far more than the total budget for scientific research.


  Pauwels and Bergier are “sure that the fact that occultism and the pseudo-sciences are at present in such high favor with an enormous public is an unhealthy symptom. It is not cracked mirrors that bring bad luck, but cracked brains.” Sources include: Rupert T. Gould, Oddities, 2nd ed. (London, 1944) and The Humanist (Buffalo, N.Y.), September-October 1975 (studies by Bart J. Bok and Lawrence E. Jerome), with signatures against astrology by 186 leading scientists, including eighteen Nobel Prizewinners.


  2. Belomancy


  Divination by arrows. Various admonitions were attached to arrows and then given to archers, who let them fly. The label on the arrow which flew the farthest was then read and, in theory at least, the advice on it was carried out.


  Evidence for this form of divination occurs in Sir Thomas Browne’s magnificent compendium of vulgar errors, Pseudodoxia epidemica (V, 23), where he describes the use of belomancy (Gk. belos=arrow) “with Scythians, Alanes, Germans, with the Africans and Turks of Algier.”


  A moment’s reflection will show that one simply wrote a label with the advice that one wanted to follow and gave it to the strongest and most practiced archer, much as the modern reader of Woman’s Own looks up her horoscope, and then follows just that advice which seems to her the most desirable.


  3. Horoscopes in Diaries


  Michael Watts, of the London Sunday Express, has drawn attention to the hilarious error in the Ladies Diary discovered by Mrs. Ann Palmer, of Ash, near Aldershot.


  Mrs. Palmer checked on her horoscope (Libra) in the 1977 diary and found that it read “You are an excellent organizer and may find yourself concerned with local affairs. Take care this year that you do not overwork. You will have a full social life which you will enjoy immensely.” Mrs. Palmer recollected reading something like that before. The Libra horoscope in the 1976 Ladies Diary ran: “You are an excellent organizer and may find yourself concerned with local affairs… ” word for word identical with the new horoscope. So were all the others. Michael Watts challenged the publishers of the diary, T. J. & J. Smith, who told him: “To our horror you’re right. The predictions from the 1976 diary have been used again this year by mistake. We’ve sold many, many thousands already, but nobody has spotted the error until now. However, all our diaries contain a clause which says: “Whilst great care has been taken in compiling the information in this diary, the publishers cannot accept responsibility for any errors.”


  “Still,” concludes Michael Watts, “you ladies might as well follow that horoscope advice in your 1977 diaries, and believe the predictions. For they are just as likely to hold true for this year as for last. Or not, as the case may be.”


  4. Making Love With the Use of Astrology


  Planets in love: exploring your emotional and sexual needs (Rockport, Ma., 1978) is a book by John Townley published by Para Research Inc., Whistlestop Mall, Rockport, Ma. 01966.


  Katherine de Zengotita, reviewing this guide to making love by the expert use of a particular kind of astrology, has said: “This is the latest in a series of astrological reference books by this publisher. The others have been inoffensive, if uninspired. This one, with a long appendix on sado-masochism as a “road to spiritual transcendence,” is offensive and uninspired.”


  Source: Library Journal (New York), October 1, 1978.


  5. The Zodiac Has Thirteen Signs


  The “zodiac” (Gk. o zodiakos kuklos, “the zodiacal zone,” zodion meaning “a little animal”) is an astrological area in which lie the paths of the sun, the moon, and the chief planets of our solar system. The art of divining the fate or future of persons from the relative positions of the sun, moon and planets is astrology (technically, “judicial astrology”).


  However, the twelve constellations which corresponded at the time of Hipparchus (fl. 161-127 b.c.) to the signs Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces, so that the sign Aquarius corresponded to the constellation Aquarius, no longer correspond, as a result of equinoctial precession. The system was based on March 21 as the first point in Aries, whereas it is now in Aquarius, so all the signs are wrong. As the whole of astrology is based on the fallacious idea of correspondence between heavenly bodies and earthly lives, this further error in astrological predictions and assumptions is perhaps not as crucial as a comparable error would be in a serious discipline.


  What is perhaps astonishing is that an author has recently discovered a “thirteenth” sign of the zodiac which had escaped the notice of all previous writers. James Vogh, in Arachne rising: the thirteenth sign of the zodiac (London, 1977), suggests that a thirteenth sign was in fact “lost” in the mists of history. Needless to say, if the hypothesis were true it would be useless, but it is almost certainly false.


  THE ATLANTIC OCEAN IS NARROW


  The first fallacy is that we mean the same “atlantic” as did the ancient geographers. For us, the Atlantic Ocean is definable as that stretch of water dividing the eastern coasts of the American continent from the western coasts of Western Europe and Africa. Throughout the classical period, however, the term denoted the waters between the western and eastern extremities of the Old World, for they had no conception of the New. Their view that the Mediterranean was the center of the world pervaded medieval geography up to and including Columbus.


  Briefly, in the 3rd century b.c. Eratosthenes of Alexandria solved the problem of calculating a line on Earth by the rules of spherical geometry, given the measure in units of distance of the length of an arc of a great circle (whether equator or meridian circle) on the Earth’s surface. Eratosthenes discovered that at Aswan (then called Syene) the sun is at zenith at noon on the summer solstice, so the town must be situated on the Tropic of Cancer. Measuring the angle between zenith and the noon position of the sun on the summer solstice at Alexandria, he found it to be one fiftieth of a circle, corresponding to seven and one-fifth degrees. Supposing that Syene and Alexandria were on the same meridian, 5,000 stadia apart, the length of a meridian circle (and hence the length of any great circle on the earth) was found by multiplying 5,000 stadia by 50, or a total of 250,000 stadia. To obtain a number divisible by 360, he added 2,000 stadia, a grand total of 252,000 stadia, so that by modern units of measurement he estimated the circumference of the Earth at 25,740 miles. It is now known that the Equator measures 24,900 miles, but the high degree of accuracy is only apparent due to the cancelling out of errors in the original data.


  Now Eratosthenes faced the problem of assigning a dimension to the lands then known, and placing them on a map. He assumed that the longest piece of land lay at about latitude 36°N, on the parallel of Rhodes. He estimated—again more by the luck of cancelling errors than by his own geographical knowledge—that the length of the lands along this parallel was enough to stretch through an arc of 130° of longitude. The final figure was again remarkably close to current knowledge.


  Columbus did not know of Eratosthenes, but only of Ptolemy, whose mistakes derived from Posidonius (2nd century b.c.) through Marinus of Tyre. Posidonius had shown a difference in latitude of one and one-half degrees between Alexandria and Rhodes, corresponding to about 3,750 stadia. His arc of the meridian between the two cities was one forty-eighth of the Earth’s circumference, the total circumference therefore being 48 = 3,750 stadia, a total of 180,000 stadia and consequently very far from the true figure.


  By the time of Marinus, news was available of lands east of India: that is to say, at the easternmost part of the known world. Marinus therefore estimated that the land mass extended through 225° of longitude on the parallel of Rhodes. Ptolemy disagreed, and reduced the estimate of Marinus by half, but he recorded the views of his predecessor, and both views came down to Columbus, together with the view of the Arab astronomer al-Farghani (known in Europe as Alfragan), transmitted through Roger Bacon and Pierre d’Ailly, that the Earth was actually smaller still. D’Ailly repeatedly asserts that the Atlantic (or western sea) is very narrow, though no specific width is mentioned in his tract (Louvain, 1483), commonly known as the Imago mundi.


  Columbus paid no heed to the correction of Marinus by Ptolemy, but made his own corrections, narrowing even further the estimated gap between the west coast of Europe and the east coast of “asia.” Columbus was impressed by Marco Polo’s expansive notions of Asia, and by Portuguese reports of the Azores and the Cape Verde Islands, two factors which combined to reduce once more the estimated width of the Atlantic. Columbus believed the waters to extend no wider than 120 degrees of longitude, or a third of the length of the parallel along which he intended to sail westward. (In fact he sailed roughly on the parallel of the Canary Islands: about 28°N.)


  If Columbus had believed Ptolemy, he would have been much closer to the truth in planning to cross the wide ocean and would have had to carry far more stores than his ships could bear.


  Source: John Leighly, “Error in geography” in Joseph Jastrow, ed., The story of human error (New York, 1936).


  ATLANTIS


  The myth that an “atlantis” once existed occurs first in Plato, where the imaginary island, full of pomp and luxury, is sited near the Straits of Gibraltar, “beyond the Pillars of Hercules.” Plato says he heard of Atlantis from Solon, who had heard it from Egyptian priests, who dated the flooding of Atlantis to 9,000 years before Solon’s birth. Regrettably for this theory, the present level of the Atlantic Ocean has remained constant for several million years, according to geologists and oceanographers. The civilization described by Plato is not altogether dissimilar to the Minoan culture centered on Crete, which disappeared abruptly late in the 15th century b.c. But recent archaeological findings suggest that the Minoan Empire was destroyed by a single volcanic explosion. Thera (the largest of three islands in the small archipelago now called Santorini) is a volcanic island in the Eastern Mediterranean which suffered an eruption in 1470 b.c., its mountain about 4,900 feet high exploding so violently that the center of the island dropped into a hole about 1,200 feet below sea level. The island was covered in a hundred feet of volcanic ash, but this was 900 not 9,000 years before Solon’s birth, so that both time and place are radically different from Plato’s story in the Critias and the Timaeus.


  The most remarkable fantasies concerning the fallacious belief in an actual Atlantis were perpetrated by the Minnesota Irishman Ignatius Donnelly, known as the U.S. Prince of Cranks, in Atlantis: the Antediluvian World (New York, 1882), a work of immense popularity not only in Victorian times (when it was absorbed by Madame Blavatsky into her Secret Doctrine of 1888) but right up to the present day, when successive editions are appearing with the enthusiastic revisions of Egerton Sykes (the latest in 1970).


  Briefly, Donnelly asserted that Atlantis was the Biblical Paradise which existed on a huge continent in the Atlantic Ocean. Mankind there arose from barbarism after a glacial epoch and developed the world’s first civilization which worshipped the sun. Colonizers from Atlantis spread their advanced technological knowledge all over the world, and were the first to inhabit Asia, Europe, and the Americas. Atlantean kings and queens became the gods and goddesses of the ancient religions. Atlantis was entirely submerged about 13,000 years ago by floods which followed a volcanic cataclysm.


  William Ewart Gladstone, whose logical abilities may be assessed from his argument that the ancient Greeks were colorblind because few color-words occur in Homer, asked the British Cabinet for funds to send a ship into the Atlantic to trace the outline of the sunken continent. The otherwise eminent folklorist Lewis Spence, a Scottish Presbyterian, thought that the Atlanteans were a composite race with large brains, and that their first colonists of Europe were of the Cro-Magnon type. “If a patriotic Scotsman may be pardoned the boast,” he wrote in The problem of Atlantis (London, 1924), “I may say that I devoutly believe that Scotland’s admitted superiority in the mental and spiritual spheres springs almost entirely from the preponderant degree of Cro-Magnon blood which certainly runs in the veins of her people… ” Of the thousands of books and pamphlets on Atlantis which have gushed from the presses of the world since the Middle Ages, Spence’s Atlantis in America (London, 1925) and The History of Atlantis (London, 1926) are among the least peculiar.


  The connections between the occultists and Atlantis, fostered by Blavatsky and the Theosophists, were strengthened by the clairvoyant methods of Rudolf Steiner and the Anthroposophists, whose theories of Atlantis were based on W. Scott-Elliot’s The story of Atlantis and the lost Lemuria (1914), a theosophical work speculating on the seven sub-races whom Scott-Elliot believed to have inhabited Atlantis in succession.


  Steiner’s own Atlantis and Lemuria (1923) claimed occult knowledge from the Akashic record (a hypothetical bank of all events, ideas and emotions that have ever occurred said by some occultists to be preserved in the “astral plane”) to describe Atlantean history. According to Steiner, the Atlanteans used the energy latent in plants to drive airships.


  The occultist Edgar Cayce predicted that Atlantis would rise again in 1968 or 1969.


  The British witch Alex Sanders, in reviewing Francis King’s Ritual magic in England (London, 1970), claimed that the book’s appendices had been “brought through by the Hidden Masters from Atlantis.”


  The search for Atlantis is never-ending because there is nothing to find. If the continent was totally destroyed, how is it possible for enthusiasts to demonstrate that artefacts claimed to be Atlantean do in fact survive? Exactly how is their knowledge obtained if all Atlanteans perished with Atlantis? If it is all a parable or metaphor, why does not somebody, somewhere, say so? Jürgen Spannuth’s quest for Atlantis, published in 1956, ended “off Heligoland.”


  Karl Georg Zschaetzsch believed the Atlanteans to have been the original Aryans, and the only survivors of the destruction of Atlantis to have been Wotan, his daughter, and his pregnant sister, who sought refuge in a cave among the roots of a giant tree beside a cold geyser. Wotan’s sister died in childbirth and a she-wolf suckled her infant. The pure, noble “blood” of these Wagnerian characters was inevitably mingled with that of non-Aryans on the European continent; Zschaetzsch’s pernicious nonsense was merely one of the strands in Hitler’s occultist mania to purify the world.


  Another hypothesis identifying Atlantis with Corsica was answered at the Congress of the Society for Atlantis Studies held in Paris in 1929 by the hurling of tear-gas bombs.


  Thus is the irrational answered by the irrational.


  Robert J. Scrutton has claimed that there is not only the Atlantis known from fantasy since the time of Plato, but also a second Atlantis that we did not know about.


  According to Scrutton, a large semi-circular land mass (a sort of silhouette halo around the North and East of the British Isles), was contemporary with the better-known Atlantis. However, it survived its famous namesake by many thousands of years. Its name was “Atland” and, although situated between the storm-racked Hebrides and the Greenland “permafrost’ [this notion is itself incorrect—Ph.W.], Atland was no impoverished continent, but enjoyed a sub-tropical climate, yielding all that was required for a contented human life. In the year 2193 a cosmic calamity struck the Earth, in Scrutton’s view perhaps that imbalance noted by Velikovsky, or collision with an asteroid. In either event, within three days climatic changes of “overwhelming severity took place. Atland was submerged and her history lost… or nearly so.”


  In 1256 (again to quote the extraordinary pages of Scrutton’s book), Hiddo Over de Linda of Friesland recopied all existing material on Atland on to the new cotton-based paper which the Arabs had recently brought to Spain. Copies were made in each succeeding generation so that the secrets of Atland were always available to a select few until 1848, when A. Meylhof (née Over de Linden) handed it to her nephew Cornelius Over de Linden. He decided to allow a copy of the document to be made by Dr. E. Verwijs, Librarian of the Provincial Library of Leeuwarden, the provincial capital of Friesland. However, the Frisian Society rudely declined to finance the translation, edition, printing and publishing of Thet Oera Linda Bok, stating that in their opinion the document was a hoax.


  M. de Jong, in The secret of the Oera Linda Book (1927), claimed that Dr. Verwijs was the forger, while J. F. Hof believed that Verwijs collaborated with Over de Linden in the fraud, and R. C. J. A. Boles expressed the view that Over de Linden was the sole perpetrator of the whole absurd story. The Oera Linda Book, with the original Frisian text, and an English version of Dr. Ottema’s Dutch translation by W. R. Sandbach, was published by Trubner’s of London in 1876. Scrutton even now—unless he has recently changed his mind—assumes the book to be authentic, and says that “athens” (yes, the capital of Greece) is a word meaning “friends” in Old Frisian, and that Athens was a colony of Atland founded by Frisians.


  If you need any more, Secrets of Lost Atland is announced as a sequel to The other Atlantis. Would anyone who actually believes any of it please let us know?


  Sources include: Martin Gardner, Fads and fallacies in the name of science (New York, 1957) and A. G. Galanopoulos and Edward Bacon, Atlantis: the truth behind the legend (London, 1965); Robert J. Scrutton, The other Atlantis, edited by Ken Johnson (St. Helier, Jersey, 1977).


  AUBURN ORIGINALLY MEANT REDDISH-BROWN


  The Latin “albumus” (whitish, nearly white) passed through many forms in English, from the Old French “alborne, auborne,” to reach its present spelling.


  It was as late as the 16th century that we find the common forms like “abroun” which induced many English-speakers to compare and even to derive the word from the root for “brown,” and thus pervert the original meaning of a color related to white to that of a color related to brown.


  By the time we come to Scott’s “Marmion” (1808), the poet can write (v., ix): “And auburn of the darkest dye, His short curled beard and hair.…”


  Source: Oxford English Dictionary.


  AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL FALLACIES


  “It is doubtful whether it is humanly possible to write an entirely true autobiography. If a man deals frankly with his weaknesses he may be merely an exhibitionist. Dr. Johnson once said that all condemnation of self was oblique praise: it was to show how much a man can spare. On the other hand most men are too modest to speak openly of their achievements.


  “Volumes of reminiscences are often full of inaccuracies, due to their being written, for the most part, many years after the events. E. F. Benson, in his last work, Final edition (published posthumously), gives several examples from published reminiscences of reported incidents that could never have occurred. On one of these writers he commented: ‘It is not his memory that had failed, but his imagination that had flowered.’


  “I am fond of reading autobiographies, but I read them for their anecdotes and the glimpses they afford into the character of the writer; I realize that they are among the least reliable of historical literature so far as truth is concerned.”


  See also HISTORICAL FALLACIES.


  Source: Abel J. Jones, In search of truth (London, 1945, pp. 110-1).


  


  B


  
    “By the communication of general and popular Science, Vulgar Errors and Common Prejudices are constantly diminished.”


    —SIR HUMPHRY DAVY

  


  “Believe nothing on the faith of traditions, even though they have been held in honor for many generations, and in diverse places. Do not believe a thing because many speak of it. Do not believe on the faith of the sages of the past. Do not believe what you have imagined, persuading yourself that a god inspires you. Believe nothing on the sole authority of your masters or priests. After examination, believe what you yourself have tested and found to be reasonable, and conform your conduct thereto.”—Buddhist Scriptures.


  LUKAS THE BABOON-BOY


  Lukas, the South African baboon-boy explained in Afrikaans to eager audiences in the late 1930s and early 1940s how he had lived among the baboons. His tale was apparently accepted because he could (and did) eat cacti. A similar story of life among the baboons was told by a rival, Ndola, exposed in the American Journal of Psychology as “merely a case of neglected paralysis provoking the quadrupedal posture,” and seven months later Lukas’s imposture was also exposed: he had in fact not lived with baboons at all, but among fellow-convicts in the Burghersdorp jail.


  The credulity of the scientists can be found in the American Journal of Psychology (January 1940, pp. 128-33) and their honorable recantation in the same journal (July 1940, pp. 455-462).


  The unfortunate Lukas was put away in an institution for the feeble-minded.


  Source: Bergen Evans, The natural history of nonsense (London, 1947, pp. 87-88).


  BACTERIA ARE HARMFUL


  This is an extraordinary fallacy: it is true only of a very few species of bacteria known as pathogens, but most bacteria are quite harmless and not all parasitic bacteria cause disease. The skin and the openings of the body are crowded with harmless bacteria which seem to prevent the growth of harmful species. Some bacteria even synthesize vitamins in the intestine and thus drugs which destroy bacteria indiscriminately may do more harm than good. If all bacteria were to be destroyed by some malignant power most other forms of life would also disappear, because throughout the course of evolution so many important duties have been taken over by microbes. For example, herbivores rely on bacteria in their digestive organs to break down plant cellulose into digestible sugars and it is because humans lack such bacteria that they cannot survive on a diet of grass.


  THE BAGPIPE IS A SCOTTISH INSTRUMENT


  An instrument of great antiquity, known to the ancient Greeks as the askaulos or symphoneia, and to the Romans as tibia utricularis. It is the French cornemuse, the Italian cornamusa, and the German Sackpfeife. The bagpipe appears on a coin of Nero’s time and Nero himself is reputed (by Suetonius and Dion Cfary-sostomos) to have played it. Chaucer’s miller performed on it: “A bagpipe well couth he blowe and sowne.” The Highland bagpipe is just one of a hundred variants.


  Source: George Grove, Dictionary of music and musicians (4th ed., London, 1940, vol. I).


  THERE IS A BALCONY SCENE IN SHAKESPEARE’S ROMEO AND JULIET


  Shakespeare’s so-called “Balcony Scene” in Romeo and Juliet was probably known to him and his fellow-actors and audience as the “Orchard Scene” or the “Gallery Scene,” for the word balcony was imported from Italy (balcone, a gallery) later in the 17th century. Incidentally, the stress was, as usual in Italian, on the penultimate syllable (as in Marconi), and the 19th-century writer Samuel Rogers complained that “ ‘contemplate’ is bad enough, but ‘balcony’ makes me sick.”


  Sources include: Ivor Brown, I give you my word (London, 1945).


  BALDNESS CAN BE CURED BY RECOGNIZED TREATMENTS


  There is no cure for the average loss of a hundred or so hairs every day, and the condition is perfectly normal as a part of aging, though of course loss of hair can also be a symptom of illness. Symptomatic baldness occasionally recovers of its own accord, and some loss of hair occurring as a symptom of pituitary or thyroid gland deficiency can be corrected by hormone threatment.


  Baldness as such, except for the disease alopecia areata (in which all the hair drops out and later grows back again naturally and completely) is a strictly hereditary matter, usually (but by no means exclusively) in the male line. Logan Clendening, in The human body (New York, 1938), states: “The degeneration of the hair follicles on top of the head is laid down in the germ plasm to begin at a definite time in life, usually not in youth.”


  There are thousands of patent medicines and techniques for curing baldness even now, but not one of them can be stated to be efficacious.


  Among these mistaken ideas, some of which have provided sufficient profit for a quack to make a sizeable income from the ever-gullible public, is the opinion that the common house-fly is “a counter-irritant,” and “makes the hair grow if, after crushing flies, one applies them to the bald patch,” according to Friedrich-Christian Lesser, in his Théologie des insectes (1742) translated into English as Insecto-theology: or, a demonstration of the being and perfection of God, from a consideration of the structure and economy of insects … (Edinburgh, 1799).


  
    MALE BALDNESS IS PASSED DOWN FROM FATHER TO SON


    It makes sense for a young man in his late teens and early twenties to judge whether or not his receding hairline is temporary or permanent based on how bald his father is, and how young he was when he started losing his locks. Like father like son, right?


    Research has shown that this correlation is actually typically inaccurate. According to a study by a German University, there is a gene variation that interrupts the direct transfer of this lovely genetic factor from father to son. This “variation” gene sits on the X chromosome, and therefore is transferred solely from mother to son. And since males definitely tend to go balder earlier and more frequently than females, the way in which a young lad should judge his chances of going bald earlier than average (in his fifties), is by figuring out when his maternal grandfather started losing his hair.


    If he’s lucky, our hypothetical thirty-something-year-old’s grandpa carried a full head of salt n’ pepper hair with him into his sixties. Otherwise, here’s to hoping there’s something more reliable than Rogaine come 2020.


    Sources: “Going Bald? Blame Mom,” CBS News, 2005; James Sturcke, “Mothers’ Genes Contain Bald Truth about Hair Loss,” The Independent, 2005.

  


  A BANISTER IS A HANDRAIL ON A STAIRCASE


  The whole construction protecting those on an upper floor from falling is a balustrade. A banister is one of the bars running from the handrail to the steps. A stone balustrade’s bars are more accurately termed balusters or colonets.


  
    BARBIE WOULD BE 7 FEET TALL IF SHE WERE A REAL PERSON


    This unassuming doll named Barbie, created back in 1959, has faced a lifetime of controversy and criticism. The most popular opposition to Barbie is her idealized and unrealistic proportions. Her blonde hair, blue eyes, and “perfect” body has increasingly been contested by parents, activists, researchers and the common man (so as not to assume it’s always women) as a misleading and counterproductive image and role model for young girls.


    Aside from issues of body image, Barbie has also been accused of political incorrectness, as, clearly, not all young girls are blonde, blue-eyed, tall, and more importantly, white. Although African American Barbie dolls were manufactured and marketed in 1967, 1968, and 1980, all of these models used the same models as the original white Barbie, and therefore were unrealistic, as the only difference between the two were the skin tones.


    But Barbie’s proportions are unrealistic regardless of ethnicity. She is too tall to be as skinny as she is. Keeping that in mind, however, the distortion of Barbie’s body on a real life scale has definitely been exaggerated by the general public. The most common rumor generated by the anti-Barbie campaign is that Barbie would be seven feet tall, anorexic, and unable to even stand up straight if she were a real person. According to one of several sources, real-life Barbie would be seven feet, six inches tall, with a waist size of 40 inches. However, these statistics only measure up if we take a woman of fairly average height and weight (like in the above mentioned scenario) and apply Barbie’s proportions to her.


    But if Barbie’s proportions are measured out on a general math scale (1/6 scale), she would be a five foot 6-inch woman weighing 110 pounds, with a 39-inch bust size, 18-inch waist, and 33-inch hips. So, although this may certainly be considered unhealthy, the unrealistic part about it is really the very unusual proportions throughout her body rather than just the height vs. weight factor.


    One avid Barbie fan is quoted on one source with the counterargument that to say Barbie is so unrealistically tall and skinny that she would have to crawl around rather than walk upright if she were real is actually quite misogynistic, as it conjures up the image of a weak, helpless, sexually vulnerable female.


    Recently, Barbie has made all kinds of adaptations to an increasingly modern world, our favorite being the new line of Totally Tattooed Barbies. Nowadays everybody needs a role model to hate, especially one who can’t talk back, right?


    Sources: Denise Winterman, “What Would a Real Life Barbie Look Like?” BBC News Magazine, 2009; “Deconstructing the Barbie Myth,” Berkeley University Newspaper, 1998; “Mattel Introduces Black Barbies, Gets Mixed Reviews,” Fox News, 2009; Sean Poulter, “Barbie Given Tattoos by Makers to Mimic High-Profile Celebrities like Amy Winehouse,” UK Daily Mail Newspaper Online, 2009.

  


  BASEBALL WAS FIRST PLAYED IN THE U.S.A.


  The first game of baseball played under the Cartwright rules was played at Hoboken (New Jersey) on June 19, 1846, but there is a woodcut of “Base-Ball” printed in England as early as 1744, and the Russians too claim to have preceded Americans in playing the game. The “Baseball Ground” in Derby was the scene of experimental baseball games in Britain, but the sport never became popular, and from 1895 the ground has been the home of Derby County Football Club, founded in 1884 and one of the original members of the Football League.


  FREQUENT BATHING WILL KEEP THE PORES OPEN AND PROTECT THE SKIN


  “Wash with our soap and let your pores breathe” run the popular advertisements by soap manufacturers who should know better and probably do.


  Vilhjalmur Stefansson exploded this fallacy in The standardisation of error (1928), but of course the error remains standard: “The skin does not excrete any appreciable amount of harmful substances from the body, nor do the pores ‘breathe.’ Therefore your system is not purified by ‘keeping the pores open.’” Stefansson goes on to defy the three-baths-a-day-fanatics: “A chief function of the skin is to protect the body; poisons, such as mercury, will not penetrate if the skin is oiled with its own secretions, but will penetrate if the natural lubricants have been washed away with warm water, soap, or other methods… .”


  Put simply, the pores of the human skin do not breathe, and the skin does not excrete an appreciable amount of harmful substances from the body, so this argument for bathing frequently is fallacious.


  So too is the belief that bathing protects the skin. A major function of the skin is to protect the body; such poisons as mercury will not penetrate if the skin is oiled with its own secretions, but will penetrate if the natural lubricants have been washed away with warm water, or soap.


  Source: Vilhjalmur Stefansson, The standardisation of error (London, 1928).


  THE BAYEUX TAPESTRY IS A TAPESTRY MADE AT BAYEUX


  The “Bayeux tapestry” is not a tapestry at all, but a long embroidered hanging worked in colored wools on a plain background of bleached linen. It was commissioned by the half-brother of William the Conqueror, Bishop Odo of Bayeux (hence the designation), but it was made, between about 1067 and 1070, in England (where Odo was residing at the time), and not in France, as is commonly supposed.


  Signs to the “tapestry” in Bayeux today are to “La tapisserie de la Reine Mathilde,” crediting William’s wife Mathilde with the embroidery, an attribution discredited today by all French historians.


  Source: C. H. Gibbs-Smith, The Bayeux tapestry (London, 1973).


  
    BEE FALLACIES


    In general, bees as a whole category of species are misunderstood as much as they are feared. Imagine a scenario where a group of people are eating a Memorial Day meal at an outdoor picnic table: In the event that a fly comes over, it will typically be swatted away. If a mosquito lands on the table, or someone’s exposed arm, it will probably get hit with a hand or crushed dead by the nearest heavy object. However, when a bee hovers its way over, at least half the table’s human occupants will jump up and run for shelter, while the other half may wait unblinkingly and helplessly for the creature to take whatever resources it needs and be on its way. Because bees don’t just bite us, they sting us. Here are some clarifications on bee myths that might help to ease the pain (emotionally) once we clear them up:


    1. All Bees Sting (types and gender)


    Like mosquitoes, and really a lot of other insects, the female bees are the sole human injurers (i.e., stingers). The stinger is meant to be a reproductive organ. So in queen bees, their stinger allows them to either lay eggs or defend with this mechanism. But the worker female bees are the ones you typically see flying around collecting honey, and they have stingers which they use more for defense than for laying eggs. Female wasps are also the sole stingers.


    2. Bees Sting Once Then Die


    This is true for bumble bees. However, it’s only sometimes true for honey bees. Both these types (aside from queen bee) use their stingers for defense. The honey bees typically are only able to sting once before they die because their stinger is “barbed.” So, while the bumble bee can sting as many times as it would like because its stinger is smooth and can be inserted and removed like a needle prick, the honey bee’s stinger gets ripped out of its body once it is injected into human skin, bringing with it the major glands attached to the stinger (venom gland and dufour’s gland). These glands produce venom, which keeps releasing into human bloodstream long after the bee is dead. As honey bees mostly just live to work and keep up their colonies, maybe sacrificing their lives to inflict pain upon the little boy who whacks their honeycomb data centers with a stick seems like a valuable tradeoff.


    3. Bees vs. Wasps


    Wasps are not bees. Actually, bees evolved from predatory wasps. There are subtle differences in appearance and behavior between the two species. For instance, wasps tend to be hairless and have more elongated bodies, while bees are hairier and more compact. While bees mainly collect honey and beeswax for pollination, wasps come to gardens, and even land on flowers and plants primarily to prey on other insects they want to eat. Another common mistake people make is that yellow jackets are bees. They are actually wasps, and like bumble bees, are able to sting repeatedly because they do not lose their stingers when they attack. They will spend lots of time hovering around food and sweet things like soda cans because they have developed a taste for human foods. However, yellow jackets are much more likely to sting and eat other insects than prey upon than humans, and are only really interested in getting food for their young from both sources. Bees, on the other hand, will rarely join your family for a celebratory outdoor BBQ.


    4. Bees Seek Out Humans to Bite/Sting Them

    (like mosquitoes)


    Not really, because their stingers are both used as reproductive tools (to lay eggs) and as defense mechanisms, varying on the type and place. Only if you threaten their grounds and their lifestyle will they actively want to sting you, but otherwise they don’t really want to. As they don’t spend much time around people’s food, or people in general, there’s no reason that a bee would sting you unless you stepped into its line of pollination work or into hive territory.


    Sources: Urban Bee Gardens @ nature.berkley.edu. Urban Bee Garden Research and Findings, since 1987, University of California; University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Dept. of Entomology. “Bee Stings” on Bee Spotter site.

  


  THE TRUMPETER BUMBLE-BEE’S FUNCTION IS TO SOUND A REVEILLE EVERY MORNING


  A Dutchman, J. Gordart, stated in 1700 that every morning a bumblebee roused the nest by sounding a reveille with its rapidly beating wings, like an army bugler.


  This fallacy was unchallenged until, in the 20th century, H. von Buttel-Reepen proved that the real function of the Trumpeter bumble-bee was the same as that observed in his equivalent among the hive-bees: to ventilate the nest by creating a current of air.


  Source: Maurice Richardson’s review article “the formic community,” on M. V. Brian’s Ants (London, 1977), in The Times Literary Supplement, November 25, 1977, p. 1375.


  “BEEFEATERS” DERIVE THEIR NAME FROM “BUFFET”


  Mrs. Markham’s History of England (1823) was, with the same author’s History of France (1828), one of the most influential schoolbooks ever written. “Mrs. Markham” was the pseudonym of Elizabeth Penrose (1780-1837), nee Cartwright. Any errors in “Mrs. Markham” were remembered and repeated parrot-fashion for many decades by generations of schoolchildren who learned nothing better, and there were errors in Mrs. Markham.


  One of the classic mistakes in her History of England concerned the “Beefeaters” of Olde England. Mrs. Markham connected their name with the French word buffet (sideboard) to invent buffetier (a waiter at the sideboard).


  Alas for all such picturesque folk-etymology! The Oxford English Dictionary takes into account this error and corrects it. The real meaning of “beefeaters” is, believe it or not, “eaters of beef, and occurs as early as 1610 with this significance, implying a well-fed menial, who should perform his duties adequately because he is splendidly provided for.


  “Beefeaters,” in popular parlance, is the term used for the Yeomen of the Guard, in the household of the Sovereign of Great Britain, instituted at the accession of Henry VII in 1485 and also for the Yeomen Extraordinary of the Guard in the reign of Edward VI now known as the Warders of the Tower of London.


  IT TAKES 44 GALLONS OF WATER TO PRODUCE A PINT OF BEER


  The National Water Council of Great Britain stated the above in a leaflet distributed at the beginning of the drought of 1976. It subsequently retracted the statement, however, agreeing that the figure should have been between 3½ and 10 pints of water, mostly used for cleaning equipment and bottles.


  The same leaflet claimed that 44,000 gallons of water were used to make a single car tire. Since these figures are widely quoted and believed, it is worth pointing out that the Council later admitted that the true figure for making a car tire is in fact only 15 gallons.


  
    BEER BEFORE LIQUOR, NEVER BEEN SICKER.


    LIQUOR BEFORE BEER, YOU’RE IN THE CLEAR


    In slightly varying forms, this catch phrase is one that young people (and perhaps older people as well) abide by religiously. How often have you heard one of your peers use the reasoning that you should always start off the night with liquor, and then wind down and pace yourself afterwards with beer to avoid being as hung-over the next day as you would the other way around?


    Even adults and parents, whether or not they want to believe it, reason this way. Why else would cocktail parties be such a commonplace convention? They take place at five o’clock, before dinner. Then most likely, everyone moves into wine or beer with their meals, at least those of us with moderate drinking habits do.


    Truth be told, it makes no difference at all, regarding sickness or intoxication level, whether you begin the night with liquor or beer. It all depends on how much alcohol you consume in a night and the rate of consumption. What type of alcohol you are drinking really makes very little difference.


    According to some experts, the myth probably originates from the theory that carbonated beverages like beer irritate the stomach lining, absorbing alcohol faster, and therefore could possibly lead to slightly quicker intoxication if liquor is subsequently consumed.


    But the consensus seems to be the order that liquor or beer is consumed, and whether or not they are mixed, is quite irrelevant. Plus, taking shots before moving over to beer is hardly likely once you are too drunk to remember whether beer or liquor is supposed to come first anyway.


    Sources: Anahad O’Connor, Really? Blog, “The Claim: Mixing Types of Alcohol Makes You Sick,” New York Times, 2006; Dr. Keri Peterson, “Liquor Before Beer, Never Fear? Hangover Myths Exposed,” MSNBC Today, 2010.

  


  DATES “BEFORE CHRIST” AND “ANNO DOMINI” HAVE LONG BEEN USED


  We began to think in terms of years “in the year of our Lord” (Anno Domini) in Christian Europe as late as ad 525 taking up the suggestion of that year from Dionysius Exiguus.


  However, years “Before Christ” were only cited thus as recently as the 17th century, and the first to have used it may have been Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet (1627-1704) in his Discours sur l’histoire universelle (Paris, 1681). Bossuet’s work is the last in the long series of world histories leading from the Creation by God to the divine choice of the writer’s homeland as the culmination of the historical process, a tendency leading to feudal ideas, caste or class divisions, extreme patriotism, and theocentric absolutism. Bossuet was duly rewarded with a bishopric and the lavish rewards of Louis XIV. Voltaire refuted Bossuet’s errors in his Essai sur l’histoire generate et sur les moeurs et l’esprit des nations (Geneva, 1756), which rejected biblical teleology in favor of a philosophical approach to history, and began the modern school of comparative historiography which replaces divine guidance and Eurocentrism with scientific explanations based on observation and the inclusion of other continents, other ways of life than those immediately familiar to the writer.


  JASTROW AND THE VAGARIES OF BELIEF


  Joseph Jastrow’s books are among the most fascinating ever written on the subject of gullibility and the human propensity to error. However, his classification of errors is less than satisfactory because the seven categories are by no means mutually exclusive.


  His first class is Credulity, his examples including Professor Beringer and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Then come Magic and Marvel (Theosophy and the cult of the magnet); Transcendence (Ouija Board and Hélene Smith); Prepossession (Thought forms); Congenial Conclusions (Numerology and palmistry); Cults and Vagaries (Psychometry and phrenology); and Rationalization (Auras and ectoplasm).


  In fact, one can be credulous, prepossessed toward a congenial conclusion, and at the same time rationalize a cult such as phrenology. There is still no wholly adequate classification of errors apart from the existing classifications of knowledge itself.


  
    BELLY BUTTON FALLACIES


    1. Belly Button Shape Is Based on Where the Umbilical Cord Was Cut


    Navels are classified in two genres: innie or outie. Within either category, there are different variations in depth or protrusion of the so-called belly button. “Innies” are more common than “outies,” and they are apparently considered the more attractive version of the two. As a result, people sometimes even request a simple surgery to make their overall stomach aesthetic more beautiful, according to the wisdom of Dr. Curtis Cetrulo of Massachusetts General Hospital.


    As people do go to such great lengths to push their outies inward, one might think the surgeons who cut their cords at birth would be receiving enough angry calls from the grown babies who they brought into this world in order to change their practices.


    As it turns out, these surgeons are not the culprits. Instead, whether you have an innie or an outie belly button depends on how much space there is on each individual person between his and her skin and abdominal wall beneath it. Once the stalk from the umbilical cord (what is cut) dries up, there is a scar remaining above the abdominal wall. If the tissue from the abdomen protrudes upward, it pushes the scar upward, creating the existence of an “outie.”


    Also, an innie can become more of an outie in a woman post-pregnancy. Because during pregnancy her stomach obviously expands significantly larger than her usual size, her abdominal wall may stretch to the point where the belly button is no longer so far indented as it would be in the case of innie.


    So, basically, belly button shape and size is arbitrary, and arguably quite an unimportant component to consider as negative in the overall process of the miracle of life.


    2. Belly Button “Lint”


    Hey world, we know you’ve been waiting at the edges of your seats to hear the results of the age-old question: “What are those pesky pieces of ‘fluff’ or lint that sticks to my finger every time I stick it inside my belly button?” Well, never fear, folks, Australian chemist Georg Steinhauser has an answer for you. And it only took him three years of intensive “navel-gazing”!


    In 2009 this dedicated man finally figured out that the existence of so-called lint in belly buttons is not so much the result of one’s stomach rubbing up against his or her jeans on a particularly sticky and sweaty day. In fact, there is actually a type of body hair, typically found in males, that literally traps stray pieces of lint on one’s body and sucks them into the belly button region.


    Dr. Steinhauser was able to come up with this discovery primarily by studying over 500 extracts of “lint” he removed from his belly button daily. In observing and testing these samples, he was eventually able to reach the conclusion that there were not just traces of lint and clothing particles in these extracts. No, sir, there were instead even tinier flakes of skin and dust, and even more charmingly, miniscule pieces of fat and sweat.


    This doctor explained that this type of body hair acts as a kind of barbed hook, trapping unwanted, excess flakes of body and likewise, clothing, and pushing it back into the belly button, where it belongs!


    He did not use himself as the only subject, mind you. He also surveyed a group of roughly 500 Australian samples, finding that the most common bearer of excess belly button lint was, on average, those who were middle-aged, male, slightly overweight, and possessing a notably hairy abdomen.


    It is relatively natural for hairs on the body to catch microscopic particles of skin and sweat so that they don’t go back into the skin or cause infection or irritation. They remain there, presumably, only until one takes a shower before the process begins again. But for those who have a particularly distinguishable lint problem, Dr. Steinhauser recommends shaving and/or getting a belly button piercing. However, he adds, once the hair grows back, the problem of lint collecting will recur once more at its usual pace. We’ll go ahead and add that a belly button piercing on said demographic of navel lint wearers might add more problems than it would divert us from the initial one.


    Sources: Daily Mail UK, “The ‘Mystery’ of Belly Button fluff is finally solved by navel-gazing scientist,” 2009; Fox News, SciTech, “Scientist Solves Mystery of Belly-Button Lint,” 2009. Cari Nierenberg, “What Makes an innie and inne? And more Bellybutton mysteries,” Body Odd blog, MSNBC, 2011.

  


  BELL-RINGING CAN SAVE CITIES FROM LIGHTNING


  The Middle Ages in Europe was a period when it was almost ubiquitously believed that the ringing of church bells would diminish the damage done by storms, and even prevent lightning.


  Descartes (in De meteoribus) and Francis Bacon (in his Natural history) both refer to the belief with respect as late as the 17th century, suggesting that the bells may fulfil this function by their concussion of the air!


  The main written source of the fallacy is De gentibus septentrionalibus (Rome, 1555) by the Primate of Sweden, Olaus Magnus, who declares it a well-established fact that cities and harvests may be saved from lightning by the ringing of bells, and incidentally also by the burning of consecrated incense, accompanied by prayers. The fact that nobody ever reported a case when lightning had not been stopped by such measures does not mean that there were no such cases!


  BENTHAM ON FALLACIES


  The standard work is still The book of fallacies (London, 1824) by Jeremy Bentham, in its revision by Harold A. Larrabee (Baltimore, 1952).


  Bentham defines a fallacy as “any argument employed or topic suggested for the purpose, or with the probability of producing the effect of deception, or of causing some erroneous opinion to be entertained by any person to whose mind such an argument may have been presented.”


  He lists four causes of fallacies: self-conscious sinister interest, interest-begotten prejudice, authority-begotten prejudice, and self-defence against counter-fallacies.


  There are four major types of fallacy in Bentham’s view: fallacies of authority (including our ancestors); of danger (including distrust of innovation); of delay (including the procrastinator’s argument); and of confusion (including sham distinctions, allegorical idols, and question-begging epithets).


  THE BERMUDA TRIANGLE


  The vogue for thrillers, detective stories, and the like which has been a feature of European and American literary life since Edgar Allan Poe and Wilkie Collins has thrown up a parallel library of non-fiction “mysteries,” such as the alleged sightings of ghosts, the pseudo-archaeological “search” for secrets of the Easter Island standing figures or Stonehenge which are not always secrets to those who prefer reading serious, detailed studies by subject experts acknowledged as leaders in the field.


  No subject, other than perhaps the “Holy Shroud of Turin” or “alien visitors from outer space,” has been more surrounded with mystery in recent years than “the Bermuda triangle.” The book of that title written by Charles Berlitz (with the collaboration of J. Manson Valentine) is only the best-seller: there is a whole Bermuda Triangle bibliography compiled by Larry Kusche and Deborah Blouin and published in 1973 by Arizona State University Library.


  The hoary legend is that a particular area of the Western Atlantic, near the southeast coast of the United States, has experienced more inexplicable disasters than any other area of the same size. The zone in question is roughly triangular from Bermuda in the north to southern Florida, and in the east to a point passing through the Bahamas past Puerto Rico to a point about 40° West longitude. The authors add, pityingly, that there are “many marine or aeronautical authorities who would observe that it is perfectly natural for planes, ships, or yachts to disappear in an area where there is so much sea and air travel, subject to sudden storms and the multiple possibilities of navigational mistakes and accidents. These same authorities are likely to make the comment that the Bermuda Triangle does not exist at all, and that the very name is a misnomer, a manufactured mystery for the diversion of the curious and imaginative reader.”


  Certainly, there seems a great deal of disagreement among the mystery-mongers as to where the disaster area is. John Godwin, in This baffling world (New York, 1968), called the hoodoo area “a rough square,” while Ivan Sanderson, in Invisible residents (New York, 1970), described the zone as after all an ellipse or lozenge, and suggested that there are eleven more such scattered throughout the world’s oceans.


  Regrettably for the fantasy-spinners, a detailed B.B.C. television program by Graham Massey entitled “The Case of the Bermuda Triangle” (February 1976) and an equally detailed article in The New Scientist (July 14, 1977) showed clearly—as in all known cases of the “paranormal” which are capable of being analysed as well as merely stated—that Berlitz’s book and similar works suffer by omissions, by the favoring of hypothesis over research, by prejudiced reporting, by ignoring sober witnesses when unbalanced witnesses offer more sensational versions of the same events, and so on.


  To give an example cited by Stan Gooch, in The Paranormal (London, 1978), the super-tanker Berge Istra was reported missing in the Pacific on December 29, 1975. No trace whatsoever was found of this massive ship—one of the largest in the world—not even an oil slick. Air rescue having apparently failed, attempts to locate the missing ship were abandoned on January 14. Yet on January 19, two survivors were found by the slimmest of chances, drifting on a raft. The fact they told was that three sharp explosions on the tanker had broken it up so quickly that the Berge Istra sank almost at once. How many similar occurrences, one wonders, would have gone unreported for lack of survivors?


  The most celebrated Triangle story (described in both The Bermuda Triangle and its sequel Without a Trace) concerns the loss of Flight 19, which set off on a routine training mission from Fort Lauderdale Naval Air Base on December 5, 1945. The weather was fine and no problem was suspected until a quarter of an hour before the five U.S. Navy Avenger bomber aircraft with their crew of experienced flyers were due to land. The story goes that a message then came through from Lt. Charles Taylor: “We seem to be off course … we cannot see land … we don’t know which way is west … everything is wrong, strange … even the ocean doesn’t look as it should … it looks like we are …” then silence. A rescue airplane with thirteen men on board immediately took off to look for the bombers, but it too vanished. A widespread air-sea rescue operation failed to discover the six planes or any of the crew.


  This represents the “scary picture” which has sold more than six million copies of Berlitz’s books and continues to do so. Now let Graham Massey, of B.B.C. Television’s Horizon have his say: “Almost everything about this story is wrong. In the first place the strange message from Taylor, on which much of the Triangle mystery is based, never happened: none of the bases in touch with Flight 19 have it in their comprehensive radio logs; none of the people at the naval base at the time listening to Taylor heard him say such things; even the person whom Berlitz quotes as his firsthand authority for the message, a Commander Wirshing, denies that he heard such a message. The message originates word for word, like so many other Triangle stories, from Vincent Gaddis’s article in Argosy [in 1964], and Gaddis got it secondhand from a journalist who cannot provide any sources.


  “The planes did not disappear at 4:25 in daylight in calm weather as the legend has it, but were still flying after 7:00 p.m. in the dark when the weather had turned stormy with rough seas. The crew men were not “experienced flyers”—with the exception of Taylor they were trainee pilots, many of them new to the area. The official Navy report reveals that Taylor had completely mistaken his position. He believed that he was flying over the Florida Keys—a chain of islands to the south of Florida; in fact, he was over the very similar Bahamas chain to the east. He therefore set a course north and east to return him to base—a course that took him and Flight 19 out into the Atlantic. The planes ran out of fuel and crash landed at night in rough seas. The Avenger’s maximum “surface time” after crash landing is forty-five seconds. It’s not surprising then that a search that began only hours later, in the dark, should find nothing.”


  Nor is that all: Berlitz’s tale of the disappearance of the Mariner rescue airplane is disproved by eyewitnesses on a ship who saw it explode at the time when it vanished on tracking radar. The Mariners are known as “flying gas tanks” because of the large amount of fuel they carry, and any careless or unlucky spark can cause an explosion. Berlitz says that the Mariner in question took off and disappeared around 4:25—some three hours before it actually left base!


  Critical readers are indebted to Lawrence Kusche’s book The Bermuda Triangle Solved, which provides disproof of more than fifty legends of the “Bermuda Triangle.” It is as well that disproof exists, for the U.S. 7th Coastguard district morale would be low indeed if unexplained losses occurred at a very high rate. In fact, in 1976 twenty-eight vessels were lost off the U.S. coast, but only six of them were in the Triangle area. Lloyds of London confirms that there is no evidence that the Triangle is a disaster area: no commercial airliner was lost over the Triangle in the decade prior to the publication of Without a Trace, and the safety record of airliners in the Triangle is actually better than that over the continental United States.


  What else does Berlitz get wrong? Well, the Greenbank conference on extraterrestrial intelligence did not state that 40 or 50 million worlds are trying to signal us or to hear messages from Earth. It is not conclusively proved that Atlantis has been found off Bimini (or anywhere else for that matter). The U.S. Navy and the Soviet Navy are not combining to explore the Triangle. And the reported landing of a UFO in Hudson City Park, New Jersey, is not evidence for the existence of a fatal zone off the shores.


  Sources include: Lawrence Kusche, The Bermuda Triangle mystery solved (London, 1975); and Graham Massey, “The meretricious triangle,” in New Scientist, July 14, 1977.


  “BETWEEN” IS CORRECTLY USED OF TWO, AND “AMONG” OF MORE THAN TWO


  I suppose most of us were taught that it is wrong to say “there was a discussion between the five of us,” but the standard Oxford English Dictionary states that from the earliest appearance of the word it has been “extended to more than two”; Fowler concurs, as do Merriam Webster’s 3rd edition and Theodore M. Bernstein in The careful writer (New York, 1965). Bernstein adds, “To speak of a treaty between nine powers would be completely proper and exact.”


  BIRD FALLACIES


  1) Birds Can Foretell Weather Conditions


  Country folk are full of stories to “prove” that by their actions birds are able to predict the weather. T. A. Coward, in The migration of birds (Cambridge, 1929) stresses that this folk belief is not “supported by any satisfactory evidence.” It is also clearly open to challenge by the fact that birds in long flights often fly directly into weather that causes their death or injury.


  2) Birds Die of Cold


  Because country people find the bodies of birds frozen by hedges and fields in midwinter, they have often been inclined to fancy that the birds have died of cold. But they are frozen after death, not before, the reason for death normally being starvation due to the rapid diminution of the food supply in freezing or snowy weather. So always remember to increase your provision of food to birds during the worst weather.


  3) Birds Give Milk


  This popular error arose in Vietnam when the health authorities, trying to overcome the natural antipathy of the Vietnamese to milk as a product from cows, introduced sweetened condensed milk in cans as ‘birds’ milk.” Milk then became acceptable and came into general use.


  4) Birds Sleep With Their Heads Under Their Wings


  A fallacy which gave rise to a popular nursery rhyme and has in turn been reinforced by the rhyme; “The north wind doth blow, and we shall have snow; And what will Cock Robin do then, poor thing? He’ll fly to the barn, To keep himself warm, And hide his head under his wing, poor thing.” A bird’s method of going to sleep can be roughly described as turning its head round, putting it on its back with the beak concealed, and often in the process almost concealing the head, but never in any case so far recorded placing the head under the wings.


  5) Birds Migrate on the Same Day Each Year


  Dozens of fallacies concerning bird migration can be found in standard works such as A. Landsborough Thompson’s Bird migration (London, 1949) or J. Dorst’s Les migrations des oiseaux (Paris, 1956), but it will be sufficient to explode one of the commonest which, despite regular scientific refutation by one ornithologist after another, recurs annually. According to Californian newspapers, the cliff swallows nesting at the San Juan Capistrano Mission there always leave the Mission on October 23 for their southward migration and return on March 19, even taking account of leap years! The fact remains that their departure date varies from year to year.


  6) Birds Sleep in Their Nests


  It has been observed that a mother bird will infrequently doze off while sitting on her eggs, but of course birds are as clean as pigs in their habits and leave their nests at dusk to sleep in tree branches, Town children often imagine birds asleep in their nests at night.


  Sources: Thompson, head-keeper at Zoological Gardens during the terribly severe winter of 1894-5, reported in Pearson’s Weekly (May 1, 1897); S. and V. Leff, Medicine fights superstition, in The Humanist, September 1959; Osmond P. Breland, Animal facts and fallacies (London, 1950, pp. 113-14).


  BLACK-BEETLES ARE BLACK BEETLES


  They are dark brown, not black. And while beetles form the order Coleoptera, black-beetles belong to the order Orthoptera which also includes locusts and grasshoppers.


  
    BLACKHEADS ARE DUE TO POOR HYGIENE


    Blackheads are the little black spots that freckle the surface of the nose, forehead, and other “t-zone” areas on our faces we were told about as adolescents. We know them and loathe them. And it seems, particularly for those of us who have combination and/or oily skin, they never fully go away.


    Blackheads differ from white heads visually, because they appear to be black in color. Thus arises the misconception that blackheads form as a result of little specks of dirt getting stuck under the skin. And furthermore, we assume that whenever blackheads are present, we are slacking in our hygienic routines, and need to scrub our faces more often and more rigorously in order to get rid of these guys.


    But try as you might, doubling, tripling, or quadrupling the amount of times per day you wash your face will not rid you of your blackheads (also known as “open comedos” in the medical world). Blackheads, like pimples proper, are open pores, where excess oil accumulates in the sebaceous gland’s duct and combines with dead skin cells to clog up and produce these little bumps on the skin. The reason blackheads appear darker than whiteheads is because there is a little opening in the pore so it is able to oxidize, while whiteheads are totally stopped up and therefore not only look worse, but remain white even on the surface because they are unable to “breathe.”


    In addition to washing the face excessively being a futile technique in eliminating blackheads, trying to extract them on your own is just as ineffective. Although it does seem incredibly satisfying to go to town on your blackheads, and though you generally do see little white “strings” come out via extraction, it is sadly, only temporary. As you are only removing surface “cloggage,” the pore will still remain open and the bacteria beneath the skin will still build up quickly and re-clog it in a matter of days.


    Most sources recommend that if you really want to get rid of blackheads, you should seek out professional help. So much for self-help, and say sayonara to naturally smooth skin.


    Sources: National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases (NIAMS), “Acne,” 2010; Elizabeth Whitmore, “Can I Wash My Face Too Much?” Discovery Health; “Definition of a Blackhead,” Medicine Net.


  


  
    FULL BLADDER FALLACIES


    1. Frequent Urination Is Only for Those with Small Bladders


    It makes sense logically and physiologically that people who have to pee more often are generally smaller people and typically are thought to have smaller bladders. You also don’t need half a brain to figure out that people who consume more liquids have to pee more often. Additionally, as people get older they have less control over their bladders and biologically have to urinate more frequently.


    But these physiological factors are not the explanations for God putting on earth those annoying people who keep needing to squeeze by you in the movie theatre, blocking your view and knocking over your popcorn. For those of you who are one of those hated people, you might like to know that having the urge to pee suddenly may very well stem from the fact that you are put in a situation where you know you are not able to, such as on a long car ride, during a performance, or in the middle of an exam.


    These situations are better thought of as nervous peeing. That is, being nervous triggers the urge to urinate even when you might not feel like you need to otherwise. Having anxiety means tensing up muscles, and tense muscles means more frequent urination urges. Not rocket science, but citable science.


    2. Having to Pee Is Distracting


    Having made the argument above, we can now say that anyone who has been stuck on a long bus ride with no bathrooms on board or in an important meeting with the overwhelming urge to urinate knows how impossible it seems to focus on anything aside from your full bladder.


    According to us, it is more than appropriate to wait until the next pit stop before playing our favorite songs on the stereo so that we can fully enjoy the experience of hearing it. Along the same lines, why not use the bathroom in the office building right before embarking upon a mere 30-minute interview, “just in case?” While perhaps not everyone is so adamant about emptying their bladders at every meaningful move, priorities definitely seem to shift when a toilet seat is your greatest fantasy.


    However, recent research suggests that the urge to pee is not so much a distraction as it is a beneficial tool in certain more or less crucial situations. This research is somewhat controversial because it challenges the established theory of “ego depletion.” This theory holds that we only have a limited pool of self-control. Thus, every time we deny ourselves something we desire, we use up some of our personal self-control resources. In other words, restraint takes a good amount of brain energy and power and the more urges we deprive ourselves of, the less self-control we will have. For instance, studies have shown that other urges, such as hunger and desire, skew decision making (people who are hungrier are more likely to buy unhealthy food at the grocery store and people who are sexually repressed are more likely to have unprotected sex).


    The studies conducted consisted of measuring impulsivity restraint levels compared to levels of bladder fullness. For example, one study had subjects identify the names of words that were in different colors than what they read (i.e., the word “blue” might be green in color and the idea is for the person to be able to simply read the word blue while suppressing the urge to identify it as green based on its appearance). Likewise, they were asked to choose between getting a small reward in money and a larger sum in a longer amount of time (i.e., patience vs. instant gratification). It turned out that subjects who had stronger urges to pee were better at controlling their impulsive urges and making more informed, accurate decisions.


    This is quite counter-intuitive. But maybe it makes sense on some level: all you want to do is to empty your bladder but you simply cannot at the current time. Perhaps, focusing your energy instead onto a decision at hand is easier because you know getting distracted will only lead back to a desire you cannot fulfill. Also, maybe peeing is the incentive. If you get the question right, you finally get to let sweet Mother Nature take its natural course, out of your body. Bizarre, but possible.


    Sources: Sian Beilock, PhD, “Needing to Pee Enhances Decision Making … Really,” Choke Blog, Psychology Today, 2011; B.R., “How, and When, to Make a Decision,” The Economist, 2011; Association for Psychological Science, “Full Bladder, Better Decisions? Controlling Your Bladder Decreases Impulsive Choices,” Tiffany Harrington, 2011.

  


  
    BATS ARE BLIND


    Considering the fact that bats are nocturnal and thus should technically have better sight than humans or other mammals, it’s a bit surprising that this fallacy is so commonplace; perhaps because of the small size of their eyes.


    It is true that bats don’t really depend on their sense of sight to conduct their daily (or more appropriately, nightly) lives. Though their vision is not great, they are in fact quite sensitive to light, as they need to know when it is daytime and when it is nighttime.


    Instead of relying on their regular sight as we humans consider it, bats mainly utilize echolocation, a kind of sonar sight, to spot and kill their prey, dodge predators, and navigate their way back home in the dark hours of the night.


    So don’t feel guilty. Being bats, they probably wouldn’t use a human’s sense of sight to peacefully observe their cave or forest-like surroundings anyway. Luckily, they don’t know what they’re missing.


    “Blind as a mole” is equally fallacious, since though their eyes are very small (like the eyes of other creatures that burrow underground), moles are perfectly capable of seeing.

  


  
    BLOOD IS BLUE IN THE BODY BUT TURNS RED ONCE IT TOUCHES THE AIR


    This is definitely a commonly believed fallacy. It is also perpetuated by media sources, such as in the song Blue Veins by Jack White’s other band, The Raconteurs. Although there seems to be no rhyme or reason to this widely circulated mistake, there may actually be a fairly simple and logical explanation for how and why it came about.


    Rumor has it (and readers will probably relate once we mention it), that elementary school science textbooks are the heart of the problem. Most of these textbooks that contain pictures and visual diagrams of the inner workings of the human body color code the different devices, so to speak, in a manner which was intended to be arbitrary. This was not the case upon reception, evidently. Arteries were generally color coded in red, whereas veins were in blue, thus the idea that young children developed: organs are really red, so blood in veins must really be blue before it comes out of your body.


    Another reason why this myth is falsely reinforced is because venous blood tends to look blue under the skin due to its low oxygen content, despite the fact that it is actually dark red. Veins also look blue because red light travels to a certain point deep enough into the skin (the subcutaneous fat), where it then gets absorbed. As the low frequency light has been absorbed, only the highly energetic blue wavelengths are able to penetrate through to the vein and reflect out toward the surface. That’s why the veins look blue!


    Although it would be more fun and perhaps more artistically inspiring, blood is always red, and veins are never blue, at least colorwise.


    Sources: Michigan State University, “Students” Misconceptions in Science: The Color of Blood;” Mayo Clinic, 1998-2003, Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research (MFMER); Kienle, Alwin; Lothar Lilge, I. Alex Vitkin, Michael S. Patterson, Brian C. Wilson, Raimund Hibst, and Rudolf Steiner, “Why do veins appear blue? A new look at an old question,” Applied Optics, 1996.

  


  BLUE STOCKINGS WERE ONCE WORN BY LADIES OF INTELLECTUAL PRETENSIONS


  About 1750, a few ladies grew tired of the endless round of cards, gossip, and intrigue in London society. Mrs. Montague, Mrs. Vesey and Mrs. Ord were among those who acted hostess to those (such as eminent men of letters) interested more in literary themes. Many who attended such serious evening parties disparaged the full formal dress of the period, and appeared in plain, simple worsted as a form of protest. Mr. Benjamin Stillingfieet, who habitually wore grey or “blue” worsted, instead of the black silk stockings usual in society, was a particular butt. Sir W. Forbes, in his Life of Beattie (1806), quotes Admiral Boscawen as jeering at “the Blue Stocking Society” but of course he was jeering at a man (Stillingfieet), and the usage “blue Stockingers,” later “Blue Stocking Ladies,” “Bluestockings” and “Blues” referred to all who attended such gatherings, and had no (accurate) reference to the attire of the ladies. Hazlitt wrote in 1882: “I have an utter aversion to bluestockings”; and in his autobiography de Quincey referred to “The utter want of pretension, and of all that looks like Bluestockingism, in the style of her habitual conversation.” The term has become a form of sexist abuse aimed at women, when it was in fact coined by a man about another man.


  Sources: Oxford English Dictionary.


  THE HUMAN BODY IS RENEWED EVERY SEVEN YEARS


  Professor Sir J. Arthur Thomson writes: “This is what is meant by a credulity—almost universally accepted and yet a nonsensical guess. In a way, the biggest fact about a living body is that it is always changing. It is continually breaking down and almost as continually being built up again … Some tissues, like bone, change slowly after growing stops; others, like those of the liver, the seat of bustling activity, change very rapidly …


  “What, then, is the credulity? It is in fixing the time of replacement at seven years. There is no warrant for this arbitrary estimate, which was doubtless based on the fact that seven is the perfect number.”


  Source: J. Arthur Thomson, Scientific riddles (London, 1938).


  
    BOILING POINT IS ALWAYS 212 DEGREES FAHRENHEIT


    If you can recall, you might remember that your elementary school science teacher told you that boiling point is 212 degrees Fahrenheit. However, not everything boils at this specific temperature. In fact, only water is more or less guaranteed to boil at this point. Not to mention, the rule only goes for water under normal pressure conditions. Meaning, the degree at which water boils at a higher altitude will be slightly lower than at sea level.


    Additionally, other substances, such as different elements in liquid form (or when converted to liquid form) boil at varying temperatures regardless of whether or not the boiling is happening on top of a mountain or underground.


    Something else interesting to note is that, under normal circumstances, one should not be able to boil water above its calculated boiling point (212 degrees). However, because modern inventions such as the pressure cooker came into play, water can now boil more quickly and reach higher temperatures in its liquid form due to controlled pressure from without.


    Sources: “Melting Point, Freezing Point, Boiling Point,” Bodner Research Group at Purdue.

  


  MOVE YOUR BOWELS TWICE A DAY!


  The romantic novelist Barbara Cartland, in her pseudo-scientific book The youth secret (London, 1968), advises against constipation, to which she attributes “every sort of disease that it’s possible to have.” In fact, J. A. C. Brown assures us all (Pears medical encyclopaedia, London, 1967) that constipation “is a disease largely invented by the individual himself and “is complained of by those who take far too much care of themselves.” Ms. Cartland recommends inducing a bowel movement every twelve hours for the sake of health and inner cleanliness, but August Thomen, in his amusing swipe at the health-cranks Doctors don’t believe it! why should you? (New York, 1935), indicates that man may be safer from auto-intoxication from intestinal poisons when he is constipated, since bacteria would tend not to increase under such conditions, but would do so rapidly under the more moist conditions in the intestinal contents introduced by laxatives. This is also nonsense: there is certainly discomfort during prolonged bouts of constipation, but this is due to mechanical pressure (fullness in the large intestine) and not to any effect of poison.


  Let Professor Samson Wright have the last word. In his Applied physiology (11th ed., 1965), he writes: “The symptoms of constipation are largely due to distension and mechanical irritation of the rectum,” and the average period of constipation is said to be two days, but Professor Wright states from his experience that quite a number of people have bowel movements only about five or six times a year, yet their general health remains good, and certainly better than those sad cases following Ms. Cartland’s advice who end up with mucous colitis caused by purgatives.


  
    GOING BRA-LESS MEANS HIGHER CHANCES OF DEVELOPING SAGGY BREASTS


    Some may contemplate why it is the norm for women to wear bras. Some girls and ladies don’t always wear them. Many probably don’t question it, while others might argue that wearing a bra is helpful or necessary for women to always wear them, if only to be sure to prevent sagginess in later life, when youth is no longer on their sides.


    Yes, some women do truly feel less physically comfortable with no bra than with one on. But, arguably, more so today than ever, wearing a bra is reinforced by society and lingerie marketing companies as a necessary item for women that is not just practical but also sexy. In order to counter at least the former argument, we think it’s valuable to inform our readers who don’t already know, particularly women, that there are truly very few actual health benefits to wearing a bra.


    In the past, researchers and doctors have proven (or tried to prove inaccurately) that bras really help in keeping breasts firm, and if left unattended, they would become stretched out, due to the gravitational pull on the fibrous tissue attaching the breasts to the chest.


    But according to Christine Haycock, a doctor who actively refuted the previous claim, these fibrous tissues (also known as Cooper’s Ligaments) are not actually the tissues that make up the breasts themselves. Their only function is to separate the female chest into two separate sections. The rate at which breasts lose firmness is almost entirely based on genetics, and sometimes, in the case of particularly busty women, on size.


    There are other medical sources which go so far as to say that wearing a bra is not only falsely advertised as a tool for breast improvement, but that wearing them regularly can actually be a negative thing. In one scenario, the constricting effects of the constant bra wearer would ultimately cause cysts to appear on her chest, as normal flow became blocked from the lymph to the draining system.


    Additionally, bra companies have admitted that the bra’s effects on preventing sagginess only holds true when the bra is actually being worn. So, in conclusion, there is at least one more reason for ladies throughout Western civilization to ask, why the hold?


    Sources: “Bras, the Bare Facts,” Transcribed version of a Channel Four British documentary, 2000; Deborah Franklin, “Busted! Let’s Uplift The Truth And Separate The Myth From All Those Reasons Mother Gave Us For Wearing A Bra,” Health Magazine, 1993.


    BRAIN CELLS DIE AND NEVER RETURN


    Scientists believed up until quite recently that brain cells, once lost, could never be regenerated. Even though we have a ton of brain cells, avoiding the loss of any of them through activities that could easily be avoided (see list below) was still considered important. Yet, in 1998, lo and behold, scientists realized cells could grow back in mature brains. However, rumors about what voluntary (or in some cases, involuntary) human actions contribute to brain cell loss are still prominent. Here are some toppers:


    1. Snorting When You Laugh


    Often in grade school, children get a kick out of making fun of their friends who accidentally snort while laughing. However, snorting does not make it worse (unless you’re snorting drugs, obviously).


    Apparently, we typically are losing roughly 9,000 brain cells a day anyway (we can have 100 trillions of them), and recent research shows that we are able to generate them. So, something like snorting or moving your head rapidly does not make a huge difference in the grand scheme of things.


    2. Alcohol


    This is one of the most popular misconceptions: You wake up from a night of heavy drinking and feel like a plastic bag is wrapped around your brain. You forget where your shoes are. And for that matter, where your dignity went. “I must have lost a good amount of brain cells last night,” you might murmur to yourself as you hazily squint around the room trying to block out the noonday sunlight coming in full throttle solely to mock you.


    Well, as destructive as alcohol can be in many physical and psychological ways, it does not actually kill brain cells (at least in what the professionals call “moderate” amounts of consumption). Recent studies have shown that only long-term heavy drinking can potentially kill some brain cells. And at that, only white brain cells are killed, and in some cases, a limited section of gray cells. To clarify, white brain cells are the unimportant ones, i.e., the tissue in which messages are passed between gray cells and the central nervous system. The gray cells, which are responsible for thinking, feeling, and decision making (that about covers it, right?), are much more resilient to mind-altering substances. Only a year or two ago a study was conducted which proved that gray cells located in the parietal lobe of the brain, and which are primarily responsible for spatial processing, do sometimes get destroyed over time in the brains of frequent and heavy drinkers.


    Likewise, the brain cells do shrink with repeated alcohol consumption over a long period of time. However, once said alcoholic stops drinking or even if he somehow figures out how to become a moderate social drinker, the brain already begins the healing process, unshrinking itself and making up for lost brain cells.


    Yet another reason why we can prove that alcohol at parties is 100 percent necessary for small talk and at family dinners as a coping mechanism.


    3. Marijuana


    Even more so than alcohol, smoking marijuana has been known to kill brain cells. The logic tends to stem from the idea that most people who smoke a lot of weed (nicknames including, “stoners,” “washers,” “burnouts,” “potheads” … you get the idea) do not come across as being especially quick witted or sharp. There was also definitely a period in the late ’90s/early 2000s where the quintessential stoner character was often portrayed in popular media as someone who wore a beanie, bummed around, ate a lot of fast food, and said things like “radical, dude” a lot at not so notably radical moments.


    However, smoking weed does not, in fact, cause irreversible brain damage. The reason this was originally thought to be the case is from a series of experiments on monkeys. The monkeys were given large quantities of marijuana and their brains were observed. Scientists noted alterations in their brain cells, but did not actually prove that the cells were killed. Since then, no evidence has been found to support these notorious monkey trials.


    Even more recently, they have been disproved by two scientists, Dr. William Slikker and two others of the SRI International. Using a larger pool of monkeys and more effective controls, these findings determined no physical destruction of brain cells in brains that were exposed to marijuana for one full year. Also, surveys of heavy marijuana users in Costa Rica and Jamaica also showed no evidential “abnormalities” in brain structure.


    Not too shockingly, there is still notable loss of short-term memory functioning even in marijuana users who have stopped smoking for up to twelve weeks prior. But no evidence is shown as to link permanent brain damage with smoking too much weed. We’ve come a long way from Reefer Madness, America.


    4. Head Banging


    This just in: swinging your head around in rapid, abrupt movements in full force to death metal is not actually good for your brain or body. Or, moreover, your self-image and debatably, self-esteem. Head banging, the gesture of whipping your head forward and back to the beat of some bass heavy music and more rapidly with guitar shredding, originated in 1968 with Led Zeppelin. For most of its existence, there had not been much medical attention focusing on the consequences of this phenomenon … until now.


    Although there is nothing specific cited about brain cells being destroyed, recent research has revealed several ways in which head banging can potentially cause harm to your physical being. Two Australian researchers came up with the brilliant idea to understand the risks involved with head banging by studying the techniques of the gesture in their prime element: rock concerts.


    From their observations, they then simulated a “theoretical head-banging model” into which they inserted various head angles and intensities. They incorporated something like the general consensus of top ten best head banging songs, measured beats per minute (average of 146) and assessed different angles accordingly. What they discovered?


    Well, if the head-banging arc is forty-five degrees or more, the head-banger will most likely develop mild head and neck injury.


    But there’s light at the end of the tunnel: just don’t arc more than forty-five degrees in a given head bang and you’ll be sure to preserve those brain cells and maybe even have a moderately good time actually listening (rather than thrashing) to the band you came to see for a bit.


    5. Sneezing


    Like snorting when you laugh, sneezing is another somewhat uncontrollable human mechanism that is rumored to lead to brain cell loss. General public consensus appears to prove this wrong. What a triumph for common sense (and the ability to make painfully obvious jokes about how believing in this rumor means you have less brain cells than those of us who use our brains to see its obvious f law).


    Additionally, one Oregon doctor cited in a local newspaper explores the origins of this myth. The truth be told, he says, sneezing does slightly increase the pressure inside the skull (of the brain). The worries come from the fact that brain pressure increases in severe cases do lead to things like stroke. However, never fear, Dr. Koller claims, the pressure on the brain from a sneeze is so brief, infrequent, and mild that it does not destroy any of those precious brain cells of ours.


    Sources: HAMS: Harm Reduction for Alcohol, “Myths and Facts about Alcohol and Brain Damage”; The Thistle, “Myths about Marijuana,” MIT journal via the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws, 2000; The Bend Bulletin, “Sneezing Kills Brain Cells,” Dr. Richard Koller, neurologist, 2010; Discover Magazine, “Health Hazard Alert: Head-Banging May Hurt Your Brain,” 2009.


    WE ONLY USE TEN PERCENT OF OUR BRAINS


    As the legend goes, Albert Einstein was such a genius because while normal people only use 10 percent of their brains, Einstein figured out a way to activate the whole, or at least a higher percentage of his brain to make such profound advances in mathematics. Although the 10 percent myth can be molded into words of encouragement in some lights and a depressing reality in others, it is indeed a fallacy. While not every function of the brain is known, essentially every part of the brain that scientists have identified has a particular function.


    The origin of this myth may have come simply from the inability of early neurologists to figure out all the things the brain did. According to one source, these neurologists had trouble figuring out the function of the brain when experimenting with mice, probably, shockingly, because mice don’t have quite the same mental capabilities as humans. Still, earlier scientists seemed to have the misunderstanding that if those unknown areas were damaged, or the damage couldn’t be assessed, then there must be large amount of areas where brain activity doesn’t exist, or areas where damage would be irrelevant because they are void of activity.


    This theory was later proved to be misguided. Even if small areas of the brain are damaged, cognitive ability has been proven to be greatly affected, and if only 10 percent of the brain were active, brain trauma would not so often evoke such dire consequences. Also, interestingly, although not all functions of the brain have been mastered, the 10 percent myth can be countered by taking into account the human brain’s energy levels.


    According to Barry Beyerstein of the Brain Behavior Laboratory, the brain requires a great deal of nutrients and oxygen and therefore can consume 20 percent of the whole body’s energy output, despite the fact that it only takes up roughly 2 to 3 percent of a person’s overall body weight. So, as scientists have also proven that the amount of energy the brain requires from the body corresponds to brain functions, if 90 percent of the brain were inactive, so much power would not be used to keep fuelling it.


    Moral of the story: Einstein may have just been a little smarter than the rest of us.


    Sources: Sandra Aarnodt and Sam Wang (both PhD), Welcome to Your Brain, 2008; Scientific American, “Do We Really Only Use 10 Percent of our Brains?” 2004.

  


  
    A PENNY UNDER THE TONGUE TRICKS THE BREATHALYZER TEST


    So, you’re driving down the freeway ramp after a couple of drinks on a night out. You get off at your exit in order to go home and hit the hay, when you unexpectedly run into a “checkpoint,” or rather, randomized drunk driving test conducted by your local county police officers. Unfortunately, you won’t pass the sobriety test. But then you remember hearing that putting a penny under your tongue will throw off the machine. Something along the lines of, “the copper in the penny combined with alcohol I drank will trigger an outrageously high number on the breathalyzer, the breathalyzer will explode, and I’ll be off scot free,” is the comforting reasoning you may give yourself. Being out of any other options, you futz around in all your car’s compartments for a penny and place it under the tongue.


    Sorry to say, but this logic is completely unfounded, and was probably invented by a drunk driver in a desperate scenario not unlike the one we just described. Hopefully it doesn’t sound familiar. According to a trustworthy source, State Patrolman Keith Trowbridge, this is, first of all, not a reasonable explanation because since 1982, U.S. pennies have been made mostly of zinc (with the exception of the plating, which is 2.7 percent copper).


    Secondly, the police are allowed fifteen minutes to investigate/administer a test. They also check your mouth beforehand. So, even if the penny were to really foil the machine, you still can’t fool the man working for it.


    Sources: breathalyzer.org, Seattle Pi blog, “Is it Possible to Beat a Breathalyzer by Sucking on a Penny?”

  


  
    THE GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE IS PERPETUALLY REPAINTED


    This bridge has some pretty remarkable qualities, ranging from it being called one of the great modern wonders of the world to it ranking number two on the world’s most popular suicide destinations list. One of the reasons this bridge is so notable is because of its attention-grabbing color. In order to maintain its vibrancy and live up to its name, popular rumors suggest, the bridge needs to constantly be repainted. In extremity, some people believe that the job is full time. In other words, by the time a full new coat of paint is applied from one end to the other, the beginning end has already begun to rust or peel, and thus, the next coating commences immediately. And the cycle repeats itself till the end of time.


    Although the Golden Gate Bridge does require a fair amount of maintenance, it does not need to be perpetually painted over and over again. When the bridge was first constructed in 1937, its paint was made with red lead primer and lead-based top coat. For the next twenty-seven years following, only touch-ups were required. In 1968, corrosion on the bridge lead a team to take initiative and change the paint to one made of inorganic zinc silicate primer and vinyl topcoats, completed in 1995 (top coat changed to acrylic emulsion to meet air quality standards in 1990). Since, the bridge has only needed touch-ups in the most severe areas of corrosion.


    While the Golden Gate Bridge does receive the highest levels of corrosion from air and bay salt in the bay area compared to other bridges, it is certainly not the only bridge that requires some level of maintenance. In fact, the Fourth Bridge in Edinburgh, Scotland, built in the 19th century, and also painted a red color (so that rust won’t show vs. GG’s intention: so it complements the landscape) has the honor of beginning the never ending paint rumor. Although, perhaps, the bridge required many and constant touch-ups, as of 2008, the newest layer of paint is meant to last a whopping twenty-five to forty years without need of renovation.


    Humorously, the perception that this bridge needed to be repainted over and over again turned itself into a nationally recognized British idiom: “like painting the Fourth Bridge,” to refer to a task that takes so long that once it is completed, it needs to be started over again.


    So, although the Golden Gate may be no more practical in its choice of color or construction than the Fourth Bridge, the former has definitely been given a much more glorious reputation.


    Sources: GoldenGateBridge.org, “Painting the Golden Gate Bridge,” Golden Gate Bridge Highway and Transportation District; The Telegraph, “Non-Stop Job of Painting Forth Bridge to End,” Auslan Cramb, 2008 and “The Forth Bridge: How about a Hint of Lavender Next time?” David Leafe, 2008; Freedictionary.org, “Idioms.”

  


  BRITAIN IS RICH IN NATIVE FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


  As A. H. Halsey, Professor of Social and Administrative Studies at Oxford University, has said, horticulture as both art and science is a matter of importation into Britain. Six thousand years ago an early form of wheat was introduced into Britain, and the only native English fruits are almost inedible when raw: they include the sloe, elderberry, damson and crab-apple. Fuchsias come from Chile, chrysanthemums from India and roses from China. An English housewife is likely to bring back from the shops French beans, Spanish onions, Jaffa oranges, Caribbean bananas, and New Zealand lamb.


  Source: A. H. Halsey, “What books I please,” broadcast on B.B.C. Radio 3, December 27, 1979.


  BOOMERANGS ARE USED BECAUSE THEY RETURN TO THE THROWER


  The great majority of boomerangs, used predominantly by Australian aborigines in war and hunting, will not return and are not intended to do so. The returning boomerang is completely unknown in Central Australia and Northern Territory. It is used in tests of skill, and its main use is in throwing above flights of duck, which mistake it for a hovering hawk and consequently fly low into nets placed by the aborigines.


  Source: Museum of Mankind exhibition (London), 1976.


  BULLS ARE INFURIATED BY THE COLOR RED


  No: bulls are infuriated by a cruel posturing mercenary “fighter” waving a cloth in front of him to the accompaniment of merciless cheering by bloodthirsty spectators. Bulls cannot distinguish red from any other color, and matadores who experimentally used white capes in their antics produced an identical reaction. While visiting Palma de Mallorca in 1976 I found a poster advertising bloodless bullfights for the benefit of squeamish tourists, and Portuguese bullfights are traditionally bloodless. The color red was probably first used partly because in strong sunlight it is the most brilliant color, and partly because it does not show blood so clearly.


  
    SKIN CAN’T BURN IN CLOUDY WEATHER


    Those of us with pasty pale skin know from experience that if there’s even a little sun in the forecast, some SPF is probably in order. Presumably, if you have fairly bronzed skin naturally, you won’t burn as easily, and therefore assume there’s less to zero reason to apply sunscreen unless you are planning for a day of serious sun exposure. Well, think again, Caucasians.


    There are, according to the FDA, six general types of skin tone. Types one to four cover the very pale with freckles who burn easily through the generally tan to moderate brown skin types (probably Caucasian of Mediterranean descent, or of African, Asian, Hispanic, Indian, or Middle Eastern ancestry). For these skin types in particular, it is imperative to wear sun screen even when it looks cloudy or overcast outside.


    An explanation for this seemingly illogical phenomenon can be provided through a definition of what a sunburn is. A sunburn on one’s skin is due to the ultraviolet radiation (UV rays) in sunlight. These “rays” are distinct from sunlight itself, as they cannot be seen or felt directly by us humans here on earth. UV rays are not blocked from reaching us by clouds, and they are also able to scatter in the air and are reflected via smooth surfaces such as buildings, concrete, sand, and snow.


    While we are only really susceptible to two of the three types of UV rays, the effects of the two that do reach us are quite dangerous and damaging to skin. UVA penetrates into deep layers of skin and damages the place where new skin cells are generated. Too much exposure to UVA radiation can lead to dryness, roughness, wrinkling, blotching, and sagging of skin. Especially high doses of UVA can lead to bad sunburn, and even skin cancer.


    Interestingly, the more dangerous UV ray (UVB), affects the surface layer of skin. The skin then responds to rays by releasing chemicals that dilate vessels of blood, which in part triggers fluid leakage and inflammation (sunburn).


    Certain types of UV rays are projected through not just sunlight but through all natural light. Therefore, you are never safe from UV rays, sunburn, or damage to the insides of your skin that you are quite unaware of. And now that you are aware, best to wear sunscreen in all day light!


    Sources: Better Health Channel via Victorian Government Department of Health, “Sunburn”; Dr. Judith Reichman, “It’s a Cloudy day. Should I still use Sunscreen?” MSNBC Today, 2004.

  


  COWS THAT EAT BUTTERCUPS GIVE THE YELLOWEST BUTTER


  A folk fallacy found in several parts of the British Isles. Buttercups grow only on good pastureland, the surrounding grass of which is likely to improve butter (and milk) quality by giving the best quality feed to the cow. Cows will not eat the buttercups, a nauseous, bitter weed. Source: The Field, June 9, 1906.




End of sample
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