
®

FEEL SMART AGAIN

J
U

L
Y

/A
U

G
U

S
T

 2
0

15
  

 

V
O

L
U

M
E

 1
4

, 
IS

S
U

E
 5

  
  

 

M
E

N
T

A
L

F
L

O
S

S
.C

O
M





 

Cover by Mary Kate 
McDevitt

CONTENTSJULY/AUGUST 2015   •    VOL. 14 ISSUE 5

 
S C AT T E R B R A I N

11  DESSERTS: Great cake prison breaks, 

vocal lessons with Cookie Monster, and the 

politics of pie

L I V E  S M A RT E R

19 The Daily Show’s Aasif Mandvi talks shop

21 How to be a credit card points master

22 The sweet secrets of drinking bitters

23 A lazybones’s guide to foreign  

 language learning

L E F T  B R A I N / R I G H T  B R A I N

25 Beethoven was a rock star 

28 Childbirth is a piece of cake!

30 America’s top pen expert tells all

G O  M E N TA L

59 Agitators described by condiments

60 Meet the “Jane Goodall of diners”

62 Our essential summer reading list

64 The mental_floss quiz

IN EVERY ISSUE

 

THE 10 ISSUE
 34 

10 tricks of the 

world’s most 

wanted journalist  

 

40 
10 confessions  

of car  

salesmen

42  
10 genius  

acts of 

awesomeness

45 
What is the 

meaning of life?  

A debate

46 
10 presidential 

marriage 

proposals

 48 
10 shocking  

(mis)uses  

for electricity

50 
10 defunct  

words worth 

reviving

52 
The history of 

Letterman’s Top 

10 list 

54 
10 things  

we’ll see in 10 

years

57 
10 golden rules  

for traveling 

America

FEATURES

IL
L

U
ST

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 P

E
T

E
R

 A
N

D
 M

A
R

IA
 H

O
E

Y



Beethoven’s 
progeny?

p. 25

How did this 
disguise foil a 
criminal act? 

p. 34

Should you  
buy a car from 

this guy? 

p. 41

Aasif Mandvi 
got Cs in math. 
Now he’s on TV.

p. 19

 

 

CONTENTS

#
20-point quality inspection 21

A
Apocalypse, Internet 54

B
Baby, creepy fake         38

Bag, man in a 34

Bagpipes 61

Bakeries, secular 16

Biters (of pens)                                                  31

Bonuses (for everyone!) 21

Borax, surprising uses for 59

Britain 

amazing races that take place in 61

 dogs banned in pre-Elizabethan 64

C
Cakes

 groaning 28

 weapon-filled 14

“Celestial bed”  48

Clinton, Bill and Hill 46

Cookies 

Internet 11  

      factory bust                                                 39

Corrumpable, definition of 50

Cow, skateboarding 61

D
Dentistry, with caterpillars 48

Dictionary, The New Hacker’s 11

F
Florida, reasons to be wary of 57

Fungus fuel 56

G
Galvani, Luigi 48

Georgia Tech, tricksters of 8

Glucose, use for 6,613 pounds of 17

H
Happy Days 19

I
International Pie Bakers’ Association 13

J
Jägermeister, sipping tips for 22

L
Library, wandering 42 

Lisa, Mona 54

Liszt, Franz 33

MLandfill Harmonic 

Mandvi, Aasif 19

Marzipan, recipe for really giant 17

Matter, dark 57

Monster, Cookie 15

Montblanc problem, the 31

O
Onions, sci-fi uses for 54

Otterhound 64

P
Peas, words that almost rhyme with 52

Pen addicts, resources for 30

Pie 

alternate names for 50

 as political weapon 13

Polio, board games inspired by 12

Puppy-dogging 40

R
Robots, puny 54

S
Salad dressing, Marxist 60

Sarsaparilla, dubious claims about 50

Skorkle, how to 51

Smooth moves, Obama’s 47

Snitches, dessert-hating  14

Squirrels, cartoon 53

T
Turtles, baby 21

U
Unfriend 66

V
Vega, Suzanne 60

Vonnegut, Kurt                                         45, 63

W
Waffle frolics 16

Y
Yawk, New 29

York, New 29

How a donkey 
helped conquer 

illiteracy

p. 42

We found the 
world’s perfect 
scrubby brush. 

p. 20

THE INDEX

Ben Franklin’s 
greatest party 

fowl 

p. 51

How did we  
get here? 

p. 16

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
 B

Y
 J

U
L

IA
 S

T
O

T
Z

 (
M

A
N

D
V

I)
. P

H
O

T
O

G
R

A
P

H
Y

 B
Y

 L
IZ

 B
A

R
C

L
A

Y
 (

S
C

R
U

B
B

E
R

). 
P

H
O

T
O

G
R

A
P

H
Y

 B
Y

 J
A

M
E

S
 M

O
L

L
IS

O
N

 (
D

IS
G

U
IS

E
). 

IL
L

U
ST

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 P

E
T

E
R

 A
N

D
 M

A
R

IA
 H

O
E

Y
 (

D
O

N
K

E
Y

). 
A

L
A

M
Y

 (
C

O
B

A
IN

, W
A

F
F

L
E

 C
O

N
E

). 
IS

T
O

C
K

 (
T

U
R

K
E

Y
)



Brought to you by:

ADVERTISEMENT

A NEW SECTION

HYPERSONIC
ANNOUNCING THE CREATION OF

11 Amazing 
Gadgets You’ll 

Find on the 
International 
Space Station

11 Potential 

Exploring 
Deep Space

11 Things 
Human 

Engineers 
Are Learning 

11 Basic Things 

to Do in Space 
(And How Astronauts 

Do Them)

DISCOVERLEARN FIND OUT UNCOVER

Find these answers and more at 
mentalfl oss.com/hypersonic



A
L

A
M

Y

EDITOR’S NOTE
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A Few Things
A GOOD LIST IS A WORK OF ART. I might be biased,  
because by nature, I’m a list-maker. My to-do list has 
17 subdivisions. I keep lists of books to read, movies to 
see, and things I plan to write. 

There’s something nice about the way any topic or 
task can become digestible when it’s neatly organized 
in a list. That’s probably why, as an information-
saturated culture,1 we’re increasingly obsessed with 
them. But to me, a good list is much more than a 
collection of things: It’s a whole that’s worth more 
than the sum of its parts. 

The 10 Issue is our celebration of the list in its 
classic form, the 10 List. (They even put one in the 
Bible!) We’ve been producing these issues for more 
than 10 years, and yet, they’re never easy. That’s 
because, since we’re a bit obsessive, there’s a list of 
things we do when we’re putting it together.

For starters, we take extra care to vet each topic 
we’re exploring to make sure there are truly 10 
things you need to know about it—whether that’s 
the romantic adventures of U.S. presidents (page 
46), the crazy things people tried to do when they 

were figuring out how electricity worked (page 48), 
or the incredible lengths the world’s most audacious 
journalist goes to in pursuit of a story (page 34). 

Then we craft each item carefully, making sure it’s 
fascinating. After that, the real fun begins: fitting the 
entries together. It reminds me of making a mixtape, 
which is a thing people used to do before there were 
so many good lists to read online. We put a ton of 
thought into what goes where, moving things around 
until we’re completely satisfied with the flow. We 
want to make sure our lists educate and entertain, but 
also—and this is critical—bring something new to the 
table and surprise you. 

Which brings us to the final step: the exciting part, 
where we toss it over to you to read, share, maybe 
make a collage? However you choose to enjoy this 
magazine, we hope you’ll let us know.

@jessanne

1 We’re pretty sure no other species makes lists, though meerkats could probably use ’em. We’re guessing it’s pretty hard to remember all the invitees to a meerkat 

family reunion.
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The lucky SARAH 
BRUNING charted 

both the evolution 

of marzipan 

(“Marzipan 

Masterworks,” 

page 17) and the 

rise of waffle 

frolics (“The Epic 

History of Waffle 

Cones,” page 16) this month. “I’m curious to 

try making my own marzipan figurines for 

the winter holidays,” she says. Her work has 

also appeared in Cosmopolitan and InStyle.

Combing through 

old photos of 

presidents and 

first ladies (“10 

Presidential 

Marriage 

Proposals,” page 

46) PETER and 

MARIA HOEY got 

some fashion tips.   

Says Peter: “I’m going to make sure I never 

resemble Dick Nixon.” The two are siblings, 

and they’ve done illustrations for The New 

York Times and The Boston Globe.

JEFF WILSER 
found his faith in 

humanity restored 

while writing “10 

Genius Acts of 

Awesomeness” 

(page 42), 

especially upon 

learning that the 

Japanese mafia 

has a history of providing relief after 

natural disasters. Wilser’s book, The Good 

News About What’s Bad for You … and the 

Bad News About What’s Good for You, is 

out this December.

“I’m grateful to 

have been born 

in a time when 

electrocution 

isn’t considered 

a quick medical 

fix,” says REBECCA 
O’CONNELL,  
who wrote  

“10 Shocking  

(Mis)Uses of Electricity” (page 48). She’s 

currently working on a piece about 19th-

century resurrectionists, who would steal 

bodies from graves to sell to doctors.
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In “How Much Wood Can a Woodchuck 
Chuck?” [June 2015], we stick by 
our answer of 700 pounds. But we 
mislabeled our units. Assuming our 
woodchuck’s burrow is not two-
dimensional, cubic—not square—feet is 
the correct unit. 

Who is the Mailer-
Daemon? 
 
23 Things That David 
Letterman Invented 
 
5 Things Your Car 
Will Finally Do in 
2020 
 
Who Writes the 
Messages in 
Fortune Cookies?

How Much Paper 
Would It Take to Print 
the Internet? 

Will We All  
Speak in Emoji 
One Day?

FEEL SMART AGAIN AT 
MENTALFLOSS.COM/JULY

FROM THE WEB Sporty Letter of the Month

WE WERE PUNKED
As a Georgia Tech alumnus, I 
had to laugh when I saw the 
“Old-Fashioned Letter of the 
Month” [June 2015]—not for 
its content, but simply for the 
fact that it was sent by George 
P. Burdell. George is a mythi-
cal, perpetual Tech student, an 
inside joke among alumni who 
pops up in many places—be-
ing paged in public buildings, 
registering for numerous classes 
at Tech, and now even writing 
to mental_floss. Perhaps even 
worthy of a feature in a future 
issue? —Scott Long*

STAPLES FIRED!  
On the spread about the  
Swingline Stapler [June 2015], 
we were shocked (shocked!) 
to find no mention of Thomas 
Briggs, inventor of the wire 
stitcher. His staplers are 
legendary. Growing up, I was 
taught that Swinglines were a 
poor imitation of real staplers. 
Briggs’s first desktop stapler, the 
model AO, was released in 1914, 

well before the 1937 Swingline 
model. —Katy Killilea

GLOWING WORM REVIEWS 
If New Zealand is too far away 
to visit and see Arachnocampa 
luminosa, [“New Zealand’s 
Glowworm Caves,” June 2015], 
you can check out their cous-
ins in North America—Orfelia 
fultoni. These critters, also 
called “dismalites,” are the only 
bioluminescent flies in North 
America. You can find them in 
north Alabama’s Dismals Can-
yon. —Beth Bachuss

OVEREXPOSED
The last issue had something 
special—an interview with the 
curator of my favorite museum: 
The Icelandic Phallological 
Museum! [“What It’s Like to Run 
a Penis Museum,” June 2015] It’s 
awesome: part serious science, 
part culture, mostly not taking 
itself too seriously. I actually have 
the T-shirt, but I have to be a 
little careful of where I wear it.  
—Maggie Rioux 

Send feedback to letters@

mentalfloss.com or tweet it  

@mental_floss. If we print your 

comment, we’ll send you a 

T-shirt from our store. 

mentalfloss.com.

Thanks for the “6 Tasty Tidbits” about 
our hometown hero, Johnny Appleseed 
[June 2015]. Fort Wayne, Indiana, hosts the 
festival each year at—where else?—Johnny 
Appleseed Park, near his grave site. Our 
Single-A baseball team is the TinCaps (we 
know, he really didn’t wear one, but here 
he does). Stop by and enjoy one of the 
best minor league ballparks in the country. 
—K. COLE

*THANKS, SCOTT—IF THAT IS YOUR REAL NAME.

Mary Hartman,  
Mary Hartman!  

Who 
remembers 
her? I am 

wondering  
if I should 

change my 
hair style. 
@Tamlynswt 

Hey mental_
floss. You DO 

NOT put mayo 
or ketchup on 
a hot dog. You 

just don’t. 

@sittinonmyhands

Doggy cuddles, 
coffee, scones, 

the new  
issue of  

@mental_floss. 
Pure bliss.

@Drapervich

Why Are 
Electrical 
Plugs 
Different in 
Europe?
Nobody saw 
airplanes coming. 
mentalfloss.com/
outlets



Also available as audio and eBooks Freakonomics.com @freakonomics

“Utterly captivating . . .
also a lot of fun.”

—MALCOLM GLADWELL

AND DON’T MISS 
THEIR NEWEST 
BOOK, AVAILABLE 
NOW IN HARDCOVER

Whether you’re in it for minor lifehacks or major global 
reforms, the Freakonomics guys can show you how to 
think a bit more productively, more creatively, more 

rationally—to think, that is, like a FREAK. 

The New York Times Bestseller

NOW IN PAPERBACK





P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y

 B
Y

 C
A

R
Y

 N
O

R
TO

N

THE SURPRISING ORIGINS OF CANDY LAND   

HOW TO SAY “SUGAR SNAIL” IN GERMAN 

TIPS FOR YOUR NEXT WAFFLE FROLIC 

THE WORLD’S MOST DELICIOUS MOSQUE 

DESSERTS

T H I S  M O N T H ’ S  T H E M E

1 This could be an urban legend, but even 

if that’s true, the tale was popular enough 

in computer geek circles to help cement 

“cookie” into the lingo.

BROWSER COOKIES ARE THE  
Internet’s memory. They remem-
ber your email password and the 
items in your Amazon shopping 
cart so you don’t have to. In 1994, 
Lou Montulli, the same genius 
who first suggested putting ani-
mated GIFs on the Web, invented 
these chunks of data. But he wasn’t 
the first person to use the word 
cookie, which had already been 
part of tech lingo for years. At the 
time, programmers called special 
packets of data “magic cookies” 
(possibly as a shout-out to fortune 
cookies, since the data contained 
messages). But Eric S. Raymond, 
author of The New Hacker’s Dic-
tionary, suggests a fuzzier origin. 
In the early 1960s, a sketch on The 
Andy Williams Show featured a 
man in a bear suit begging Wil-
liams for cookies. UNIX program-
mers supposedly loved it so much 
they built traps in their code as a 
tribute. When the program would 
freeze, the code, much like the 
bear, would ask for a cookie. Once 
you typed “cookie,” the system 
returned to normal1. Who said a 
man in a bear suit never changed 
the world?

Why is my 
computer 
full of 
cookies?

July/August 2015 mentalfloss.com 11



 AFTER RETIRING THE FIRST TIME,  BOXER SUGAR RAY ROBINSON TOURED WITH COUNT BASIE AS A TAP DANCER.
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THE BOTTOM LINE: 

DESSERTS

IT WAS 1948, and Eleanor Abbott was bored. The retired 
schoolteacher was stuck in a San Diego hospital surrounded 
by young children who, like her, were hobbled by polio. The 
kids were lonely and sad, and Abbott, with nothing else to do, 
decided that a cheerful board game could be the perfect anti-
dote. So she supposedly grabbed a piece of butcher paper and 
started sketching plans. 
    The end result was perfect for young children. No counting. 
No reading. Players simply needed to grasp colors and follow 
instructions on the cards to travel around the board, stopping 
at various delicious-sounding locations along the way. She 
shared it with the children in the polio ward, and they loved 
it. One year later, Milton Bradley bought the game—and it 
became a surprise hit: Candy Land.

While Milton Bradley kept that origin story under wraps for 
decades, the game’s connection to the disease didn’t stop there. 
It’s possible that polio helped make Candy Land famous. In the 
early 1950s, a polio epidemic swept the country. The best way 

to stay healthy was to avoid people. Public swimming pools, 
playgrounds, and bowling alleys were shuttered. Moviegoers 
were encouraged to sit far from each other at the theater. Wary 
parents wouldn’t even let their kids outside to play. Healthy or 
sick, everybody needed entertainment to help pass the time. 
That, coupled with the fact that postwar Americans had more 
money and leisure time than ever, were ideal conditions for 
making a child’s board game popular. 

Plus, it was about candy! 
Today, polio has practically been eradicated from the globe. 

Candy Land, however, keeps on giving. It’s sold more than 40 
million copies and was inducted into the National Toy Hall of 
Fame in 2005. But Abbott kept a humble low profile for the 
rest of her life. According to Nicolas Ricketts of The Strong—a 
museum in Rochester, New York, devoted to the history and 
exploration of play—when Abbott received her first royalty 
check, she gave much of the money right back to the children 
she met in the ward. How sweet! —LUCAS REILLY

The Bittersweet History of Candy Land
How one woman found a way to make kids smile in the midst of an epidemic

12 mentalfloss.com July/August 2015
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  IN 1999, AN ENGINEER NAMED DAVID PHILLIPS EARNED 1.25 MILLION AIR MILES BY BUYING 12,150 CUPS OF HEALTHY CHOICE PUDDING.  

Crime and Punishment …  
and Dessert
Three times sweets played their part in politics

CANDY CRUSHED
As a member of the U.K.’s Work and Pensions Committee, Nigel 
Mills sat through tons of dull meetings. In 2014, the British tabloid 
The Sun caught the Conservative MP passing the time like the rest 
of us: by playing Candy Crush. When confronted, Mills said he 
“probably had a game or two,” but he had actually played it for two 
and a half hours. As news of Candygate unfolded, some politicos 
came to Mills’s defense. Sir Edward Leigh told the BBC, “I survived 
nine years as chairman of the Public Accounts Committee … it was 
boring! So if Nigel has to keep himself awake by playing computer 
games, good on him.” 

THE GREAT PIE KIDNAPPING
No one got between William Howard Taft and his pie. In Novem-
ber 1909, staff prepared for Taft’s first Thanksgiving as president by 
ordering a mincemeat pie. But while the treat was en route to the 
White House, two crooks allegedly stole it off the train. Afterward, 
the International Pie Bakers’ Association swore nobody would 
steal the commander in chief ’s holiday dessert again. As Christmas 
neared, they baked a huge 92-pound pie, locked it in an ironbound 
oak case, and had it escorted by armed guards, who were ordered 
to deliver it to the White House chef or the president himself. 
“Nothing short of a wreck, a holdup, or a blizzard will halt the pie 
this time,” reported The New York Times.

THE JELL-O CODE
During the 1951 trial of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, lawyers used 
an unusual piece of evidence: a torn box of Jell-O. The prosecution 
argued that Julius set up a meeting between two Communist spies: 
one who stole atomic secrets, and another who leaked those secrets 
to Soviets. Julius had allegedly ripped a Jell-O box in two and given 
it to the spies, who confirmed each other’s identity by fitting the two 
pieces together. In 1953, the Rosenbergs were executed for espio-
nage. The Jell-O box now sits in the National Archives. 

1) Strawberry: King Carl  2) Custard cream: Ann Coulter  3) Tofu cream: Jeffrey Skilling

FACE,  
MEET PIE!

For some activists, a 
pie in the face is the 

best way to get a point 
across. Can you match 
the flaky delicacy with 

its onetime target?

Strawberry

King Carl 
XVI Gustaf of 

Sweden

Enron CEO 
Jeffrey 
Skilling

Custard 
cream

Tofu 
cream

Conservative 
pundit Ann 

Coulter

July/August 2015 mentalfloss.com 13



THE FIRST FRANCO-MEXICAN WAR, IN WHICH GENERAL SANTA ANNA LOST HIS LEG, WAS SPARKED BY A PAS-THE BOTTOM LINE:

DESSERTS

SWEDISH

“Sweet nose”
Sötnos

Linguists have a name for terms of endearment like 
cutie pie, babycakes, and sweetheart. They call them 
“THE OBJECT OF LOVE IS SWEET, TENDER, 
OR APPETIZING FOOD”1 metaphors. The practice 
exists in many cultures, which makes sense because 

making connections between pleasure and treats is hardwired into our brains. A 
2013 study in Emotion found that candy tastes better to people who are in love. 
In other words, love really does make life sweeter. —ARIKA OKRENT

SWEET NOTHINGS  
6 international terms  
of endearment

3 Prison Break 
Attempts That 
Take the Cake

A CRUMMY ESCAPE 
In the 19th century, British jails were stuffed to 
the gills, so officials gave tens of thousands of 
convicts a free ride to Australia’s penal colonies. 
Among the guilty was a pickpocket and house-
breaker named William Blewitt. In 1804, while 
waiting on a ship moored in the Thames, Blewitt 
noticed other prisoners tearing into gingerbread 
cakes. He soon realized why—saws and files were 
baked inside! Blewitt snitched, guards seized the 
crumbly contraband, and officials released him 
as a reward. Sadly, Blewitt didn’t take any notes. 
He returned to a life of crime, got arrested, and 
wound up locked in a crowded, very cozy cell.  

THE KEY TO FREEDOM
After plotting to fight for Ireland’s independence 
in 1918, Eamon de Valera was tossed in England’s 
Lincoln Prison. While in the clink, de Valera 
snagged the prison chaplain’s master key and 
made an impression in a waxy candle stump. A 
fellow inmate sketched a copy of the imprint, and 
de Valera mailed it to an accomplice outside. Days 
later, a cake came in the mail for de Valera with 
a plaster key inside. The key didn’t fit, but when 
another cake arrived with a second key, it fit per-
fectly. On February 3, 1919, de Valera and a hand-
ful of other prisoners escaped. Decades later, he’d 
become independent Ireland’s third president.      

A HALF-BAKED PLAN
When Frank J. Humely forged a check in 1908, 
the “ex-convict and race track follower” was 
locked in the Los Angeles county jail. Humely had 
a laundry list of past offenses and knew he could 
spend his life in prison, so he hatched a plan 
to escape: An accomplice would mail him two 
sugar-frosted cakes containing a gun and ammo. 
Humely would shoot the prison guards, grab 
their keys, release some prisoners, and hightail it 
to freedom. The plan didn’t pan out: The pound 
cakes ended up a few pounds too heavy, and the 
sheriff noticed the overweight desserts, finding a 
.38 revolver, 12 cartridges, a sack of tobacco, and 
a one-dollar bill inside.   

1

2

3

1We’re not yelling! Linguists traditionally write metaphor frameworks in all caps.

GERMAN

 “Sugar snail”
Zuckerschnecke
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TRY CHEF.   THE PHRASE “PIE IN THE SKY” FIRST APPEARED IN A 1911 RADICAL SOCIALIST SONG CRITICIZING THE SALVATION ARMY.

FRENCH

 “My barley 
sugar”

Mon sucre d’orge

INDONESIAN

 “Fruit of my 
heart”
Buah hatiku

SPANISH

 “Lump of  
sugar”

Terron de azucar

The True Story of  
“Cookie Monster Vocals”
Death metal is defined by its guttural growling—which, incidentally, resembles the 
voice of a certain fuzzy, cookie-loving monster on children’s television. But death 
metal singers weren’t the first musicians to roar.  

SOUTH AFRICA’S XHOSA
In South Africa, Thembu Xhosa women croon 
with a special form of overtone singing, 
umngqokolo. They sing multiple deep, gar-
bled tones all at once from the back of their 
throats. The sound mimics the umrhubhe, a 
traditional string instrument that looks like an 
archer’s longbow.

INUIT WOMEN
While men were away on hunting trips, Inuit 
women often entertained themselves with a 
game of katajjaq. To play, two women would 
face each other and begin improvising a tune 
composed of throaty grunts. More of a playful 
diversion than a performance, each song lasted 
until someone laughed or ran out of breath.

GERMAN MONKS
Hildegard von Bingen, one of Western mu-
sic’s earliest classical composers, included 
special directions in her 1151 morality play, 
Ordo Virtutum: The role of the Devil, she ex-
plained, must sing strepitus diaboli, which is  
sometimes interpreted as a low, growling  
voice.  

MONGOL PEASANTS  
Ancient Tuvan throat singing sounds like 
someone swallowed a didgeridoo. Vocalists 
belch a deep sustained base while 
singing other pitches. Called xöömei, 
the style imitates natural sounds like 
waterfalls and is often used during 
lullabies, herding, and weddings. 

THE VIKINGS
In the 10th century, Ibrahim ibn 
Yaqub al-Tartushi visited Slesvig, 
Denmark, and heard the Vikings 
sing. He was baffled. “Never did 
I hear singing fouler than that 
of these people. It is a rumbling 
emanating from their throats, 
similar to that of a dog but even 
more bestial.”

GERMAN (AGAIN)

“Little strawberry 
mouth” 

Erdbeermäulchen
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BY 1902, PIE WAS SUCH A POWERFUL SYMBOL OF AMERICAN PROSPERITY THAT THE NEW YORK TIMES THE BOTTOM LINE:

DESSERTS

1904
Ernest Hamwi, a 

Syrian concessionaire at 
the St. Louis World’s Fair, report-

edly makes zalabia pastries (like Ital-
ian pizzelles) when an ice cream vendor 

runs out of bowls. Hamwi rolls up his 
dough and saves the day. Maybe. The State 
Historical Society of Missouri has no record 
of Hamwi’s food stand. It’s possible that an-
other Syrian concessionaire, Abe Doumar, 
cooked up the idea at the Fair, inspired by 

Middle Eastern flatbread sandwiches. 
Instead of falafel, he stuffed a waffle 

with ice cream.  
—SARAH BRUNING

1789
Thomas Jefferson returns home from his 
position as Minister to France, bringing 
back a long-handled waffle iron. This 
kicks off the trend of “waffle frolics,” par-
ties in which guests enjoy waffles sweet 
(with maple syrup or molasses) or savory 
(topped with kidney stew). 

13TH CENTURY
Craftsmen forge cooking plates to 
reproduce a honeycomb pattern. The 
word gaufre, from the Old French wafla 
(meaning “a piece of honeybee hive”), 
first appears in print. Early waffle designs 
include landscapes, coats of arms, and 
religious symbols.

9TH CENTURY
Obleios split into factions. Monasteries 
use the technique to bake unleavened 
communion wafers with religious 
patterns. The wafers are one of the few 
foods worshippers can eat during fasts. 
Secular bakeries get the hint and start 
making obleios with different designs 
and patterns. 

1100-146 BCE
Ancient Greeks cook flat cakes, called 
obleios or wafers, between two hot 
metal plates, flavoring them with cheese 
and herbs.  

16TH CENTURY
Street vendors hawk waffles the size of 
small pizzas, often outside church exits. 
Competition gets so stiff that France’s 
King Charles IX has to make a law: A 
12-foot buffer must separate competing 
waffle vendors.   

6000-2000 BCE
The Neolithic ancestor of the waffle 
emerges: a rustic hotcake, cooked on 
heated stones and made with cereal 
pulps. There is no syrup, whipped cream, 
or chocolate sauce ... yet.

The Epic History 
of Waffle Cones  
Highlights of an 8,000-year journey  
from the Stone Age to the World’s Fair 

A
L

A
M
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CLAIMED, “NO PIE-EATING PEOPLE CAN BE PERMANENTLY VANQUISHED.” (IT EVEN BLAMED ENGLAND’S DECLINE ON A LACK OF PIE.) 

Marzipan Masterworks  
Four of the most epic, edible constructions known to man 

THE MOST DELICIOUS MOSQUE
Around 600 CE, Persians learned how to process sugar. Ar-
abs spread it across the land, mixing it with almonds to make 
the world’s first marzipan. By the 10th century, marzipan was 
sometimes shaped like fish and perfumed with camphor.  
According to 15th-century writer Al-Gozuli, a caliph built an 
entire mosque out of the marzipan, which was prayed in and 
eaten by the poor.  

HUNGARIAN ARTWORK
In 2011, the Mayor of Eger, Hungary, gave President  
Obama a framed work of art made entirely of marzipan. 
While it was pretty (it was laced with Hungarian patterns), 
the president could neither eat it nor hang it. The gift was 
worth $4,000, and he’s barred from keeping anything  
worth more than $350.  

SCULPTURE MORTE
For centuries, artists believed the best way to capture reality 
was to paint it. Then photography came along, and paintings 
turned more abstract. In 1959, dadaist Marcel Duchamp criti-
cized the idea that art imitates the real world with a still life 
of marzipan vegetables covered in bugs, with the marzipan 
vaguely shaped like a head. The point? No matter how you 
imitate reality—abstractly or literally—it all decays with time. 

DA VINCI’S HANDWORK
At 18, Leonardo da Vinci used marzipan paste for sculptures. 
He intended them to be permanent, but when he presented 
his almond artwork to the Milanese court, the royals ate it. In 
his Notes on Cuisine, Da Vinci wrote, “I have observed with 
pain that my Signor Ludovico and his court gobble up all the 
sculptures I give them … now I am determined to find other 
means that do not taste as good, so that my works may 
survive.” —SARAH BRUNING

In 2003, as a pro-
motion in Aleppo, 
Syria, for a prepaid 

mobile phone 
service, it took ...

6,613
pounds of 

glucose

4.4
pounds of 

vanilla

138

9,256 lbs

2163 ft2

gallons of 
water

 of marzipan that 
measures

1

2

3

4

HOW TO GORGE 
WITHOUT GUILT
There’s an easy way to indulge 
without feeling remorse, 
according to a 2014 study 
in the Journal of Consumer 
Research: Just let somebody 
else make the decision to 
scarf snickerdoodles for you. 
In an experiment, Fangyuan 
Chen and Jaideep Sengupta 
of the Hong Kong University 
of Science and Technology 
told 111 participants to 
sample either a carrot or a 
chocolate cake. Some could 
opt out of eating by writing 
a 300-word essay on China-
U.S. relations. (To nobody’s 
surprise, everyone ate.) But 
then things got weird. The 
cake-eaters who had the 
option of writing an essay felt 
guiltier than those who were 
forced to eat the sweet. These 
results throw a wrench in 
Self-Determination Theory, 
which claims more free choice 
should boost “subjective 
vitality”—our internal sense 
of “feeling alive.” This study 
suggests that when vices 
enter the fray, having less of a 
choice, or a decreased illusion 
of choice, actually makes us 
feel better. So next time, the 
cake is on us. —LUCAS REILLY

In France, sweetened fried dough is called pets de 
nonnes, or “nuns’ farts.” 

THE WORLD’S 
LARGEST  

MARZIPAN?

WHAT DOES IT 
TAKE TO MAKE ...

1

25

225

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

soccer  
stadium

backup chefs

chefs

264
pounds of  

pistachio nuts

3,306
pounds of 

almonds
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Want to help protect the climate? Use energy more efficiently. When you use less 
energy, fewer greenhouse gases are released. EPA’s ENERGY STAR® is the simple 
choice for saving energy at home and at work. For the most comprehensive energy- 
saving information that works best for you, visit energystar.gov.
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MEET THE DUMBLEDORE OF DIGESTIFS 

FLY FIRST-CLASS FOR FREE!  

MASTER SPANISH IN YOUR SLEEP 
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LIVE 
SMARTER

I used to watch Happy Days on TV. I 
wanted to be the Fonz. I also saw this 
movie, Bugsy Malone, with kids playing 
gangsters. I remember thinking, “That 
looks like the coolest thing in the world.” It 
was a light-switch moment for me. 

I’ve had two of those moments: When 
I discovered I wanted to be an actor, and 
when I discovered I love peanut butter. 
They happened around the same time, 
when I was around 12 or 13 years old. 
I never looked back from either. It was 
literally, “I love this thing,” and I never 
wavered from that. 

Aasif Mandvi, 
Comedian
F R O M  D I S N E Y  T O  

T H E  D A I LY  S H O W  

A N D  B E Y O N D 1

A S  T O L D  T O  J E N  D O L L

ROLE MODEL Other things, I have wavered from. I 
used to love bell-bottoms.

My mother, unlike a lot of Indian 
Southeast Asian mothers, was not 
discouraging. She was like, “Go and do it 
if you enjoy it.” I started going to children’s 
theater in England. We came to America, I 
took drama in high school, I got a theater 
scholarship at the University of South 
Florida, and it just snowballed. 

I got Ds and Cs and Fs in math and 
science. My parents knew I wasn’t going 
to be a doctor. 

1 Recently: A leading role on the new HBO comedy series The Brink, premiering June 21, on which he’s also a 

writer and producer; and as the writer of a memoir, No Land’s Man: A Perilous Journey Through Romance, 

Islam, and Brunch (Chronicle), out September 15 in paperback. And he’s a correspondent on The Daily Show. 
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I got a job as a performer at Disney 
right out of college. I was part of a 
street improv comedy troupe. It was a 
great training ground for comedy; a lot 
of people there have gone on to do Mad 
TV and other things. It was like grad 
school—I was getting to act every day.

Anything I’ve ever done, it’s never been 
what I imagined initially. I think that’s 
good, otherwise you’d be limited. I never 
know what I’m going to write until I’ve 
written it. 

I try to give myself personal deadlines, 
but I find it hard just to write things 
abstractly. I’m always writing, but I need 
to give myself reasons to write—I’m going 
to read this, I’m performing somewhere. 
That gives me motivation. 

When you’re writing, a lot of the time 
you’re incredibly precious [about your 
work], but when you have two deadlines 
converging at the same time, you stop 
sweating the small stuff and you just have 
to get it done. I wish I could self-create 
this attitude. 

When I was onstage doing [the Pulitzer 
Prize–winning play] Disgraced in 2012 
at Lincoln Center—it’s a very dramatic 
show—there was something cathartic 
about doing that, combined with the goofy 
stuff on The Daily Show. Each became a 
respite from the other, weirdly. 

Procrastination is underrated. You 
can appear to be procrastinating, but 
what you’re doing, often, is taking in 
information and letting stuff inspire you. 

You don’t have to go to the Met. You  
can walk around the streets of New York, 
or wherever you live. There’s always a 
story, or a person. I’ll see people I  
think are interesting, and look at them, 
and ask myself: “If I had to play that 
person in a show, what’s going on with 
them? Who are they? What’s their day 
about?” You’re working, in a weird  
way—gleaning specific stuff that you’re 
going to use [as an actor].

The weird thing is, you never feel like 
you’ve made it. I’m just way too neurotic 
to be like, “This is my dream job.” There’s 
still stuff I want to do. I always had 
dreams and aspirations that were large, 
but my goals were always short-term. 
For me, that’s the best way to think about 
them. It’s about getting from here to there.

LIVE 
SMARTER

The Kamenoko 
Tawashi 
Scrubber 

THE LITTLE THINGS

This interview has been condensed and edited. 

He experienced two 
setbacks: First, heavier 

people flattened the palm 
bristles, rendering them 
useless at wiping away 

mud. Second, he learned 
there was already a 

patent in England for 
similar mats—and those 
that had already been 
sold were returned to 

him en masse. 
When Seizaemon Nishio 

was a child growing up in 
Tokyo in the late 1800s, 

he used to see his mother 
using hemp palm fibers 

to weave rope. This 
inspired him, as an adult, 
to try to invent a doormat 

made of palm fibers. 

Undeterred, in 1907, 
Nishio witnessed 

something funny: His 
wife took the scraps of 

a returned doormat and 
tried to bend them into a 
scrubber with the palm of 

her hand.

THE BRISTLES MADE 
FROM HEMP PALM 

FIBERS COME FROM 
DRIED COCONUT LEAF 

SHEATHES.

T H I S  U B I Q U I T O U S  A L L- P U R P O S E  S C R U B  B R U S H 

F O R E V E R  C H A N G E D  C L E A N I N G  I N  J A PA N  M O R E 

T H A N  1 0 0  Y E A R S  A G O .  H E R E ’ S  W H Y.

BY  FO S T E R  K A M E R

P H OTO G R A P H Y  BY  L I Z  B A R C L AY
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Starting at $7, 

rikumo.com

GET IT! 

A trained craftsman cuts, 
flattens, and rolls the fibers 
around a coil. The brush is 
then bent by hand, and the 
coil is cut and tied off. The 

finished brush has to pass a 
20-point quality inspection 

before making it into 
Kamenoko’s famous  
orange packaging. 

He realized that the brush 
would survive longer 
if bent to the contours 
of the hand—the fibers 

wouldn’t collapse. Nishio 
bound the scrubber to a 

wire, bent it, and invented 
his ergonomically 

pleasing item.

Those bristles might look 
tough, but they soften 

up ever so slightly under 
water, making the brush 
easy on the hands. It can 

be used on anything from 
produce to cast iron (just 
nothing too delicate—like, 

say, fine china). 

According to Kamenoko, 
the only thing that’s 

changed is that the brush 
used to be wrapped in 

paper; now, it’s wrapped 
in plastic. The brushes 

and their packages 
are ubiquitous, iconic 

household items in Japan. 

Nishio was trying to 
name it when, one day, he 
watched his son play with 
a baby turtle and noticed 

a resemblance to his 
scrubber. In Japan, turtles 

symbolize longevity 
and good luck. It was a 

perfect fit. 

Translated 
literally, 

Kamenoko 
tawashi means 

“the brush like a 
young turtle.”

Are you using credit card points correctly? 

If you haven’t taken a vacation on them 

lately, maybe not. We talked to Brian Kelly, 

a former Wall Street guy who now runs 

ThePointsGuy.com, a website devoted to 

the art of making the most of credit card 

rewards programs. Kelly regularly pays 

$5 for flights from Miami to New York, 

and once spent just $204 for a first-class 

Singapore Airlines ticket valued at $8,000. 

“I’m an extreme,” he says, “but the rewards 

game is lucrative, and it’s real.” Here’s how 

to get in on it.

TAKE SIGN-UP BONUSES SERIOUSLY

Those offers of 10,000 or 20,000 points 

if you spend $3,000 over the first three 

months of card ownership? Worth it, says 

Kelly. At one cent per point, you can make 

$100 or $200 out of your regular spending.

ESPECIALLY THE RIGHT ONES 

While most really great sign-up bonuses 

are targeted to consumers with high-

spending histories, Kelly says that 

sometimes “offers can leak out through 

social media.” An American Express card 

once offered a 50,000-point sign-up 

bonus through its own website, and, at 

the same time, a 100,000-point bonus 

through CreditCards.com. Those who 

found the higher one just lucked out (or 

knew where to look). 

SIGN UP ONLINE

“Never sign up for a credit card in an 

airport,” Kelly warns. Or really, in person 

anywhere. The distractions and sales 

pressure make consumers vulnerable to 

accepting bad deals. 

CHOOSE THE CASH-BACK OPTION

Kelly advises that if you want perks that 

involve retail purchases, don’t try to 

score them redeeming points with stores.  

“You’re usually getting about 1 percent 

or less back, there.” Instead, go with a 

cash-back card that offers an extra bonus 

on whatever you spend the most money 

on (gas, groceries, travel, etc.). A good one 

should get you at least 2 percent. —FK

Be a Credit 
Card Point 
Guard
How to make money by spending 
money

CASH COURSE
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LIVE 
SMARTER

TRY THIS!

APÉRITIFS AND 
DIGESTIFS
T H E S E  B A R - S TA S H  

S I D E - P L AY E R S  A R E  

TA K I N G  C E N T E R  S TA G E .

Tucked away in the back of cocktail menus are 
the mysterious drinks known as apéritifs1 and 
digestifs. They might seem like intimidating, 
aquired tastes, but these traditional pre- or 
post-meal sippers are favored at all hours by 
bartenders—and for good reason. 

Just ask Sother Teague, founding cocktail 
director of New York City bitters bar Amor 
y Amargo (“Love and Bitters”). “There are 
dozens of botanicals, herbs, and florals in 
here,” Teague says, pulling a bottle of Amaro 
Montenegro, one of the most ubiquitous 
digestifs, off the shelf. “It starts off with notes 
of bitter orange and orange blossom, has a 
center that’s very floral, and finishes with wet 
vegetables like cucumber and celery. It doesn’t 
need to be in a cocktail—it is a cocktail!”

No two drinking bitters are alike. After 
the base of a grain alcohol or wine, each is its 
own proprietary blend of herbs, florals, fruits, 
vegetables, or aromatics. A drinking bitter can 
be thick, syrupy, bittersweet, and downright 
tart, or light, airy, and ethereally delicate. They 
have one thing in common, though: Between 
their variety, mystique, and incredible range of 
flavors, they’re a taste anyone can acquire.

BY  FO S T E R  K A M E R

P H OTO G R A P H Y  BY  L I Z  B A R C L AY

THEY DO AID DIGESTION. 
“You’re hardwired to perceive 

bitterness as poison,” Teague says.  

Even if they don’t taste completely  

bitter on your tongue, these herbs are 

detected by your brain, which then sends 

your stomach signals to, as he explains, 

“get that stuff out of here”—hence, helping 

the digestive process move a little more 

swiftly along.

ARE APÉRITIFS AND 
DIGESTIFS THE SAME THING? 

They generally have similar flavor  

profiles and are 16-24 percent alcohol. 

“Truthfully, there’s no difference,” says 

Teague. “It’s just tradition. We just  

decided that lighter drinking bitters  

(Lillet, Campari, Aperol) are apéritifs. 

The darker, richer ones (amari, Fernet, 

Jägermeister) are digestifs.”

YES, JÄGERMEISTER COUNTS.  
The college hangover-giver gets an 

unfair rap. It’s actually an excellent digestif, 

and one of Teague’s go-tos. His advice: 

Stop freezing it like they do in college! Cold 

compresses Jäger’s aroma, which means 

you miss its floral nuances and only taste 

bitterness. Keep it room temperature, sniff, 

then slowly sip. It’ll become one of your 

favorite bottles in the liquor cabinet. 

THREE THINGS TO KNOW 

321

1 In 1846, French chemist Joseph Dubonnet mixed malaria-

fighting quinine with wine, adding herbs and spices to cut 

the bitter flavor. Voilà! The modern apéritif was born.
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AMOR Y AMARGO’S 
WATERPROOF WATCH

SERVES 1

1 1/2 ounces of  
London Dry Gin

3/4 ounce of  
Amaro Montenegro

3/4 ounce of Aperol

2 dashes of Dale DeGroff’s 
Pimento Aromatic Bitters

Mix all ingredients in a glass. 

Stir, then serve over rocks  
with an orange twist.

THE STARTER KIT 

Teague suggests stocking  
these bottles in your bitters bar.

Learn a New 
Language

BRAINTRAINER

1 Do it before—and during—sleep. In a  
Swiss study2, German speakers reviewed 
Dutch terms right before they went to bed. 

During their non-REM sleep, one group was 
played language tapes with the Dutch words 
from earlier. The other group was not. When 
woken up, the group that had heard the  
tapes performed significantly better on 
vocabulary tests.

2 Gesture wildly. In a 2012 study3, two 
scientists invented a fake language 
(“Vimmi”) for 20 people to learn. They 

split the material into halves: Some words were 
taught with the help of gestures, and some 
without. The words they taught using gestures 
stuck with the students more—notably, even 
abstract words like theory, and adverbs. As 
the scientists put it, “Gestures can reinforce 
the sensorimotor representation of a word or a 
phrase, making it resistant to decay.” Or, as we 
put it, thumbs up. 

3 Stop trying so hard. Leave it to MIT  
to tell the world we should take it a  
little easier. In a 2014 study4, two  

groups of adults were presented with  
vocabulary words from another language and  
told to study the terms. One group pressed a 
button when they recognized words they were 
learning. The other group didn’t get a button—
they were just instructed to color on paper (as 
an idle activity). The group with the button 
did better on individual vocabulary terms, but 
not nearly as well as the coloring group when 
it came to picking up the grammar. In other 
words: Don’t let anything deter you from your 
language study (break). —FK

In 2014, Penn State researchers1  
found that adults who successfully  
tackled a new language strengthened  
their neural pathways, benefiting overall 
brain function and slowing deterioration. 
We scoured some recent research for  
tips for mastering a second tongue in 
your spare time.

1 “Neural Changes Underlying Successful Second Language 

Word Learning,” Journal of Neurolinguistics, February 2015  
2 “Boosting Vocabulary Learning by Verbal Cueing During Sleep,” 

Cerebral Cortex, June 2014 
3 “Gestures Enhance Foreign Language Learning,” Biolinguistics, 

Summer-Fall 2012 
4 “When It Hurts (and Helps) to Try: The Role of Effort in 

Language Learning,” PLoS ONE, July 2014
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UDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN WAS OFTEN 
mistaken for a vagrant. With wads of 
yellow cotton stuffed in his ears, he 
stomped around 1820s Vienna, flailing 

his arms, mumbling as he scribbled on scraps of paper. 
Residents would frequently alert the police. Once, he 
was tossed in jail when cops refused to believe he was 
the city’s most famous composer. “You’re a tramp!” they 
argued. “Beethoven doesn’t look like this.” 

The city was crawling with spies—they lurked in 
taverns, markets, and coffeehouses, looking to suss 
out anti-aristocratic rebels. Since Beethoven seemed 
suspect, these spies followed him and eavesdropped on 
his conversations. But authorities didn’t consider him 
a real threat. Like the rest of Vienna, they thought he 
was crazy. It had been nearly 10 years since he wrote his 
Symphony No. 8, and just as long since he’d last given IL

LU
ST

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 B

Y
R

O
N

 E
G

G
E

N
SC

H
W

IL
E

R

LThe First Rock Star
T H U M B I N G  H I S  N O S E  AT  A U T H O R I T Y  A N D 

W H I P P I N G  C R O W D S  I N T O  A  F R E N Z Y,  H E 

C H A N G E D  M U S I C  F O R E V E R .

B Y  L U C A S  R E I L LY

B E E T H O V E N ’ S  S Y M P H O N Y  N O .  91 0 1  M A S T E R P I E C E S #51

ACCENTS, EXPLAINED 

IN SEARCH OF THE PERFECT PEN 

GOOD NEWS FOR EXPECTANT MOMS 



26 mentalfloss.com July/August 2015

that frequently not an eye remained dry, while many would break 
into loud sobs,” Carl Czerny wrote in Cocks’s Musical Miscellany. 
So Archduke Rudolph made an exception: Beethoven could ignore 
court etiquette.  

But Beethoven wasn’t alone in his resentment. A few hundred 
miles to the west, in France, aristocrats were being queued up for 
the guillotine, and a stiff anti-royalist air was sweeping in toward 
Vienna. While not a fan of bloodshed, Beethoven supported the 
Revolution. He loved the free thought it encouraged, and he toyed 
with the idea of setting music to Friedrich Schiller’s poem “Ode to 
Joy,” a call for brotherhood and liberty. 

But he never wrote the piece. Harboring revolutionary sentiments 
left him in a pickle: His career depended on the people he wanted 
to see uprooted. So he kept quiet. As the decade wore on, Viennese 
nobility continued to lionize him—he rose to be one of the city’s 
biggest celebrities. Then his ears began to ring.  

 
IT STARTED AS A FAINT WHISTLE. Doctors advised him to fill his 
ears with almond oil and take cold baths. Nothing worked. By 
1800, his ears were buzzing day and night. Beethoven sank into 
depression, stopped attending social functions, and retreated to the 
countryside, where loneliness drove him to consider suicide.

Music kept him going. “It seemed to me impossible to leave the 
world until I had produced all that I felt was within me,” he wrote. 
At 31, he was known as a virtuoso, not as a composer. But it seemed 
he had little choice. He snuffed his performing career and dedicated 
himself to writing.  

Artistically, isolation had its benefits. Every morning, he woke 
at 5:30 a.m. and composed for two hours until breakfast. Then he 
wandered through meadows, a pencil and notebook in hand, lost 
in thought. Sketching ideas, he mumbled, waved his arms, sang, 
and stomped. One time, he made such a ruckus that a yoke of oxen 
began to stampede. He often forgot to sleep or eat, but did pause 
to make coffee—counting precisely 60 beans for each cup. He sat 
in restaurants for hours, scribbling music on napkins, menus, even 
windows. Distracted, he’d accidentally pay other people’s bills.

He started grumbling more openly about 
politics. He admired Napoleon and planned 
on publicly naming his third symphony for 
the general. It was a daring move: Napoleon 
was imperial Austria’s enemy. But when 
Napoleon declared himself Emperor of the 
French, Beethoven was disgusted. “Now 
he will trample on all human rights and 
indulge only his own ambition. He will 
place himself above everyone and become 
a tyrant,” he wrote, ditching the dedication. 
In 1809, Napoleon’s troops stormed into 
Vienna. The booming of his cannons hurt 
Beethoven’s eardrums so much he retreated 

to the cellar and buried his head under pillows. 
In 1814, Napoleon’s empire collapsed and Austria’s nobility 

attempted to restore order. Within a few years, Prince Klemens von 
Metternich had established the world’s first modern police state. 
The press was banned from publishing without the state’s blessing. 
The government removed university professors who expounded 
“harmful doctrines hostile to public order.” Undercover cops 
infested Vienna. Beethoven’s contempt for power grew. 

Although he still had royal patrons, Beethoven had fewer friends 
in high places. Many were missing or dead, and his ordinary 
friends were just as unlucky—briefly jailed or censored. Thankfully, 
Beethoven wrote instrumental music. For years, listeners 
considered it an inferior, even vulgar, art form compared to song 
or poetry. But as tyrants returned to power, Romantic thinkers like 

a public concert. “He is apparently quite incapable of 
greater accomplishments,” the newspaper Allgemeine 
Musikalische Zeitung concluded.

Little did they know, Beethoven was composing like 
a man possessed. At his apartment, he stomped out 
tempos and pounded his piano keys so hard the strings 
snapped. Sweat-stained manuscripts littered the room. 
He was so focused, he often forgot to empty the chamber 
pot under his piano.

The piece would be his grandest yet: Symphony No. 
9 in D minor. With it, he planned to give those spies 
reason to worry—not only would the piece be political, 
but he intended to play it for the largest audience 
possible. The music, he hoped, would put the nobility 
in its place.

 
BORN TO A FAMILY OF FLEMISH court musicians in 
1770, Beethoven had no choice but to take up music. 
His grandfather was a well-respected music director in 
Bonn, Germany. His father, Johann, was a not-so-well-
respected court singer who gave young Ludwig piano 
lessons. Some nights, Johann would stagger home 
from the tavern, barge into Ludwig’s room, and make 
him practice until dawn. The piano keys were routinely 
glazed with tears.

A decade earlier, 7-year-old Mozart had toured 
Europe, playing music for royal courts and generating  
income for his family. Johann dreamed of a similar 
course for his son. He lied about Ludwig’s age to make 
him appear younger, and for a time, even Ludwig didn’t 
know his real age. 

But the Beethovens saw neither fame nor fortune. 
Johann’s drinking debts were so deep his wife had to 
sell her clothes. When Ludwig turned 11, his family 
pulled him from elementary school to focus on music 
full-time. The truncated education meant he never 
mastered spelling or simple multiplication. 

By the time he was 22, Beethoven’s world had 
changed. His parents passed away, and he left Bonn for 
Vienna, where Mozart, the aristocracy’s most cherished 
entertainer, had recently died too. The nobles were 
desperate to find his replacement, and Beethoven, 
who improvised at the piano for royal soirees, quickly 
became regarded as one of Vienna’s most talented 
musicians—and Mozart’s heir. 

But the more Beethoven hobnobbed with aristocrats, 
the more he despised them. Musicians were treated 
like cooks, maids, and shoe shiners—they were merely 
servants of the court. Even Mozart had to sit with the 
cooks at dinnertime. 

Beethoven refused to be put in his place. He 
demanded to be seated at the head table with royalty. 
When other musicians arrived at court wearing wigs 
and silk stockings, he came in a commoner’s clothes. 
(Composer Luigi Cherubini said he resembled an 
“unlicked bear cub.”) He refused to play if he wasn’t in 
the mood. When other musicians performed, he talked 
over them. When people talked over him, he exploded 
and called them “swine.” Once, when his improvisations 
moved listeners to tears, he chastised them for crying 
instead of clapping.

Most musicians would have been fired for this 
behavior, but Beethoven’s talent was too magnetic. “He 
knew how to produce such an effect upon every hearer 

MUSIC

BEETHOVEN 

CAUSED SUCH  

A RUCKUS, A  

YOKE OF OXEN 

BEGAN TO 

STAMPEDE.  



July/August 2015 mentalfloss.com 27

E.T.A. Hoffmann and Goethe praised instrumental music as a place 
for solace and truth. “The censor cannot hold anything against 
musicians,” Franz Grillparzer told Beethoven. “If they only knew 
what you think about in your music!”

That’s when the composer made the brash decision to return 
to Schiller’s “Ode to Joy.” Censors in Vienna had banned Schiller’s 
works in 1783, then reauthorized it 25 years later only after some 
whitewashing. (The original says, “Beggars will become the brothers 
of princes.”1) Adding words to a symphony would destroy the safety 
net of ambiguity that instrumental composers enjoyed, spelling 
Beethoven’s motives out for all to hear. 

ON MAY 7, 1824, Vienna’s Kärntnertor Theater was packed. 
Beethoven had spent months preparing for this moment, corralling 
nearly 200 musicians and dealing with censors who quibbled over 
a religious work on the program. They did not, however, complain 
about Symphony No. 9. No one had heard it yet. 

Beethoven took the conductor’s baton, beating time for the start 
of each movement. The musicians’ eyes were glued to his every 
move, but in reality, none of them followed his lead. They had been 
ordered not to. Stone deaf, Beethoven was an unreliable conductor, 
so a friend actually led the orchestra.  

The piece was four movements long and lasted a little more than 
an hour. The first three movements were purely instrumental; 
the last contained Schiller’s ode. But when one of the movements 
finished, the hall exploded with applause. Modern audiences would 
scold such behavior, but during Beethoven’s lifetime, a public 
concert was more like a rock show. People spontaneously clapped, 
cheered, and booed mid-performance. 

As the audience hollered for more, Beethoven continued waving 
his arms, oblivious to the cheering and sea of waving handkerchiefs 
behind him. The applause was so loud, and lasted for so long, that 
the police had to yell for silence. When the performance finished, a 
teary-eyed Beethoven almost fainted.

The Ninth was a hit. But not with the aristocracy, who never 

showed up. Undeterred, Beethoven kept with tradition 
and dedicated the Symphony to a royal, King Friedrich 
Wilhelm III of Prussia. He sent the King a copy of the 
score and, in return, the King sent Beethoven a beautiful 
diamond ring. It appeared to be a gift of gratitude, 
but when Beethoven took the ring to a jeweler to sell 
it, the jeweler had bad news: The diamond was fake. 
Beethoven had clearly pushed some buttons. 

The Ninth would be Beethoven’s last, and most 
famous, symphony. When he died in 1827, some 20,000 
people filled the streets for his funeral. Schools were 
closed. Soldiers were called to ensure order. Five years 
later, people suggested erecting a Beethoven monument 
in Bonn. In the 1840s, Bonn celebrated its first 
“Beethoven Festival.” Salespeople hawked Beethoven 
neckties, Beethoven cigars, and even Beethoven pants. 

All of it was groundbreaking. Never before had a 
musician garnered so much attention. It indicated a 
larger cultural sea change: A society that reveres artists 
and makes them celebrities. In a way, Beethoven was 
the world’s first rock star. 

Beethoven-worship changed the course of art history. 
Isolated. Autonomous. Rebellious. Sublime. He was 
Romanticism’s posterboy, and his stature elevated the 
meaning of artist: No longer a skilled craftsman, like 
a cook or carpenter, an artist became a person who 
suffered to express emotions, genius, or—in drippier 
language—their soul. Beethoven’s success helped 
cement ideas that now define Western art. 

And, of course, his influence on classical music is 
vast. The bigger, stronger modern piano emerged 
partly to accommodate his pieces. The first professional 
orchestras appeared in his wake, many with the goal of 
preserving his work. He was one of the first musicians to 
be canonized. Some argue the movement to immortalize 
his work eventually made classical music turn stale.

Before Beethoven, the works of dead composers were 
rarely played. But by the 1870s, dead composers owned 
the concert hall. They still do today. Aaron Copland 
would complain that “musical art, as we hear it in our day, 
suffers if anything from an overdose of masterworks.” 
John Cage bemoaned that “[Beethoven’s] influence, 
which has been as extensive as it is lamentable, has 
been deadening to the art of music.” Indeed, attending 
a classical music concert can be like visiting a museum.

It’s often forgotten that the piece that secured 
Beethoven’s status as an icon and reshaped the course of 
classical music was, at its heart, a powerful work of poli-
tics. In concentration camps during World War II, pris-
oners took solace in Beethoven’s message of freedom. 
In one heartbreaking tale, a children’s choir rehearsed 
“Ode to Joy” in Auschwitz’s latrines. It’s been sung at 
every Olympic Games since 1956. When the Berlin 
Wall fell, Leonard Bernstein conducted the Ninth with 
musicians from both sides of the divide. Today, it’s the 
national anthem of the European Union, and the mes-
sage remains relevant. The same problems that plagued 
Vienna nearly 200 years ago—war, inequality, censor-
ship, surveillance—have not disappeared. Perhaps it’s 
naive to believe that “all men will become brothers,” as 
the piece proclaims. But Beethoven, who never heard 
his own symphony, didn’t write it for himself. He wrote 
it for others. It’s our job to not only hear his message, 
but also to truly listen. 

Beethoven may have had otosclerosis, a growth of spongy bone in his ear.  
Modern medicine could have fixed it with an operation or a hearing aid.

1 Beethoven had stronger feelings, writing in his notebook, “Princes are beggars.”
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And then there was the machinery. If 
you want to lose some sleep, check out the 
diagram of a 20th-century baby-extraction 
contraption that involves forceps, ropes, 
and pulleys. (It can be found at London’s 
Wellcome Library). Or just take my word 
for it and get your beauty rest.

Other tools would fit right in at Christian 
Grey’s dungeon. As Randi Hutter Epstein 
describes in Get Me Out, “a few looked like 
fireplace stokers, and one looked like a 
gigantic cast-iron corkscrew.” 

Even though they were busy squeezing 
human beings out of their bodies, it 
was still important that women act like 
proper ladies and hosts. In colonial times, 
women in labor were expected to provide 
“groaning beers” and “groaning cakes”1 to 
their guests.

Since they looked unseemly squatting or 
with their feet in the air, Victorian women 
were encouraged to lie down during birth. 
Unfortunately, as Epstein writes, the pose 
“may look ladylike but does not work very 
well for the mechanics of labor”—not to 
mention, it can be “excruciating.” 

Now, consider the odd ritual known 
as “couvade,” once practiced by several societies, including the 
Basques of Northern Spain. According to the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, the father would get into bed with his wife and 
simulate childbirth. That is, he pretended to undergo labor, just 
like the baby’s mother. And then, the mother would sometimes 
get to her feet hours after giving birth and wait on the father. 

By the way, don’t even think about asking for pain relief. 
According to Genesis 3:16, agonizing childbirth was punishment 
for Eve’s sin: “In pain shall you bring forth children.” And 
according to Sanjay Datta’s book Childbirth and Pain Relief: An 
Anesthesiologist Explains Your Options, in 1591, a Scottish woman 
named Euphaine Macalyane was burned to death for having the 
gall to ask her midwife for a remedy to alleviate her labor pains.

Perhaps even worse: In traditional 
Siberian culture, it was thought that labor 
was a convenient time to interrogate the 
soon-to-be mom about any potential 
infidelities. She was told that her birth 
would be even more painful if she lied. 

It’s not even all ancient history. Fifty 
years ago, retired mining engineer 
George Blonksy and his wife, Charlotte, 
were granted a U.S. patent for their 
“Apparatus for Facilitating the Birth 
of a Child by Centrifugal Force,” which 
Jennifer Block describes in the book 

Pushed. Also known as “The Blonksy,” it was a f loor-to-
ceiling, cast-iron carousel of doom. The mother-to-be would 
be strapped in and spun around, generating a force seven 
times that of gravity to “counteract the atmospheric pressure 
opposing the emergence of the child.” The doctor stood by, 
ready to employ an emergency brake if necessary.

So all in all, today’s birthing process is an improvement.  
Yeah, I know what you’re thinking: “Easy for you to say, Mr. 
Breathing Coach.” 

Labor Intensive
C H I L D B I RT H  I S  N O  P I C N I C .  B U T  AT 

L E A S T  I T  N O  LO N G E R  I N V O LV E S 

C H I C K E N S  A N D  W E A S E L S . 

B Y  A . J .  J A C O B S

HISTORY

GIVING BIRTH IS HARD. Or so I’ve heard. I don’t have 
the proper equipment, so when my children were born 
my job was restricted to feeding my wife ice chips and 
telling her she was a trouper. But after witnessing the 
sounds and faces she made, I’m assuming birth is hard. 

That said, I’m incredibly grateful that my kids 
were born in the last decade. Because childbirth in 
centuries past was almost incomprehensibly harder, 
more painful, and more dangerous than it is in 
modern-day America. 

Not only that: It was also a lot stranger. For starters, 
it involved far more animals than you might expect. 
According to the book Birth: The Surprising History 
of How We Are Born by Tina Cassidy, French midwives 
would place a chicken on the belly of the pregnant 
woman. The idea was that the scratchy claws would 
somehow speed up labor. 

Cassidy also writes that women in the Hopi Native 
American tribe were encouraged to snack on weasels. 
They hoped the fetus would absorb the weasel’s skill of 
digging its way out of holes. Other women were told to 
eat eels to make the birth canal slippery.

Sometimes it wasn’t just strange—it was downright 
brutal. (Well, more brutal than childbirth tends to be 
of its own accord.) German midwives were known to 
flog expectant women in a hearty attempt to scare the 
baby out of the womb. 

WOMEN WERE 

TOLD TO EAT 

EELS TO MAKE 
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What’s With the 
New Yawk Accent?
H O W  D E PA R T M E N T  S T O R E S 

TA U G H T  U S  A B O U T  L A N G U A G E 

A N D  P R E S T I G E

B Y  A R I K A  O K R E N T

LINGUISTICS

IN THE 1960S, Columbia University graduate student 
William Labov headed into New York City’s department 
stores in search of something. He scoured Saks, Macy’s, 
and S. Klein, asking all the employees he encountered 
a single question. He’d ask things like, “Where are 
women’s shoes?” and “Where is sportswear?” but he 
wasn’t really looking for either. Labov already knew the 
answer—those items were on the fourth floor—but he 
wanted to hear the salesperson say it. He was hunting 
for something more elusive: the New York r.

The r-less New “Yawk” accent is as classic as 
“Rockefella Centa” or the East “Rivva,” but when lin-
guists tried to study r-dropping among native New 
Yorkers, the results were inconsistent. The r showed 
up in some words but not others—even for the same 
person, even for the same word. Its appearance, or lack 
thereof, seemed a matter of chance. 

R-dropping had once been a mark of upper-class 
prestige along the East Coast, a connection to the “veddy 
propuh” British habit. But at the beginning of the 20th 
century, as it mixed into the rough-and-ready develop-
ing dialect of arriving New York immigrants, its status 
changed. By the 1960s it had become the opposite of IL
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prestigious. Labov thought the missing r might be better explained 
by social factors, which is why he picked Saks (a luxury store), Macy’s 
(a mid-range store), and S. Klein (a bargain store) for his investiga-
tion. As it turned out, employees at Saks pronounced the r in “fourth 
floor” more often than those at Macy’s, and much more often than 
those at S. Klein. The classier the joint, the more common the r.

After Labov got the “fourth floor” response he was looking for, 
he would say, “Excuse me?” The employee would then repeat the 
phrase, more slowly and carefully. At all three stores, fewer r’s were 
dropped the second time around. This was especially true at Macy’s, 
where employees presumably had a bit more status anxiety, being 
close to, but not quite in, the truly high-status group. 

Shifts in the perception of “good speech” can cause language 
to change from generation to generation. 
Every decade since Labov’s study has seen 
more r’s make their way into the average 
New Yorker’s speech. Even so, when the 
study was repeated in 1986 by Joy Fowler, 
with May department store standing in for 
S. Klein (which had closed), and in 2009 by 
Patrick-André Mather, with Loehmann’s 
and Filene’s Basement taking May’s place, 
everyone used more r’s overall, but the same 
difference between the stores persisted. 
More prestige? More r. 

If New Yorkers associate r’s with pres-
tige, why are any dropped at all? Recently, Maeve Eberhardt and 
Corinne Downs studied r-dropping on the TV show Say Yes to the 
Dress—and they may have found an answer. Sales staff at New 
York’s bridal salon Kleinfeld, where the show is filmed, are well 
aware of the prestige factor (the higher the client’s budget, the more 
likely the salesperson is to retain the r). However, they drop the r 
when providing emotional support. For example, when a sales as-
sociate comforted a bride who was upset about her dead sister’s 
absence, the difference was pronounced: “She’s theah though. Just 
always remembah that.” Dialect is solidarity, and solidarity is com-
fort. Prestige ain’t always the most important thing. 

R-DROPPING  

HAD ONCE BEEN  

A MARK OF  

UPPER-CLASS 

PRESTIGE.
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OBSESSIONS

The Pen Whisperer
A R E  Y O U  O N E  O F  T H O S E  P E O P L E 

W H O  C A N ’ T  L I V E  W I T H O U T  T H E 

P E R F E C T  P E N ?  B R A D  D O W D Y , 

U N I T E R  O F  T H E  W R I T I N G 

I M P L E M E N T– O B S E S S E D ,  H A S  

Y O U R  B A C K . 

B Y  J E F F  R U B I N

JEFF RUBIN1 : You run a podcast called The Pen Addict. The first 
time I heard about it, I thought, “What could they possibly be 
talking about?” You get a lot of that, right?
All the time. But there are people who say, “I like to use neat 
pens, too.” And then you find people who have pen repression, 
and they come out of their shells. So we’ve got fans listening for 
that reason.

How did the podcast start?
I began a blog, PenAddict.com, in 2007. The hosts of another 
podcast asked me to come on and talk about pens, and they 
asked if I was interested in creating my own podcast. I said, 
“Absolutely not.” But once we got rolling... 

Why did you even start a blog about pens?
I’ve always enjoyed pens—finding the unique item, finding 
something super-fine-tipped. I decided to write about it one day 
when I found a really ultra-fine pen at OfficeMax, and soon I 
discovered this whole world.

How would you describe the show?
It’s about exploring things that are better than the junky pens in 
your supply cabinet. We’re trying to show people they can have 
a better writing experience than what’s being forced down their 
throats at an office or a hotel. 

How do you talk about pens for an hour?          
The blog was built on handwritten reviews. I would make a C
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Dowdy’s personal pen 
collection. One of his 

favorites—the Pilot 
Custom Heritage 912— 
rests on a Rhodia (“the 
best paper!”) notepad. 
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1 Host of The Jeff Rubin Jeff Rubin Show  

(jeffrubinjeffrubinshow.com); prefers fuzzy pens

writing sample of each pen I was talking about so you could 
see why it’s good, why it’s bad. On the podcast, I can’t do that. 
But we found so many talking points, and the listeners wanted 
to learn more. Most of the stuff I talk about, you don’t find in 
Staples or OfficeMax.

This isn’t your day job, right? 
I’m an IT guy by day. I’m super involved in the digital world. 
But there’s a different switch that flips in your brain when you’re 
using an analog tool like a pen and a piece of paper—from a 
creativity and clarity aspect. I’ll never go fully analog or fully 
digital. Part of the journey of the podcast is finding things that 
work for us in both worlds.

How many pens do you own?
Probably two or three hundred.

Are they all rattling around in a drawer?
No. I have my fountain pens segregated off because you don’t 
want them getting banged around. They’re more finicky than 
regular pens, which I keep in large plastic bins, separated by 
brand or style.

I hear people say good things about the Pilot G2. 
What’s your take?
It’s good. There are three main kinds of pens. You 
have your ballpoint, which is generally oil-based. 
You have a rollerball ink pen, which is liquid-based. 
And then there’s a gel ink pen, which has a richer 
pigmented ink in gel suspension. That’s the G2. 

What’s your go-to?
TWSBI, a Taiwanese maker of high-quality, good-
value fountain pens. If I’m writing a check, I’m 
probably using a Sakura Pigma Micron. You can 
get it in the U.S. at hobby stores. It’s like a marker 
pen, but it has archival ink, so if you’re writing on a check, the 
ink can’t be washed out.

That’s a Japanese pen, right? Do the Japanese appreciate fine 
pens more than we do?     
Absolutely. They really believe in written communication. Their 
pens have fine lines and bright colors. They’re so functional. I 
mean, they have pens that are made specifically for postcard 
writing. They are that specific.

You mentioned that office supplies generally aren’t great. Is 
paper a problem? 
Yeah, chances are it doesn’t handle the ink well. [Office] paper 
is thin. It’s porous. It’s cheap. Not only are you getting a bad pen, 
but when you combine it with bad paper, it’s all bad. But if you 
can find quality paper, it’s going to make crummy pens write 
better, and vice versa.

What does a good pen do that a bad pen does not?
Most write a clean, sharp line. There’s no skipping. You won’t 
see a rough edge or any white space on the ink line. Your letters 
will look cleaner. It’ll make your handwriting look better. A poor 
pen will skip. It’s going to be scratchy, and it will make your 
handwriting worse. If you’re left-handed, you might end up with 
streaks over your hand. That’s a big issue for people. 

What’s the best cheap pen?
Everyone should own a Uni-ball Jetstream. You can find it at the 

grocery store. It’s got a special ink technology that 
allows for smooth, clean, smudge-free writing, so 
your hand won’t get messy. It looks nice on paper. It’s 
well built. 

What is the ink technology doing? 
Back in school, you probably used a ballpoint and 
could actually smell the ink on the paper. It left 
blobs on the paper. The Jetstream uses “hybrid ink” 
technology. It’s like ballpoint ink and darker rollerball 
ink. It’s different from anything else on the market.

What do you look for in ink?
I want a rich, dark ink—like a saturated color. 
Second, a really sharp-pointed, clean line. Comfort of 
the pen itself is probably third. 

You prioritize what’s on the paper over how it feels. 
It’s the Montblanc problem. People want to buy a 
pen because it’s expensive. You can spend ridiculous 
amounts of money on “show pens” as opposed to 

something that actually writes well.

What’s the deal with fountain pens? 
They’ve got a completely different design 
nib—not a ballpoint, where there’s a 
ball within a cylinder. It’s a steel or gold 
nib that has ink pushed from a barrel. 
They’re high maintenance and, initially, 
pretty intimidating. 

Because you can leave a big ink blot on 
the page if you do it wrong, right? 
Totally. I’ve shot ink across the table in a 
meeting. If you’re not careful, you can do 
some weird stuff.

What about erasable pens? Are those a sham?
They used to be. Those old janky erasable pens were 
all ballpoints, and they were terrible. Pilot has come 
out with a legitimately good erasable ink pen called 
the FriXion. Each pen comes with a little plastic 
nub on the end; it looks like an eraser, but it’s not. 
You rub that against the page and it removes the 
ink, which is heat-sensitive. But there are some 
problems: If a student leaves their notebook in a 
hot car, the ink will vanish. They have to put it in a 
freezer to get it back. 

Surely, at some point in your life, there are times 
when you’re forced to use a cheap Bic. 
I won’t reject the waiter’s pen and break out my 
own. I’ll sign a receipt with whatever he hands 
me. But I do often carry two pens—one if I need to 
write something longer than my name, and another 
if someone asks me to borrow a pen. I don’t want 
to give up my good pen to someone who’s going to 
destroy it. I’ll give them the backup.

Do you bite your pens?
I do not bite my pens. 

IF YOU’RE NOT 

CAREFUL, YOU CAN 

DO WEIRD STUFF. 

I’VE SHOT INK 

ACROSS THE TABLE 

IN A MEETING. 
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Disguised as a rock, 
Anas Aremeyaw Anas 
took down a cocoa- 
smuggling ring. 
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Ghanaian reporter Anas Aremeyaw Anas brings new meaning 
to the words deep cover. His methods are unorthodox, but his 
results are unprecedented. Here’s how he scores his scoops.

B Y  J O E  P O M P E O  |  P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  J A M E S  M O L L I S O N

World’s  
Most 

Wanted 
Journalist

10  
T R I C K S  
O F  T H E 
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1

GET COMMITTED
On November 20, 2009, a man named 
Musa Akolgo arrived at Accra Psychiat-
ric Hospital. He was ranting, tugging at 
his shirt, complaining that he had heat 
in his head, and replying to simple ques-
tions with gibberish. He was admitted to 
the BHC (British High Commission) Male 
Ward as folder number 61919. Akolgo ap-
peared mad, but he was neither crazy nor 
even named Musa Akolgo. The man was 
Anas. A friend, posing as his uncle, helped 
commit him. Once inside,2 Anas scored 
“first-hand, face-to-face observation” of 
human rights abuses, patient neglect, nar-
cotics trading, and illicit alcohol sales.

rest, according to a January 2013 news 
report, “did not come without drama.”

3

MAKE A (FAKE) BABY 
Some communities in Ghana believe that 
deformed or disabled children are pos-
sessed by evil spirits. The families of these 
“spirit children,” as they are known, seek 
out “concoction men” to diagnose evil 
supposedly lurking within. In cases when 
evil is “confirmed,” they brew poison, force 
feed it to the children, and kill them. Anas 
hired one such concoction man to kill a 
fictitious child. To assist with the ruse, 
one of Anas’s colleagues agreed to let him 
use her 18-month-old son as a stand-in. A 
concoction man examined the boy, and, at 
the last minute, Anas swapped the human 
baby out for a dummy. The simulacra was 
made by a London-based movie props 
company. It was so lifelike, the concoction 
man didn’t realize he was being handed a 
fleshy slab of silicone. The next thing on 
his hands? Cuffs. 

4

KEEP IT SIMPLE
Of Anas’s many faces, there’s one in 
which he doesn’t have a face at all—just 
two small eyeholes cut into what looks 
like an enormous, crinkled paper bag. 
Silly? Maybe. But it worked: In 2010, 
Anas used the disguise near a border 
post at the Ghana-Côte d’Ivoire crossing 
to spy on trucks from the roadside. As  
it turned out, the trucks were smuggling 
cocoa beans across the border. Anas’s  
report helped the police build a rock-
solid case.

5

IMPERSONATE COPS  
AND FORGE DOCUMENTS 

Anas is known to collaborate with po-
lice (a method that would make his 
journalism controversial by American 
standards). He’s also been known to im-
personate them. When he went after 
customs corruption at Ghana’s Port of 

2

CHANNEL SIMON COWELL
When a five-star hotel in Accra hosted 
auditions for musicians looking to re-
vive their careers, they called in “Queen  
Petra”—glamorous in high heels, red 
lipstick, and shoulder-length hair that 
tickled a ruby necklace—to help judge. 
Petra’s snug pink dress with a black 
floral pattern accentuated her shapely 
curves, which were fake, of course, just 
like the mask concealing Anas’s face. The 
audition was a setup as elaborate as the 
outfit: Anas, posing as Petra, was there 
to help Interpol bust Akyampong Deeba, 
a Ghanaian musician accused of child 
abuse. As one might expect, Deeba’s ar-

e’s been praised for his courage 
by Barack Obama, and cursed 
by government officials in 
his native Ghana. Yet for all 
the attention he’s gotten, few 
people could tell you what 
Anas Aremeyaw Anas looks 

like. “I’m sorry,” he apologized to an audience during 
a 2013 TED talk, his face concealed by a mask. “I 
cannot show you my face. If I do, the bad guys will 
come at me.” Documenting seedy criminals, crooked 
cops, and rotten public servants1, the internationally 
acclaimed journalist, who co-owns a newspaper in 
the coastal city of Accra, has ensnared and exposed 
all stripes of bad guys. What’s even more incredible 
is how he’s done it: with inventive, elaborate ruses 
(complete with inventive, elaborate disguises) 
that make James Bond’s adventures seem snoozy 
by comparison. We’ve collected some of his most 
memorable busts, and the unbelievable tactics he 
employed to make them happen.

1 In 2004, Ghana ranked 64th on an index of the 

world’s most transparent (least corrupt) nations. In 

2014, it ranked 61st.  
2 He wasn’t the first journalist to pull this stunt. In 

1887, Nellie Bly did the same thing in New York City.
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Queen Petra, a 
music judge, was 
the identity Anas 

assumed to bust a 
child abuser.

A colleague wore 
an Arab sheikh 

costume like this 
one to help break 

open a human 
trafficking ring.

A cop disguise 
exposed 
corruption at 
Ghana’s largest 
seaport.

He was able 
to infiltrate a 
psychiatric  
hospital by 
masquerading as 
mentally ill.
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Anas used Hollywood-
level props in several 
investigations. Here’s 
the fake baby he used 
to root out a Ghanaian 
“concoction man” who 
brews poison he gives 
to children.
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Tema, he dressed in a dark blue uniform 
with pants tucked into combat boots, 
a walkie-talkie, and aviator sunglasses. 
Anas played the part perfectly, witnessing 
customs officers aiding cocoa smugglers 
inside the nation’s leading seaport. The 
report led officials to recover $200 mil-
lion in lost state funds. He once also went 
so far as to fabricate phony documents 
for Ghana’s president and chief of police 
to expose passport agency corruption. 
“There was chaos in the country after that 
came out,” Anas told The Atlantic. 

6

RIG THE SYSTEM
Sometime around the beginning of 
2014, Anas got a tip from Interpol about 
missing Vietnamese women sold into 
sex trafficking. Enter John Sullivan, an 
American oil rig worker (who was ac-
tually Anas in disguise). Along with an 
Arab colleague masked as a Jordanian oil 
magnate, “Sullivan” sought services from 
the women. Once he got their pimps to 
offer them up, the police hiding nearby 
swooped in. Shortly thereafter, the Chi-
nese nationals behind the prostitution 
ring were arrested.

7

FIND A HELPING HAND
In Tanzania, some believe that the body 
parts of albinos hold magical powers, 
making them precious to witch doctors 
and creating a deadly black market for 

their limbs. To expose the illegal trade, 
Anas commissioned a special effects com-
pany to prepare a prosthetic, right-hand-
ed arm that appeared chopped off at the 
elbow. “I want to use it to scare witch doc-
tors and prove that they are only talking 
nonsense,” Anas said on a 2011 episode 
of Africa Investigates on Al Jazeera Eng-
lish. Posing as a customer, Anas visited a 
witch doctor with the fake arm and filmed 
the charlatan describing how he uses the 
bones of young albinos in his potions. The 
result? Incriminating footage to hand 
over to authorities.  

8

GO DIRECTLY TO JAIL 
In 2013, Anas spent six months under-
cover at a medium-security Ghanaian 
prison, witnessing—and catching on hid-
den camera—appalling conditions: piles 
of corpses; food hardly fit for humans; 
putrid, manhole-style latrines; and a 
rampant drug trade. How did Anas, a law-
abiding—law-aiding!—citizen, manage to 
get himself locked up in the first place? 
As he told the audience at TED, “I went 
through the very legal process.” Transla-
tion: He got someone to sue him so he’d 
be remanded into custody for the dura-
tion of the proceedings.

9

GIVE A RAT A COOKIE
One of Anas’s hits, in 2006, took him 
into a cookie factory in Accra, where he 

posed as an assembly line worker to ex-
pose the filthy conditions there. It was a 
stomach-turning assignment, and his sig-
nature hidden cameras caught it all. As 
a story in Africa’s ZAM magazine put it, 
Anas filmed “rats roaming freely in and 
around the food.” Worse? He got shots of 
the cookie company using flour that was 
infested with maggots and termites. Most 
important, he got results: The factory was 
shut down.

10

WORK FOR PEANUTS
When Anas landed a gig at The Crusad-
ing Guide newspaper in 1999 after earn-
ing his degree from the Ghana Institute of 
Journalism, his first scoop stemmed from 
a simple question: If street hawking is ille-
gal in Accra, why was it so rampant along 
one of its busiest motorways? The an-
swer lay in a popular peanut snack called 
Nkatie Burger. Anas posed as a hawker, 
hustling the treat to motorists stuck in 
traffic, and learned that cops were taking 
bribes from the hawkers. The reporting 
took seven days. He had his proof, and his 
story. More or less summing up his entire 
career, in 2013 he reflected on that first 
assignment: “I thought that I should do it 
in a different way,” he said, “so that it has 
maximum impact.” 

Above, more of Anas’s tricky tradecraft. From 
left: a fake severed arm used to expose a 
Tanzanian witch doctor trafficking stolen 
limbs; a video camera disguised as a lighter; an 
electrical socket with a camera hidden inside of 
it, which nabbed a doctor abusing patients
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ing spot they choose. “There’s a place at 
the end of our lot we call ‘Laydown Lane’ 
because the people who park there are 
too timid to park out front. They’re either 
total ‘laydowns’—which means they buy 
whatever you want for whatever price—or 
they have extremely bad credit.” 

They are speaking in code to 
each other. (Yes, about you.)

A potential customer is an “up,” a new 
salesperson is an inexperienced “green-
pea,” and a buyer with no credit history 
is a “ghost.” Taking up too much of a 
salesman’s time without actually buying? 
You’re a “stroke.” If you’re lugging paper-
work around—like newspaper ads or car 

Car Salesmen

They read you like a book. 
“I don’t care what anybody says, 

verbally,” says Prentiss Smith, the gen-
eral manager at a Toyota dealership in 
Brookhaven, Mississippi. “If they pull up on 
our lot, they might say they’re not ready to 
buy, but that’s not true.” Salespeople watch 
for subtle signs to read your mind. “If it’s a 
trade-in and I’m doing an appraisal, I see 
how much gas is in there,” says Daniel 
Wheeler, an Oregon-based Hyundai sales-
man. “If it’s a quarter of a tank or below, it’s 
usually a fairly good sign [a customer is] 
ready to purchase.” David Teves, a Califor-
nia-based salesman who writes the blog 
Confessions of a Car Man, says he can 
determine a customer’s mood by the park-

10 CONFESSIONS OF

It may look like a world of balloons and bad tweed. But  
making a living on the lot is anything but a Sunday drive.

B Y  J E S S I C A  H U L L I N G E R

reports—you’re a “professor.” And “one-
legged shoppers” are customers without 
their spouses, which is a regular excuse for 
why they can’t buy right now—gotta ask 
the old ball and chain!

They believe there is no  
difference between a new car 

and a new puppy.
The best lingo appears when a customer 
is on the fence about buying a car: That’s 
when, sometimes, dealerships will insist 
they take the car home for the night. This 
is called “puppy-dogging.” Mark McDonald, 
a career car salesman and author of the 
“Car Salesman Confidential” column at 
MotorTrend.com, explains: “When custom-
ers show it to their friends and neighbors, 
they will make such a fuss over it—just as 
they would a new puppy—that they’ll have 
no choice but to buy it.” 

Their co-workers are cutthroat.
Forget about the high failure  

rates, pressures to sell, and potential debts 
to their employers. Car salespeople also 
have to endure brutal tactics used by fel-
low salespeople. For example: It’s your day 
off? Opportunistic coworkers might tell 
your loyal customers that you’ve  
been fired, sell the car themselves, and 

1
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4

ONLY 9 PERCENT OF 
CAR SALESPEOPLE ARE 

WOMEN! 
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keep the commission. “Some people 
would step over their own mothers to get 
that car sale,” McDonald says. They also 
risk life and limb whenever buyers take 
them out on a test drive. “I once went for 
a ride with a drug dealer in Oakland who 
took me on a test drive to collect drug 
money,” Tevas recalls. “Any test drive  
when you come back alive is a successful 
test drive.” 

They keep their eyes on  
the prize.

“Sometimes, a piece of inventory just won’t 
sell, so the general manager will keep 
lowering the price,” Wheeler explains. The 
dealership loses money on these cars, but 
the salesperson still gets commission. If 
a car is proving particularly hard to sell, 
some dealerships hand out cash prizes, 
called “spiffs,” to whoever finally sells it. As 
a salesperson, “you could make $5,000 to 
$10,000 a year on spiffs alone,” McDonald 
says. In fact, the first car a salesperson 
usually shows you is a spiff. Instead of 
promising a specific cash amount, some 
dealerships have their own “wheel of 
fortune” with various spiff prizes on it. 
Salespeople could get $100, or they  
could get nothing, depending on where 
the wheel lands.

Despite the fun and games, 
they’re not rolling in dough. 

The average car salesperson’s salary 

in 2012 was just under $45,000. And it 
doesn’t come easy. Many salespeople 
work purely on commission, meaning  
they only make money if they sell a car. 
“We’re not paid anything for standing 
there 12 hours a day and not selling,” 
says McDonald. “And if I work a whole 
week and don’t sell a car that week, I 
make nothing. When I do finally sell a car, 
I might make a minimum commission, 
which at my dealership is $125. When you 
divide that by 60 to 90 hours a week, it’s 
nothing.” Smith agrees, citing an average 
success rate of about 20 percent. “We  
lose in this industry a whole lot more  
than we win.”

In fact, they might owe their 
boss money. 

If a salesperson has a dry spell, some 
dealerships will let them draw against their 
commissions until they can pay it back. In 
car sales lingo, this is called being “in the 
bucket.” McDonald says, “Once you get in 
the bucket, it can be very hard to get out. 
You could owe $4,000 or $5,000 after two 
or three months. When that happens, the 
only thing you can do is quit.” 

Lots of movement on the lot? 
Must be a slow day. 

One strategy for luring customers is to 
rotate the vehicles around the lot to con-
vey a busy, vibrant environment. “I tell my 
guys all the time to go out there and move 

the whole front line of cars,” Smith says. 
“Play musical chairs with the cars and 
customers start moving in. Action creates 
reaction.” And while there’s no concrete 
evidence to support it, an unspoken rule 
is that balloons somehow sell cars. On 
slow days, salespeople go nuts with them. 
“I worked at a dealership where you had 
to put 150 balloons out every day,” says 
Teves. “By the time you were done, you 
were exhausted. You didn’t have any 
energy left to sell a car.” 

The job is going the way  
of the dodo.

In 2015, more than a million Americans 
work at car dealerships. But that could 
change. Thanks to the Internet, people 
now walk into dealerships with their minds 
already made up. They don’t need—or 
want—a salesperson’s pitch. It makes sense 
that some dealerships are trading in their 
inflatable gorillas for online ads, as the 
Internet is by far their top referral source. 
In 2013, brand activity on Twitter alone 
drove $716 million in car sales, according 
to marketing analytics firm MarketShare. 
In other words, for better or worse, sell-
ing cars is becoming less of an art that 
involves human interaction, and more of a 
science that doesn’t.

Bad reputations sting more 
than you’d think.

In a recent Gallup poll, car salespeople 
were ranked as some of the least honest, 
least ethical professionals in America,  
just above members of Congress (who 
came in last) and below bankers, lawyers, 
and ad professionals. This stigma has 
genuinely negative effects: According to 
a 2007 study published in the Journal of 
Selling, awareness of this stereotype hurts 
job performance. When they feel they’re 
being judged, salespeople don’t try as 
hard; they think they’ve already lost the 
sale. Customers then see the salesperson 
as detached and uncaring, and aren’t as 
likely to buy—and the cycle perpetuates! 
Managers can help, the study suggests, by 
training and providing support and empa-
thy for salespeople. Customers can try to 
keep an open mind. And the salespeople 
themselves? They can build relationships, 
follow up after a sale, and remember  
honesty is the best policy. After all, as 
Smith says, “It is our respon-
sibility to help change their 
opinions.” Of course, that, like  
puppy-dogging and these things,  
could just be another hard sell. 
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10 Genius  
Acts of 

Awesomeness

1
THE WORLD’S MOST  
HUGGABLE LIBRARY

In 1990, a teacher in rural Colombia 
named Luis Soriano noticed two things: 
First, many of the local children were 
illiterate; second, he happened to own 
two donkeys. So he did the logical thing, 
and created a “biblioburro,” or a library 
donkey. At dawn, Soriano loads up the 
donkey’s saddlebags with more than 100 
books. Then, he travels to remote villages 
where he picks up kids, gives them rides 
to school, and encourages them to read 
while they commute. This has been going 
on for two decades, despite the fact that 
Soriano has a full-time job and was once 
attacked by bandits on his route. (When 
the robbers saw he had no money—only 
a donkey laden with books—they tied 
him to a tree and left.) Since the project 
began, the biblioburro has served 15 vil-
lages and more than 4,000 kids.  

2
BEN FRANKLIN’S  
FUTURE GAMBLE

It started as something of a joke. In 1785,  
a French mathematician named Charles-

Joseph Mathon de la Cour wrote a satire 
of Benjamin Franklin’s (famously opti-
mistic) Poor Richard’s Almanack called 
Last Will and Testament of Fortunate 
Richard. This version involved a char-
acter so bullish about the future that, in 
his will, he bequeaths money that can’t 
be touched for 500 years. Franklin said 
he was “particularly charmed” with the 
idea—so charmed that he actually ran 
with it. When he died in 1790, he left 
£2,000 (about $8,800) to the cities of 
Boston and Philadelphia on one condi-
tion: They couldn’t touch the bulk of it 
for 100 years, at which point they could 
make a partial withdrawal. Then they 
had to wait another 100 years before 
getting the rest. The cities obeyed. Fast- 
forward 200 years, and the Franklin 
Fund is worth $6.5 million. 

3
THE MAN WHO SAVED  
AFGHANISTAN’S ART

In the mountains of Afghanistan, two gi-
ant statues of Buddha—the largest in the 
world—survived for 1,500 years. Then, 

Making the world a better place can be tough. But as these tenaciously  
altruistic moves prove, sometimes all you need is a great idea. 

B Y J E F F  W I L S E R

in 2001, the Taliban blew them up with 
dynamite. It was part of the regime’s out-
lawing and destruction of artwork they 
considered “idolatrous,” which included 
all music, films, and paintings depicting 
living creatures. Realizing that museums 
would likely be targeted next, Dr. Mu-
hammad Yousef Asefi, an artist and phy-
sician, came up with a plan, and he struck 
back. Knowing that he risked imprison-
ment and likely worse, he quietly took 
more than 100 oil paintings (including his 
own work) from museums in Kabul. Us-
ing watercolors, he defaced the paintings, 
covering the figures with bright flowers 
and other inanimate objects. Seeing that 
their work had been done for them, the 
Taliban left the paintings alone. After the 
regime fell, Asefi used a sponge and wa-
ter to restore the work back to its original 
condition. Today those paintings are back 
in their respective museums. 

4
DUMPSTER DIVING FOR  

NEW HOMES

Oakland, California–based sculptor Greg-
ory Kloehn has always spent his morn-
ings digging through mounds of illegally 
dumped trash, scavenging for materials. 
But ever since a homeless couple came to 

THE WORLD’S MOST 
EXPENSIVE CHEESE COMES 

FROM DONKEY MILK. IT 
COSTS $600 PER POUND.
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his house and asked for a spare tarp, he’s 
trained his focus on pallets, refrigerators, 
bed posts, washing machine doors, and 
slabs of plywood. With the scraps, which 
never cost more than $100, he cobbles to-
gether beautiful, whimsical homes, each 
about the size of a minivan. But the sky 
blue and cotton-candy pink shelters aren’t 
just pretty—they’re functional. He adds 
wheels to make them mobile, then do-
nates them to the city’s homeless.
 

5
CHISELING A NEW PATH

In 1960, a field worker named Dashrath 
Manjhi was living in the hills of Bihar, 
India. A small mountain stood between 
his village and the nearest town, which 
meant that it took a roundabout 43-mile-
long trip to reach the nearest hospital. 
When his wife fell and injured herself 
trekking through the hills, Manjhi de-
cided enough was enough: He sold his 
three goats and bought a hammer, a 
chisel, and a crowbar. Then he started 
digging. By day, he plowed the fields; by 
night, he chipped away at the mountain. 
His neighbors said he was crazy. No one 
helped. He worked for days, which grew 
into weeks, and then months. He didn’t 
stop until he’d carved a corridor 30 feet 
wide and 25 feet high. Now the villagers 
have a direct path to the hospital—and it 
only took 22 years. 

6
THE MIRACLE AT TERMINAL 4

For one night in December, children 
find joy and wonder in the unlikeliest of 
places: JFK airport. In 2010, about 100 
kids from the Garden of Dreams Founda-
tion—which has multiple causes ranging 
from leukemia to poverty—were put on a 
plane by Delta employees and told by the 
pilot that they were going to the North 
Pole. As the kids shut their windows and 
sang songs, the plane taxied to a nearby 
hangar filled with fake snow, elves, polar 
bears, Santa Claus, Knicks City Dancers, 
and famous athletes. The kids were over-
joyed, and word has spread: The program 
has been reprised every year, and now the 
North Pole can also be found (seasonally) 
at airports from Detroit to LAX. 

7
LOVE IS IN THE AIR(WAVES)

The radio was a chilling instrument of the 
1994 Rwanda genocide—the Hutu ma-
jority used it to encourage listeners to kill 
their Tutsi neighbors. As a result, private 
radio was banned for a decade afterward. 
Then, in 2004, the soap opera Musekew-
eya, or “New Dawn,” reclaimed the radio 
to inspire peace. Every Wednesday, an es-
timated 80 percent of Rwandans listen to 
a binge-worthy drama featuring two fic-
tional villages, Bumanzi and Muhumuro, 
where two young lovers—à la Romeo and 
Juliet—try to unite the towns and prevent 
violence. The plot is carefully constructed 
in collaboration with psychologists and 
Rwanda’s Ministry of Justice, designed to 
stress a message of empathy, healing, and 
hope. It’s been more than a decade, and 
the story is still going strong.

8
THE GIFT OF THE LONG VIEW

John D. Rockefeller Jr., the son of Amer-
ica’s first billionaire, thought long and 
hard about how to put his fortune to the 
public good. In 1914, he visited a private 
collection of medieval antiques, the “clois-
ter museum,” which the owner called a 
“poem to Americans who never can or will 
see Europe.” Rockefeller was intrigued by 
the stash—chunks of old Gothic monas-
teries, Romanesque arches—and so was 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Rock-
efeller gave $10 million so the Met could 
buy the collection, move it to a sprawl-
ing location in northern Manhattan, and 
build a garden-speckled space that had a 
breathtaking view of the Hudson River 
and the cliffs of the Palisades, located just 
across the water. But it didn’t stop there. 
Given his father’s role in economic growth 
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and industrialization, Rockefeller knew 
better than anyone that, eventually, new 
buildings on the Palisades would blot the 
perfect view. So he bought up that land 
and gave it to the Met, too. 

9
MAKE BOATS, NOT WAR

The U.S. conducted more than 5 million 
air raids during the war with Vietnam. 
Those jets used external fuel tanks, which 
allowed them to refuel mid-flight. The 
tanks were heavy and cumbersome, so 
when they were empty, the pilots simply 
dropped them to the ground. They still 
mar the landscape, a painful reminder of 
a terrible time. But recently, Vietnamese 
farmers started giving the fuel tanks a 
more constructive second life. The hol-
low tanks, when split in two, are canoe-
shaped. They also float. And they’re 
sturdier than the farmers’ old wooden 
boats, long relied upon for carrying goods 
from village to village. Other people have 
used artillery shells, broken wings, even 
non-detonated bombs to make pots, pans, 
and farming spades. While war is never a 
pretty story, these tales of resilience and 
innovation are remarkable.

10
A HAPPY RACKET 

Don McClure isn’t a tennis player. He’s a 
former auto mechanic who runs a jewelry 
business in Baker City, Oregon. In 2007, 
however, he bought a house on a large 
property with four grass tennis courts. 
He planned to scorch the courts —until he 
learned the whole neighborhood played 
on them. “When 70- and 80-year-olds had 
tears in their eyes saying how much they 
loved playing on those courts, my heart 
softened,” he says. “I had to keep them 
open.” He did more than that, devoting 
30 to 40 hours a week to mowing, groom-
ing, watering, and improving the courts. 
He painted the clubhouse, bought a new 
fridge and freezer, and regularly hosts 
tennis tournaments, popularly known as 
WimbleDON. He says he’s never made a 
dime, and he never swings a racquet. 

IN BRAZIL, KERMIT THE 
FROG IS NAMED “CACO 
O SAPO.” IN SPAIN, THEY 

CALL HIM “LA RANA 
GUSTAVO.” 

What Is the Meaning of Life?
We polled 10 experts, including four writers and a frog.  

What did we learn? Well, we’re not sure. 

“We die. That 
may be the 
meaning of 

life. But we do 
language. That 

may be the 
measure of  
our lives.”

—TONI MORRISON

“There never 
has been an 

answer. That’s 
the answer.”

—GERTRUDE STEIN

“Maybe 
we’re here to 

encourage each 
other to share 

our dreams and 
to become the 
best version  
of ourselves  

we can  
possibly be.”
—KERMIT THE FROG

“To crush your enemies, see 
them driven before you,  

and to hear the lamentation 
of their women.”

—CONAN THE BARBARIAN

“If there was 
no hope at all, 
we should just 
sleep or drink 
and wait for 

death. But we 
don’t want to do 
that. And why? I 
think something 

tells us that 
we should 
struggle.”

—CHINUA ACHEBE

“The meaning of life is that 
it is to be lived, and it is 

not to be traded and con-
ceptualized and squeezed 
into a pattern of systems.”

—BRUCE LEE

“ALL EVIDENCE TO 
DATE SUGGESTS  

IT’S CHOCOLATE.”
—SIRI

NO 
WHY. 
JUST 

HERE.”
—JOHN CAGE

“Try and be nice to people,  
avoid eating fat, read  

a good book every now 
and then, get some 
walking in, and try  
and live together in  
peace and harmony  

with people of all creeds 
and nations.”

—MONTY PYTHON

“WE ARE HERE ON 
EARTH TO FART 

AROUND. DON’T LET 
ANYBODY TELL YOU 

ANY DIFFERENT!”
 —KURT VONNEGUT
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Marriage Proposals

MASTER OF SUBTLETY
Harry Truman met Bess Wal-

lace in Sunday school. He was 6. She 
was 5. Later, in fifth grade, Wallace sat 
right behind the future president (their 
teacher sat them alphabetically). He had 
a crush on her but was too nervous to 
speak, later confessing, “If I succeeded 
in carrying her books to school or back 
home for her, I had a big day.” For years 
he courted her. He sent love letters, even 
sneaking in this proposal while talking 
about, of all things, the weather: “I guess 
we’ll all have to go to drinking whiskey if 
it doesn’t rain very soon. Water and pota-
toes will soon be as much of a luxury as 
pineapples and diamonds. Speaking of 
diamonds, would you wear a solitaire on 
your left hand should I get it?” She said 
no. He kept asking, and finally, before he 
shipped out for World War I, she  
said yes. Throughout the war, he kept a 
photo of his fiancée in his breast pocket.
 

WILSON’S WISE PICK
Woodrow Wilson is one of three 

presidents to marry while he was in of-
fice. (The other two are John Tyler and 
Grover Cleveland.) Just months after his 
first wife died of kidney disease, he was 
introduced to Edith Galt, the “perfect 
playmate” who could beat him in golf. 
(He was 59, and she was 43; the Secret 
Service referred to her as “Grandma.”) He 
officially proposed over dinner, although 
as one contemporary joke put it, “What 
did Mrs. Galt do when the president pro-

posed to her? She fell out of bed.”  
Edith later proved to be more than a 
playmate—she sat in meetings in the 
Oval Office, and when Wilson suffered a 
stroke in 1919, she stepped in and served, 
in her words, as his “steward.” Function-
ally, she became president, secretly and 
successfully running the government’s 
executive branch for the rest of her 
husband’s term.
  

FAST AND FRUGAL
Lyndon Johnson already had a 

date with another woman when he met 
Lady Bird. So he asked her to meet him 
for breakfast. She said yes. They spent 
the next day driving around Austin, 
Texas; he proposed that same day. She 
demurred. He traveled back to D.C. 
(where he was working as a Congressio-
nal aide) and for the next 10 weeks they 
exchanged love letters—90 in total. Less 
than three months later, he returned to 
Texas with a ring. It cost $2.50.

PATIENCE AND FORTITUDE
At 25, Richard Nixon auditioned 

for a community theater production of 
The Dark Tower, where he met Thelma 
“Pat” Ryan, a schoolteacher. (Thelma’s 
father nicknamed her “Pat” because she 
was born the day before St. Patrick’s Day.) 
Nixon proposed; she laughed him off. 
But he courted her for two years, going 
ice-skating with her and her friends (even 
though he hated ice-skating), wooing 
her with letters, and even patiently 

10 PRESIDENTIAL

The revealing true stories of how our  
nation’s greatest romantics in chief put a ring on it

B Y  J E F F  W I L S E R

driving her to dates with other men. He 
proposed again on the cliffs overlooking 
the Pacific, giving her a ring in a basket 
of flowers. 

BILL BRIBES HILL
Hillary Rodham made the first 

move. She first saw Bill Clinton in Yale’s 
student lounge, later recalling that he 
looked “more like a Viking than a Rhodes 
scholar.” For months they exchanged 
glances but never talked. Finally, she 
stood up, walked over to him, and said, 
“If you’re going to keep looking at me, 
and I’m going to keep looking back, we 
might as well be introduced. I’m Hillary 
Rodham.” Three years later, the tables 
would turn. Clinton repeatedly pro-
posed to her; she repeatedly said no. He 
eventually bought a little red brick house 
in Arkansas and proposed a final time, 
saying, “Do you remember that house 
you liked? Well, I bought it, so now you’d 
better marry me because I can’t live in it 
by myself.” They held the wedding in the 
living room.

IKE’S CLASS MOVE
Dwight D. Eisenhower asked 

Mamie to marry him by giving her a min-
iature version of his class ring from West 
Point. His bride-to-be wasn’t pleased; she 
wanted a full-size rock. He proposed on 
Valentine’s Day, but because of a busi-
ness trip he wasn’t able to ask her father 
until March 17. Apparently a fan of getting 
flowers, Mamie would celebrate both 
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Valentine’s Day and St. Patrick’s Day as 
her engagement anniversaries. 

LATE TO THE PARTY
When he was a kid, George W. 

Bush lived 10 blocks from his future 
wife—but they never met. They went to 
the same junior high school—but they 
never met. They later lived in the same 
apartment complex—but never met. 
Finally, in their early thirties, they both 
attended a barbecue in a mutual friend’s 
backyard; they got married three months 
later. Laura would later joke, “All our 
friends were married. George and I were 
literally the last ones of all of our friends. 
That’s why we had to marry each  
other, I guess.” 
 
 ANDY SWOOPS IN

Andrew Jackson proposed  
to his future wife, Rachel Robards,  
when she was married to another man. 
(This was not without controversy!) Ro-
bards left her abusive, cheating husband 

and moved to Mississippi; when she 
heard that he’d filed for a divorce, she 
married Jackson. But the news eventu-
ally proved false. So, technically, she was 
married to two men at the same time. 
For years, political opponents used the 
marriage to smear Jackson. Eventually, 
Jackson killed one such complainant in 
a duel.
 

GARDEN OF DELIGHTS
Warren Harding and Florence 

Kling had what a friend of Harding’s 
called “a Capulet-and-Montague love 
affair.” Harding had fallen for Florence, his 
sister’s piano teacher, a young mother 
whose husband had left her. Her father 
vehemently opposed their relationship, 
so the two met clandestinely in Flor-
ence’s rose garden. Once she dissolved 
her marriage she tied the knot with 
Warren (Florence’s mother snuck in 
secretly to avoid the wrath of her father). 
It’s a good thing they took the leap: many 
credit her as the brains behind his later 

success. “I know what’s best for the Presi-
dent,” she once boasted. “He does well 
when he listens to me and poorly when 
he does not.”

OBAMA SERVES IT UP
A 25-year-old Michelle Robinson 

was a promising first-year associate at 
the corporate law firm Sidley  
Austin when her bosses asked her to 
mentor a new employee from Harvard. 
The two met for lunch. She later recalled, 
“He had this bad sport jacket and a 
cigarette dangling from his mouth, and 
I thought: ‘Oh, here you go. Here’s this 
good-looking, smooth-talking guy. I’ve 
been down this road before.’” On their 
first date they saw Do the Right Thing 
and went to Baskin-Robbins. Two years 
later, while dining at Gordon’s, Robinson 
started lecturing him, saying they need-
ed to get serious about their relationship 
… when suddenly a ring showed up on 
her dessert plate. Obama said, “That kind 
of shuts you up, doesn’t it?” 
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10 Shocking 
(Mis)Uses for 

Electricity 

1 
RUDIMENTARY DENTISTRY

For most of history, treating a toothache 
was a matter of tenacity and creativity. 
The Aztecs sought to stave off pain by eat-
ing chilis. Native Americans chewed on 
mistletoe berries. Ancient Scots wrapped 
caterpillars in cloth and tucked them near 
the ailing tooth. In 1700s pre-dentistry 
England, people simply had the tooth 
extracted—by barbers and blacksmiths. 
So it’s no wonder that, by the late 18th 
century, those suffering from dental la-
ments didn’t think twice about trying 
an electric shock to the mouth. Doctors 
would take a metal wire, encased in glass 
or strung through a feather, and apply  
it to the throbbing molar. Unfortunately, 
the jolting pain offered no relief, mak-
ing berries and caterpillars seem like a  
tea party. 

2 
HIGHLY UNETHICAL  

ENTERTAINMENT 

In 1730, an Englishman named Ste-
phen Gray realized that electricity moves 

through some objects (like metal or 
people) but not others (like rubber). 
Today, we know this as conductivity. To 
demonstrate the phenomenon, Gray 
built a harness out of silk cords and paid 
an orphan boy to be his guinea pig. He 
strapped the 47-pound boy to the silks, 
suspended him in midair like Superman 
for an audience, and gave him a charge 
with an electrostatic device. The boy ap-
peared to acquire mystical powers: Small 
objects floated toward him. He could 
turn book pages without touching them. 
When people tried to poke him, sparks 
flew. Gray was awarded a medal for his 
experiments. But, presumably, not cus-
tody of any children. 

3 
SHOWING DEATH WHO’S BOSS

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein terrified 
readers not because its titular monster 
was outlandish, but because the story 
seemed a little too plausible—it had “an 
air of reality attached to it,” one review-
er noted, and it was, after all, the height 
of galvanism. Decades earlier, Italian  
physician Luigi Galvani sent a jolt of 
electricity through a dead frog’s legs and 

During the 17th and 18th centuries, people knew electricity was the next big 
thing—they just weren’t sure how to use it. So they tried it all.

B Y  R E B E C C A  O ’ C O N N E L L

watched them dance. Surely, he thought, 
electricity could also restart a dead  
human heart!1 In 1803, his nephew put 
that theory to the test. With conducting 
rods, he tried to reanimate the corpse 
of convicted murderer George Forster  
before an audience of students. Forster’s 
legs wriggled, one of his eyes opened,  
and his arms flew into the air—but he 
failed to return to a life of crime (or life 
at all). 

4
CREATIVE PROCREATION

James Graham was the Dr. Ruth of  
the 1780s. The sexologist opened the 
Temple of Hymen in London, where the 
main attraction was something called 
the “Celestial Bed,” which visitors could 
use for £50 a night. The bed was 12 feet 
long and stuffed with supposed aph-
rodisiacs like fresh wheat, rose leaves, 
lavender, and hair from stallions’ tails. 

 1 While he was onto something, defibrillators don’t 

actually restart a stopped heart. (Your favorite 

medical TV drama is lying to you.) An AED disrupts 

the heart’s electrical patterns and resets the heart’s 

normal rhythm. A heart that has flatlined doesn’t 

have a rhythm to disrupt. 
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10 Defunct Words Worth Reviving 

Exotic fragrances flooded the room, a pair  
of turtle doves perched above the bed, 
and, in a decorating move that antici-
pated the 1970s by nearly two centuries, 
a mirror was situated on the ceiling. 
The bed was also supported by 40 glass 
pillars, since electric currents zipped 
through the headboard and could be felt 
in the air “to give the necessary degree 
of strength and exertion to the nerves.” 
This didn’t just mean a night of pas-
sion—anybody who slept in the bed was 
guaranteed a child! 

5
GENERAL MALADY CURING  
AND SUCKER SWINDLING 

Few snake oil salesmen were as suc-
cessful as the mysterious Dr. Scott. 
Lauded in the 1800s as the “man of the 
century,” he used early American magazine  
ads to sucker countless people into buy-
ing electric toiletries.2 The problem? 
None of his inventions were actually 
electric. The Electric Flesh Brush, for 
example, was advertised as a cure for 
balding and headaches. Buyers were en-
couraged to test its charge by putting it next  
to a compass. (The compass would spin, 
but that’s because Scott hid a magnet 
inside the brush handle.) Scott usually 
conflated electricity with magnetism—his 
magnetic “electropathic” corsets and belts 
claimed to “renew vital energy” and heal a 
laundry list of maladies. Mostly, they just 
caused indigestion. 

6
GIVING CATS A 10TH LIFE

In the 18th century, scientists started 
playing with static electricity and began 
wondering: How can we store it? That’s 
how one of the first and most success-
ful generators, the electrophorus, came 
about. Popularized in 1775 by Alessan-
dro Volta, the machine produced seem-
ingly endless amounts of energy—all you 
had to do was rub it with a dead cat. The 
device consisted of two plates, one metal 
and one insulated. Rubbing the insulated 
plate with cat fur created static electric-
ity, and when the two parts were brought 
together, the metal plate picked up the 
charge. Users could transfer that energy 
to a Leyden jar, an early capacitor that 
stored energy (and inspired the phrase 
“lightning in a bottle”). Why cat fur? Sci-
entists tested other ways to charge the 
device, but according to John Cuthbert-
son in 1807, “That which seems to answer 
best is a cat’s skin.” (Steel wool would have 
worked too, but it didn’t exist yet.)

7
HACKING THE HUMAN  

MEMORY 

In 1847, W.W. Hilton wrote a testimonial 
to the Baltimore newspaper Republican 
and Argus about the wondrous Dr. Wil-
liam R. Massey, a galvanist doctor. Hil-
ton’s daughter had suffered from paralysis, 
painful spasms, and memory loss. But 
after the girl’s second visit to Dr. Massey, 
who used electric shocks to “equalize her 
circulation,” her memory was reportedly 
completely restored. It turns out that 

CORRUMPABLE
(adj): Corruptible

 SUGGESTED USAGE: 

“Show me a politician who’s not  

corrumpable, and I’ll give you a bite of  

my bake-meat.”

2 Scott also claimed that sarsaparilla was the 

“greatest medical discovery of the age.”

BEAR 
(n): A pillow case

 SUGGESTED USAGE: 

“Gross! Someone 

filled my bear 

with honey!”

JANGLERESS 
(n): A female jangler (someone who 
chatters, tells stories)

 SUGGESTED USAGE: “Some people claim that 

a jangleress isn’t as entertaining as a jangler, 

but that’s just plain sexist.”

BAKE-MEAT 
(n): A pie

 SUGGESTED USAGE:

“Nothing’s as Ameri-

can as homemade 

apple bake-meat!”

Geoffrey Chaucer introduced nearly 2,000 words into the English language, from bittersweet  
to laxative to newfangleness. But not all of them have made it into modern usage—yet.
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YOLDEN
(adj):  
Surrendered or  
submissive

 SUGGESTED USAGE: 

 “In the olden  

days, yolden 

soldiers carried 

white flags.”

SCORKLE 
(v): To scorch

 SUGGESTED USAGE:

“The fouldre 

completely 

scorkled that 

corrumpable 

jangleress.” 

FOULDRE 
(n): Lightning; a 
thunderbolt

 SUGGESTED USAGE: 

“I love a good 

summer storm with 

plenty of fouldre—

although it drives 

my dog  

to dulcarnon.”

ELECTRICITY CAN BE PRODUCED BY 
HARVESTING METHANE FROM MANURE!

ed in a letter. At the time, electricity was 
just the stuff of magic tricks, but Franklin 
believed it could be more useful. He prac-
ticed the stunt by electrocuting birds in 
his backyard, and on December 23, 1750, 
showed off his bird-crushing death ray. 
An audience gathered. Franklin applied 
the lethal charge. Then things got crazy: 
He was shocked senseless and rendered 
numb for the rest of the evening. Worse, 
the turkey kept gobbling away. When the 
French read about Franklin’s tests in Ex-
periments and Observations on Electric-
ity, they were intrigued enough to try 
them, too; later, they discovered that elec-
trical charges inhibit rigor mortis. Today, 
some slaughterhouses still use electricity 
to make meat easier to trim off the bone. 

10
SAFER SINGING IN THE RAIN

As buildings grew taller, lightning became 
a big problem. Church steeples and high 
buildings were catching fire, prompting 
Benjamin Franklin and Prokop Diviš to 
independently invent the first lightning 
rods. By the 1780s, they were topping new 
buildings—and becoming all the rage. In 
Paris, men and women donned top hats 
and umbrellas with personal lightning 
rods. Designed by Jacques Barbeu-Du-
bourg, the rodware featured a tall wire 
with a coil that trailed to the ground. Ac-
cording to Martin Uman, author of All 
About Lightning, a protective parasol 
proved its worth when a bolt streamed 
down the coil, striking only the person’s 
hip as it grounded. Without the rod and 
coil, the charge likely would have killed 
the person. Who says high fashion can’t 
save lives? 

while electricity is better known for its 
potential to erase memory—it’s a notori-
ous and unexplained side effect of elec-
troconvulsive therapy, for example—it 
can also improve it. According to a 2014 
study in the journal Science, researchers at 
Northwestern University Feinberg School 
of Medicine discovered that a stimulat-
ing jolt to brain regions connected to the 
hippocampus (your brain’s memory cen-
ter) can improve your ability to retain  
new things. 

8
SEEING THE WORLD ANEW

Published in 1916, Electro-Therapy in the 
Abstract for the Busy Practitioner is the 
perfect tome for the electrically curious. 
The book purports that most ailments 
can be treated with effluve, the emana-
tion or spray dissipated into the air from 
a wire or electrode charged with a high-
tension current. That’s right: It suggested 
that if you grab some hot exposed wires 
and point them at your eyes, all that ef-
fluve will make your cataracts disappear! 
While that treatment might not pass 
modern standards, it has an inkling of 
merit. A 2001 FDA study showed that a 
small microcurrent to the eye could help 
people with macular degeneration.

9
ILL-ADVISED PARTY TRICKS

In 1749, Benjamin Franklin had an in-
genious idea. “A turkey is to be killed for 
our dinners by the electrical shock; and 
roasted by the electrical jack, before a fire 
kindled by the electrified bottle,” he gloat-

BEDAFF 
(v): To make  
a fool of

 SUGGESTED USAGE:

“To quote Robert 

Frost, ‘A mother 

takes 20 years to 

make a man of her 

boy, and another 

woman bedaffs him 

in 20 minutes.’” 

DULCARNON 
(n): At wit’s end

 SUGGESTED USAGE:

“Trying to get  

this honey out of  

my hair has me 

totally at dulcarnon.” 

ENGLUTE
(v): To close with 
slime or glue

 SUGGESTED USAGE:

“I mailed you 

Richard Simmons’s 

latest workout 

DVD, Golden Glutes 

5.” “Great! Did 

you remember 

to englute the 

package?”

July/August 2015 mentalfloss.com 51



RANDY COHEN  

Writer (1984-1990)
“If you google this, you’ll find that I  
get credit. But it’s more complicated 
than that. Ideas are a manifestation. It’s 
a social function to have an idea. In con-
versations you get ideas and you draw  
on history, you draw on your culture. 
This sort of Beethoven-y individual, an 
isolated genius—that’s not how ideas 
happen. One morning, I talked about 
this thing I had seen in Cosmo. It was the 
‘10 Sexiest Men Over 60,’ and I thought 

this was hysterical. We were just stand-
ing around the reception area, and it did 
invite jokes. As I recall, it was Bob Mor-
ton who said, ‘Oh, we should do some-
thing like that on the show.’ So I initiated 
the discussion and saw exactly how this 
would work. I wrote it up, but it would 
never have happened if other people 
hadn’t been sitting there, if Morty hadn’t 
given it a little nudge ... I think Matt 
Wickline wrote the first one [on Sep-
tember 18, 1985]: ‘Top 10 Words That 
Almost Rhyme With Peas.’”*

KEVIN CURRAN 
Writer (1984-1989) 
“‘Top 10 Words That Almost Rhyme 
With Peas.’ I wrote the first one. I wanted 
to do a really silly one.”

STEVE O’DONNELL
Writer (1982-1993); head writer  
(1983-1993)
“I had seen a list of eligible bachelors. 
I don’t think it was in Cosmopolitan. 
That’s too cheesy. I think it was in the 
Daily News. And there were 10 bach-
elors, including [Bill] Paley, the CBS 
chairman who at that time was 84 years 
old. That amused me. There was no qual-
ification for this, no criteria or standards. 
They just made a list of 10 things. There 
was no rational yardstick. Anyone could 
make these lists. I suggested doing it on 
a daily basis. As I recall, the first one we 
did was one suggested by Kevin Curran, 
which was ‘Top 10 Words That Almost 
Rhyme With Peas.’ Whatever it was, 
you can see that the first lists were not a 
bunch of jokes about John Boehner and 
Harry Reid. They were supposed to be 
conceptual, this weird mixture.”

BOB MORTON, a.k.a. “MORTY” 
Producer (1982-1987); executive  
producer (1987-1993)
“There’s always been disputed credit as 
to who created the Top 10 list. I had a 
copy of People magazine, and I think they 
had done the ‘Top 10 Sexiest Bachelors.’ 
It was John F. Kennedy Jr. or somebody. 
And I said to Steve [O’Donnell], ‘You 
know, we should do our own 10 best 

F or all the star-making moments and Stupid Pet Tricks that 
David Letterman’s Late Show contributed to American cul-
ture in its 33 years, one element will be remembered above 
all: his nightly Top 10 list. By turns irreverent, incisive, and 

just plain wacky, the list made comedy gold out of a form previously 
used primarily for biblical memos and trips to the grocery store.

When I asked Letterman’s writers and producers to tell me how the 
legendary segment originated, something hilarious happened: They 
couldn’t agree on anything … except that putting it together every 
night was a real pain. Here are their stories.

*1. MEATS 2. LEAKS  
3. NURSE 4. ICE 5. LENS  

6. NEEDS 7. TIES 8. MOSS  
9. RICE 10. HEATS

JEFF MARTIN 
Co-Creator (1982-1987); writer  
(1983-1990)
“Every day we gathered about an hour 
before the show and tried to crank out a 
Top 10 list. That daily deadline became a 
bit of a grind. ‘One more good one!’ was 
always the cry.”

MERRILL MARKOE  

Co-Creator (1982-1987)
“The Top 10 was started by Randy Cohen. 
I saw it happen.”

 History of 
Letterman’s 
Top 10 List

THE COMICALLY CONTESTED

Whose idea was it to turn the humble Top 10 list into a  
masterpiece of hilarity?

B Y  B R I A N  A B R A M S

THE

I S S U E
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1

 “Top 10  

Words That 

Almost Rhyme 

with Peas”*

2

 “Top 10 Dance 

 Fever  

Judges”

3

“Top 10 

Heaviest  

Kennedys”

4

“Top 10 

Baseball 

Players with 

Funny Names”

 

5

“Top 10 

Furniture 

Favorites”

6

“Top 10 

Liquids”

 

7

“Top 10 

Cartoon 

Squirrels”

8

“Top 10  

Wiper  

Blades”

9

 “Top 10 

Commercial 

Processes”

10

“Top 10 

Pharaohs or 

Tile Caulkings”

LATE NIGHT’S FIRST 10 “TOP 10” LISTS  
SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 1985

lists.’ Obviously, you have to give credit 
where credit is due. Steve is the one who 
ran with the idea and decided to give it 
the form that it took, and he kept going 
with it.”

MERRILL MARKOE
“Well, there were a ton of Top 10 lists 
around in those days. Entertainment To-
night was this new show, and they were 
doing one, for some reason, on a daily 
basis. Obviously, it was not for the same 
reason. So it’s completely possible that 
Steve and Randy both had the idea. All 
of us were searching for reusable seg-
ments, and we were all picking through 
the same pop culture –related crap, sift-
ing for a gem—except those of us who 
were devoted to picking through ency-
clopedias and reading the phone book.”

STEVE O’DONNELL
“By the way, I’ve heard Downey came 
up with the Top 10, but he left in ’83. 
We didn’t do them until 1985. I have 
to rethink everything on a yearly basis. 
History and reality are not fixed. Morty 
and Randy in the reception room? It’s 
Rashomon, clearly something that swirls 
in controversy.”

JIM DOWNEY 
Head Writer (1982-1983)
“I did a thing at [the short-lived sketch 
comedy series] The New Show called ‘The 
Top Five.’ It was during a segment called 
‘Weekend Tonight,’ which was kind of a 
parody of Entertainment Tonight—like 
our version of [SNL’s] ‘Weekend Update.’ 
It would be, like, ‘Top Five Causes of 
Death Among College Students on Flor-
ida Spring Break. Number 5: Drowning 
in Own Vomit. Number 4: Diving Into 
Empty Swimming Pool. Number 3: Be-
ing Used as Human Battering Ram in a 
Raid on Fiji House.’ It was essentially the 
[Letterman] Top 10. It’s an odd category 
to do a list of, and they’re weird things 
being written in that telegraph style. The 
reason I feel I was a major influence was 
because Jeff Martin called me and said, 
‘Hey, everyone loves those “Top Five” 
things. Who does those?’ I said, ‘Me.’ 
And he said, ‘Oh, those are really great. 
That’s our favorite thing at Letterman.’ 
Six months later, they started doing the 
Top 10.” 

On Late Night’s 
first episode in 
1982, Bill Murray 
disappeared for a 
bit, explaining, “I 
had to go home 
and feed my cat.”

Reprinted with permission from Brian Abrams’s 
AND NOW…An Oral History of “Late Night 
with David Letterman,” 1982-1993, available to 
purchase as a Kindle Single at Amazon.comA
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10 Things  
We’ll See  

in 10 Years

1
WE’LL FINALLY DISCOVER WHO  

THE MONA LISA WAS. 

The identity of Mona Lisa has long been 
a mystery. Some think Leonardo da Vinci 
modeled his masterpiece on his mother; 
others, on a secret male lover. In fact, one 
art historian identified her just a few de-
cades after the painting was completed as 
Lisa Gherardini del Giocondo, the wife of 
a wealthy cloth merchant who commis-
sioned the piece to a then-broke da Vinci. 
(The fact that the artist named his work La 
Gioconda was a big clue.) Now, thanks to 
radiocarbon dating, this hunch may finally 
be confirmed. Researchers believe they 
may have found Gherardini’s remains in a 
convent in Florence. If the carbon-14 tests 
confirm that it’s her, scientists will also do 
DNA tests to determine the color of her 
eyes, skin, and hair. With that informa-
tion, they’ll be able to confirm if she is the 
world’s most famous half-smiler.

2
GROCERY STORE CHECKOUT 

LINES? ANCIENT HISTORY.

The question “Paper or plastic?” will be 
a distant memory in the not-so-distant 

future. The Food Marketing Institute 
predicts that by 2025, customers will no 
longer wait in lines to check out at grocery 
stores. Just like a car zipping through an 
electronic tollbooth, shoppers will walk out 
the door and a “frictionless checkout” will 
automatically account for products in their 
carts. Also coming soon: stores with mov-
ing walls. With a flick of a switch, business-
es will be able to change their floor plans 
and turn into restaurants in the evenings 
or farmers’ markets on Saturday mornings. 

3
THE STRONGEST ROBOTS WILL 
BE MADE FROM ... ONIONS.  

Here’s the thing about today’s robots: 
They’re wimps. Even the most power-
ful can lift only half their weight. Worse, 
they’re inflexible and their movements are 
herky-jerky. But that wouldn’t be the case 
if we could outfit them with lightweight, 
smooth-moving, and super-strong artifi-
cial muscles. In fact, a machine equipped 
with robo-biceps could lift 80 times its own 
weight! The problem is, artificial muscles 
are expensive. For years, scientists have 
been trying to make them with costly poly-
mers. But in May 2015, researchers at the 
National Taiwan University discovered a 
material so cheap, it literally made them 

Some people at NASA think we’ll discover alien  
life by 2025. What will life on Earth be like then?

B Y  S T A C Y  C O N R A D T

tear up: onions. When they coated onion 
cells with gold and zapped them with elec-
tricity, the cells, like human muscles, bent 
and contracted. Is it too soon to imagine 
this sort of technology someday powering 
robots that will carry us piggyback to work 
while reading us the news and serving us 
milkshakes? 
 

4
THE INTERNET MAY  

HAVE MET ITS DOOM.

If you need an excuse for spending all after-
noon watching mental_floss on YouTube, 
here’s one: The Internet could soon be a 
thing of the past. If we don’t figure out a 
way to provide data faster, it could collapse 
by 2023, says Andrew Ellis of Aston Uni-
versity’s School of Engineering and Applied 
Science. People forget that the Internet is 
made largely of fiber-optic cables strung 
across the ocean floor. Those cables can 
keep up with only so much data, and re-
search suggests we could hit a point where 
no more information can be crammed into 
a single fiber. Put simply, the Internet could 

SHARKS LIKE CHEWING 
ON UNDERSEA INTERNET 

CABLES, SO GOOGLE 
WRAPS THEM IN KEVLAR.
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get full. The repercussions: spotty service 
or providers installing more cables, send-
ing Internet prices skyrocketing. And if 
you think the industry or the government 
is prepared, you’re wrong. According to en-
gineer and industry pioneer Danny Hillis, 
“There is no plan B.” 

5
WE’LL FIGURE OUT  

IF SHAKESPEARE WAS 
 A STONER …

In 2012, archaeologists dug up the remains 
of King Richard III. Laser scans and analy-
sis taught scientists and historians more 
about the 15th-century ruler than they 
ever imagined, revealing how he died as 
well as clues about his lifestyle and diet 
(he enjoyed peacock and swan). Academ-
ics like Francis Thackeray of the University 
of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg are 
hoping to perform the same techniques on 
Shakespeare’s bones. An analysis could un-
earth secrets about the Bard’s own death, 
diet, and health—and whether he smoked 
weed. In 2001, fragments of clay pipes con-
taining traces of cannabis were discovered 
in Shakespeare’s garden. (Hemp was used 
for rope and clothing in the Elizabethan 
era, so it follows that some of the plant was 
used for medicine and pleasure.) Of course, 
researchers may have trouble digging him 
up. Shakespeare’s epitaph reads: Bleste 
be the man that spares thes stones, 
and curst be he that moves my bones.

6
… AND POT COULD BECOME A 

LEGAL, LUCRATIVE CAREER.

By 2020, legal marijuana could be a $35 
billion industry in the U.S. A study by  
ArcView Market Research suggests that 
as many as 18 states could legalize recre-
ational pot use, while nearly twice that may 
legalize it for medical use. And that means 
jobs! The current medical and leisure in-
dustry—worth about $3 billion—employs 
between 46,000 and 60,000 people. That 
number is only going to get, well, higher. 
From horticulturalists to procurement of-
ficers to dispensary owners, the number 
of positions that could grow out of a pros-
pering pot industry could make marijuana 
one of the hottest job prospects for college 

grads (at least the ones who can muster the 
will to get off their beanbag chairs).
 

7
WE’LL BE FLYING ON FUNGUS.

Those leaves you rake every fall may fuel 
your vacation. Researchers at Washington 
State University have discovered that under 
certain conditions, a black fungus named 
Aspergillus carbonarius ITEM 5010—
which thrives in decaying leaves, soil, and 
fruit—can be used to create hydrocarbons 
that could help make jet fuel, which is a 
blend of petroleum products. (Intriguingly, 
the fungus creates the most hydrocarbons 
when it munches on oatmeal.) Not only 
would this be cost-effective, it would also 

eliminate the need for complex chemical 
processes used to make fuels, since the fun-
gus does the work itself. Researchers hope 
Aspergillus carbonarius will start to fuel 
flights within the next five years.

 
8

WE WILL HAVE SURVIVED YET 
ANOTHER CICADA PLAGUE.

Since biblical times, we’ve been periodi-
cally visited by swarms of winged creatures 
emerging like zombies from the ground. In 
modern America, the most loathsome of 
these is a gang of cicadas known as Brood 
X. Its members are living underground 
right now sucking on tasty tree roots, but 
in 2021, after 17 years underfoot, the crit-
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ters will claw out of the dirt to breed. Brood 
X will be so big that, in the Northeast, 
there could be 1.5 million cicadas for every 
acre—and they will be singing love songs 
for weeks. The invasion won’t be a threat to 
crops, but stock up on earplugs: A treeful of 
buzzing cicadas can top 100 decibels.
 

9
ART’S MOST TRAGICOMIC  

MEME WILL BE ERASED.

In 2012, 81-year-old Cecilia Gimenez tried 
to restore Ecce Homo, a 19th-century fresco 
in her church in Borja, Spain. The result 
was less than seamless. “Beast Jesus,” as 
it’s now called, looked more like “a crayon 
sketch of a very hairy monkey in an ill-
fitting tunic” than Jesus wearing a crown 
of thorns, said the BBC’s Christian Fraser. 
But the mistake was a blessing in disguise, 
bringing in more than 150,000 tourists, 
who each paid a euro to view the Beast. 
Art historians want to restore it, and one 
conservator says solvents could remove the 
paint job in minutes, but the church may 
let the tourist dollars continue to roll in. 
Nevertheless, once the meme becomes a 
thing of the past (perhaps when the Inter-
net collapses?), Ecce Homo will live again. 

10
DARK MATTER WILL BE EXPOSED.

Being an astrophysicist is a bit of a grind: 
Folks studying the cosmos are absorbed by 
a universe of equations and formulas, but 
they don’t often get a chance to test them 
out—the universe is too darn vast. But 
that’s going to change. By 2024, a powerful 
radio telescope (basically, a field of dishes 
and antennas) will help answer the biggest 
questions plaguing Earth’s biggest brains. 
The Square Kilometre Array, located in 
South Africa and Western Australia, will 
be the world’s fastest, largest radio tele-
scope—and the closest thing we have to a 
time machine. With it, scientists will peer 
back billions of years to observe the first 
black holes, stars, and galaxies. But that’s 
not all: It will become our greatest tool in 
the search for alien life, and test Einstein’s 
general theory of relativity—that is, our un-
derstanding of how time and gravity work. 
We’ll map billions of galaxies extending to 
the edge of the observable universe. Most 
exciting, it will help scientists identify dark 
matter, the enigmatic material composing 
85 percent of our universe. ONE REASON TO VISIT FLORIDA: AT THE SCHOONER WHARF 

BAR IN KEY WEST, HAPPY HOUR STARTS AT 7:00 A.M.

10 Golden Rules  
For Traveling to America

Foreign governments offer some words of wisdom  
for their citizens heading stateside.

1
Be prepared to 

 make friends. But  
not close friends.

“Most Americans  

are outgoing and friendly. 

They think it is natural  

to talk to strangers if  

they have something  

on their mind. You  

will often hear ‘How are 

you?,’ ‘How you doin’?,’ 

‘How is it going?,’ or 

something of a similar 

variety when people 

meet. It is often not  

an invitation to stop  

and chat, but answered 

only with a brief  

‘good —how are you?,’  

or similar.”  

—NORWAY

2
Remember,  
you’re not  

close friends.
“It is considered rude 

 to touch strangers,  

so if that happens,  

then excuse  

oneself (‘sorry’).”  

—NORWAY

3
Seriously,  

we mean it.
“In the U.S., the  

repeated tracking or  

the repeated harassment 

of another person,  

called ‘stalking,’ is 

punishable by law.”  

—GERMANY

4
Remember to  

respect the  
great outdoors.

“Alcohol consumption  

in public is banned  

almost everywhere …  

This also applies to 

national parks.” 
—GERMANY

 
5 

Especially  
the desert.

“On the highway …  

do not speed  

(even in the desert).”  

—FRANCE

 
6 

Watch out  
for Orlando.

“Petrol stations that  

do not display the  

price of fuel usually 

charge considerably 

more than the national 

average... They’re  

often found close to 

tourist destinations  

and airports, and 

notoriously near to 

Orlando International 

Airport.”  

—ENGLAND

 
7 

Oh, and Miami.
“Florida: Risk of 

aggression-related  

petty crime exists  

in the tourist areas  

of the Miami area.”  

—FRANCE

8 
You know what? 

Maybe just  
avoid Florida 

altogether. 
“Canadians have  

been the victims of 

crime such as break-

ins, assaults, and 

pickpocketing in  

the Miami area, 

sometimes during 

daylight hours.” 

—CANADA
 

9 
Really, we’re  
warning you.

“In the South, dry  

and very thick heat  

is a recurring problem  

in the summer.” 

—SWEDEN

 
10 

Did we  
mention the 
hurricanes?

“Remember that  

inthe Caribbean areas 

cyclonic phenomena 

(hurricanes, tropical 

storms, tornadoes,  

etc.) may occur—

especially from June  

to November … It is 

therefore advisable  

to have additional 

financial resources in  

the budget allocated ...  

in order to cope  

with any additional 

logistical needs.”  

—ITALY
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Four years ago, San Francisco–based sculpture artist Alexis Arnold made 
a dazzling discovery: Transparent particles were sprouting from the 

concrete floor of her studio. A chemical reaction made rusting metal, salt, soda ash, and vinegar sparkle— 
and Arnold found it inspiring. Looking to duplicate the effect, she started experimenting, applying Borax to 
bike wheels, bundt pans, mussel shells, a cactus, and wood. Then came books, from computer manuals to her 
childhood favorite, The Little Prince. “I like to think I’m visually preserving the memories one holds on to  
after reading,” she says. You can’t turn the pages of Arnold’s crystalline tomes, but the effect is still a feast for 
the eyes.  —CAITLIN SCHNEIDER

GO

MENTAL

Crystal Visions

 ANARCHY EXPLAINED BY WASABI 

OUR GUIDE TO ESSENTIAL SUMMER READING 

ARE YOU PREPARED FOR BAGPIPE APPRECIATION DAY?  

+ OTHER STUFF WE LOVE RIGHT NOW 
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DINERS

THE SIMPLIFIER

AGITATOR CONDIMENT

                                            
Described by  

                                              CONDIMENTS

REVOLUTIONARIES

Government, like the use of salt, is 

something every individual should 

have a say in.

Like the vinegar at the bottom of 

the bottle, the proletariat must 

unite, rise up, and overthrow the oily 

bourgeoisie at the top.

Nonviolence may not get you 

results as quickly as violence would, 

but it leaves behind less of a mess.

Just as wasabi violently clears 

the nasal passages, complete 

destruction of the state is the only 

path to absolute freedom.

Thomas  
Jefferson

Salt

Karl Marx Salad Dressing

Mahatma  
Gandhi

Ketchup

Emma Goldman Wasabi

G O
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TONY SOPRANO’S LAST MEAL 
Between 1912 and the 1990s, New Jersey was home to more than 20 diner 
manufacturers who made “probably 95 percent” of the diners in the U.S., says 
Katie Zavoski, curator of a definitive diner exhibit. What makes a diner a 
diner? (And not, say, a coffee shop?) Traditionally, a diner is built in a factory 
and then delivered to its town or city rather than constructed on-site. Zavoski 
credits New Jersey’s location as the key to its mastery of the form: “It was just 
the perfect place to manufacture the diners,” she says. “We could ship them 
wherever we needed to.” 
VISIT  “Icons of American Culture: History of New Jersey Diners,” running through 
June 2016 at The Cornelius Low House/Middlesex County Museum in Piscataway, 
New Jersey

GOOD FOOD, GOOD TUNES 
Suzanne Vega’s 1987 song “Tom’s Diner” is probably best known for its 
frequently sampled “doo doo doo doo” melody rather than its diner-related 
lyrics. Technically, it’s not even really about a diner—the setting is New York 
City’s Tom’s Restaurant, which Vega frequented when she was studying at 
Barnard. (It was also the exterior on Seinfeld.) Vega used the word “diner” 
instead because it “sings better that way,” she told The New York Times. 
November 18 has since been deemed Tom’s Diner Day, because on that day 
in 1981, the New York Post’s front page was a story about the death of actor 
William Holden. In her song Vega sings: “I open / Up the paper / There’s a 
story / Of an actor/ Who had died / While he was drinking.” 

LISTEN  

MEET THE DINER ANTHROPOLOGIST 
Richard J.S. Gutman has been dubbed the “Jane Goodall of diners” (he even 
consulted on Barry Levinson’s 1982 film, Diner). His book, American Diner: 
Then & Now, traces the evolution of the “night lunch wagon,” instituted by 
Walter Scott in 1872, to the early 1920s, when the diner got its name (adapted 
from “dining car”), and on through the 1980s, when diner nostalgia started 
inspiring fancier homages. Gutman has his own stash of diner paraphernalia 
(floor plans, classic white mugs, a cashier booth); 250 of these items are part 
of an exhibit in Rhode Island. 
READ  American Diner: Then & Now (Johns Hopkins University Press) 
VISIT   currently running at the Culinary 
Arts Museum at Johnson & Wales University in Providence, Rhode Island

Pop Culture Syllabus:             

Edward Hopper’s 
Nighthawks may 
have been inspired 
by a Lucky Strike ad.
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3 Brilliant British Answers to the Tour de France

HOT  
DATE!

Julius Caesar might have given Scotland its iconic sound. The Roman general 
used the tibia utricularis, the bagpipes’ Roman ancestor (it’s got one pipe to blow 
into and two drones, which produce the signature wail) in a sneak attack in the 
1st century BCE, ambushing Celtic troops with one long, loud note. Legend has it 
that they fled, terrified. Later, they adopted the instrument as their own.

July 27th

                                                        BAGPIPE APPRECIATION DAY
ONE THING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT BAGPIPES

1 INTERNATIONAL BOGNOR 
BIRDMAN (JULY 18-19) 

Every summer, thousands of people 
gather in Bognor Regis on the 
southern coast of England to see 
who can fly the longest distance in 
homemade flying contraptions before 
plunging into the English Channel. 
The record, set in 1992, is 292 feet.
Frequently, participants compete in 
costume. Dr. Who and his Tardis, 
a group of flying doughnuts, and a 
skateboarding cow have all taken the 
leap in past competitions. They didn’t 
get so far.

2 WORLD HEN RACING 
CHAMPIONSHIPS (AUGUST 1) 

Chickens are notoriously difficult 
to train, but that doesn’t stop about 
50 international hen owners from 
entering their birds in the World Hen 
Racing Championships each year in 
Bonsall, England. Keeping alive a 
century-old tradition, the hens race 
along a 50-foot course. While some 
owners let their untrained chickens 
“wing it,” others try to get their fowl 
into competition shape with daily 
“sprints” during the months leading  
up to the race. 

3 BRITISH LAWN MOWER RACING 
ASSOCIATION’S 12-HOUR 

ENDURANCE RACE (AUGUST 8) 
Mowing the lawn for 12 hours straight 
is some people’s idea of a nightmare. 
For others, it’s the highlight of the 
summer. Drivers start their engines  
at 8:00 in the evening, and, in teams of 
three, rattle straight through the night 
until 8:00 the next morning, averaging 
25 mph. Last year, the winning team 
logged a record 311 miles on the course 
in Billingshurst, England, doing justice 
to the association’s motto: “Per Herbam 
Ad Astra,” or “Through the Grass to the 
Stars.” —JULIE WINTERBOTTOM
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What Pet Should I Get? 
by Dr. Seuss 
(Random House Books for Young Readers, $17.99) 

Theodor Geisel’s new book, culled  
from a manuscript unearthed two  
decades after his death, takes on one  
of the seminal questions of our time.

Crooked  
by Austin Grossman 
(Mullholland Books, $26.00)

Nixon’s presidency 
may have inspired the 
cult-classic graphic 
novel Watchmen, but 
could the man have 
saved us from the 
occult? Grossman 
reimagines a new kind 
of American antihero 
in this political fantasy.

Walking 
With Abel 
by Anna Badkhen  
($27.95, Riverhead Books)

Badkhen embedded 
with Africa’s Fulani 
tribe—13 million of 
whom are nomadic—
for their annual 
migration rites to 
learn how they’ve 
survived to this day, 
against all odds.

Us Conductors  
by Sean Michaels 
(Tin House, $15.95)

If you haven’t heard of music’s spookiest 
instrument, the hand-waving theremin, 
you’ve definitely heard it played (it’s that 
sci-fi wobbly noise at the beginning of the 
Beach Boys’ hit “Good Vibrations”). This is 
the fictionalized story of its real-life inventor 
(and occasional KGB spy), Leon Theremin. 

Playing Scared: A History  
and Memoir of Stage Fright 
by Sara Solovitch 
(Bloomsbury, $26.00)

A deep dive into one of the most  
common fears in the world, this  
is an incredible reflection on the  
fight-or-flight response.

The Millionaire and the Bard 
by Andrea Mays  
(Simon & Schuster, $27.00)

Only 233 copies of Shakespeare’s First  
Folio, the first collection of his complete 
theatrical works, are known to exist  
today. How did D.C.’s Folger Shakespeare 
Library end up with 82 of them? Thank  
this story’s titular millionare Henry Folger, 
who was born to nothing in Brooklyn  
and became one of the world’s great  
book buyers.

The Prank:  
The Best of Young Chekhov 
by Anton Chekhov 
(New York Review Books Classics, $14.95)

Before the plays and short stories, 
Chekhov was a struggling med 
student writing plucky, satirical 
sketches about classist hunting  
trips and fathers bribing teachers. 
Censored by Tsarist Russia, now 
they’re published for the first time.

The Fishermen  
by Chigozie Obioma 
(Little, Brown and Company, 
$26.00)

This powerful parable 
about brotherhood  
is more or less the 
story of Cain and Abel, 
translated to 1990s 
Nigeria and infused with 
Igbo mythology.

BRAIN 
CANDY

17 Essential  
Summer Reads

When preparing for the dog days  
of summer, you may wonder:  

Should you, could you, get a pet? Or 
would you rather try a book? If the 
latter, we have a few suggestions.  

The good news is, none of them  
need to be taken for a walk.

THE PAPER TRAIL

BY ELISABETH DONNELLY
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In the Unlikely Event 
by Judy Blume  
(Knopf, $27.95)

In the early 1950s, when Blume was a teen, 
three passenger planes crashed in New 
Jersey in the span of three months. In her 
first novel for adults in 17 years, she  
takes on the mystery and aftermath of  
the startling events.  

The Sympathizer  
by Viet Thanh Nguyen  
(Grove Press, $26.00)

A Vietnamese spy 
adrift in America finds 
himself the consultant 
on a Hollywood film 
that shares elements 
with Francis Ford 
Coppola’s Apocalypse 
Now. Nguyen, a 
professor, is obsessed 
with illuminating 
how other countries 
saw the Vietnam 
War. Expect plenty of 
brilliant observations 
(and comedy) here. 

Two Across  
by Jeff Bartsch 
(Grand Central Publishing, $25.00)

There have been four ties for first place  
in the 90-year history of the Scripps 
National Spelling Bee  —recently,  
between 14-year-old Sriram Hathwar 
(stichomythia) and 13-year-old Ansun  
Sujoe (feuilleton). In this debut  
novel, a tie becomes a meet-cute. 

Loving Day 
by Mat Johnson 
(Spiegel & Grau, $26.00)

In this satire about race and love 
in America, Johnson, who’s been 
compared to Kurt Vonnegut, chronicles 
a failed comic book shop owner, his 
haunted house, the teenage daughter 
he’s just getting to know, and a utopian 
cult, of course!

How to Catch a Russian Spy 
by Naveed Jamali & Ellis Henican 
(Scribner, $26.00)

The real-life story of civilian double  
agent Jamali, who learned spycraft 
from TV shows like Miami Vice and  
used those tricks to help catch an  
elusive Russian operative. 

No Better Friend 
by Robert Weintraub 
(Little, Brown and Company, $28.00)

Judy, a purebred pointer and the only  
canine prisoner of war in WWII, survived a 
sinking military ship, a march through the 
jungle, and several Japanese POW camps 
where she found her truest pal: a flight 
technician named Frank.

How to Clone  
a Mammoth 
by Beth Shapiro 
 (Princeton University Press $24.95)

A real Jurassic Park? 
Maybe. According to  
this provocative book,  
we could engineer  
species to survive  
climate change (by, say, 
changing elephant DNA).

Spirals in Time  
by Helen Scales 
(Bloomsbury, $27.00)

Seashells aren’t just for 
selling by the seashore. 
The creatures that make  
them are some of the 
most ancient on Earth. 
What can they teach us 
about evolution—and 
our own ancestors?

Madness in Civilization 
by Andrew Scull  
($39.50, Princeton University Press)

Scull traces the fascinating history  
of mental illness, from its very first 
diagnoses—in medieval times, people 
believed the blood of saints could cure 
insanity and blindness—to how cultures 
around the world address it today.

BRAIN 
KALE
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Pretty Good

The Best

The Worst

Also Pretty Good

0–4

5–7
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10–15

2  Which song was not on 
President Eisenhower’s list 
of favorite music?

A  “From Greenland’s Icy 
Mountains”

B  “Drigo’s Serenade”
C  “Soldier’s Beach Getaway”
D  “Tramp! Tramp! Tramp! 

(The Prisoner’s Hope)”

3  In what state did 
Susanna Salter become 
America’s first female 
mayor?

A  Kansas
B  New York
C  Wyoming
D  Wisconsin

4  How did Priceline kill 
off its spokesperson “The 
Negotiator,” played by 
William Shatner?

A  Cruise ship virus
B  Hotel demolition
C  Bus explosion 
D  Failed space mission

Hey, overachiever!  

If you scored an Also 

Pretty Good on this 

quiz, enter the coupon 

code HONORSYSTEM at  

store.mentalfloss.com 

and save an extra  

15% on your order. 

Excludes clearance, package  
deals, and subscriptions.

6  North Korea’s Mansudae 
Art Studio built which 
sculpture in Germany?

A  Currywurst Memorial, 
Munich

B  Karl Marx’s Triumph, Leipzig 
C  Fairy Tale Fountain, 

Frankfurt
D  The Berlin Wall Memorial

7  What city tried to change 
its nickname to “The Sunshine 
Factory” in the 1980s?

A  Tucson
B  Los Angeles
C  Las Vegas
D  Buffalo

8  Which conflict occurred 
while Thomas Jefferson was 
president?

A  The Quasi-War
B  The Caucasian War
C  The First Barbary War
D  The First Seminole War

9  What car did General 
Motors’ “Project Opel” give 
gearheads to?

A  Corvette 
B  Suburban
C  Trans Am 
D  Windstar

10  Which film did Ronald 
and Nancy Reagan appear in 
together?

A  Hellcats of the Navy
B  Bedtime for Bonzo
C  Cattle Queen of Montana 
D  Tugboat Annie Sails Again

11   Which Nevada state 
building housed an improvised 
casino called “The Bull Pen”?

A  Supreme Court
B  State Prison
C  Governor’s Mansion
D  State Capitol 

12   What was the first product 
sold on QVC?

A  A shower AM/FM radio 
B  Ceramic kitchen knives 
C  A two-way shovel
D  A Chia Pet kitten

13   What did contemporary 
critics call English poet 
laureate Henry James Pye?

A  A poetaster 
B  A bampot
C  Doggerel 
D  Balladrone 

14   What’s the phenomenon 
called when you can tune out 
loud sounds but can focus on 
others? 

A  Cocktail party effect
B  Deaf man’s effect
C  Selective hearing effect
D  Birthday party effect

15   Which play once 
attributed to Shakespeare 
was actually written by 
Shakespeare? 

A  The Birth of Merlin 
B  Fair Em, the Miller’s 

Daughter of Manchester
C  Pericles, Prince of Tyre
D  Vortigern and Rowena 

5Before 
the reign 

of Queen 
Elizabeth I, it 
was illegal for 
commoners to 
own which dog? 

A   
Greyhound

A   
Belgium

B  
Corgi

B  
France

C   
Ibizan Hound

C   
Germany

D   
Switzerland

D   
Otterhound

Your 
Score!
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1Which country has the most Trappist 
breweries?

ANSWERS
1. A (Belgium  

has six   —the 

oldest of them 

has been 

brewing suds 

since 1595!)

2. C 

3. A (She was 

elected mayor of 

Argonia, Kansas, 

in 1887, at the 

age of 27.)

4. C
5. A 

6. C
7. A (Its original—

and still used—

nickname is “Old 

Pueblo.”)

8. C 

9. A
10. A
11. B
12. A
13. A (It means 

“a person who 

writes inferior 

poetry.”)

14. A
15. C (At one time 

people believed 

Shakespeare 

wrote all four. It 

turns out he just 

penned this one.)

Start 
Here
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