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For Gerri—
my partner and co-disbeliever for almost forty-nine years,
who wore a button that read, simply, “I doubt it.”
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PREFACE


The idea for this book first came to mind at a dinner hosted by Marty Edelston, chairman of Boardroom, Inc. Originally conceived as a series of columns for one of his newsletters, it unfortunately never quite got off the ground. Nonetheless, I credit Marty with providing the initial goad.

I had always been enthralled by the variety and quantity of garbage we carry around as seemingly usable information. In my younger days, I strained several friendships by not easily accepting the imparted intelligence of the day, rather questioning, “How do you know?” In college, I remember alienating a few professors by frequently asking “How can we be sure?” or “Where is it written and by whom?” Not so much to doubt, more to confirm. Later, I tried to instruct my daughters that things are rarely what they seem, and to guide them to question most everything, to accept nothing at face value. I apparently succeeded because they asked “Why?”

I am in debt to nameless research librarians at a number of libraries in Westchester County, notably those of White Plains, Yonkers, Mt. Vernon, Tarrytown, Dobbs Ferry, and my home base, Hastings-on-Hudson. Librarians do not always know the answer, but they do know where to look for it. My unlimited gratitude to Susan Barnett for improving the text and also spotting some grievous factual errors. A word of thanks also to David Fischer, an inexhaustible source of trivia on sports and other pabulum, this last in its good meaning. And lastly, a grateful bow to my daughter Liza for her insightful comments while cri-tiquing the final draft of the manuscript.


FOREWORD


This is a book that will question much of what you think you know. It will look at a few hundred of the “truths” we all hold as common knowledge, that are widely accepted as fact, that are part of the body of our socially accepted data bank … but are simply wrong.

Our cherished culturally shared beliefs stem from a variety of sources, many of which repeat old wives’ tales, myths, lore, self-serving fantasies, innocent fallacies, or sheer nonsense. History is replete with stories of great men and events that either never happened or didn’t happen the way we were led to believe. These pages will reexamine several such long-held misconceptions.

Shared misinformation is common, and this book will try to correct at least some of the fallacies we’ve come to accept as facts. I will try to break it to you gently, but you may still be amazed at the baggage you—read “we”—have been carrying around for so long.



For example, did you know that:

•  The United States did not vote for independence on July Fourth.

•  The Eighteenth Amendment did not outlaw liquor.

•  Red Square is not named in honor of communism.

•  George Washington was not the country’s first president.

•  The Rough Riders did not charge their horses up San Juan Hill.

•  Charles Lindbergh was not the first man to fly across the Atlantic Ocean.

•  Charles Darwin didn’t coin the phrase “survival of the fittest.”

•  Jackie Robinson was not the first African American baseball player in the major leagues.

•  The Battle of Yorktown did not end the Revolutionary War.

•  French fries did not originate in France.

•  The clock in London’s Parliament Tower is not called “Big Ben.”

•  Cleopatra was not Egyptian.



Have I grabbed your interest? Read on and be surprised. There is much to unlearn. Such items are part of our consensually acquired store of knowledge. They are taught in schools. They are passed down to us by our families and friends, they are part of shared cultural orthodoxy, they are accepted with-out question. And they are wrong.

It is appalling how much of what we take as unchallenged truth is really myth. It is a cliché that history is written by the victors. But this book will demonstrate that is also written by teachers, by reporters, by heirs, by hucksters, by word of mouth, and not infrequently by someone who has an ax to grind or simply a lousy memory.

We will touch on a number of topics—including history, current events, government, sports, geography, popular culture, and other areas of human experience—exposing errors that have been perpetuated for far too long.

The reader will also find a few items (very few) that do not strictly conform to the intent of the book, but—at least to the eye of the author—are of similar mind and offer features that are laughable, idiosyncratic, or just interesting enough to be disclosed.

We end with two short sections of quotations: one headed Says Who?, devoted to misattributed quotations, revealing who actually said them; the other unearthing several remarks from recognized authorities—The Pundits—whose foolish assertions and predictions belie their exalted positions, showing how even recognized experts all too often knew not what they were talking about. As Montaigne observed in his Essays over five centuries ago: “Nothing is so firmly believed as that which is least known.”

The book will enlighten, and entertain. It will certainly start a number of arguments. And, one would hope, settle a few.

 

 

 

“ … there is no truth to be discovered; there is only
error to be exposed.”
—H. L. Mencken, Prejudices, Third Series (1922), Chapter 3
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SECTION ONE:

WHAT NOT TO 
BELIEVE

 

 

 


OUR FIRST PRESIDENT
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George Washington was the first president of our country.
Don’t you believe it.
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In the formative days of our union, dating from September 1774, seven men, beginning with Peyton Randolph of Virginia, held the office of president of the Continental Congress, the first functioning government of our fledgling nation.

With the adoption of the Articles of Confederation, in March 1781, the Continental Congress officially became the “United States, in Congress Assembled,” marking the beginning of transition from an alliance of colonies to a central government. John Hanson of Maryland was unanimously chosen as the first presiding officer serving a full term under the Articles. Because of his prominence in the Revolution and his influence in the Congress, other potential candidates declined to run against him. Hanson is thus considered by many historians as the first “president of the United States.”

Hanson was the head of the government, presiding over Congress but without true executive powers, which were exercised by the Congress as a whole. Seven other “presidents” followed Hanson, including Richard Henry Lee of Virginia and John Hancock of Massachusetts, each serving an average of one year.

But the government under the Articles of Confederation was too inefficient for the young amalgamated country, relinquishing too much power to the several states. In response to the need for a stronger central authority, the Con-gress assembled for the last time in March 1789 and produced the Constitution of the United States, naming George Washington as president.

Thus, while George Washington was the first “president of the United States” under the Constitution, in actuality he was preceded by eight others who held that title.


RED SQUARE
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Moscow’s renowned Red Square (Krasnaya Ploshchad ) was named to commemorate the victorious Communist Revolution of 1917.

Don’t you believe it.

[image: image]

A colorful story, but nonetheless more myth than history. Red Square, known for the grand military displays paraded there during the Soviet era, is the legendary cobbled plaza that sits at the heart of the Russian capital. On one side is the Kremlin, with Lenin’s tomb situated prominently below its redbrick wall; on the other is the enormous GUM department store. At the south end is the whimsical St. Basil’s Cathedral, its world-famous onion domes dating from the sixteenth century. The north end houses the State Historical Museum with its twin pointed spires.

On the site of the old city’s marketplace, Red Square has been described as Moscow’s version of the Roman Forum—a vast meeting place for public functions and government pronouncements, for celebrations, for executions under several tsars, and for rock concerts by Paul McCartney, Pink Floyd, and the Red Hot Chili Peppers.

Probably the most impressive military gathering in the square took place on November 7, 1941, when thousands of Soviet troops listened to an address by Marshal Stalin and then left directly for the front lines to oppose advancing Nazi armies only one hundred miles away. Another significant event was the Victory Parade in 1945, when flags of defeated Nazi armies were victoriously displayed at the Lenin memorial.

But, contrary to popular belief, its name has nothing to do with the red of communism. The word krasnaya meant “beautiful” in old Russian, and “red” only more recently, originally meant to describe St. Basil’s, then later applied to the entire square.


MARATHON
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The modern marathon commemorates the historic run of the Greek soldier Pheidippides from the battle site in the town of Marathon to his home city of Athens in the year 490 B.C.E. His mission was to inform his fellow Athenians about their army’s great victory over the Persians. The distance covered by the messenger was 26 miles, 385 yards.

Don’t you believe it.

[image: image]

We do not know the exact length of Pheidippides’ run because we have no record of the route he took, but we do know that there were at least two roads available, one about 21.5 miles, the other about 25.5 miles. Both routes are short of the conventional modern marathon distance.

When the Olympic games resumed in 1896 after a millennium and a half of inactivity (they had been abolished in 393 by the Roman emperor Theodosius I), a marathon race was included. Its length measured just under 25 miles, from Marathon Bridge to the Olympic stadium in Athens. For the first few modern Olympic meets that followed, the distance varied, ranging somewhere between 25 and 26.5 miles, requiring only that all runners follow the same course.

In 1908, the games were held in London, where the marathon course was planned out from Windsor Castle to the royal box at the Olympic stadium, a distance of 26 miles, 385 yards. The marathons run in the next few Olympics in other cities again covered differing distances, but in 1921 the London measure was adopted by the International Amateur Athletic Commission as the official marathon length and was used in the next Olympic Games in 1924 in Paris.

That distance has now been formally established as the standard and has remained the course length of marathon races in and out of the Olympics ever since.


BURNING WITCHES
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During the witch hunt frenzy of the late seventeenth century, several witches were burned at the stake in Salem, Massachusetts.

Don’t you believe it.
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It is surprising to learn that not one “witch” was put to the torch as a result of the infamous Salem trials in 1692. In the hysteria of the period, more than one hundred people in that vicinity were accused of practicing witchcraft. Extant documents relating to the Salem trials reveal that in the months June through September, thirteen women and seven men were executed—nineteen by hanging, and one, Giles Corey, pressed to death by having increasingly heavy stones piled upon his chest. In addition, several others died in prison while they were awaiting execution. But not one accused person in Salem died by fire.

The witch hunt had started in Europe in the fourteenth century, an adjunct to the brutal Inquisition by which the Catholic Church hoped to eliminate all heretics—that is, people who didn’t conform to church teachings. It was most active between 1450 and 1700, with witchcraft high on the church’s list of heresies. Heresy was a crime in most of Europe, the penalty for which was typically torture until the accused confessed.

Those accused found themselves in a paradoxical situation. Since it was virtually impossible to refute the accusation of witchcraft, the best chance to avoid torture, once charged, was to confess and to suffer the punishment.

The Inquisition eventually came to an end by the late seventeenth century, closing a sad period in European history, an era during which it is estimated some five hundred thousand people were executed throughout Europe. But in England and the colonies, contrary to common belief, not one accused witch was burned at the stake.


POST OFFICE MOTTO
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Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.

It is generally accepted that this statement represents the proud motto of the U.S. Postal Service.

Don’t you believe it.

[image: image]

Although the aphorism is frequently cited as the tenet of our mail carriers, in actuality the USPS has no official motto. The lines quoted above are those inscribed on the General Post Office in New York City at 8th Avenue and 33rd Street, known as the James A. Farley Building in honor of the Postmaster General under F.D.R. from 1932 to 1940. But the lines do not constitute an administrative precept of the USPS.

The misconception is in fact so common that the USPS has felt the need to post a disclaimer on its official Web site, offering the following explanation:

This inscription was supplied by William Mitchell Kendall of the firm of McKim, Mead & White, the architects who designed the New York General Post Office. Kendall said the sentence appears in the works of Herodotus and describes the expedition of the Greeks against the Persians under Cyrus, about 500 b.c. The Persians operated a system of mounted postal couriers, and the sentence describes the fidelity with which their work was done. Professor George H. Palmer of Harvard University supplied the translation, which he considered the most poetical of about seven translations from the Greek.

So while our mail deliverers may take pride in these sentiments, and may strive to live up to the stringent code expressed in this inscription, it is not the official doctrine of the U.S. Postal Service.


ARNOLD ROTHSTEIN 
AND THE BLACK SOX 
SCANDAL
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Gambler Arnold Rothstein fixed the 1919 World Series.

Don’t you believe it.

[image: image]

Contrary to what Hyman Roth (Lee Strasberg) tells Michael Corleone (Al Pacino) in The Godfather, Part II (“I’ve liked baseball ever since Arnold Rothstein fixed the 1919 World Series”), Rothstein did not hatch the plot for the infamous 1919 Series in which the Chicago White Sox intentionally lost to the Cincinnati Reds. The Chicago team was thereafter referred to as the Black Sox, a nickname obviously meant to disparage them.

The scenario was devised by the players themselves, led by first baseman Chick Gandil. For several seasons, the team members had been chafing under the management of Charles Comiskey, owner of the Chicago team, who had, among other provocations, reneged on the payment of promised bonuses. The players felt underpaid and undervalued and were readily amenable to a scheme that would both embarrass Comiskey and provide them some easy money.

Rothstein was brought in long after the conspiracy was hatched. Other gamblers preceded him in the cabal, but none could supply the cash required to engage the players. Always alert to the opportunity to turn a quick illegal buck, Rothstein realized the potential of cashing in on a predetermined outcome. Rothstein did furnish the capital needed to make the plot possible, but he was not one of the instigators.

Rothstein served as financier of the machination, not as prime provocateur, although he later also provided some muscle to convince recalcitrant players to stay in the fold.

As a result, eight players and several gamblers were indicted for conspiracy, but Rothstein was not among them. All were acquitted for lack of evidence, several transcripts of confessions having gone astray from the court files.


DR. MUDD AND JOHN 
WILKES BOOTH
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The government unjustly convicted Dr. Samuel Alexander Mudd of complicity in the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. When Dr. Mudd provided medical care to John Wilkes Booth, he had no idea who Booth was.

Don’t you believe it.
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Just as a refresher: In attempting to escape after shooting Abraham Lincoln in Ford’s Theatre, John Wilkes Booth broke his leg leaping from the presidential box. He was nevertheless able make his getaway on horseback, traveling some thirty miles south to arrive at the home of Dr. Samuel Mudd in the predawn hours. Dr. Mudd set Booth’s broken leg and helped him on his way.

Dr. Mudd was later arrested and eventually convicted of conspiring to help Booth assassinate Lincoln and to aid his escape. Mudd proclaimed his innocence, arguing that he hadn’t known Booth but was simply helping a traveler in need.

After serving almost four years of a life sentence, Mudd was pardoned by President Andrew Johnson in February 1869. Mudd later achieved the status of folk hero, believed by many to have been an innocent victim of an overzealous government.

The record, however, reveals that Mudd, an advocate of slavery, may not have been the guiltless naïf that he claimed to be. Despite his denial, Mudd had met Booth at least twice before the night of his medical aid, once even providing Booth with overnight accommodations in his home. Earlier, Mudd had been instrumental in organizing with Booth a group planning to kidnap the president in order to boost the Confederate cause.

Historians have traced the course of Mudd’s anti-Lincoln activities, detailing his part in the kidnap plot and charting his meetings with the conspirators. Although he has been clearly implicated in the kidnap scheme, historians do believe that Mudd was not involved in planning the assassination.


GRAVE ROBBERS
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Grave robbers defile what should be inviolable sites, and by doing so they have proven to be a scourge of society.

Don’t you believe it.
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Grave robbers may have provided an unsuspected legacy to today’s medical knowledge.

Until about the thirteenth century, medical training consisted of sedentary lecturers verbalizing theories, most of which were fallacious, frequently based on long-standing myths and erroneous assumptions rather than on practical experience. Such was the case in the teaching of anatomy. The idea of actually looking inside a human body was unheard of. Even Galen, the secondcentury anatomist who was still the leading authority, had derived his knowledge from dissecting lower animals.

Then, in the 1400s, medical education began including dissection of human corpses in a new, realistic approach to anatomy. But even then, students were not allowed handson participation. Typically, the teacher sat and lectured while a barber did the cutting and students observed. Not for several hundred years thereafter were students themselves permitted to do dissections.

But as the practice spread, it became harder to obtain bodies for teaching. Enter the grave robbers, or resurrectionists as they were called, who by the eighteenth century turned a good profit supplying bodies for physicians to study. They robbed the graves of the poor and unclaimed, those who were least likely to be missed. Some took their practice a bit far, as witness the notorious Burke and Hare, who committed several murders to procure corpses for sale.

So, absent those who took the career too seriously, grave robbers may actually have contributed to medical understanding.


SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST
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In The Origin of Species, Charles Darwin introduced the concept known as “survival of the fittest.”

Don’t you believe it.
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Yes, he did discuss the principle, but that is not what he called it. Darwin analyzed the concept in great detail, but referred to it as “natural selection.” The term “survival of the fittest” is nowhere to be found in his original 1859 publication, or in any of its subsequent three editions.

The expression was provided by Herbert Spencer, a philosopher contemporary with Darwin, in his Principles of Biology in 1864. Spencer found the phrase descriptive of an economic process—parallel to that of biological evolution—by which companies adapt to the marketplace in order to increase their ability to grow and prosper.

Darwin liked Spencer’s term because it eliminated the troublesome implications in the word “selection,” and he adopted it in the 1869 fifth edition of Origin, wherein he wrote: “I have called this principle, by which each slight variation, if useful, is preserved, by the term natural selection, in order to mark its relation to man’s power of selection. But the expression used by Mr. Herbert Spencer, of the Survival of the Fittest, is more accurate, and is sometimes equally convenient.”
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