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“Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity, 
and I’m not sure about the universe.”

—ALBERT EINSTEIN


Introduction

We all make mistakes. Some of us just make much bigger mistakes than others.

Consider the story of the first emperor of China. Fearing death and determined to live forever, Qin Shihuang (259 BCE–210 BCE) sent his ministers on expeditions to find an elixir—for immortality. His court doctors and alchemists concocted a number of potions, including mercury-laden pills, which Qin Shihuang took daily, convinced they would grant him eternal life. At age forty-nine, Qin Shihuang died of mercury poisoning.

So, if you’ve made a really dumb mistake recently, you can take comfort knowing your faux pas probably doesn’t hold a candle to some of the tremendous blunders, colossal feats of idiocy, and astounding snafus committed by others. As you’ll see, some remarkably smart people have made some incredibly stupid mistakes. We all know “To err is human” and “Nobody’s perfect,” but now this little book of big mistakes gives you plenty of ammunition to defend yourself against those who might label you a bungler, a clod, or an incompetent goofball—as long as you don’t use this book as a how-to manual.
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Chapter 1


Thou Shalt Proofread

In 1631, London printers Robert Barker and Martin Lucas published one thousand copies of the Bible, accidentally printing one of the Ten Commandments as “Thou shalt commit adultery.”

Voting with Their Feet

During an election in 1967, the Pulvapies foot powder company ran ads in Ecuador proclaiming, “Vote for any candidate, but if you want well-being and hygiene, vote for Pulvapies.” Voters in the town of Picoaza, Ecuador, with a population of four thousand, elected Pulvapies foot powder to be the new mayor.

Blundering Baghdad Betty

During the Persian Gulf War in 1991, Iraq tried to demoralize American soldiers with radio broadcasts from “Baghdad Betty,” who explained: “GI, you should be home. Why? Because while you are away, movie stars are taking your women. Robert Redford is dating your girlfriend. Tom Selleck is kissing your lady. Bart Simpson is making love to your wife.”
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Take a Sad Song and Make It Better

On January 1, 1962, the Beatles auditioned for the Decca Record Company in London, singing fifteen songs. A few weeks later, Decca executive Dick Rowe rejected the Beatles in favor of Brian Poole and the Tremeloes because he felt “guitar groups are on the way out” and “the Beatles have no future in show business.”

Child’s Play

In 1974, to promote toy safety at Christmastime, the Consumer Product Safety Commission printed up eighty thousand buttons that read: “For Kids’ Sakes, Think Toy Safety.” The buttons—made with sharp edges, lead-based paint, and pins that came off easily and could be swallowed by a child—were immediately recalled.

Cleopatra Gets Wasted

In the 1940s, workmen cleaning a Paris museum dumped the contents of a mummy case into the sewers. The case was later identified as having contained Cleopatra’s mummified remains—looted from Egypt by Napoleon.
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One Way to Get a Hit

In 1920, Boston Red Sox owner Harry Frazee sold Babe Ruth to the New York Yankees for a reported $100,000 and used the money to finance the Broadway musical No, No, Nanette. Although No, No, Nanette became a hit, the Yankees won four World Series during the fifteen years Babe Ruth was in their lineup. The Red Sox did not win the World Series until 2003.

The Secret of Superiority

In 1916, Ku Klux Klan Imperial Wizard William Joseph Simmons issued an “imperial decree” declaring that the Klan’s sacred book, The Kloran, “must not be kept or carried where any person of the ‘alien’ world may chance to become acquainted with its sacred contents as such.” Soon afterward, Simmons decided to copyright The Kloran by sending two copies to the Library of Congress, where the sacred book can be read by anyone.

Mommie Dearest

According to actress Mary Astor, when Pearl Harbor was attacked on December 7, 1941, “Joan Crawford was on the set, in her chair, knitting. Someone rushed over to the set and yelled, ‘The Japanese have destroyed Pearl Harbor!’ Joan looked up and said, ‘Oh, dear. Who was she?’ ”

You Ain’t Nothing but a Dope Fiend

In December 1970, President Richard M. Nixon met with Elvis Presley and appointed him as an honorary federal marshal for the Drug Enforcement Administration. In 1977, Presley died of a heart attack caused by an overdose of prescription drugs, including codeine, Valium, morphine, and Demerol.

Criminal Defense

In January 1977, 25-year-old Marshall Cummings Jr., of Tulsa, Oklahoma, charged with snatching a purse at a shopping center, acted as his own defense lawyer at the trial. When cross-examining the victim, Cummings asked her, “Did you get a good look at my face when I took your purse?”
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Advertising That Sucks

In the 1960s, Scandinavian vacuum manufacturer Electrolux ran advertisements in the United Kingdom, translating its slogan into English as “Nothing sucks like an Electrolux.”

The Statue of Limitations

The statue of Ecuador’s renowned poet José Joaquín Olmedo, in the city of Guayaquil, is actually a statue of English poet Lord Byron. The city of Guayaquil, unable to afford to commission a sculptor, purchased the statue of Byron from a London junk dealer and changed the plaque to read “José Olmedo.”

The Gift That Keeps On Giving

In 1945, Soviet diplomats presented United States Ambassador W. Averell Harriman with a hand-carved wooden plaque of the Great Seal of the United States, which Harriman hung in his study. Seven years later, a Russian listening device was discovered in the plaque.

Making a Racket over a Black Leather Jacket

In 1974, ABC network executives refused to allow the character Fonzie on the sitcom Happy Days to wear a black leather jacket for fear that the garment would make him look like a hoodlum. In the first few episodes of the series, Fonzie, played by Henry Winkler, wears a light gray windbreaker. Producer Garry Marshall convinced the network to let Fonzie wear a black leather jacket and boots whenever he was near his motorcycle. Marshall then instructed his staff to make sure Fonzie was with his motorcycle in every scene. Fonzie became one of the most popular characters on television, and in 1980, the Smithsonian Institution enshrined Fonzie’s black leather jacket in the National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C.
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The Show Must Burn Down

On December 1, 1903, the Iroquois Theater, billed as the world’s first “absolutely fireproof” theater, opened in Chicago. On December 30, a blue stage light blew out and set fire to the scenery, burning the “fireproof” theater to the ground and killing 602 people.
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Snow Job

In 1970, Procter & Gamble hired model Marilyn Briggs to pose as the wholesome Ivory Snow girl, clad in a white terry cloth robe and holding a baby on the front of the Ivory Snow box. Three years later, Procter & Gamble discovered that Marilyn Briggs had become porn actress Marilyn Chambers, star of the hard-core X-rated film Behind the Green Door.

A Poet Should Know It

In his popular sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer,” English Romantic poet John Keats incorrectly claims Spanish conquistador Hernando Cortés first looked upon the Pacific Ocean from the Isthmus of Panama. Cortés never stepped foot in Panama. Keats confused Cortés with Spanish explorer Vasco Núñez de Balboa, who spotted the Pacific from the Isthmus of Panama on September 25, 1513.

A Lake Is a Lake Is a Lake Lake

In 1859, Scottish explorer David Livingstone reached what is currently known as Lake Malawi and asked the local people what it was called. When they told him nyasa, he named the huge body of water Lake Nyasa. Unbeknownst to Livingstone, the word nyasa means “mass of waters,” so the explorer actually named the body of water “Lake Lake.” In 1964, the newly independent Malawi government renamed the lake Lake Malawi.

Give Us Our Daily Bread

In his 1480 fresco Last Supper, in the Church of Ognissanti in Florence, Italy, artist Domenico Ghirlandajo depicted bread rolls on the Passover seder table. Leavened bread is forbidden during Passover. Jesus and his disciples would have eaten matzah.

Practice What You Preach

In 1981, Tony Leone, the new Republican clerk in the Illinois House of Representatives, sent a memo to his staff members calling for accuracy in their writing. The memo contained nine grammatical, typographical, and spelling errors.
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Crossing the Line

After World War I, France spent twelve years and billions of francs to build an 87-mile-long system of defensive underground fortresses along its border with Germany. Named the Maginot Line after French war minister André Maginot, the fortresses were self-contained cities capable of housing half a million troops and linked by electric subway trains. In 1940, the Germans invaded France through its border with Belgium and captured the Maginot Line from behind.

Product Replacement

In 1982, Amblin Entertainment asked the M&M Candies division of Mars, Incorporated, in New Jersey, for permission to have Elliott, the main character in its forthcoming movie, E.T., directed by Steven Spielberg, lay a trail of M&M’s chocolate candies in the grass to lure an extraterrestrial. Not wanting M&M’s to be associated with aliens, M&M Candies declined. Instead, Spielberg obtained permission from the Hershey Company to use Reese’s Pieces, and when the movie became a runaway hit, sales of Reese’s Pieces topped M&M’s for the first time ever.

The Power Behind the Throne

In 1880, Emperor Menelik II of Abyssinia (now Ethiopia) ordered three electric chairs to be shipped from New York to his country, not realizing that the electric chairs required an outside electrical source. At the time, Abyssinia did not have any electrical power. Instead, Menelik used one of the electric chairs as his throne.

An Out-of-This-World Computer Crash

On December 3, 1999, a typographical error in the software code of NASA’s Mars Polar Lander caused the spacecraft’s computer to calculate that it had landed on Mars while it was still 131 feet above the planet’s surface. The $165-million spacecraft shut off its engines and crashed into Mars.

The Master Race Loses Face

In 1935, German Chancellor Adolf Hitler posed for a photograph with a blond boy on his lap as the model of a pure Aryan child. The subsequent postcard sold hundreds of thousands of copies throughout Germany. The Nazis later discovered that the ideal Aryan child photographed on Hitler’s lap was actually the Jewish grandson of Rabbi Wedell of Düsseldorf.
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Stop and Ask for Directions

On October 25, 1964, Minnesota Viking Jim Marshall picked up a football fumbled by the San Francisco 49ers and ran sixty-six yards the wrong way into his own end zone—scoring two points for the other team.

Turning the Art World on Its Head

On October 18, 1961, New York’s Museum of Modern Art opened an exhibit of the works of French impressionist Henri Matisse, accidentally displaying one of the artist’s paintings, Le Bateau (The Boat), upside down for a total of forty-seven days. An estimated 116,000 museum visitors viewed the upside-down painting, including Matisse’s son, Pierre. Wall Street stockbroker Genevieve Habert brought the mistake to the museum’s attention—after visiting the exhibit for the third time.
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Shaq Knows Jack

When asked by a reporter from Sports Illustrated if he had visited the Parthenon during his trip to Greece, basketball superstar Shaquille O’Neal replied, “I can’t really remember the names of the clubs that we went to.”

Toilet Troubles

In 1986, Gordon and Jasmine Geisbrecht opened the Outhouse, a restaurant in Winnipeg, Manitoba, decorated with toilet bowls around the dining room. Health inspectors shut down the restaurant for lacking sufficient bathrooms.

The Pentagon Takes a Powder

In 1989, during the U.S. invasion of Panama, Pentagon spokesmen announced that they had found fifty kilograms of cocaine in General Manuel Noriega’s refrigerator. The Pentagon later admitted that the white powder was actually fifty kilograms of cornmeal intended for making tamales.

Poetic License

In his famous poem “Paul Revere’s Ride,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote that Revere saw one lantern light in the steeple of the Old North Church in Boston, and then rode his horse alone at midnight to Concord, Massachusetts, to warn his fellow patriots of the British invasion. In reality, Revere ordered that the lantern be lit in the steeple to signal friends in Charlestown, his “midnight ride” actually began at one a.m., and he was one of three riders on the famous journey from Boston to Concord. Along the way, the British captured Revere and forced him to walk back to Lexington without his horse.

A Matter of Interpretation

Catherine Yasinchuk spent forty-eight years in a Pennsylvania mental institution because officials did not realize that the only language she could speak was Ukrainian. In 1921, police, unable to understand Yasinchuk’s hysterical babble, brought the 23-year-old to be institutionalized at Philadelphia State Hospital. When a new director was hired in 1968, the staff reviewed Yasinchuk’s case and released her the following year, at the age of seventy-two.
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Does Spelling Count?

In 1991, Vice President Dan Quayle and his wife sent out hundreds of Christmas cards containing a misspelled word: “May our nation continue to be the beakon of hope to the world.” The following year, while helping with a spelling bee at Luis Munoz-Rivera Elementary School in Trenton, New Jersey, Vice President Quayle prodded sixth-grader William Figueroa, who had correctly spelled the word potato on the blackboard, to add one more letter—an e at the end.

Faulty Vault

On April 21, 1986, television reporter Geraldo Rivera hosted a two-hour live national broadcast from the basement of the Lexington Hotel in Chicago, where workers would open a recently discovered, sealed-off, cement-walled room, believed to be the secret vault of gangster Al Capone. The vault, blasted open after ninety minutes, contained two empty gin bottles.
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Unpredictable

In 1980, televangelist Pat Robertson told his 700 Club television show audience that the world would end in 1982. “I guarantee you by the end of 1982 there is going to be a judgment on the world,” said Robertson, contradicting the Gospel of Matthew (“No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven”).

If the Shoe Fits

Whoever murdered O. J. Simpson’s ex-wife Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend Ronald Goldman wore a pair of expensive Bruno Magli “Lorenzo” style shoes, leaving bloody prints near the victims at the crime scene. In a February 1996 civil lawsuit deposition, O. J. claimed, “I would have never owned those ugly-ass shoes.” The next month, a photographer came forth with the negatives for a series of thirty-one photos he had taken of Simpson wearing Bruno Magli “Lorenzo” shoes at a 1993 Buffalo Bills football game.

Famous Last Words

On June 5, 1971, on The Dick Cavett Show, Prevention magazine publisher Jerome I. Rodale said, “I am so healthy that I expect to live on and on.” Later in the show, while Cavett interviewed journalist Pete Hamill, Rodale’s head dropped to his chest. Cavett asked, “Are we boring you, Mr. Rodale?” Rodale had suffered a heart attack and died on the air.

Stolen Stool

On the night of November 12, 1974, Mrs. Hollis Sharpe, of Los Angeles, walked her miniature poodle and cleaned up after him with a piece of newspaper and a plastic bag. A mugger came up from behind, grabbed the bag, pushed Mrs. Sharpe to the ground, hopped in a car, and drove off.

Eat Your Ketchup

In 1981, to save money on government-subsidized school lunches, the United States Department of Agriculture announced its plan to classify ketchup as a vegetable and sunflower seeds as meat. Public ridicule prompted the Reagan administration to withdraw the plan.
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Out of Hand

A nine-foot-tall statue of baseball legend Babe Ruth by artist Susan Luery, erected in front of Oriole Park at Camden Yards in Baltimore in 1995, depicts Ruth holding a right-handed baseball glove. Babe Ruth was left-handed.

A Little Rascal

On October 5, 1990, the ABC television newsmagazine 20/20 broadcast an interview with a man who claimed to be the actor who played Buckwheat in the Our Gang comedies. William Thomas, the actor who played Buckwheat, had died of a heart attack ten years earlier, at the age of forty-nine.

Do Your Homework

In 1971, the Texas state legislature unanimously passed a resolution commending Albert DeSalvo. State representative Tom Moore Jr. had introduced the resolution to demonstrate the carelessness with which his fellow legislators passed resolutions. He made his point: DeSalvo was the Boston Strangler.

Down the Drain with the Man with the Star

On November 20, 1980, Texaco began drilling for oil from a new rig in the middle of Lake Peigneur in Louisiana. The water immediately drained from the 1,300-acre lake, sucking eight tugboats, nine barges, five houses, a mobile home, and two oil rigs into the abandoned salt mine beneath the lake.

Smashed

On April 23, 1989, wine merchant William Sokolin, having paid $300,000 for a 1787 bottle of Château Margaux rumored to have been once owned by Thomas Jefferson, held up the bottle before three hundred wine collectors at the Four Seasons restaurant in New York City, where he hoped to sell it for $519,750. Sokolin accidentally knocked the wine bottle into a metal tray-table, smashing the bottle to pieces.

Belly Button University

At its 1990 commencement ceremony, the United States Naval Academy bestowed upon its graduates diplomas from the “Navel Academy.” Navy officials failed to detect a printer’s error in time to reprint the diplomas before the ceremony. The printer agreed to replace the diplomas at no cost to the government.
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Special Delivery

On January 4, 1971, George Mellendorf, a soldier in Vietnam, sent a letter to President Richard M. Nixon complaining about the slow delivery of mail to the troops. Seven years later, in February 1978, the postal service delivered the letter to former president Nixon at his home in San Clemente, California.

Swedish Fish

In the early seventeenth century, King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden ordered his navy to build the world’s largest warship. On August 10, 1628, the Vasa, with three masts rising 165 feet and carrying five hundred sailors and soldiers, set out on her maiden voyage from Stockholm. Within ten minutes the Vasa keeled over, filled with water, and sank.

Not Right for the Part

In 1960, author Gore Vidal rejected Ronald Reagan for a lead role in his play The Best Man because he felt Reagan would not be believable as a presidential candidate.

DMV SNAFU

In 1988, Virginia’s Department of Motor Vehicles issued vanity license plates to Scott and Therese Bard reading UPD WAZU. Twelve years later, the Virginia DMV deemed the license plates objectionable under its guidelines and demanded that the Bards surrender them.
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Sorry, Wrong Number

In 1667, the Wapen van Amsterdam, a Dutch ship carrying forty crates of gold and four tons of uncut diamonds, sank. In 1983, the government of Iceland located a sunken wooden ship and spent millions of dollars to raise the Wapen van Amsterdam—only to bring up a German trawler that had sunk in 1903 carrying a cargo of herring.

A Red Flag

In his painting George Washington Crossing the Delaware, artist Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze depicts a U.S. flag that was not adopted by Congress until June 14, 1777—nearly six months after Washington crossed the Delaware River on December 25, 1776.

If He Only Had a Brain

In the 1939 movie The Wizard of Oz, after the
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