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INTRODUCTION

A fart is just a turd with all the shit scraped off,” a sage told me several years ago, implying that flatulence wasn’t a subject worthy of filling a book—or at least a book worth a hill of beans. But what did he know? The idea of writing the definitive history of farting had been nagging at me for thirty years, since my student days and wayward nights at West Virginia University, a notorious party school. It wasn’t the all-night keggers and marijuana binges that inspired me (though they certainly helped), but rather the English literature class where I discovered the fart jokes in Chaucer’s fourteenth-century Canterbury Tales. And by 1998, when the time—like a good fart—seemed ripe, I approached Ten Speed Press with a coffee-stained, thumb-smudged, and altogether unsavory-looking manuscript called Who Cut the Cheese? A Cultural History of the Fart. (All right, it was actually an email attachment, but a mysteriously soiled manuscript sounds much more romantic; and if nothing else, this sordid saga of a grown man obsessing on butt stink could use some romance.)

The rest is history, and that’s probably where it belongs, but I’ve never been one to leave well enough alone. After all, I’m still psychologically smarting from the humiliation of being tarred, feathered, and run out of my home town of Parkersburg, West Virginia, for hosting an art gallery exhibit of X-rays of my lower colon, with superimposed green arrows pointing out that the little gray blobby areas were farts about to happen.

On the eve of the publication of Who Cut the Cheese? my editor solemnly sat me down and told me, “Jim, when this thing comes out, your life is going to change. I mean really change. People will revile you, call you a sick bastard. Pretty women will shun you like the plague.”

“I know all that,” I said, “but how is my life gonna change?”

(Actually, several attractive women did stop me on the street after the publication of Who Cut the Cheese? They asked me questions like “Why are you following me?”)

Anyway, when the book came out at the beginning of February 1999, none of the major magazines or newspapers would touch it. A columnist I knew at the Los Angeles Times told me that no family newspaper would dare print the word fart. But fortunately there was one corner of the media that greeted me with open arms: morning drive-time radio, where shock jocks and wacky zoo triplets were waiting for an excuse to air the second F word (the FCC having expressly prohibited the first) and discuss its many facets. For six or seven months I was up almost every weekday morning around 4:00 or 5:00 A.M., Los Angeles time, standing in my kitchen in my underwear or sweatpants, pumping coffee down my throat in hopes of ratcheting up my ability to engage with motormouth deejays in the eastern time zones without falling back on a slight stutter I’ve had since childhood. Being a night owl who normally didn’t get to bed before 2:00 A.M., I had a tough time with this schedule and stumbled around in a perpetual state of jet lag, yet still I pursued my new mission as America’s emissary of toilet humor with doo-doo diligence.

I think I did a phoner with every A.M. radio program in America except Howard Stern’s. (Howard’s staff pre-interviewed me, and Howard talked about Who Cut the Cheese? on the air, remarking pointedly that no way could a book about farts be as funny as the real thing, but I never got to speak to him personally.) First I’d get a call from the producer, who would give me a last-minute prep, put me on hold, and let me listen to the commercials and the bumper music on the feed until the on-air personalities introduced me to the audience and punched me into the show. I couldn’t help but notice the similarities between them, whether they were in Birmingham, New York, or Birmingham, Alabama. Most of the jocks came in threes, with monikers like Frosty, Tammi, and the Bean, and approached me one of two ways: I was either this cool guy who had come up with the greatest book idea ever (the “I’m too sexy for my farts” Jim) or some creep who’d crawled out from under a rock (the “Yes, I really do stink!” Jim). I would figure out which one they were looking for—cool or creepy—and play along. During one phone-in, the girl of the team dramatically evacuated herself from the studio before my voice came on. But who cared, as long as listeners bought my book.

As it turned out, many people did. The book has sold many tens of thousands of copies, has gone into its tenth printing, and continues to sell at a steady pace seven years later. Two other books called Who Cut the Cheese? (with different subtitles) came out a year or so after mine. They were both parodies of Dr. Spencer Johnson’s best seller, Who Moved My Cheese? In England, where I’d done several phoners and appeared on a BBC radio special, Michael O’Mara Books, a publisher of novelties and knockoffs, commandeered the clever cover art from Who Cut the Cheese? and printed a somewhat faded facsimile on two of its own paperbacks, including The Little Book of Farting. The cover, a detail of Thirty-Six Faces of Expression by Louis Boilly, had been painted in France some 150 years earlier, so nobody was in a position to sue. Besides, isn’t imitation a sincere form of flatulence?

Since I had become the national crepitation clearinghouse, not to mention the only American who could bet that the words “who cut the cheese?” would be in the first sentence of his obituary, many radio callers and letter writers were anxious to give me new material or correct some of my information. For example, I had written about the “blue dart”—the methane flame-up you get when you light a fart—without mentioning “blue angel,” the term most popular in Canada and England. Someone else added to my list of flatulent food items by informing me that the then-popular diet drug Fen-Phen would make you fart-phart. A Latin scholar chastised me for mistranslating crepitus ventris as a “crackling wind.” I had made crepitus an adjective, he said, when in fact it’s a noun, and ventris has nothing to do with wind—it’s the genitive singular of venter (belly, stomach)—so the phrase means “a crackling or rumbling of the stomach.” “Crackling wind in Latin would be crepitans ventus,” he scolded with the finger-wagging authority of an Oxford don.

In addition, new fart factoids kept arriving every week from magazines, newspapers, the Internet, and enlightened friends and acquaintances. After a while, all that stuff just piled up, and like a big gas bubble in the lower intestine, it had only one place to go: in this case, a sequel to Who Cut the Cheese? featuring sound bites (a term rather suspicious in this context) from the past several years.

There were some serious discussions about what to call the new book. Somebody suggested the clever Son of Who Cut the Cheese. I lobbied for a title that broke the (cheese) mold: Farts and the Men Who Let Them. But my editor said, “That’s a kicker, not a title,” which means we would have ended up with something like Butt Blasts! Farts and the Men Who Let Them. Ultimately, it was decided that men really didn’t need any extra encouragement to express their masculinity by pushing blunt air through their anuses. In that case, I suggested, shouldn’t we call it All Right, Guys, Let’s Cut the Ma-cheeze-mo?

Well, nobody likes a smart-ass. Especially a farting one.

Then someone (a guilt-ridden pet owner, no doubt) suggested I pay homage to our four-legged best friends, who loyally and silently bear our human shame whenever we’re too cowardly to take responsibility ourselves. Voilà! There was our title.

But then, just a few days later, I saw a news item about an Iowa company, Flat-D Inventions, that’s marketing an antifart thong for canines called the Dogone (www.flat-d.com/canineproducts.html). It’s basically an activated-charcoal strip—the company refers to it as a Dog Gas Neutralizing Pad—that straps over the canine’s ass, with a hole for the tail to stick through. The Dogone comes in large (Saint Bernards), medium (spaniels), and small (Pomeranians). When I contacted owner Frank Morosky, he told me, “The unfortunate thing about the product is that you cannot blame it on the dog anymore.” What’s he trying to do, kill my book before it’s even off the press?

We cannot know what the future holds for canine flatulence odor control products, but for now, I hope you enjoy Blame It on the Dog.
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THE POWERFUL LITTLE FART: A REFRESHER

Since this is a book about flatulence, I should probably begin by going back over a few of the basics. After all, some of you may have never noticed those little hot bubbles coming out of your butt, and maybe you’ve misidentified the noises as chair squeaks, mice in the walls, or the family dog. Sorry to inform you, but you fart just like everyone else. Sure, you were born with a sterile gut, but it didn’t take you long to pick up a few intestinal bacteria and join the human family of farters. A guy with a healthy diet lets out about a quart of gas every day, broken up into anywhere from ten to fifteen farts of various magnitudes; women fart slightly less, maybe only eight or nine times a day, but their gas is more concentrated. Still, many women will tell you they never fart at all, or if they do, their dainty poofs have only a slight fragrance, pleasant to the nose. It’s probably best if you just agree with them.

Flatulence, or intestinal gas, is composed of roughly three-fifths nitrogen, one-fifth hydrogen, one-tenth carbon dioxide, and small amounts of methane and oxygen—all of which are essentially odorless. What creates the unpleasantness are trace amounts of other chemicals, especially ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, and skatole (from the Greek skatos, meaning excrement), that stink so pungently, people can smell them at levels of 1 part per 100 million parts of air. The human colon—according to Dr. Paul Eckburg, Stanford University DNA researcher—has at least 395 different types of bacteria, but E. coli is the main culprit, creating gas by munching away at that meal you ate a few hours ago and then microfarting what it doesn’t need. The nitrogen comes from blood diffusion through the stomach walls, and the oxygen is mostly swallowed air. Indeed, dogs are very flatulent—and easy to blame your farts on—because they gulp lots of air as they’re lapping up their food and water.

Beans, mushrooms, cabbages, and onions are among the main gas-producing foods because they contain complex sugars that your body simply can’t break down. These sugars ferment inside you like grapes in a wine vat, the only difference being that there’s never a good year for farts.

Your flatus (that’s the Latin word) initially has a temperature of 98.6°F, just like you, but it cools quickly as it flies away from “ground zero” at ten feet per second. If someone is standing nearby, your fart finds him like a heat-seeking missile and goes right up his nose, where millions of receptor cells in the mucous lining transform the molecules into electrical signals and send them along through nerve fibers right into his brain. If you’ve ever thought I’d sure like to get inside that guy’s head, well, now you know how to do it.

Along with le persistance (the lingering effect), a fart has what French perfumers call sillage—the wake that follows you, whispering “j’accuse” as you leave the room. The only way to stop it from stalking you is to inconspicuously drop your hand behind your back and wave it back and forth with a gentle wrist motion. In English, this is called “breaking the trail,” though I’m sure the French have a fancier term for it. If your fart has lots of persistance and plenty of sillage, it’s the next best thing to being in several places at once, for even after you’ve gone, everyone else will swear you’re still there.

It’s never much fun catching a whiff or a blast of somebody else’s fart, but believe it or not, there’s an upside. According to an early 2004 item in Science Daily, Dr. Richard Doty at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine found that one of the first things to go as people get Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, and other neurodegenerative diseases is the sense of smell. In fact, he and other researchers are hoping to devise a smell test to detect early clinical signs of these maladies. So take heart every time you’re suddenly overwhelmed by someone’s anal fumes. You might feel like you’re losing consciousness, but at least you’re not losing your mind.

So there you have it in a nutshell: the fart, your funny little friend. Now let’s get to the good stuff.
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A BEER FART (ALMOST) HEARD ROUND THE WORLD

On Super Bowl Sunday, ninety million people all over the world tune in to television’s most overhyped event, not simply to watch professional football’s championship game, but also to see what clever advertising Madison Avenue has dreamed up for this special day. Spectacular commercials have been a tradition at Super Bowls since 1984, when Apple, announcing its new personal Macintosh computer, set the bar high for eye-catching creativity with a $1.6 million Orwellian production by Blade Runner director Ridley Scott. By February 1, 2004, twenty years later, ad rates for the Super Bowl had risen to $2 million a minute. With that kind of money, advertisers needed a lot of bang for the buck.

One of the commercials that CBS ran that day was a Bud Light beer moment called “Sleigh Ride,” based loosely on a 1996 Seinfeld TV episode called “The Rye,” in which a flatulent horse, pulling one of New York’s famous Central Park carriages, unleashed an unholy wind upon several unsuspecting passengers. (The episode, incidentally, was written by a woman—comedian Carol Leifer—so let’s hear none of that stuff about just guys farting around.) In “Sleigh Ride,” a young man is taking his girlfriend on a romantic horse-drawn spin around the park. Hoping to celebrate a treasured harmony of two hearts beating as one, he lights a candle, hands it to his beloved, and, bending down to reach into a cooler of cold Bud Lights, says, “We need something to make this moment really wonderful.” The horse takes this opportunity to lift its tail and rip a silent-but-deadly Clydesdale-worthy fart directly into the girl’s face. When our hero raises back up with the two cans of beer, his girlfriend is still holding the now-smoldering candle, but her eyes are dazed and her hair and eyebrows have been singed by the methane flare.

According to instant polls by USA Today, America Online (AOL), and the ad agency website ADBOWL (http://adbowl.com), “Sleigh Ride” ranked among the most popular commercials aired during the game. Yet “Sleigh Ride” was almost forgotten in the aftermath of the halftime show, during which alleged singer Justin Timberlake yanked on R&B superstar Janet Jackson’s breakaway bustier and exposed her right boob (though her nipple remained hidden under a pasty) for a second or two, bringing the world to the type of sudden standstill that would follow a loud fart at a presidential funeral. The twenty-four-hour cable news networks were shocked, shocked that such a thing could happen during the only television program that routinely attracts viewers from every demographic—from apple-cheeked kids to kindly grandmothers—which may account for why they indignantly reran the boob flash several dozen times an hour for the next two weeks straight. Outraged Federal Communications Commission (FCC) chairman Michael Powell denounced the incident as “classless, crass, and deplorable,” and slapped a $550,000 fine on CBS, the largest ever imposed for indecency. If that weren’t bad enough, the stunt spurred a media outcry against all the smut and degeneracy that had been creeping into TV and radio over the past two decades. Clear Channel Communications, a powerful media conglomerate of over 1,200 radio stations, ordered the cancellation of several morning shock jocks, including Bubba the Love Sponge and Howard Stern. By March 8, the FCC said it had received 530,828 complaints about Ms. Jackson’s breast (and apparently none about the equine beer fart)—though most of them came from email mills like the Parents Television Council in Los Angeles. (Perhaps H. L. Mencken’s word for the general American public, “booboisie,” would apply here.) Under pressure from angry conservatives, Congress passed new regulations upping FCC fines tenfold, from $32,500 per incident to $350,000. To escape any further fartwas from the FCC ayatollahs, Howard Stern eventually bolted for Sirius Radio, a subscription satellite operation that broadcasts beyond the agency’s bailiwick. Ultimately, the government’s response to the hooter hullabaloo chilled free speech and instituted the policy of “When in doubt, leave it out”—not the best idea in a democracy that depends on open discussion.

Behind all this postgame hysteria is the FCC’s ambiguous definition of indecency, defined as “language or material that, in context, depicts or describes, in terms patently offensive as measured by contemporary community standards for the broadcast medium, sexual or excretory organs or activities.” Though indecency by that standard applies equally to tits and farts, the FCC determined that a semi-bare breast in your face is more indecent than a horse fart in some poor girl’s face. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that the commission is overseen by the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, known for its cozy relationship with gas industry lobbyists. Or maybe it’s because Americans are more frightened of sex than anal eruptions. In any event, fart lovers should be thankful that Janet Jackson flashed her mam instead of baring her right gluteus and ripping off a flatus maximus at the audience.
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THE MAN WITH THE SINGING SPHINCTER!

The chapter in Who Cut the Cheese? that got the most reaction from readers was the story of Joseph Pujol, better known as Le Petomane, whose amazing rectum could sing and mimic an assortment of sounds, including, he claimed, the voice of his mother-in-law. In the early 1890s, his farting displays at the Moulin Rouge in Paris brought in more customers than even the soliloquies of the great actress Sarah Bernhardt. But Le Petomane’s act was apparently never filmed or recorded, an oversight that left a void in Western culture and entertainment.

Until now.

Ladies and gentlemen, meet Le Petomane’s rightful descendant, Mr. Methane, England’s Prince of Poots, who has dedicated his life to following in the footsteps of the great man—though not too closely.

One day in 1982, a fifteen-year-old boy in Macclesfield, Cheshire, named Paul Oldfield, was practicing yoga when he accidentally discovered that if he rolled onto his back from the lotus position, he could suck air into his anus and, better yet, blow it back out again. Le Petomane had likewise stumbled onto his gift a century earlier, while wading in the ocean and suddenly feeling his lower colon filling up with cold water. Looking back now, Oldfield says, it didn’t cross his mind at the time that farting could bring him fame and fortune, or at least a little bit of each, so he confined his talents to amusing his buddies. “Apart from a few performances in the school squash court, I did not make use of it,” he says in his normal, punctilious way. He followed a more practical path and became a locomotive engineer for British Railways. Still, whenever he showed off at a party or a backyard barbecue, he always got a big laugh. One day a fellow railroad worker shot some video footage and showed it around. Next thing you know, a local rock and roll band called the Macc Lads invited him to open for them at a joint called the Screaming Beavers Club. Just as the great Le Petomane had performed in an elegant outfit—tails, dark pants (with a trap door in back), and stockings—as a counterpoint to the vulgarity of his act, Oldfield spruced up his thin, six-foot-seven frame in a pinstripe suit for his stage debut. His rectal renditions of “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” and the theme song from a British sports show brought down the house. He rushed out and made up some business cards. He began showing up at parties all around Macclesfield, farting “Happy Birthday.”

He developed his Mr. Methane character—a caped hero in a green mask and a matching outfit with an M on the chest—when the Macc Lads took him out on the road. “The Mr. Methane idea came about as a result of needing a name and persona to go on tour,” Oldfield says. “Until then I had been billed as ‘The Incredible Farting Man from Buxton Shunting Yards’ and traded as ‘The Bum Notes Fart-a-Gram.’ Somehow from all the brainstorming, the idea for Mr. Methane emerged and I had a costume made.” He claims he wasn’t influenced by Rodger Bumpass’s Fartman character from the 1980 National Lampoon record album, or by Howard Stern’s subsequent purchase of the rights to the character in 1986. “I had never heard of Fartman then.” (For a detailed history of Fartman, see the Howard Stern chapter in Who Cut the Cheese?)

By 1993, Paul Oldfield had quit the railway and his alter ego, Mr. Methane, had begun touring the pubs of England, billing himself as “The World’s Only Performing Flatulist.” He even trumpeted “God Save the Queen” on Swedish television. Figuring that maybe his act could use a little extra class, he borrowed some symphonic CDs from the library and practiced farting along with the classics. And yet he felt underappreciated. “I can perform in three tones,” he told a newspaper at the time, “but so long as a club audience can have a good laugh and see my bottom, they don’t notice which tone I am playing. I need an audience that will let me grow.” It’s a common complaint among artists great and small—their public doesn’t recognize that there’s a genius behind the artifice, or in this case the fartifice.

Despite his popularity, Mr. Methane couldn’t get an insurance company to cover his ass. “If they could insure Liberace’s hands, Betty Grable’s legs, and Samantha Fox’s breasts, why not my derriere?” Mr. Methane asked. The answer, of course, was that underwriters wouldn’t have been able to prove or disprove whether his occupation had been affected by a disability, so there was too great an opportunity for fraud. “It would be as hard to assess a loss of this man’s talent as it would a loss of taste for a wine taster,” said a representative of the Association of British Insurers.

When Oldfield released his first CD, mrmethane.com, he included a mixture of self-penned and traditional melodies, punctuated by soliloquies from Shakespeare—though one line he forgot to throw in was Mistress Quickley’s quip to Falstaff from The Merry Wives of Windsor: “She’s as fartuous a civil modest wife, and one, I tell you, that will not miss you morning nor evening prayer, as any is in Windsor.” The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, a charity enacted by Parliament in 1891 to preserve the bard’s home and promote his works, wasn’t impressed. “I have yet to be persuaded that Mr. Methane’s novel approach to reciting well-known passages from Shakespeare will illuminate their meaning or beauty,” wrote the society’s director, Roger Pringle. He suggested that if Mr. Methane insisted on essaying one of Shakespeare’s characters, it should be Nick Bottom, the weaver from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. (He might also have recommended Francis Flute from the same play.)

In 1999 our hero released a video of his stage performance under the title Mr. Methane Lets Rip! With the camera at ringside, Mr. Methane farted along, in tempo and relatively in tune, with classical music (including “The Blue Danube Waltz,” but omitting “The Buttcracker Suite”), imitated a pesky bumblebee, created a talcum powder mushroom, breezily snuffed out candles, puffed on a cigarette (adding new meaning to the phrase “Can I bum a smoke?”), and imitated several characters from Robin Hood, all with his talented toot tunnel. For a finale, he stuck a peashooter up his butt and fired a dart at a medicine-ball-sized balloon halfway across the stage. All this horseplay was broken up by a music video for his theme song, “We Love You, Mr. Methane,” and footage of him in normal street clothes shocking unsuspecting tourists at the English seaside resort of Blackpool with rip-roaring flatulence (captured surreptitiously in “Sphincter Scope”). Naturally, bad taste and worse puns prevailed throughout. Visit http://fartvideo.com or http://mrmethane.com for a better look.

Mr. Methane made his American debut on Howard Stern’s national radio show on February 1, 2000—literally the dawn of a new century of entertainment. Stern had already been spotlighting amateur farters in tournaments to see how many they could blast in a row or within a certain period of time. (Check out chapter 45 for a more detailed history of Stern’s crepitation contests.) But Mr. Methane took the art of farting to a new level by tootling the melodies of “Greensleeves” and “Flight of the Bumblebee,” along with
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