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Napoleon wasn't short. You use all of your brain, all the time. The Great Wall of China cannot be seen from space. Every one of these claims has been thoroughly, publicly corrected — some for fifty years, by the very astronauts and neurologists whose job it is to know. None of the corrections won.

Too Good to Check is the third book in Flynn Mercer's series on how we get things wrong, and it takes on the hardest version of the question: what happens when the truth is available, is repeated constantly, and still loses to a better story? Across history, science, and internet folklore, this book traces exactly why some false claims are so durable — including one myth-busting investigation that generated its own smaller myth, examined here with the same honesty the author has tried to bring to every other chapter.

This is not a book about how gullible people are. It's a book about what a correction actually needs in order to travel — and why being right is so rarely enough.

FLYNN MERCER is the author of The Second Read and The Wrong Name. Too Good to Check is their third book.
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For everyone who double-checked anyway.

“It is the customary fate of new truths

to begin as heresies and to end as superstitions.”

— T. H. Huxley
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The first book in this series was about evidence that took too long to be believed. The second was about credit that landed on the wrong name. Both of those books, in their own ways, ended on a note of qualified hope: given enough time, or the right rare set of conditions, the truth eventually gets its due.

This book doesn't get to end that way, and I want to say so plainly before it starts.

Every case in the chapters ahead has already been corrected — thoroughly, publicly, and usually by people whose entire job is knowing better. Astronauts have said, on the record, for fifty years, that they can't see the Great Wall from orbit. Neurologists will happily explain, at length and with real evidence, that your whole brain is active right now. None of that correction was hidden. None of it required a new instrument or a rare institutional vote. It was simply available, and it simply didn't win.

That's a harder, less comfortable argument than the one this series started with, and I've tried not to dress it up as more hopeful than it is. A few of the myths in this book have genuinely faded — the last chapter looks at why. Most haven't, and probably won't, no matter how many more careful articles get written about them. I've also tried to be honest about the limits of my own method here: one chapter, on a spinach myth that debunked itself twice, is really a chapter about how even careful correction can generate its own smaller disputes. I didn't want to smooth that over just to keep the book feeling tidier than it is.

If there's a single thing I hope this book leaves you with, it's a habit rather than a verdict: the next time a fact feels too obvious, too satisfying, or too well-worn to double-check, that feeling is worth noticing on its own terms — not because it means the fact is false, but because it's exactly the feeling this whole book has been trying to describe.

CHAPTER 1
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The Two-Hundred-Year-Old Height
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Everybody knows Napoleon was short.

It's one of those facts that feels almost too basic to question. It's in cartoons, jokes, and casual conversation. "Napoleon complex" is a real phrase people use to describe short men who act aggressive, as if trying to make up for their height. The whole idea rests on one assumption: that Napoleon Bonaparte, the most famous Frenchman in history, was a notably small man.

He wasn't.

By the most careful modern estimates, Napoleon stood somewhere between five foot six and five foot seven — roughly average for a Frenchman of his time, and by some measures slightly above it. He was not a tall man. He was not a short one either. He was ordinary, height-wise, in a way that doesn't make for a very good story.
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Where the Number Actually Came From

At Napoleon's death in 1821, his height was recorded using French units of measurement: five pieds, two pouces. That looks, to modern eyes, like "five foot two." And if you assume French inches and English inches are the same length, that's exactly what it means.

They aren't the same length. The old French inch, the pouce, was about seven percent longer than the English inch. Convert properly, and "five foot two" in French measurement comes out to roughly five foot six or five foot seven in English measurement — solidly average for a Frenchman born in the 1760s, a period when the average adult male stood somewhere around five foot five.1

So part of this myth is a simple, honest mistake: a unit conversion nobody bothered to do correctly. That kind of error happens constantly in history and normally gets fixed within a generation, once someone notices the math doesn't add up. This one didn't get fixed. It got weaponized.
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The Cartoonist Who Made It Stick

Britain and France were locked in more than two decades of war during Napoleon's rise, and British propagandists needed a way to make their most formidable enemy look ridiculous. A gifted caricaturist named James Gillray found it: draw Napoleon small. Tiny hat, tiny sword, tiny man, stamping his feet in a rage he couldn't back up with actual size. The cartoons were funny, cutting, and wildly popular. They also had nothing to do with what Napoleon actually looked like.

British soldiers who met Napoleon in person — including the officers who guarded him during his final exile on the remote island of St. Helena — described him as average, sometimes even slightly above average, in height. These were men with every reason to see their famous prisoner accurately and no particular reason to flatter him.2 Their firsthand accounts simply didn't match the cartoons. It didn't matter. The cartoons were what people actually saw, over and over, for years. The soldiers' quiet, accurate descriptions never had a fraction of that reach.

—
[image: ]


Why This One Refuses to Die

Here's the part worth sitting with: historians have known the real story for a very long time. This isn't some recent discovery. The unit conversion error and Gillray's propaganda campaign have both been documented and explained, repeatedly, in serious historical writing, for decades. None of that has made a dent in the popular belief. Ask almost anyone today and they'll tell you, confidently, that Napoleon was short.

That's the pattern this whole book is built around. A correction exists. It's not hidden, not locked away in some obscure academic journal nobody reads — it shows up in encyclopedia entries, museum placards, popular history articles. And it loses anyway, every time, to a two-hundred-year-old cartoon.

Why? Because the false version is simply a better story. "The tyrant was secretly a tiny, insecure man" is satisfying in a way that "he was an unremarkable height for his era" never will be. It gives Napoleon's ambition a tidy psychological explanation. It lets the winners of the war get the last laugh, permanently. A boring, accurate fact about average nineteenth-century French body size cannot compete with that kind of narrative payoff, no matter how many historians point out the math.
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The Four Ways a Lie Outlives Its Correction

This book is going to look at cases like Napoleon's one at a time, and each one demonstrates a specific reason a false claim survives its own debunking. Four reasons keep showing up:

The Better Story. Some false claims simply serve a need the true version doesn't — a satisfying explanation, a bit of poetic justice, a punchline. Napoleon's height belongs here. So, as we'll see, does the story of why children get hyper at birthday parties.

The Institutional Copy-Paste. Some claims spread because one source copies another, which copies another, and nobody ever goes back to check the original. A textbook doesn't re-derive a fact from scratch; it cites the last textbook that said the same thing.

The Vivid Wrong Number. Some false claims survive because they come with a specific, quotable figure attached — a percentage, a measurement, a precise-sounding statistic — and specificity feels like evidence, even when the number was never checked in the first place.

The Debunking That Didn't Travel. Some corrections are thorough, public, and completely ignored by the audience that would need to hear them, simply because the correction and the myth move through different channels at different speeds.

Napoleon's case is mostly the first kind: a better story beating a true one. The chapters ahead will show the other three, sometimes two or three working together on the same claim at once. What ties all of them together is the same uncomfortable fact this chapter opened with: being wrong, and being corrected, are not the same as stopping.

CHAPTER 2
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