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			Introduction

			For as long as humans have been able to communicate, they’ve used language to influence one another. Often, these attempts at influence take the form of urging people to live their lives according to a guiding principle or rule of conduct:

			Try to be a little kinder than is necessary.

			Make every effort to do what you are afraid to do.

			Be smarter than the people who hire you.

			When people state something as a rule, they are suggesting that the principle is an important one. Occasionally, they consider the principle to be so critically important they express it more forcefully, or even unequivocally:

			Always try to be a little kinder than is necessary. 

			J. M. BARRIE

			Always do what you are afraid to do. 

			RALPH WALDO EMERSON

			Always be smarter than the people who hire you. 

			LENA HORNE

			When attempts to influence are stated unequivocally, people move from mere suggestion to the more compelling arena of exhortation. The American Heritage Dictionary (AHD) defines the verb exhort this way:

			To urge by strong, often stirring argument, admonition, advice, or appeal.

			Derived from the Latin exhortor, meaning “to encourage,” the root sense of the term is to urge or spur someone on. Exhortation is the perfect word to describe the three quotations above, each of which is an earnest attempt to persuade people to take a recommended course of action or embrace an idea.

			History is also filled with equally strong attempts to discourage people from a certain practice or to dissuade them from a course of action.

			Never judge a book by its cover.

			Never swap horses in mid-stream.

			Never look a gift horse in the mouth.

			Instead of recommending that people do something, these sayings strongly urge people not to do—indeed, never to do—something. What is the proper term for such negatively phrased exhortations?

			One obvious candidate, of course, is admonition, which has two meanings: (1) a gentle reproof, and (2) cautionary advice or warning. The first meaning shows up, for example, when a teacher admonishes a child for being late to class or a boss admonishes an employee for being careless. It is the second meaning that applies to our current discussion. In a usage note, the editors of the AHD write:

			Admonish implies the giving of advice or a warning

			so that a fault can be rectified or a danger avoided.

			The term admonition nicely describes each of the three proverbial sayings presented a moment ago. Each one could even be rephrased to emphasize the fault or danger element (as in, “Never make the mistake of judging a book by its cover”). The three following sayings could also be accurately described as admonitions:

			Never send a boy to do a man’s job.

			Never underestimate the power of a woman.

			Never put off till tomorrow what you can do today.

			As would these cautionary warnings from influential thinkers in ancient history:

			Never travel with a friend who deserts you at the first sign of danger.

			AESOP, 6th century B.C.

			Never contract friendship with a man who is not better than thyself.

			CONFUCIUS, 6th century B.C.

			In a case of dissension,

			never dare to judge until you have heard the other side.

			EURIPIDES, 5th century B.C.

			Never ask the gods for a life set free from grief,

			but ask for courage that endureth long.

			MENANDER, 4th century B.C.

			While admonition is a perfectly fine term to use when describing strongly worded cautionary warnings, there is another word that is, technically speaking, even more accurate. It is the antonym of exhortation. But unless you have the vocabulary of a five-time Jeopardy! champ or you’re a professor of rhetoric, the word is almost certainly not in your current vocabulary. The exact opposite of exhortation is dehortation.

			The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines dehortation this way: “The act of dehorting from a course of action; earnest dissuasion.” This doesn’t help very much, but the OED’s entry on dehort makes it clearer:

			To use exhortation to dissuade from a course or purpose;

			to advise or counsel against (an action, etc.).

			When we exhort people, we’re encouraging them to do something; we’re trying to spur them on. It’s a form of persuasion. When we dehort people, on the other hand, we’re trying to convince people that they should not do something, or maybe even never do it. Dehortation is a form of discouragement or negative persuasion, which is technically called dissuasion. We can summarize it all in an analogy:

			Exhortation is to dehortation as persuasion is to dissuasion.

			I first came across the word dehort a number of years ago while browsing through a fascinating book by David Grambs: The Endangered English Dictionary: Bodacious Words Your Dictionary Forgot (1994). Grambs is an American writer who actually worked at one of my fantasy jobs: dictionary definer. While in this position for the American Heritage Dictionary and the Random House Dictionary, Grambs became intrigued by the many English words that either fell out of favor or never caught on, even though they perfectly captured some aspect of human life. In his “remembrance of words past,” he wrote a book to serve as “a constant reminder of the words that could have been, that fell through the cracks.” He also hoped that his book would awaken interest in some currently neglected words and possibly inspire readers to make them “a part of our everyday usage.” Among the thousands of words Grambs included in his book was:

			dehort (dee-hort); to loudly or strongly advise against or dissuade from.

			In 2007, I was delighted to see dehort featured in an issue of “A.Word.A.Day” (AWAD), a daily e-mail that I—and over a million other subscribers—look forward to receiving every day. AWAD was launched in 1994 by Anu Garg, a computer scientist who turned his love for words into one of the Internet’s most dramatic success stories. In 2002, the New York Times described AWAD as “arguably the most welcomed, most enduring piece of daily mass e-mail in cyberspace.” Garg defined dehort as “to discourage from doing something.” He then added:

			This well-meaning word has gone out of circulation while its antithesis “exhort” continues to prosper. It’s about time to remedy the situation and bring this rather usable word back to currency.

			I stand firmly with Grambs and Garg in believing that dehort and dehortation should be rescued from the closet of obscurity and brought into the world of popular usage. Currently, though, those two words are familiar only to serious linguaphiles and students of rhetoric, who appreciate their relationship to a classical figure of speech known as dehortatio (DEE-hore-TAY-she-oh or DAY-hore-TAHT-ee-oh).

			In The Garden of Eloquence: A Rhetorical Bestiary (1983), Willard R. Espy defined dehortatio as “Dissuasive advice given with authority.” He went on to explain that “Dehortatio is negative persuasion; it tells what not to do.” In providing examples, he gave several famous sayings that did not begin with the word never, including:

			Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

			(THE FIRST COMMANDMENT)

			Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes.

			WILLIAM PRESCOTT

			At first, the notion that commandments were dehortations came as a surprise, but it made sense once I began to think about it. Many of the Ten Commandments, after all, certainly meet the criterion of dissuasive advice given with authority. And while I accept the idea that dehortations can also begin with the words don’t or do not, I’m not convinced they are the best examples of the form. Look over the following quotations:

			Do not blame anybody for your mistakes and failures.

			BERNARD M. BARUCH

			Don’t try to fine-tune somebody else’s view.

			GEORGE H. W. BUSH

			Don’t try to solve serious matters in the middle of the night.

			PHILIP K. DICK

			Do not mistake a child for his symptom.

			ERIK ERIKSON

			Don’t overestimate your own merits.

			BERTRAND RUSSELL

			Yes, they are all fine dehortations. And technically, all are examples of the “negative persuasion” that Espy described earlier. But think how much more memorable each could have been if expressed just a bit more forcefully:

			Never blame anybody for your mistakes and failures.

			Never try to fine-tune somebody else’s view.

			Never try to solve serious matters in the middle of the night.

			Never mistake a child for his symptom.

			Never overestimate your own merits.

			The implication, I hope, is apparent. If you’re ever thinking about the best way to offer dissuasive advice—and you want to do it forcefully—select words with impact. And that may mean changing an anemic don’t or a mousy do not into an authoritative never. With a tip of the hat to the rhetorical figure of dehortatio, we might even say:

			Never let a weak word diminish the strength of your argument.

			Being a realist, I know that dehort and dehortation will probably never become a part of popular usage. But there is another term you might want to consider when describing cautionary warnings and dissuasive advice introduced with the word never. You won’t find the word in any dictionary because I coined it myself. The word is neverism. A few years ago, I did something similar when I created the term ifferism to describe an aphorism that begins with the word if. That neologism worked out fairly well, and I’m hoping that neverism will also be given a warm welcome. Like all good nouns, neverism comes with a corresponding adjective and adverb, so you can also expect to see the words neveristic and neveristically in the pages ahead.

			I began the systematic collection of quotations many decades ago, and I pursue my hobby with the same fervor that is often found in serious collectors of coins, stamps, butterflies, and other objects of fascination. I’m always on the lookout for new “finds,” and I feel a definite thrill when I come across a great new specimen I have never seen before. Like all serious collectors, I have also tried to organize my enormous collection of quotations into a number of more manageable categories. In my case, I put them into computer files with labels like chiasmus, retorts, puns, insults, paradox, lost positives, modified maxims, and ifferisms. For more than twenty years, I have also had a file for quotations that begin with the word never.

			Some of history’s best-known quotations have been expressed neveristically, and one very special admonition has long been a personal favorite:

			Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,

			committed citizens can change the world.

			MARGARET MEAD

			This is the most famous quotation from one of history’s most famous women. The saying is so intimately associated with Mead—and so often cited by people who don’t exactly subscribe to her core beliefs—that it has been registered to protect its use. The trademark is currently held by Mead’s granddaughter, Sevanne Kassarjian, who has graciously given her permission to include it here. The Institute for Intercultural Studies, which Mead founded in 1944, prominently features the saying on its website. An original citation for the saying has never been found, but the Institute does provide this statement on its origin:

			We believe it probably came into circulation through a newspaper report of something said spontaneously and informally. We know, however, that it was firmly rooted in her professional work and that it reflected a conviction that she expressed often, in different contexts and phrasings.

			While many neverisms have helped shape my philosophy of life, one in particular helped me fundamentally reshape a longstanding, but not particularly effective, habit:

			Never try to reason the prejudice out of a man.

			It was not reasoned into him, and cannot be reasoned out.

			SYDNEY SMITH

			I originally found this observation in Tryon Edward’s A Dictionary of Thoughts (1891), the oldest quotation anthology in my collection of over 300 such books. Smith was an Anglican clergyman and a popular London writer in the early 1800s. In the mid–1970s, when I first came across the quotation, I was a young idealist with a reputation for spending countless hours attempting to reason with people who held what I regarded as unfounded or irrational beliefs. Smith’s admonition was like a reminder from Dr. Phil, gently tapping me on the shoulder and asking, “So how’s that working for you?”

			In my early adulthood, I was a great reader of fiction, and a large number of the quotations in my neverisms collection came from fictional characters. Many of them almost jumped off the pages at me as I was reading some well-known novels:

			Never abandon hope.

			FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY, from the Elder Zosima
in The Brothers Karamazov (1880)

			Never completely encircle your enemy.

			Leave him some escape, for he will fight even more desperately if trapped.

			ALEX HALEY, advice from the kintango, in Roots (1977)

			Never pass up new experiences, Scarlett. They enrich the mind.

			MARGARET MITCHELL, from Rhett Butler, 
in Gone with the Wind (1936)

			Never think you’ve seen the last of anything.

			EUDORA WELTY, from Judge McKelva 
in The Optimist’s Daughter (1972)

			In my favorite fictional neverism, though, Mario Puzo writes in The Godfather (1969):

			“Never get angry,” the Don had instructed.

			“Never make a threat. Reason with people.”

			This is a wonderful passage, ironically capturing the reasoning ability of Don Corleone, and rivaling his even-more-famous line about making someone an offer he couldn’t refuse. For reasons I will never understand, the passage never made it into the 1972 film adapted from the novel (even though the screenplay was written by Puzo). The two neverisms in the book are so perfectly suited for Marlon Brando that, had he actually delivered them in the film, they almost certainly would have become classics.

			In several wonderful examples of serendipity, some neverisms have appeared in my life exactly when I needed them. When I was a graduate student, I was struck by how readily my fellow students became adherents of a particular school of psychological thought. Of course, the students were simply following the lead of so many professors, who seemed more than willing to proclaim themselves Freudians, Jungians, Rogerians, Skinnerians, or disciples of some other approach. At the time, such a choice seemed ill-advised and shortsighted, but I sometimes found myself wondering if I might be the one who was making a mistake.

			Late in my graduate school career, I was reading Neill! Neill! Orange Peel!, the 1972 autobiography of A. S. Neill, the legendary Scottish educator who founded the progressive English school Summerhill (the title of Neill’s book, by the way, came from a rhyming nickname that he had been given by his students). In the book, I found some reassuring words:

			My motto has always been:

			Take from others what you want,

			but never be a disciple of anyone.

			In 1979, Norman Cousins, the longtime Saturday Review editor and legendary peace activist, was in the news once again, this time for Anatomy of an Illness: As Perceived by the Patient (1979), a dramatic story about how he overcame a painful and potentially life-threatening form of arthritis. After learning that one of his physicians had said, “I’m afraid we’re going to lose Norman,” Cousins figured he had nothing to lose and took control over his own treatment. He began watching Marx Brothers movies and Candid Camera videos every day, discovering that “ten minutes of genuine belly laughter had an anesthetic effect that would give me at least two hours of pain-free sleep.” He slowly began to improve—greatly surprising his doctors—and began to view laughter as sedentary aerobic exercise. He also began to view the mind as an essential factor in a patient’s recovery. Ten years after his first book, he further explored the topic in Head First: The Biology of Hope and the Healing Power of the Human Spirit (1989).

			When Cousins was writing these books, I confess that I was only moderately familiar with his story. But in 1995, I was diagnosed with prostate cancer. It was an unsettling time, to be sure, and it was made a bit more unsettling because I would not know for two months, when my scheduled surgery was done, whether the cancer had metastasized or not. I began to learn as much as I could during that period, and one night was delighted to discover yet another neverism for my ever-growing collection:

			Never deny a diagnosis,

			but do deny the negative verdict that may go with it.

			NORMAN COUSINS

			Shortly after my surgery, I learned that there was no indication of metastasis. And now, more than fifteen years later, things are still looking good. Very good, indeed.

			Some of history’s most famous neverisms have been offered in humorous, ironic, or mock-serious ways. Three classic examples come from a character in Nelson Algren’s 1956 novel A Walk on the Wild Side:

			Never play cards with a man called Doc.

			Never eat at a place called Mom’s.

			Never sleep with a woman whose troubles are worse than your own.

			The words came from a fictional character, but they appeared to reflect Algren’s personal views as well. He was fond of telling people that he learned these three rules from “an elderly Negro lady,” and he often added that they were the only rules he used to guide his life. He sometimes emphasized the last point this way: “And never, ever, no matter what else you do in your whole life, never sleep with anyone whose troubles are worse than your own.”

			In most neverisms, people direct their cautionary warnings to someone else. Occasionally, though, we see people applying admonitions to themselves. In 1905, Mark Twain arrived at Delmonico’s restaurant in Manhattan to celebrate his seventieth birthday with 170 of his closest friends. Tucked into his pocket were notes he had made to guide him in the remarks he would be making later that evening. A few hours later, with the festivities in full gear, Twain finally rose to speak. What were his secrets to successful aging? The legendary humorist began by declaring his love of smoking and his abhorrence of exercise, saying, “I have achieved my seventy years ... by sticking strictly to a scheme of life which would kill anybody else.” He went on to say:

			I have made it a rule never to smoke more than one cigar at a time.

			It has always been my rule never to smoke when asleep,

			and never to refrain when awake.

			A century ago, it was common for people to say I’ve made it a rule never to, but the use of such a phrase today is rare. It is a variation on the neverisms theme, though, and you will find a number of examples later in the book. Here are two more:

			When I was younger,

			I made it a rule never to take strong drink before lunch.

			It is now my rule never to do so before breakfast.

			WINSTON CHURCHILL, to King George VI,
said in 1952, when Churchill was seventy-seven years old

			I’ve made it a rule never to drink by daylight

			and never to refuse a drink after dark.

			H. L. MENCKEN

			In another variation on the theme, people sometimes use the phrase one must never or one should never when offering principles of living or rules of conduct. As a general rule, these kinds of admonitions have a highfalutin quality, and they rarely pack the imperative punch of a straight-out neverism. But not always.

			In a discussion of “Objectivist Ethics” in The Virtue of Selfishness (1964), Ayn Rand asserted that mankind’s basic virtue was rationality. It is, she said, the wellspring of all other virtues and the only truly responsible guide to life. By contrast, she argued that man’s basic vice—and the source of all evil—is irrationality, a rejection of reason. Irrationality is not ignorance, which is simply not knowing, or blindness, which is not seeing. Irrationality is something far more pernicious, she maintained, and far more dangerous. It is “a refusal to see” and “a refusal to know.” In describing what it means to guide one’s life by the virtue of rationality, Rand offered a compelling explanation (the italics in the passage are provided for emphasis and do not appear in the original text):

			It means that one must never sacrifice one’s convictions

			to the opinions or wishes of others (which is the virtue of Integrity)—

			that one must never attempt to fake reality

			in any manner (which is the virtue of Honesty)—

			that one must never seek or grant the unearned and undeserved,

			neither in matter nor in spirit (which is the virtue of Justice).

			It means that one must never desire effects without causes,

			and that one must never enact a cause without

			assuming full responsibility for its effects—

			that one must never act like a zombie,

			i.e., without knowing one’s own purposes and motives—

			that one must never make any decisions, form any convictions

			or seek any values out of context, i.e., apart from or against the total,

			integrated sum of one’s knowledge—

			and, above all, that one must never seek to get away with contradictions.

			This passage is longer than the quotations you’ve seen so far, but I wanted to make the point that some of history’s most powerful neverisms do not begin with the word never. For many intellectuals and others who wish to express themselves a bit more elegantly, one must never or one should never are commonly used phrases.

			In the remainder of the book, you will find nearly 2,000 quotations that, to recall Willard Espy’s words from earlier, fall into the category of “Dissuasive advice given with authority.” Most of them will be 100 percent pure admonitions, but occasionally you will find some that contain both an exhortative and a dehortative component, as in these examples:

			Forget injuries, never forget kindnesses.

			CONFUCIUS

			Forgive your enemies, but never forget their names.

			JOHN F. KENNEDY

			Always take your work seriously, never yourself.

			DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, quoting an “old saying”

			The book is organized into chapters on such topics as Wit & Wordplay, Politics & Government, Sports, Stage & Screen, and The Literary Life. By examining the Table of Contents, you will see that I have also given each chapter a neveristic title. I’ll begin each chapter with a few foundation-laying pages that I hope will engage your attention and whet your interest. After that, I will present a wide variety of quotations, alphabetically arranged by author, that fit within the theme of the chapter. If you wish to locate a quotation from a particular author, please consult the Author Index.

			If you are familiar with my previous quotation anthologies, you will know that I often provide a bit of historical or contextual information about a quotation, and sometimes even offer some personal commentary. To use a popular current term, you might say that I enjoy telling the backstory on a quotation or its author. Several months ago, for example, I happened across what I regarded as an interesting, but not especially remarkable, quotation:

			Never turn down a job because you think it’s too small;

			you don’t know where it can lead.

			JULIA MORGAN

			I had never heard of Julia Morgan, so I decided to do a little digging. What I found was fascinating. In 1894, she graduated with a degree in civil engineering from the University of California at Berkeley, the only female in her class. At the urging of a professor, she immediately headed off to Paris to study architecture at the famed École des Beaux-Arts. It took two frustrating years to gain admittance, though, as the school had never before admitted a woman. But Morgan persisted, and in 1902 she became the school’s first female graduate. After moving back to California, where she became the state’s first female architect, she almost immediately began to make a name for herself. A bell tower she designed in 1904 for Mills College in Oakland was the first reinforced-concrete structure to be built on the West Coast. When the tower remained standing after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, Morgan’s reputation skyrocketed.

			The backstory on the quotation is even more interesting. Morgan made her never turn down a job remark in 1918. A year later, in 1919, she was approached by newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst about designing a small bungalow on a rustic property he owned midway between Los Angeles and San Francisco. He said to her:

			I would like to build something up on the hill at San Simeon. I get tired of going up there and camping in tents. I’m getting a little too old for that. I’d like to get something that would be a little more comfortable.

			After a month of discussion, the architect and the magnate began to think more grandly about the project—which ultimately went on to occupy the next eighteen years of Morgan’s life! Today, Julia Morgan is best remembered as the designer of Hearst Castle, a luxurious 60,000-square-foot mansion with 56 bedrooms, 61 bathrooms, and 19 sitting rooms. Formally named La Cuesta Encantada (“The Enchanted Hill”), it is now a U.S. National Historic Landmark and one of California’s most popular tourist attractions. And it all happened because this pioneering female architect followed her own admonition about never turning down a job because it was too small.

			During my research, background stories like this were repeated time and time again. I found them so interesting that I felt I would be shortchanging readers if I did not share at least some of them. As you approach this book, then, remember that it is not just an anthology of quotations; it is an anthology about quotations as well—and the often fascinating stories of the people who authored them.

			In my search for neverisms, I have cast my net far and wide. As a result, you can expect to find almost all of the most popular and familiar neverisms in these pages. But you will also find many quotations that you have never seen before, as well as many that have never before appeared in a quotation collection. Despite my goal of comprehensiveness, though, I’m sure that many deserving quotations have eluded me. If you have a favorite that is not included, please feel free to e-mail it to me at: DrMGrothe@aol.com.

			I also have a website (www.drmardy.com ) where you can delve even more deeply into the topic of neverisms, learn more about my other books, or sign up for my free weekly e-newsletter: Dr. Mardy’s Quotes of the Week. I have striven for accuracy but am quite certain that I have made some mistakes. If you discover an error or would simply like to offer some feedback, please write to me in care of the publisher, or e-mail me at the address above. I hope you enjoy the book.
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			Never Go to a Doctor Whose Office Plants Have Died

			Wit & Wordplay

			In 1965, Dave Barry graduated from Pleasantville High School in New York, proud of having been voted “Class Clown” by his schoolmates. Later that year, he entered Haverford College—a small, prestigious liberal arts college near Philadelphia—where he majored in English, played lead guitar in a local rock band, and wrote a regular humor column for the college newspaper.

			Barry avoided service in Vietnam after he was declared a conscientious objector. He did two years of alternative service before beginning his journalism career in 1971, when he became a general assignment reporter for the Daily Local News in West Chester, Pennsylvania. After three years writing about town hall meetings, sewage plants, and zoning regulations, he gave up his dreams of a journalism career to work for a firm that taught writing skills to business executives. If anything, this new job was even more mind-numbing than his newspaper gig, but it paid better, and Barry worked at it for nearly eight years before declaring his efforts to improve executive prose “hopeless.”

			In 1981, Barry wrote a guest humor column on natural childbirth for the Philadelphia Inquirer. The article somehow landed on the desk of Gene Weingarten, an editor at the Miami Herald. Years later, Weingarten recalled, “I read it and realized it was the first time in my life I had laughed out loud while reading the printed word.” Weingarten convinced his bosses to hire Barry to write a regular humor column for the Herald. Within a year, Barry had one of the fastest-growing syndicated columns in America. In 1988, five years after coming to the Herald, he was awarded a Pulitzer Prize for commentary, the only humorist to ever win journalism’s top award. Barry halted his weekly column-writing efforts in 2004, and has recently coauthored a number of fictional efforts with Ridley Pearson. Of his thirty books, though, Barry’s books of humor are my favorites, in large part because of his talent for finding humor in the most unexpected of places.

			Never make eye contact.

			This appeared in Dave Barry’s Only Travel Guide You’ll Ever Need (1991). In providing tips for getting maximum enjoyment out of a trip to New York City, Barry added: “This is asking to be mugged. In the New York court system, a mugger is automatically declared not guilty if the defense can prove that the victim has a history of making eye contact.” The passage is a perfect illustration of why the Pulitzer Prize committee lauded Barry for “his consistently effective use of humor as a device for presenting fresh insights into serious concerns.” In the book, Barry also offered two “cardinal rules” for tourists:

			Never go outside the hotel.

			Never board a commercial aircraft if the pilot is wearing a tank top.

			And “the number one rule” for people traveling to Europe:

			Never pee in the bidet.

			One of Barry’s most distinctive tricks is adopting a serious tone when first offering a piece of advice and then giving it a humorous twist in the explanation. In Dave Barry’s Money Secrets (2006), he begins a thought on teaching children the value of money this way:

			Never allow a child to spend all of his allowance.

			And then he explains: “Insist that he set aside a certain amount of money every week and put it in a safe place, where you can get it if you need to buy beer.” A bit later in the book, he does the same thing when offering rules for effective negotiating. He starts off by writing: “Never pay list price. I mean never. For anything, including intimate carnal relations with your spouse.” And then, in a footnote, he adds, “Just so you know: Your spouse usually charges $50.”

			In Dave Barry Turns 50 (1998), there is a piece on pervasive drug use in the sixties and seventies by Jimi Hendrix and other rock stars. In citing what can be learned from the experiences of drugged-out celebrities, Barry cites “an old maxim,” but it seems pretty clear that he is the original author of the saying:

			Never try to put all the chemicals in the entire world

			in your body at the same time.

			My favorite Barry neverism, though, appeared in his 2004 book Boogers Are My Beat. I had originally shied away from the book because of the title, but I’m glad I picked it up. As a proud North Dakota native, I was drawn to one column in particular. It began with these words:

			My advice to aspiring columnists is:

			Never make fun of North Dakota.

			Barry explained: “Because the North Dakotans will invite you, nicely but relentlessly, to visit, and eventually you’ll have to accept. When you get there, they’ll be incredibly nice to you, treating you with such warmth and hospitality that before long you feel almost like family. Then they will try to asphyxiate you with sewer gas.” The column was inspired by a mid-winter trip Barry had made to Grand Forks, North Dakota, to participate in a dedication ceremony for a municipal sewage pumping station that had been named for him. I won’t go into the rest of the story here, but in several hundred words Barry may have written the all-time best description of life in North Dakota in the dead of winter.

			Many websites and quotation anthologies have also attributed the following quotations to Dave Barry:

			Never lick a steak knife.

			Never, under any circumstances,

			take a sleeping pill and a laxative on the same night.

			Never tell a woman that you didn’t realize she was pregnant

			unless you’re certain that she is.

			Despite their popularity, I now regard these as orphan quotations, a term for anonymously authored observations that are attached to famous people to give them stature. The last one appears to be a paraphrase of something Barry wrote in a 1997 piece called “25 Things I Have Learned in 50 Years”: “You should never say anything to a woman that even remotely suggests you think she’s pregnant unless you can see an actual baby emerging from her at that moment.”

			If Dave Barry was America’s most popular male humorist in the final decades of the twentieth century, then Erma Bombeck was his female counterpart. After graduating as an English major from the University of Dayton in 1949, she married her college sweetheart, Bill Bombeck, and took a job as a full-time reporter at the local Dayton Journal Herald. She had worked as a part-time copy girl at the paper since the age of fifteen, and at sixteen achieved her first great journalistic success when the paper printed an interview she did with Shirley Temple. For the next several years, she wrote primarily for the women’s section of the paper, occasionally landing interviews with visiting celebrities, like Eleanor Roosevelt and Mamie Eisenhower. She also made her first stab at a humorous housekeeping column, which she titled “Operation Dishrag.”

			In the early years of the marriage, Bombeck and husband Bill tried to have children, but without success. In 1953, after a family physician told them that a pregnancy was highly unlikely, the couple adopted a baby girl. Bombeck did what most women of the era were doing: she quit her job and embarked on a new career as a full-time mom. Two years later, the woman who was not supposed to be able to conceive gave birth to a son, and three years after that, another son was born. From 1953 to 1964, she never worked outside of her home. But she never lost her desire to write. Almost every night, after the children were put to bed, she could be found in her bedroom, hunched over a makeshift writing desk crafted out of a wooden plank placed on top of cinder blocks.

			In 1964, Bombeck began writing a weekly humor column titled “At Wit’s End” for a suburban newspaper just outside of Dayton. She was paid only three dollars per column, but it was a way to dip her toe back into the journalistic waters. When her old bosses at the Dayton Journal Herald learned of her new writing efforts, they offered her $50 a week for two columns. Bombeck, who would have written the columns without remuneration, was elated. But she wasn’t prepared for what was about to happen. Three weeks after her first Journal Herald column, the paper arranged a syndication deal that placed the column in thirty-six major U.S. newspapers. Almost overnight, the little-known Dayton woman became a national celebrity, as millions of American women savored her wry and witty reflections on being a wife, mother, and homemaker. By 1966, she was receiving an honorarium of $15,000 for a single lecture.

			Over the next three decades, until her premature death in 1996 at age sixty-nine (from complications after a kidney transplant), Bombeck became the most popular female humorist in America. She wrote over 4,000 columns that, at the height of her popularity, were syndicated in over 900 newspapers worldwide, capturing an estimated readership of over thirty million people. Beginning with At Wit’s End in 1967, collections of her columns were published in numerous bestselling books.

			Bombeck had a gift for hilarious one-liners—especially ones that presented life lessons or rules to live by. Sometimes, like Dave Barry, she offered what appeared to be a serious warning, and then gave it a twist:

			Never be in a hurry to terminate a marriage.

			Remember, you may need this man/woman to finish a sentence.

			Never go to a class reunion pregnant.

			They will think that’s all you have been doing since you graduated.

			At other times, she offered straight-out witty neverisms:

			Never accept a drink from a urologist.

			Never order food in excess of your body weight.

			Never go to a doctor whose office plants have died.

			Never have more children than you have car windows.

			Never loan your car to someone to whom you have given birth.

			Another American writer with a fondness for neverisms is P. J. O’Rourke. Raised in a conservative Republican family in Ohio, O’Rourke caused his parents more than a little angst when he became a hippie while at Miami University (Ohio) in the late 1960s. He carried his left-leaning political orientation with him to Johns Hopkins University, where he earned his M.A. in English. In the 1970s, he honed his skills as a writer and satirist at the National Lampoon, where he served in a number of roles, including managing editor. As the 1970s ended and O’Rourke approached his thirties, he experienced a profound transformation of his political orientation, ultimately adopting a libertarian philosophy and, to the horror of his old friends, even becoming a Republican.

			O’Rourke embarked on a freelance writing career in 1981, producing articles for such magazines as Playboy, Harper’s, and Vanity Fair. He also began to work on books of humor, beginning with Modern Manners: An Etiquette Book for Rude People (1983). A spoof of etiquette guides, Modern Manners is a tour de force of neverisms. Of several dozen that appeared in the book, here are my favorites:

			Never fight an inanimate object.

			Never stab anyone with a gravy ladle.

			Never wear anything that panics the cat.

			Never hit anyone below the belt,

			particularly a black one earned in karate.

			Never hit anyone from behind

			(people should be kicked from behind).

			Never strike anyone so old, small,

			or weak that verbal abuse would have sufficed.

			Never steal anything so small that you’ll have to go to an 

			unpleasant city jail for it instead of a minimum security federal tennis prison.

			In the fashion of Dave Barry and Erma Bombeck, O’Rourke also began many of his cautionary warnings in what appeared to be a serious way:

			A word of warning to the young:

			never have a food fight with school-dining-hall food.

			And then he finished it off with a dash of wit:

			It’s too dangerous. Once, a few years ago, at Phillips Exeter Academy, a student was hit in the face with a piece of dining-hall meatloaf. Some of it got in his mouth, and he died.

			After the publication of Modern Manners in 1983, O’Rourke went on to an extraordinarily successful career as an author, writing fourteen additional books, two of which reached #1 on the New York Times bestseller list: Parliament of Whores (1992) and Give War a Chance (1996). You’ll find more neverisms from O’Rourke later in the book.

			So far, we’ve featured contributions from extremely well-known humorists. But it is also possible for everyday people to demonstrate exceptional skill in the creation of clever or witty warnings. Last year, I invited subscribers to my weekly e-newsletter to participate in a neverisms-writing contest. The hands-down winner was a software developer and technologist from San Leandro, California—and a man who just happens to share a name with a famous American science personality. I think you will enjoy his winning submission:

			Never make an obtuse observation about a triangle.

			It just isn’t right.

			BILL (“NOT THE SCIENCE GUY”) NYE

			Humorists have long played a valuable role in our lives, giving us a lift when we’re feeling down and providing helpful little slaps on the head when we begin to take our lives too seriously. In the remainder of the chapter, you will see many more examples of how wits and wags have approached the serious topic of admonitions and, in their own special way, helped us see the lighter side of strongly worded cautionary warnings.

			Never eat in a restaurant where

			there’s a photo of the chef with Sammy Davis, Jr.

			ALF (Paul Fusco)

			This was almost certainly inspired by Nelson Algren’s “Never eat at a place called Mom’s,” which was discussed in the Introduction. Alf (from the term Alien Life Form) was a 1980s television sitcom about a wisecracking extraterrestrial whose spaceship crashed into the garage of an American family. Created by Paul Fusco, an American puppeteer, the show ran on NBC from 1986 to 1990. Algren’s famous neverism may also have inspired these other spin-offs:

			Never order barbecue in a place that also serves quiche.

			LEWIS GRIZZARD

			Never eat Chinese food in Oklahoma.

			BRYAN MILLER, New York Times 
restaurant critic and food writer

			Never eat at a restaurant with a Help Wanted sign in the window.

			CYNTHIA NELMS

			There is one exception to the rule, “Never eat at a restaurant called Mom’s.”

			If you’re in a small town,

			and the only other place is called Eats—then go to Mom’s.

			CARL WAXMAN

			Never comment on a woman’s rear end.

			Never use the words “large” or “size” with “rear end.” Never.

			TIM ALLEN, who concluded his advice by saying,
“Avoid the whole area altogether. Trust me.”

			Never play leapfrog with a unicorn.

			ANONYMOUS

			The authors of some of the best neverisms may never be known, but their contributions can be found everywhere: websites, blogs, bumper stickers, e-mail attachments, and occasionally even on T-shirts. You’ll find more examples in later chapters, but here are a few of my favorites from the world of wit and wordplay:

			Never say “bite me” to a vampire.

			Never buy a pit bull from a one-armed man.

			Never give yourself a haircut after five cups of coffee.

			Never forget a friend, especially if he owes you money.

			Never do card tricks for the group you play poker with.

			Never drink and derive; alcohol and calculus don’t mix.

			Never inhale through your nose when eating a powdered doughnut.

			Never hit a man with glasses; hit him with something bigger and heavier.

			Never forget that your weapon was made by the lowest bidder.

			(often called “Murphy’s Special Law of Combat”)

			Never criticize a man until you’ve walked a mile in his shoes.

			That way, if he doesn’t like what you have to say, it’ll be okay

			because you’ll be a mile away and you’ll have his shoes.

			Never have a dog.

			Let’s not beat around the bush here: dogs are morons.

			DAVE BARRY, in Homes and Other Black Holes (1988)

			Barry went on to write: “We have always had dogs, and they have faithfully performed many valuable services for us, such as: 1. Peeing on everything. 2. When we’re driving in our car, alerting us that we have passed another dog by barking real loud in our ears for the next 114 miles. 3. Trying to kill the Avon lady.”

			Never moon a werewolf.

			MIKE BINDER

			Never get on an airplane if the pilot is wearing

			a hat that has more than three pastel colors.

			GEORGE CARLIN, 
in Brain Droppings (1997)

			Never use a big word when a little filthy one will do.

			JOHNNY CARSON

			Never ask your wife if she still hears from her old pimp.

			JOHNNY CARSON

			Never make a decision when you’re feeling guilty.

			STEPHEN COLBERT, in his 2007 bestseller
I Am America (And So Can You)

			The words come from Colbert’s same-named comedic caricature, a parody of pompous and self-important conservative television pundits. He went on to add: “The bleeding hearts that came up with affirmative action back in the 1960s could have used my advice. They felt bad about the racial injustices of the past, so they decided to make it a crazy law that gave minorities preferential treatment when it comes to the choicest jobs, scholarships, and roster spots on NBA teams.”

			Never hire a cleaning lady named Dusty.

			DAVID CORRADO

			Never keep up with the Joneses.

			Drag them down to your level; it’s cheaper.

			QUENTIN CRISP, from his memoir 
The Naked Civil Sevant (1968)

			For more than thirty years, Crisp was one of England’s great raconteurs and wits. He was also one of the most flamboyant members of London’s gay community, once tweaking a famous Virginia Woolf line to observe, “I am one of the stately homos of England.” He moved to New York City in 1981 and quickly captured the hearts of New Yorkers (Sting’s 1988 song “Englishman in New York” was inspired by him). He also wrote:

			Never sweep. After four years the dirt gets no worse.

			Never get into a narrow double bed with a wide single man.

			Never argue with a doctor; he has inside information.

			BOB ELLIOTT, from a “Bob and Ray” 
sketch with Ray Goulding

			Never be afraid to laugh at yourself;

			after all, you could be missing out on the joke of the century.

			DAME EDNA EVERAGE (BARRY HUMPHRIES)

			Among Real Men, there has always been one simple rule:

			Never settle with words what you can accomplish with a flamethrower.

			BRUCE FEIRSTEIN

			This appeared in Real Men Don’t Eat Quiche, a 1982 satire that sold over a million and a half copies and was on the New York Times bestseller list for fifty-three weeks.

			Never perish a good thought.

			MALCOLM FORBES, playing off the saying “Perish the thought”

			Never try to tell everything you know. It may take too short a time.

			NORMAN FORD

			Never ask of money spent

			Where the spender thinks it went.

			Nobody was ever meant

			To remember or invent

			What he did with every cent.

			ROBERT FROST, in “The Hardship 
of Accounting” (1936)

			One doesn’t typically think of Frost’s poetry as witty and whimsical, but if someone ever exclaims, “Where has all the money gone?” you could do a lot worse than quoting this little verse in your defense. The poem first appeared in his 1936 book A Further Range. Another famous poet with a sense of humor was T. S. Eliot. He once said:

			Never commit yourself to a cheese without having first examined it.

			Never eat anything that comes when you call.

			BOBCAT GOLDTHWAIT

			Never read by candlelight anything smaller than the ace of clubs.

			SIR HENRY HALFORD

			Never take an old guy to a place like Hooters.

			CATHY HAMILTON, in Over-the-Hillisms:
What They Say & What They Really Mean (2004)

			Hamilton explained: “After one beer, old guys tend to ignore their inner censors and actually verbalize out loud the thoughts going through their heads.” So, what exactly is an old guy likely to say? According to Hamilton, things like “Va-va-va-voom!”

			Never start a project until you’ve picked out someone to blame.

			JOHNNY HART & BRENT PARKER, 
a caption from The Wizard of Id comic strip

			Humorists are famous for taking serious advice—like never blame someone else for a mistake—and turning it on its head. Yes, feel free to blame people, this one suggests—but make sure you identify a scapegoat before you actually start working on a project.

			Never try to outstubborn a cat.

			ROBERT A. HEINLEIN, in Time Enough for Love (1973)

			Never get married while you’re going to college;

			it’s hard to get a start if a prospective employer

			finds you’ve already made one mistake.

			FRANK MCKINNEY “KIN” HUBBARD

			Never go to restaurants named after days of the week.

			ALAN KING

			King added: “If I have to say to someone, ‘Should we meet Tuesday at Friday’s? Or should it be Friday at Tuesday’s?’ I feel like I’m part of an Abbott and Costello routine.”

			Never look on the bright side; the glare is blinding.

			FLORENCE KING

			Never relinquish clothing to a hotel valet

			without first specifically telling him that you want it back.

			FRAN LEBOWITZ

			Never brag about your ancestors coming over on the Mayflower;

			the immigration laws weren’t so strict in those days.

			LEW LEHR

			Never buy expensive thong underwear.

			One trip through the dryer and it’s a frilly bookmark.

			CAROL LEIFER, in When You Lie About 
Your Age, the Terrorists Win (2009)

			This comes from a section titled “40 Things I Know at 50 (Because 50 is the New 40).” Leifer also learned some other interesting things over the years:

			Never eat at a restaurant that charges for bread.

			Never eat pistachio nuts after getting a French manicure.

			Never wear high heels to an event

			if you’re going to be outside on a lawn.

			Never take your shoes off on a plane.

			Please find other ways to show your “relaxed side.”

			Never buy Sweet’N low, Equal, or Splenda at the supermarket.

			That’s what restaurants are for.

			Never eat anything whose listed ingredients

			cover more than one-third of the package.

			JOSEPH LEONARD, from a 1986 Herb Caen 
column in the San Francisco Chronicle

			Never darken my Dior again!

			BEATRICE LILLIE, to a waiter who spilled soup on her dress, 
in her 1972 autobiography Every Other Inch a Lady

			Lillie was a popular stage and screen actress on both sides of the Atlantic in the first half of the twentieth century. Here she cleverly alters never darken my door again, a centuries-old English saying that means to show up unwanted at a place one has been thrown out of. In nineteenth-century theater, the phrase would typically be delivered by an angry parent expelling an intransigent child from the family home (the darken portion of the saying refers to a person’s shadow appearing on the threshold). Nigel Rees dates the saying to at least 1692 in England. It soon became common enough in colonial America that Ben Franklin used it in The Busybody, a 1729 series of essays. By the twentieth century, the expression would never be used seriously, and in the 1933 film Duck Soup, Groucho Marx put it this way: “Go, and never darken my towels again!”

			Never call an accountant a credit to his profession;

			a good accountant is a debit to his profession.

			CHARLES J. C. LYALL

			Never subscribe to anything that smells better than it reads.

			DOUG MARLETTE

			I found this a number of years ago in a Kudzu cartoon. It appeared around the time that magazines first began inserting scratch ’n sniff ads for perfumes and fragrances.

			I actually learned about sex watching neighborhood dogs.

			And it was good. Go ahead and laugh.

			I think the most important thing I learned was:

			Never let go of the girl’s leg, no matter how hard she tries to shake you off.

			STEVE MARTIN

			Never eat more than you can lift.

			MISS PIGGY (Jim Henson)

			Miss Piggy (formally named Miss Pigathius “Piggy” Lee) was originally viewed by creator Jim Henson as a minor supporting character when he began The Muppet Show in 1975. She eventually became one of the show’s most popular figures and a cultural icon, famous for a diva personality that swung wildly from saccharinely charming when she wanted something to violent rages when her desires were frustrated. She also occasionally tossed out hilarious one-liners, as in the previous dieting tip. She also offered this advice about buying cosmetics: “Never purchase beauty products in a hardware store.”

			Never call a man a fool; borrow from him.

			ADDISON MIZNER

			Never raise your hand to your children;

			it leaves your midsection unprotected.

			ROBERT ORBEN

			This line is often attributed to comedian Red Buttons, but it was originally authored by Orben. In 1946, at age eighteen, Orben wrote Encyclopedia of Patter, the first of his many joke books (he also published a comedy newsletter for three decades). In the 1950s and ’60s, he was America’s most famous gag writer, doing stints with Dick Gregory, Jack Paar, and Red Skelton. Orben was such a comedic staple in the 1960s that Lenny Bruce said his routines were different from mainstream comics in part because they contained “no Orben jokes.” As a speechwriter for President Gerald Ford, Orben was almost certainly the man who authored Ford’s famous “I’m a Ford, not a Lincoln” line.

			Never ask old people how they are

			if you
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