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Alas!
This book of gas
has come to pass:
Who Cut the Cheese?



—Haiku
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INTRODUCTION

The question people ask me the most is, “What made you want to write a book about farts?” Well, as with most inspirations and wild ideas, it just bubbled up into consciousness one evening.

I was sitting in the bathtub at the time.

Why, I wondered, were farts so damned funny? It wasn’t just me. Guys always seemed to be making light of them, or actually lighting them, or letting them at inappropriate times. It was a revelation when, during my first college reading of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales in the late 1960s, I stumbled upon the elaborate fart jokes he created 600 years ago. About that same time I was introduced to that august collection of tomes, the Oxford English Dictionary, an anal-retentive etymologist’s delight. Looking up the word fart (along with a couple of other equally disreputable words), I was surprised to discover not only the numerous examples of how the word has fared over the centuries, but also how painstakingly the editors dwelled on them. My direction in life was set: Someday I would write a fart book—no, not just a fart book, the fart book—so definitive that millions of people would throw all their other fart books away.

To tell you the truth, I have no recollection of ever passing gas as a child. I don’t even remember if my family had a pet name for farting. But I must have done it, because I remember being afraid—being very afraid—of letting one slip in church during my gut-wrenching stint as an altar boy, armed with a noisy bronze candle lighter/snuffer, sitting conspicuously in the first row, in front of God and everybody, and keenly aware that the hard, wooden pews had a way of trumpeting every thump and clatter like a bullhorn.

My three most memorable farts occurred after I had become an adult and should have known better. The first one was easily the funniest. I was stationed at an infantry training base near Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, and was fond of spending my evenings at the taverns outside the gate, on Route 17, flirting with Asian barmaids, drinking cheap Falstaff beer, and eating pickled eggs out of the type of jars that circuses once reserved for two-headed babies. One morning, after a particularly rough night, I walked into the C.O.’s outer office, let off a silent but deadly, and hurried out again. Within moments I heard a barrage of choking and angry shouts, as if the office staff had been hit by a tear gas canister. I laughed about that for months.

The second fart happened in Cape May, New Jersey, while I was walking down a narrow side street with my friend Mike McHenry. I blasted a roaring number that must have created a bubble in the seat of my pants, if not an outright brown stain. Suddenly a twinge of paranoia made me glance over my shoulder. Not more than six feet behind us were two young, attractive girls who only moments before had stepped out of a doorway and into our wake. I was quick-witted enough to glare accusingly at Mike and call him a rotten bastard, but I still turned red with embarrassment—and, as you can see, that moment haunts me even now. I wonder if the two girls remember it.


FART HUMOR

“The drawback with fart humor,” says humorist Garrison Keillor, “is that it’s improvisational by nature, and it loses a lot in the telling. You had to be there!”

Although Keillor was speaking of the hilarity of an actual fart, fart humor of all kinds can give us tremendous insights into our cultural fears and values. Since it flouts society’s powerful taboos against any expression of our bodily functions, crepitation comedy can break the taboos’ hold on both ourselves and our listeners. Fart humor dissipates some of the stress from the self-disgust that our parents drummed into our toddler psyches during the rigors of toilet training. Otherwise, why would anybody burst out laughing at comments about odorous air escaping from someone’s asshole—much less at the air itself?

Fart humor takes many forms, including schoolyard chants (“Beans, beans, the musical fruit, the more you eat the more you toot.…”), bathroom graffiti (“Here I sit all brokenhearted, tried to shit but only farted”), puns (“I think that last fart exhausted the subject”), retorts (“Did something just crawl up inside you and die?”), and rejoinders to those retorts (“You smelt it, you dealt it”). Very little of this is actually clever or funny, because it’s mostly canned humor and good only once per person. But that doesn’t seem to stop us from repeating these dry old cracks.

The most common form of humor, however, is fart jokes—little stories with surprise endings—that guys of all ages tell at school, at work, and over a round of beers, and some of these jokes have been scattered throughout this book for your enjoyment.



The third memorable fart occurred in the front seat of a car, during what amounted to an impromptu three-way farting contest as a couple of buddies and I drove down Normandie Avenue in Los Angeles. Gritting my teeth and trying desperately to keep up my end, so to speak, I succeeded only in drawing a little mud. It was a wet one. All right, I almost shit in my pants! I was thirty-five at the time—much too old to be farting around like an adolescent. That episode remains a constant source of self-recrimination that will cling to me, like the stench of a Falstaff beer fart, until the day I die.

I’ve always wondered why guys generally get a big kick out of farts, but women glare down their noses at them. I’m sure that this female disdain isn’t genetic. One of my friend’s preschool daughters once farted in my lap and giggled uproariously about it. And not long ago I watched a sweet little four-year girl run through a room announcing, “I farted! I farted!” In her 1996 bestseller, Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood, Rebecca Wells even wrote an entire chapter about a class of eight-year-old Louisiana girls at a Shirley Temple look-alike contest laughing and hooting over their classmate’s proud, on-stage poot. But somewhere around the third grade all these little girls morph into miniature schoolmarms, ready to aim their scorn at any squeak or squib emanating from the human body.

Little boys conform too, but in the process they learn to treasure the fart’s subversive power. They come to know that a well-timed fart, especially one bounced off the right surface, can disrupt a class; that a well-blamed fart can get another kid in trouble; and that a fart injected into the right moment—say, the silence between aah and men at the end of a hymn or during a sappy Leonardo DiCaprio love scene—can make a kid an instant hero with the other guys.

During my high school senior year, my buddy Joe Ewing taught me how to mimic farts by squeezing my palms together. It was a dangerous technique to literally put into the hands of an immature seventeen-year-old kid, for within the week my disruptive noises in study hall led to a three-day expulsion from school. I had found my calling.

Thanks to this book, I can safely say that I have probably generated more embarrassment about farting than any other modern human being because, for well over a year during my research, I needed to be an inquisitive cultural anthropologist. I began my field study by asking friends about their farts, the words their families used for farts, their feelings about farts, their funniest fart jokes and stories, and their favorite literary and cinematic farts. From there I moved on to acquaintances … then to strangers. At some point I would turn nearly every conversation—whether in a coffee shop, in a waiting room, in a bar, at a party, at the gym, or on a dinner date—into a scatological inquiry.

Before long I became, at least in polite quarters, a pariah whose very presence could get people whispering behind their hands. Women crinkled their noses and rolled their eyes when they saw me coming. The reeking fumes of reproach followed me around like huge black flies, and some people began to ask if I was losing my marbles. Literary-minded people dismissed my efforts altogether and told me that a book about farting wouldn’t be worth a hill of beans.

But thank goodness, along came Ten Speed Press to save the day. Faced with the tough choice of either publishing Who Cut the Cheese? or pouring their money down a rat hole, they decided to go with the former. Now, perhaps, I’ll be redeemed somehow and folks will think my work had a good purpose and was worthwhile after all.

—Jim Dawson, Fartologist
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 ALL GOD’S CHILDREN
GOTTA FART
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Love is the fart of every heart;
It pains a man when ’tis kept close, and others doth offend when ‘tis let loose.




—Sir John Suckling,
“Loving and Beloved” (1640)







First of all, let me say that a fart is puny, transitory, and evanescent. A turd can fossilize into a coprolite permanent enough to reveal its creator’s dietary habits to distant future generations, but a fart, no matter how uproarious, slips immediately into history, never to be smelled or heard from again. No mud or amber has ever trapped it. I’ve heard rumors that there are corked vials containing gas from such personages as Abraham Lincoln and Marilyn Monroe, but no such relic whose origin could be authenticated has ever turned up.

Yet the fart remains with us, lurking just over our shoulders.

Whoops, there goes one now.

To the ancient Greeks, our Western cultural ancestors, farting was low comedy, but comedy nonetheless. Aristophanes, one of the greatest of the early Athenian playwrights, amused the huge audiences at the Dionysian festivals on the southern slope of the Acropolis with occasional flatulence jokes. In one of his popular plays, Frogs (written in 405 B.C.), Aristophanes addressed the issue of fart humor directly in the opening scene when Dionysus, the god of wine and song, led his servant Xanthias, sitting on a donkey, onto the stage:


XANTHIAS [surveying the crowd]: What about one of the old gags, sir? I can always get a laugh with those.

DIONYSUS: All right, Xanthias, but don’t just keep saying,

“What a load.” I’ve got enough to put up with as it is.

XANTHIAS: Something a bit wittier, eh, sir?

DIONYSUS: Yes, but don’t start off with “Oh, my poor neck!”

XANTHIAS: Oh, too bad. What can I give them? Oh, you mean something really funny?

DIONYSUS: Yes, and I don’t mean just shifting that pole around and saying you want to ease yourself of a—

XANTHIAS: Well, how about this: “If nobody will take away my pack, I’ll let a fart and blow it off my back.”

DIONYSUS: Keep that one until I really need to puke.



The first-century Roman poet Martial agreed with Xanthias. “I would prefer that you fart,” he wrote in Epigrams XII, 77, “because … that would be useful, and, at the same time, it stimulates laughter.”

Flatulence remained a highly regarded source of humor throughout most of European history, especially among the lower classes. Only in the eighteenth century did moral authorities begin to actively suppress it. Since then, Great Britain and America in particular have had a difficult time dealing with the fart. Scientists have tried to cure the fart; etiquette books admonished against it;


Zeke decides it’s time to build a new outhouse because the present one is so rotten that it might fall over at any moment. He has a little dynamite left over from blowing out tree stumps a few days earlier, so he wires it up under the old shithouse and tells his family to stay away.

Unfortunately, ol’ Granny doesn’t get the news. Feeling a case of the barnyard trots, she hurries out back and is sitting contentedly on the oval, gazing out through the quarter-moon hole, when Zeke touches the wires to his battery and blows everything sky high.

After Granny lands a dozen feet away in a puddle of shit, she sits up, gets her bearings, straightens her wig and exclaims, “Whooo-eee! I’m glad I didn’t let that one in the house!”



Victorian ladies rustled their bustles to camouflage its sound; publishers hid it behind euphemisms or censored it altogether; and bluenoses declared farting a sin.

Even as the new millennium arrives, farting is still such an anathema that people worry about its effects on their jobs, reputations, and love lives. Believe it or not, many folks resort to the subterfuge of sneaking out farts and then, eyes coyly perusing the ceiling, acting as innocent as bunny rabbits, hoping someone else will be blamed. But in intimate situations no one else can be accused—and so the devil must pay. The New York Times reported in 1995 that some couples were even inserting clauses against farting in their prenuptial agreements.

Our taboo against farting is part of our taboo against shit. Everything we eat turns to shit or internal gas, yet we act as if turds and farts don’t exist. In his foreword to the 1913 reprint of John G. Bourke’s Scatalogic Rites of All Nations, the father of psychiatry, Sigmund Freud, wrote:


[Civilized men] are clearly embarrassed by anything that reminds them too much of their animal origin. They are trying to emulate the “more perfect angels” in the last scene of Faust, who complain: “For us there remains a trace of the Earth embarrassing to bear.…” [We] have chosen to evade the predicament by … denying the very existence of this inconvenient “trace of the Earth” [and] concealing it from one another, and by withholding from it the attention and care which it might claim as an integrating component of [our] essential being.



Strict, even fatal, proscriptions against farting have existed in all kinds of cultures. In a commentary within his translation of The Arabian Nights, British explorer Richard Burton observed in the 1880s: “The [Bedouin], who [burps] as a matter of civility, has a mortal hatred to a crepitus ventris; and were a bystander to laugh at its accidental occurrence, he would at once be cut down as a [point of honor]. The same is the custom amongst the Highlanders of Afghanistan.” Captain Richard Jobson, who explored Africa’s Gambia River in 1619–20, wrote that members of the Ashanti tribe on the Gold Coast “are very careful not to let a fart, if anybody be by them. They wonder at our Netherlanders that use it so commonly, for they cannot abide that a man should fart before them, esteeming it to be a great shame and contempt done unto them.” One old man of the tribe felt so disgraced by having farted as he bowed to his chief that he hanged himself within the hour. Scottish explorer David Livingstone (of “Dr. Livingstone I presume” fame) reported in 1865 that several African tribes, which tolerated flatulence among themselves, ostracized their members for farting in the presence of strangers. And anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski remarked in the 1920s that the Trobriand Islanders of Melanesia, who believed that powerful magical spells entered the nose, considered the odor of a fart a dangerous intrusion upon them.

Certainly the fart has long been a crude way to express contempt. In 1610, playwright Ben Jonson wrote in the opening scene of his most popular comedy, The Alchemist, “I fart at thee!” John Crowne, in Sir Courtly Nice (1685), dismissed an adversary with “A fart for your family!” The Dutch humanist Erasmus opined in the early sixteenth century that “I cannot sufficiently admire that there are not some who fart against these men.” Even in modern times, American poet e.e. cummings quipped in a 1925 poem, “No Thanks,” that “at him they fart they fart full oft.” In two extreme examples of the fart as an insult, the Greek historian Herodotus chronicled the adventures of the Egyptian general Amasis, who farted at his king’s envoy and told him to take that message back to the court; and the Jewish historian Josephus reported an incident of a Roman soldier sparking a deadly revolt in Jerusalem by farting at Passover worshippers. (For more details on these latter two events, see the sidebars on this page and this page.)

Doctors have prescribed a good fart for robust health for several thousand years. The Greek physician Hippocrates, for whom modern medicine’s Hippocratic oath was named, wrote in 420 B.C., “It is best for flatulence to pass without noise a-breaking, though it is better for it to pass with noise than to be intercepted and accumulated internally.” “The fart as much as the burp must be permitted in the same way,” the Roman philosopher Cicero said in a private letter to Paetus in the first century B.C. When Claudius became Roman emperor in A.D. 41, according to Suetonius Tranquillus, he “planned an edict to legitimize the breaking of wind at table [at banquets], either silently or noisily, after hearing about a man who was so modest that he endangered his health by an attempt to restrain himself.” Claudius’s contemporary, Gaius Petronius, made a similar diagnosis in his work Satyricon: “Take my word for it, friends, the vapors go straight to your brain. Poison your whole system. I know some who’ve died from being too polite and holding it in.”

A thousand years later, in the eleventh century, four doctors who ran the school of Salerno near the Gulf of Naples came up with a fart-friendly health code after years of treating what they considered the ill effects of “wind held in.” According to this code, “Those who suppress [farts] risk dropsy, convulsions, vertigo and frightful colics. These are too often the unhappy outcome of a sad discretion.” French essayist Michel de Montaigne, bemoaning his own constipation in an update of his “Of the Power of the Imagination” (1595), lamented, “And would to God that I knew only from the history books how often our stomach, by the refusing of one single fart, may bring us to the very gates of a most excruciating death. And if only that emperor [Claudius] who gave us liberty to fart in any place had also given us the power to do so.” Elizabethan poet and dramatist John Heywood wrote in 1556, “What winde can there blow, that doth not some men please? A fart in the blowyng doth the blower ease.” Finally, Sir Thomas More, the man for all seasons who gave us Utopia, summed it all up in verse, with a political statement tagged on for good measure, when he wrote in a 1518 epigram called “On Breaking Wind” (In Efflatum Ventris), “Wind, if you keep it too long in your stomach, kills you; on the other hand, it can save your life if it is properly let out. If wind can save or destroy you, then is it not as powerful as dreaded kings?” In More’s case, the answer was no, for King Henry VIII would later behead him.

Unlike the other four senses located in the logical regions of the forebrain, our sense of smell is wired directly into the limbic system, the so-called “reptilian” cellar of the brain responsible for our most basic emotions, from rage to lust. Many anthropologists believe that human civilization would have been impossible if our ancestors hadn’t first lost their hypersensitivity to the scents of sex, violence, and territorial marking. That may explain why we treat smell as our lowest sense. Vision is associated with clarity and prescience. Touch is often said to be magical or golden, soft or light or delicate. Taste can mean refinement. But we smell a rat, the whole rotten business reeks to high heaven, get a whiff of that, it smells fishy to me, it’s nothing to sniff at, he’s a real stinker, whoooooooo-eeee! Perhaps we began turning up our noses at fetid stenches in the Middle Ages, when philosophers, surrounded by a landscape of dunghills, open sewers, and cesspools, deemed our olfactory sense to be vulgar because it didn’t contribute to human intellect or bring us the world’s beauty. The best our noses could do was alert us to the air’s deadly corruption, which created the diseases and plagues that fell upon mankind every few years. By the eighteenth century an entire branch of science centered in France began to concern itself with the effects of “airs” on health; one medical observer, Boissier de Sauvages, wrote in 1746 that when men “breathe the stinking blasts exhaled by the stomachs of oxen …, they are attacked by colics, followed by vomiting, and even diarrhea.” British poet John Milton had already remarked upon the problem a century earlier, in Lycidas (1637): “The hungry sheep look up, and are not fed. But, swoln with wind and the rank mist they draw, rot inwardly and foul contagion spread.”

We who live in modern societies spend a great deal of time expunging our environments of odors and replacing them with fragrances. (Scientists tell us the human nose can detect about 10,000 odors.) We keep our water running to avoid stagnancy. We spend billions of dollars each year making our bodies redolent of soap, deodorants, perfumes, colognes, talcums, aftershave lotions, and douches, trying to smell like something other than ourselves. When we’re not ventilating our cars, homes, and offices, we scent them with chemicals mimicking pine needles, lemons, and sea air. And though we generate unprecedented amounts of personal garbage and effluvia, our furtive drainage systems carry it all away to be sanitized and dumped far beyond our sensitive nostrils.

No wonder the fart is such an unwelcome and shocking guest.

But over the past decade, farting in America and Great Britain has, to some extent, come out into the open air. We’ve publicly acknowledged that farts are funny. Children’s books have begun to discuss “the gas we pass,” greeting cards make light of farts, talkshow hosts joke about them, and TV and film comedies routinely turn farts into gags. Radio host Howard Stern farts almost daily into the microphone to amuse his listeners across North America.

But should farting be allowed to become commonplace? As the Roman philosopher Lucretius pictured it a couple of millennia ago, odorous objects (in this case farts) are made up of “corpuscles” that enter other people’s noses like a vaporized spirit and create a union in the mucous, thus chemically melding person A’s fart with person B’s body—not a pretty picture. Lucretius’s science wasn’t far off the mark. A fart’s molecules go to the mucous lining at the top of your nose, whereupon they are transported to millions of receptor cells in the membrane lining. There the farty molecules are transmuted into electrical signals that travel along a corridor of nerve fibers into your brain. You and somebody’s stray fart have now bonded and become one—and I’m glad it’s you and not me.

Perhaps the notion of proud, feel-good farting is not in the best interests of society. After all, who wants to smell your farts—besides you?

Reading about farts, though, that’s something else. The world of farting is wider, grander, and more interesting than you might have imagined.


A FART LED TO THE DEATH OF THOUSANDS!

In the ancient kingdom of Judea, a fart during Passover ignited a bloody Jewish revolt against Roman occupation troops, according to the Jewish-Roman historian Flavius Josephus in book two of his The Wars of the Jews, written in A.D. 75. Shortly after the death of King Herod in A.D. 44, Josephus wrote that


The Jews’ ruin came on, for when the multitudes were come together to Jerusalem, to the feast of unleavened bread, and a Roman cohort stood over the cloisters of the temple (for they always were armed and kept guard at the festivals, to prevent any innovation which the multitude thus gathered together might take), one of the soldiers pulled back his garment, and cowering down after an indecent manner, turned his breech [ass] to the Jews, and spoke such words as you might expect upon such a posture.

At this the whole multitude had indignation, and made a clamor to Cumanus [the provincial Roman procurator], that he would punish the soldier; while the rasher part of the youth, and such as were naturally the most tumultuous, fell to fighting, and caught up stones, and threw them at the soldiers.

Upon which Cumanus was afraid lest all the people should make an assault upon him, and sent to call for more armed men, who, when they came in great numbers into the cloisters, the Jews were in a very great consternation; and being beaten out of the temple, they ran into the city; and the violence with which they crowded to get out was so great, that they trod upon each other, and squeezed one another, till ten thousand of them were killed, insomuch that this feast became the cause of mourning to the whole nation, and every family lamented.
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 THE FART
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Reader, it was born, and cry’d, crack’d so, smelt so, and so dy’d.




—Sir John Mennis,
“A Fart’s Epitaph” (1656)







All right, this gets a little technical, but I’m only gonna say it once, so pay attention and read carefully. Just as a jet engine turns kerosene fuel into a loud scream, you create a fart by converting undigested food in your lower colon into intestinal gas and then blowing it through a small aperture where the fatty flaps and folds of the integument—the brown part of the rectum’s mucous membrane—vibrate and often create a fleshy clamor. The more you push and squeeze, the louder the fart sounds.

The fart is created mostly by E. coli and other bacteria in your intestine that feast upon fermenting food and then collectively microfart it inside you; the air you swallow and your stomach’s alkaline secretions also have an effect on your farts. On the average a fart is composed of about 59 percent nitrogen, 21 percent hydrogen, 9 percent carbon dioxide, 7 percent methane, and 4 percent oxygen—all of which are odorless. But less than 1 percent of a fart is made up of tiny amounts of other chemicals—such as ammonia and skatole (from the Greek skatos, meaning shit)—that stink so pungently, people can smell them at levels of 1 part in 100 million parts of air; if the Pentagon could concentrate that into a gas compound, we wouldn’t need nuclear weapons. Often hydrogen sulfide, coming mostly from mucous, is added to the mixture, lending the fart a scent of rotten eggs. (In fact, there’s a guy at the Veterans Administration hospital in Minneapolis named Dr. Michael Levitt who says sulfur is the fart’s worst feature.)

With the right mixture of hydrogen, oxygen, and methane, a fart resembles ordinary swamp gas—volatile and combustible enough to create a mild explosion. If you hold a match up to your anus when the fart’s on its way out, the flame will turn blue, flare up, and amuse your buddies. If it’s really potent, it’ll singe the hair off your ass.

The temperature of your fart is 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit, just like you or one of your turds, until you release it, at which point it can blow hot or cold, depending on whether you’ve let it off in a windstorm or a Jacuzzi. Once out in the world, the fart darts away from “ground zero” at a speed that’s been clocked at ten feet per second. That’s much faster than fog, which can only creep on little cat feet.

If you seem to be chronically plagued by farts, you’re in good company with thirty million other Americans who, according to the fainthearted, fart too much. That’s more than 10 percent of the population. Lately farting has become much more common because we’re adding fiber to our diets. The most common foods that create farts are milk products, dried beans and peas, cucumbers, oat bran, cabbage, raw broccoli, brussels sprouts, unfermented soybean foods, raw carrots, onions, celery, apples, bananas (especially green ones), apricots, watermelon, fatty meats, high-fiber cereals, chestnuts, bread, and pasta. Tap water also adds to the mix if it contains a lot of chemicals, and carbonated drinks like soda pop—well, I shouldn’t have to tell you what effect those have.

If you’re a guy and you eat a fairly healthy diet, you release about a quart of gas every day, parceled out over an average of ten to fifteen farts, varying in magnitude. In 1976, the New England Journal of Medicine reported on a Minnesota patient who, over a period of five years, averaged thirty-four farts a day. During one four-hour period he blasted seventy farts. His daily record was 141. He had very few friends. Women fart less, about eight or nine times a day. Sometimes you may not even be aware you farted. As you get older you’ll find yourself farting with greater frequency, because your bowels become less elastic and thus less likely to store up gas. Generally the gas accumulates during the day and escapes at bedtime, when you’re relaxing. You may even pull the covers over your head in order to savor the gas’s delicate bouquet more fully.

Some people turn their noses up at the mere mention of a fart, but farting’s pretty indispensable. Without farting, you’re in a world of shit, my friend. Gas trapped in your
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