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Foreword

Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.” So said William Butler Yeats, one of the preeminent, um…preeminent…guys, I guess, of the last—oh, I don’t know—four…thousand years? Does that sound right?

The fact is, I don’t know. And under what circumstances might it be the most helpful to know exactly who this Yeats character is and what it is he wants from us? Would it be in school, when the teacher calls on us and asks us (rather brusquely, I think) who he is (assuming William isn’t a woman)? Not hardly. Ignorance is clearly one of the most regarded commodities in the whole of the education system, coming in right behind “tenure” and “a concealed weapon.”

Would it be at work? I think not. Rare is the time when Jim from Marketing, that weird guy with the crew cut who smells like imitation bacon bits, approaches an underling’s desk and demands, “I need the data on that ConTriTech account. And give me all you’ve got on William Butler Yeats, or I’m giving your promotion, and the smoked turkey you won in that sales contest, to Pam. Got it, Cap’n? Or do I have to put it in a memo and CC all relevant parties?” Jim would never do that, if I know Jim even half as well as I think I do.

No, the most valuable place to be in possession of information on Bill Yeats, and a whole bunch of these other eggheads, is of course at a party. Think about it: You are lingering near the bean dip, which you despise, hoping to get a word in with the cute girl who looks a little like Reese Witherspoon, or maybe like that lady who was in that one black-and-white film directed by that fat guy who did a lot of movies starring that one actor. Unexpectedly, given that you are licking sour cream off your forearm, she approaches and says, “Great party. But it’s hotter than Dante’s Inferno in here, don’t you think?”

Dante? you think. Dante Culpepper? The quarterback of the Minnesota Vikings? He has an inferno? Why? And what exactly is an inferno?

“Yeah,” you finally manage. “And his inferno sure is hot compared to, say, Trent Dilfer’s.” You have blown it. After faking a kidney stone, she’s off and is soon seen chatting warmly with Chuck, your rival, and a man who still believes in applying great lashings of Polo cologne to his large rubbery cheeks.

This could have been avoided. Chuck could have come up empty, which is more than he deserves, and you could have been sharing deep and meaningful conversations with the woman of your dreams. You should have read Chris and David’s book, The Concise Guide to Sounding Smart at Parties.

With erudition and humor they would have coached you through that utterly humiliating moment (what were you thinking?) with their wonderful book. Read it. Study it. Follow their advice and soon you too can be as smart as, um, that one guy, with the weird hair, who did that math thing.

Enjoy.

         

—Michael J. Nelson, former host and head writer of Mystery Science Theater 3000 and author of Love Sick



Introduction

So, you’re invited to a party. Maybe it’s the company picnic, a wine tasting, the hottest night at the hottest club in town, your friend’s ex’s cousin’s July Fourth barbecue, or just your next-door neighbor having a few folks over for Flag Day. Whatever the occasion, the art of conversation requires far more knowledge than most people’s immediate frame of reference, which includes the score of last night’s big game and the name of the starlet who dry-gulched a paparazzo outside an awards show. While ideally anybody with a mouth and a caucus of brain cells can carry on a basic conversation, what we’re talking about here is the ability to converse intelligently and humorously on a variety of subjects.

Now you might at this point be asking, “Why should I care about sounding smart? I’ve got Netflix.” Yet this same question is asked by painfully lonely people across the planet as they crack open another bag of Funyuns and prepare for the Sex and the City marathon. Well, a whole bunch of studies done by a whole bunch of experts with university funding and far too much time on their hands indicate the top two character traits that cause attraction between people are intelligence and humor (although a yacht-load of cash or being smoking hot surely runs a close second). Since the majority of us don’t have shares in an IPO or a top-of-the-line Beverly Hills plastic surgeon, the smart, funny members of the herd have a considerable advantage in the realms of dating, career, and life in general (and yes, a cute pair of heels doesn’t hurt either). When you consider that more than half the adult population of this country will not read a book this year (Oprah fans excluded), the gap widens even further between those in the know and the know-nothing-at-alls.

No doubt, you’ve experienced that mystifying moment when people you’ve judged as social write-offs (you know the ones, with the sweaters over the shoulders, penny loafers, and collars flipped up Scott Baio style) are suddenly holding court, dazzling the crowd, charming the opposite sex, winning hearts and minds, and turning us green with envy (and really, who looks good in green?). So what’s their secret? The answer lies in the palm of your hands…no, we’re not talking love lines and life lines; we’re talking about this book.

How many of us have negative impressions of people who are smart (brainiacs, nerds, geeks)? How many times have we heard the terms “smarty-pants” or “know-it-all” or been ridiculed into believing we should be less smart than we are (“What are you? Some kind of genius?”). Believe it or not, you’ve been brainwashed to think being smart isn’t cool. When it comes to intelligence, there is an evil voice inside our heads (that might sound like Pat Robertson) that labels smart people as stuck-up, boring, and unsexy. Even our political leaders try to subvert their intellects (which, admittedly, these days doesn’t seem to take much effort) in order to appeal to the “common person” (…and that’d be you).

Meanwhile, a not-so-secret society of success-driven citizens have been training their brains to get ahead in this marathon we call life. And so where does that leave you? Eating their dust, my friends. Eating their dust. The good news is it’s never too late. You can still break through the glass ceiling of success and get back in the running. Fear not humiliation, ridicule, or the cruel barbs of flying spitwads. The only things people shoot at smart people these days are envious glances. Don’t believe us? Just ask Mssrs. Gates, Jobs, and Trump. Okay? Moving on…

Beauty fades, fortunes are lost, but intelligence remains to serve you steadfastly through thick and thin. So if life hasn’t turned out to be the fairy tale you had hoped for, don’t despair, The Concise Guide to Sounding Smart at Parties is like that winged godmother and her magic wand, ready to transform you into the prince or princess of your social scene…Pumpkin sold separately.
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The War Conversation

The sadly useful thing about the war conversation is that there’s always some kind of bloodshed going on somewhere in the world, and so it’s easy to bring up. Though military history has been traditionally a guy topic, these days it’s quite likely that in a room full of people of either sex someone will have served or at least had a sibling, significant other, or “ex” who did. Certainly, if you’re attending any armed forces related affair, familiarizing yourself with a few topics in the war conversation will help you win friends and get people talking. However, be mindful that you are likely to find a handful of Experts (see the Appendix, Who’s Who at the Party) in the crowd who will give you a run for your military money. So once things are rolling, consider where to take the talk next. Generally, military buffs tend to like video games, sports, action flicks (war movies), and politics. It’s worth noting, if you’re dealing with people in the actual military, it’s a good rule of thumb to stay clear of criticizing the government, unless you get the sense that the people you’re dealing with have liberal, or at the very least, tolerant views.

Hannibal Was Republic Enemy Number One

When Are We Talking About: 247 BC–183 BC

Why Are We Even Talking About This: Hannibal was one of the most famous military commanders in history, who impossibly led his army (including cavalry and elephants), across the Swiss Alps into the heart of the Roman Empire, not only surprising the Roman legions but nearly destroying them.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Hannibal Barca was born in Carthage (near modern-day Tunis), North Africa, in 247 BC, the son of Hamilcar (boy, they sure had great names in Carthage, didn’t they?), the general who defended Sicily against the Romans in the First Punic War (nothing like the Pubic War waged by penis enlargement companies on the Internet). While most dads teach their boys to play baseball and fish, Hamilcar despised the Roman Empire and kindled the same hatred in Hannibal. With training-spear in hand, ten-year-old Hannibal traveled with his father to war in Spain, and by age twenty-six was a general, replacing his dead brother-in-law, Hasdrubal (a name ripe for telemarketer screwups: “Is Mr. Haysdrooble in? Well, is Mrs. Haysdrooble there?”) In 223 BC, Hannibal attacked and conquered Saguntum, modern-day Sagunto (wherever the hell that is…just kidding, it’s in Spain), and won the support of his native city, thus laying the foundation for what would become the Second Punic War (218–201 BC).

Fed up with Roman imperialism (he preferred his own), Hannibal decided to surprise the Roman army by taking the fight to them. In a daring and nearly suicidal move, Hannibal led his Carthaginian army, including baggage train (that is, food supplies, not that blind date you had who unloaded all of his problems on you the first time you got together for tuna rolls), on foot across the Alps, a total of 1,500 miles with not a freeway or HoJo’s in sight. Hannibal appeared unexpectedly in Northern Italy and fell upon the undefended Po Valley (218–217 BC), catching the Roman soldiers with their togas down around their ankles.

As word of Hannibal’s victories spread, new recruits from Rome’s other enemies (like everyone in civilization) flocked to his banner, following Hannibal as he defeated several Roman armies (mind you, the mightiest military force in the world at that time), sometimes while outnumbered four to one. At the famed Battle of Cannae, Hannibal brilliantly used his cavalry to outflank the Romans, who had twice as many soldiers, and destroyed their army to a man. (His name was Frederico and he was a snappy dresser.) Between 25,000 and 50,000 Romans were slain and 10,000 captured, compared to Hannibal’s 5,700, of which the vast majority were Celts and Iberians (Spanish).

With this great victory, Southern Italy rose up against the empire, joining Hannibal, as he threatened to end the power of Rome a few centuries earlier than scheduled. However, internal squabbles from the nimrods back in Carthage resulted in the loss of financial support, and Hannibal was left to survive on traveler’s checks. (“Hey, guys, just like twenty more bucks and I could finish this.”) Hannibal refused to go home, and instead hung out in Italy, touring the cities with his army, sacking wherever he went if his rigatoni wasn’t al dente and crushing any who dared to face him, until Roman generals were too afraid to take the field (imagine if Mexicans invaded Texas and took over the entire southern half of the state and the U.S. government was helpless to stop them…well, just imagine Texas). Hannibal was at last recalled to defend his home city against a young Roman commander, Scipio Africanus, who at the Battle of Zama (Africa), finally conquered the Carthaginian commander.

Hannibal retired from military life in 200 BC, but four years later, began to publicly lash out at his city’s corrupt aristocracy. The powers that be, fearing Hannibal’s influence, sold him out to the Romans (who still had a Punic bone to pick with him for rubbing their noses in the elephant poo he left all over their country) by falsely accusing him of plotting another attack on Rome. In an incredible strategic blunder, Hannibal launched a surprise assault against the Empire (“They think I’m gonna attack, but what they don’t know is…I’m gonna attack!”). But as we said, the Romans did know and had a massive welcome back party waiting. Consequently, Hannibal was forced to retreat to Asia Minor in 183 BC, where the Romans pressured the local ruler, Prusias I, for his surrender (“If you give us Hannibal, we’ll give you working toilets. Whaddya say?”). Trapped and out of options, rather than give in to his lifelong enemy, Hannibal poisoned himself in Libyssa, Turkey. Death by street kebab, what a way to go.

Interesting Tidbit: When his son was just nine years old, before departing on the Spanish campaign, Hamilcar took Hannibal to the altar and made him repeat this oath, “I swear that so soon as age will permit, I will use fire and steel to arrest the destiny of Rome.” Hatred truly does begin in the home.

Ways to Bring Up Hannibal in Conversation

[image: image] There’s more foreigners here than in Hannibal’s army.

[image: image] That guy is the Hannibal of my existence, always popping up unexpectedly and making my life miserable.

[image: image] I’m having a Hannibal day. I feel like I’m winning the battle, but losing the war.

Saladin Won the Noble Prize During the Crusades

When Are We Talking About: 1138–1193

Why Are We Even Talking About This: Saladin was the notoriously fair and chivalrous sultan of Egypt and the greatest general to face the European crusaders. He conquered Jerusalem and restored Sunnism to Egypt and Syria.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Salah ad-Din Yusuf Ibn Ayyub (or Saladin, to anyone living west of the Nile) was born in Tikrit, Mesopotamia, around 1138, to a wealthy Kurdish family in northern Iraq (you know, the people from the old “no fly zone”), but grew up in the court of Nur ad-Din, the ruler of Syria, the caliph of Damascus, kind of like a state governor but with camels. In the court, he studied the Koran, philosophy, the Koran, military history, the Koran, the Koran, poetry and followed that up with a little bedtime Koran. At age fourteen, when most young boys are mastering Halo2, Saladin (meaning Righteous of the Faith) joined his uncle Shirkuh’s military staff on a campaign into Egypt.

When the Egyptian sultan died, a three-way landgrab ensued between Sharwah, the shifty vizier of the Egyptian Fatimid caliph (a ruler who was an incompetent boob), the European crusaders of the kingdom of Jerusalem, and Saladin’s guys. From 1164 to 1168, Saladin jockeyed for control of these rulerless lands, eventually luring Sharwah into an ambush and killing him. When his uncle died shortly thereafter in March of 1169, the thirty-two-year-old Saladin, a reputedly short and frail man, was given the title al-Malik al-Nasir (the prince defender). Uncle Shirkuh would be the first of several people who would conveniently expire just in time for the charismatic commander to rise to power, the second being the Al-Adid, last of the Fatimid caliphs (Shi’a nobles believed to descend from Mohammed’s youngest daughter, Fatima, who reigned from 969 to 1171), whose passing gave our Islamic idol command of all Egypt.

Leading a Seljuk army made up mostly of former slaves, Saladin marched to Kahira, where the royal compound was located, and kicked out the caliph’s 18,000 lazy relatives who were crashing there, opening the city to the people. Saladin was a humble man who did not hoard money or live in palaces, and under his fair rule slaves who earned their freedom (known as Mamluks) could gain rank in his army and royal court. People flocked to this new and noble ruler and the population of Kahira swelled. Today it is known as Cairo, which means “the subduer.”

Luckily, before Nur ad-Din could become jealous of his nephew, he died right on cue in May 1174, making Saladin sultan of all Egypt and Syria and the first supreme ruler of the new Ayyubid caliphate. In May 1176, while attacking the town of Aleppo, the Assassins Cult of Rashideddin made their first attempt on Saladin’s life, but failed because they didn’t count on his judo chop. Saladin responded by besieging the fortress of Masyaf, the Assassin stronghold, in 1176, but withdrew only a few weeks later, some say as a result of threats to his family. (“Ooops sorry, wrong stronghold. We wanted the one two mountains down. Our bad.”)

Around the same time, Saladin began improvements on Cairo, constructing mosques, hospitals (which he even equipped with mental asylums and separate quarters for women), and colleges of Islamic study. He also swept away the governmental corruption that had plagued the Fatimid rule. In a time of physical and spiritual war, Saladin wanted Cairo to be a bastion of Islamic faith, military strength, and a source of income to fund his campaign against the double-crossing crusaders and their infidel-ity. Domestically, Saladin revitalized the Egyptian economy, reorganized the military, and restored Islamism in Egypt, but preferring the Sunni side of the street, he replaced the prevalent Shi’a Islamic doctrines with those of his own faith.

In 1182, Saladin left Egypt in the hands of his brother and marched off to attack the crusaders’ kingdom of Jerusalem, commanding a vast army of Muslims that the crusaders dubbed the Saracens, from the Greek word sarakenoi meaning “easterner,” or “Hey, watch where you’re waving that scimitar.” At the Battle of Hattin in 1187, provoked by the underhanded French crusader Raynald de Chatillon and his threats to sack the Islamic holy centers of Medina and Mecca (“Oh, no he di’nt!”), Saladin met and crushed the Christian forces. This battle would ultimately lead to the crusaders’ fall from grace (and power) in the Middle East. Although his army captured several European nobles, Saladin forbade his men from murdering them. He also prohibited raping and pillaging the holy city (but then, where’s the fun?), granting the Christians safe passage home, as opposed to the crusaders who, when sacking Jerusalem back in 1099, butchered everybody in sight.

In 1189, the king of England, Richard I, Coeur de Lion (the Lionhearted guy everyone’s waiting for to come back in Robin Hood), led the Third Crusade to recover the holy city (because the abysmal failure of the first two had been so inspirational), beginning a military rivalry with Saladin that became the stuff of legend. Because of his chivalry, Saladin has been called the “noble Arab” (though despite his fancy galabia he was never called the “chic sheik”), once even sending his enemies fruit and water when Richard fell ill, hoping it would help his upset tummy. Richard’s Crusade, also known as the King’s Crusade, ultimately failed.

In 1192 Saladin reached an agreement with the Western warriors called the Peace of Ramla, allowing them to peacefully withdraw from the region, while still generously permitting Christian pilgrims to trek to Jerusalem unmolested, unless they brought one of those naughty priests, in which case it was out of his hands. In the meantime, Saladin smashed nearly all other Christian cities except Tyre and Jaffa, reducing the once great crusaders’ kingdom to ruin. At its height, Saladin’s empire spanned the Middle East and North Africa for hundreds of miles, but when he died in Damascus in 1193 at the age of fifty-five, he’d given away all his money to the needy and was buried penniless.

Interesting Tidbit: While he had the city under siege, Saladin once gave a crusader permission to retrieve his family from Jerusalem and leave unscathed. His only condition was that the soldier swore not to stay and fight. When the crusader reached the holy city, the outnumbered defenders persuaded him to take charge of their defenses and he sought release from his oath to Saladin. The noble Arab understood his plight and gave the man’s family safe passage out of the area anyway.

Ways to Bring Up Saladin in Conversation

[image: image] Larry really pulled a total Saladin by forgiving Laura for cheating.

[image: image] Look out. The way Amy is rising through the ranks, before you know it, we’ll be calling her Saladin.

[image: image] I want my Middle Eastern chicken salad Saladin style…with chopped white meat.

Manfred von Richthofen’s Life Was a Flying Circus

When Are We Talking About: 1892–1918

Why Are We Even Talking About This: More commonly known as the Red Baron, Manfred von Richthofen is arguably the most famous name in the history of aerial combat and a modern-day legend.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Manfred Albrecht Freiherr von Richthofen was born on May 2, 1892, in Breslau, Germany, now located in Poland. He was the son of a Prussian nobleman, Maj. Albrecht Richthofen, and his wife, Kunigunde (oh, those erotic Prussian names, “Give it to me, Kunigunde”). An excellent athlete and an even better equestrian, Richthofen was an arrogant, charismatic, and cocky young man, who spent his life in military school, punishment for being unable to pronounce his mother’s name. After graduating from the Royal Military Academy at Lichterfelde, Richthofen became a cavalry officer (like his daddy) in the kaiser’s army and got to wear a cool pointy helmet. When his unit was obliterated in a bloody skirmish, Manfred realized that in modern war the horseman would be put out to pasture and so traded in his saddle for a flight stick.

Inspired by the exploits of German flying ace Oswald Boelcke (who would become both a mentor and a friend), Richthofen began studying piloting and proved himself an apt aerial pupil. His aviation career first took flight in 1915 when he soloed after only twenty-four hours of training. Richthofen quickly soared to fame as a deadly dogfighter but didn’t gain his legendary nom de guerre (French for “my real name sucks monkey butt”) until his fellow Germans, never renowned for their good judgment, mistook his plane for an enemy aircraft and opened fire as he flew overhead. Cursing, Richthofen limped from his newly air-conditioned craft to the supply shed and covered the entire plane in a coat of red paint to ensure that troops in the future could tell Manfred from foe. Thus, the Red Baron was born.

In 1917, Richthofen formed and commanded the Flying Circus, a squadron of Germany’s top aces, though they were never known to cram thirty pilots into a single plane. This “brat-wurst pack” instantly became the terror of the skies during World War I, causing their British enemies to spontaneously “drop fuel” as Richthofen led them screaming out of the clouds. During his career, Manfred and his Fokker DR-1 triplane were credited with eighty kills, giving him the high score for WWI. However, by the end of the war, Richthofen, disenchanted and disillusioned, suffered from headaches, combat wounds, and terrible bouts of depression having watched all his friends die in battle. On April 21, 1918, near Sailly-le-Sac, France, the Red Baron was finally killed by a single bullet through his chest while, contrary to his own tactical teachings, he flew deep over enemy lines at low altitude in pursuit of a novice British pilot. He was only twenty-five.

Controversy persists to this day as to whether Manfred was shot down by the pilot he was chasing or the Australian infantry gunners he was soaring over. Richthofen was such a respected adversary that the British buried him with full military honors in France, but his body was eventually moved to his family’s cemetery in Wiesbaden in 1976.

Interesting Tidbit: Richthofen was the most famous man in Germany during WWI and, like a modern-day sports star, he even had his own trading cards as well as other types of “merch,” which kids collected throughout the country.

Ways to Bring Up von Richthofen in Conversation

[image: image] I don’t trust that airline. They’ve had more confirmed kills than Richthofen.

[image: image] That guy’s a killer. He’s the Red Baron of dating.

[image: image] Amanda lives like Richthofen flew, fast and furious.

No One Outfoxed Erwin Rommel

When Are We Talking About: 1891–1944

Why Are We Even Talking About This: Better known as the Desert Fox this Nazi field marshal was in charge of troops in the Third Reich’s North African Campaign during World War II and is considered one of the finest tacticians in the history of warfare.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Rommel’s first major victory occurred when he was born on November 15, 1891, in Heidenheim, Germany. The battle map of Rommel’s childhood campaign was relatively free of minefields until age fourteen, when, like any good middle-class boy, lil’ Erwin decided he wanted to be an engineer. Erwin Sr., a class-conscious schoolmaster, forbade such an ordinary pursuit (“Zer vill be no engineering in zis ’ouse!”), demanding his boy join the military for the glory of the new German Empire established about thirty years earlier. At nineteen, the dutiful son enlisted in the 124th Württemberg Infantry and began studying in Danzig (the Germany city, not the frightening speed-metal band), at the nation’s leading war academy.

A hot dog young officer, Rommel mustered out a second lieutenant, and like any graduate, decided to take a year and tour Europe, or in his case, the Western Front. Rommel and his camouflaged Kampfgruppe backpacked across France, Italy, and Romania, staying in the most hostile hostels, where he encountered fascinating foreigners and shot them. For his bravery and cunning, Rommel was awarded the Iron Cross (first and second class) and promoted to captain. However, despite his MVP status, war is a team sport, and his fellow German players repeatedly fumbled the ball, resulting in their surrender in 1918, where the Treaty of Versailles reduced the country’s army strength to that of an angry Baptist Women’s League.

In 1929, Rommel found work teaching at the Dresden Infantry School (where he hated subbing for the arts and crafts teacher on clay day), honing his tactical brilliance. By 1935, Rommel had shot up the ranks to lieutenant colonel and begun teaching in Potsdam, where he published his WWI diaries, Infanterie Greift an (Infantry Attacks, 1937). This detailed account of his experiences and strategies is considered a classic of modern military technique and was a best seller among peace-loving Aryans such as Adolf Hitler. In September 1939 Rommel was promoted to major general just in time for the next German Invasion Festival, sponsored by the unwitting people of Poland. As former commander of Hitler’s personal bodyguard, Rommel had his choice of command.

He was fascinated by the destructive power of the panzer tanks during the blitzkrieg across Poland, and even though he couldn’t drive stick, he requested a division to take out for a spin. Leading what at the time was the most sophisticated motorized force on the planet, Rommel’s panzers decimated the French “military” in May 1940, catching the enemy with their pants down while in bed with their neighbor’s wives. Unlike the Great War where armies struggled over six feet of mud for months on end, Rommel’s blitzers plowed through the French defense, sacking the entire country in an unheard of six weeks, or about the time it takes your average Parisian to shower twice. Rommel’s Seventh became known as the Ghost Division, traveling swiftly and with next to no communication, so that his own Nazi superiors often had no idea of his location.

In January 1941, Rommel, now a lieutenant general in charge of the Fifteenth Panzer Division, was sent to support the German Africa Corps, assisting the nearly exhausted Italian Army in Libya, who were losing primarily because they were Italian. Rommel had a secret recipe for victory. Transforming his limp noodle Italian units into an al dente fighting force, he served up double helpings of punishment, spilling plenty of red sauce while gobbling up territory lost to the British. Rommel, who inspired his men by leading from the front, blazed through all opposition reaching the Egyptian border by April 1941, and proved such hot stuff that he earned the name Desert Fox. One of his most famous tactics was dragging piles of wood behind ordinary trucks in the desert, creating huge dust clouds, and the appearance of a tank division to his enemies while his actual armor attacked elsewhere.

At age fifty, Rommel became German field marshal, making him the youngest man to ever achieve the rank. He was also a hero among Arabs who saw him as their liberator from oppressive British rule, causing them to leap into the welcoming arms of the freedom-fostering Third Reich with its love for dark-skinned, dark-eyed people. In August 1942, Rommel took command of all “battle-ready” Axis troops in North Africa, both German and Italian, so in other words, just the Germans. Though winning terrific victories at Benghazi and Tobruk, by the end of 1942 the combination of American troop presence, the Allied use of their German code cracker, the Ultra, to decipher Axis battle communiques, and an inability of the German high command to keep him supplied took its toll, culminating in a crushing defeat at the Kasserine Pass.

Despite this failure, Hitler appointed Rommel commander of the reorganized Army Group Africa, a job which, though he respectfully declined, he was forced to accept. In March, the Desert Fox tried to convince the führer that Africa was a dog that wouldn’t hunt, but instead was awarded the Knight’s Cross with Oakleaves, Swords and Diamonds, a broach that made him the envy of cross dressers everywhere. Two months later, fighting on fumes (from gas siphoned from disabled Allied tanks), the African Corps surrendered, raising money for their trip home with an Italian rifle sale: “Never fired, only dropped once.”

By mid-1943, Rommel was back in Europe commanding Army Group B and constructing barriers to defend the Atlantic wall, which he named “Rommel’s Asparagus” and which we hope sounds a lot more impressive in German. Rommel recommended his tanks be placed right on the beachhead to protect them from Allied aircraft and to assist in repelling the coming D-day invasion. His direct superior, Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, disagreed, advising Hitler to leave the armor in Paris for mop-up. Hitler, a painter renowned for his military genius, split the difference and put them in the middle, where they were absolutely useless.

On July 20, 1944, Rommel was implicated in a failed bomb assassination attempt on the führer and, in return for his years of service, was given the choice of suicide or state execution. Wow, talk about a horserace. On October 14 the Desert Fox, still recovering from injuries inflicted by a strafing enemy aircraft months before, swallowed cyanide in a hospital in Ulm, though it was publicly announced that he had died from his wounds. Four days later, he was buried with full honors, and Hitler himself declared a national day of mourning for this fallen hero.

Interesting Tidbit: Other than the fact that he was a Nazi stooge with a silly name, Erwin was an okay guy. Unlike his Third Reich kameraden, Rommel felt anti-Semitism weakened his country, was never connected to any war crimes, and even cut his own troops’ water supply to make sure POWs under his care didn’t die of thirst in the desert.

Ways to Bring Up Erwin Rommel in Conversation

[image: image] Watch Tom and that girl. He’s got better moves than Erwin Rommel.

[image: image] They pulled a Rommel on Sue. She worked like a dog, and they fired her.

[image: image] I heard that guy’s got a bigger turret than Erwin Rommel.

Relaying the Bataan Death March

When Are We Talking About: 1942–1945

Why Are We Even Talking About This: The Bataan Death March was one of the most vicious examples of POW abuse in the history of warfare.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Just over eight hours after Pearl Harbor was bombed on December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked the Philippines, a commonwealth of the United States (think international protection racket—where America annexed this sovereign, self-governing nation, for their own safety) and the location of several American military bases. Allied troops in the region, mostly untested Filipinos armed with rifles made when Woodrow Wilson was in office, although aware Japan was on the move, failed to prepare for the attack and were decimated. Gen. Douglas MacArthur retreated to the Bataan Peninsula establishing a defensive line to await reinforcements. Meanwhile the Pentagon had decided resupplying Bataan was not worth the cost and resources and abandoned the province…along with the GIs stationed there. (“We just can’t afford shipping bullets all the way to the Philippines. I’m sorry waiter, I had the filet, he had the lobster.”)

That was January. Meanwhile the Allied soldiers struggled to hold out against overwhelming assaults by well-stocked Japanese troops. When defeat seemed inevitable, MacArthur made his famous “I will return” speech and then evacuated to Australia on March 11 (but it wasn’t until he had a Vegemite sandwich that he really began to regret his decision), making the new commander, Maj. Gen. Edward P. King, a sitting duck. The Japanese dropped surrender pamphlets, promising special preferential treatment to demoralized Allied troops (“If you give up now we’ve got two words for you: Pizza Party!”).

A month later, on April 9, 1942, known as Black Saturday, without rations, medical supplies, or even ammunition, King surrendered his emaciated 10,000 American and 65,000 Filipino troops. The Japanese commander, Gen. Masaharu Homma, decided to march the tens of thousands of POWs to the prison dubbed Camp O’Donnell in Nueva Ecija, more than fifty-five miles away. King informed Homma that nearly all the men under his care were wounded, sick, or malnourished. (Come on, how much sinigang—sour boiled fish—can a fella eat?) While a fit, well-fed soldier might make this march in a few days, for the POWs it was a death sentence. Still possessing numerous Allied vehicles, King even offered to drive his wounded to the POW camp, but Homma insisted they walk. Things went bad before they even started out, as the guards executed on the spot any enemy soldiers in possession of Japanese souvenirs (those little snow globes of Mount Fuji just pissed them off).

In temperatures exceeding 100 degrees, the Allied POWs set out from Mariveles on April 10, 1942. Given no water or protective headgear by their Japanese escorts, prisoners collapsed left and right, often brutally beaten to death where they lay or crushed under the treads of rolling tanks (if this was the advertised “preferential treatment,” we’d hate to see the other guys). Those who asked for water or tried to take a sip from the dysentery-ridden puddles lining the trail were bayoneted, shot, or beheaded. At night, the prisoners were packed into tiny containment shacks, unable to move, dying on top of one another. After reaching San Fernando, Pampamga, they were loaded onto trains, one hundred men per car (perhaps normal to the Japanese considering how they pack ’em in on their rush-hour subways) in the sweltering heat. By the time they’d walked another seven miles to Camp O’Donnell, a week had passed and only 54,000 POWs remained. Nearly 20,000 unarmed men had been killed or left for dead while those who’d survived would soon wish they had not.

O’Donnell was a disease-ridden, unsanitized pit equipped to house about one-third the number of prisoners now arriving through its gates. The POWs remained malnourished and were subjected to routine beatings and forced labor, including burial detail for those well enough to dig. Red Cross supplies were confiscated by the guards and given to Japanese troops—after all, killing and maiming is hungry work. By June, another 25,000 helpless Filipino and 1,500 American POWs had died or been killed—the Japanese were particularly hard on the natives, whom they viewed as traitors. (“You’re Asian but your last name is Hernandez! What’s wrong with you?!”) American prisoners were soon packed into the cargo holds of modified oil rigs called “hell ships” (actually, a far too flattering term) without food, water, or toilet. They were transported to slave labor camps in Japan, China, and Korea where they remained (if they lived) until the end of the war, working for companies such as Mitsubishi and Kawasaki.

Some claim General Homma, a liberal and cultured man fluent in English, would never have approved, let alone ordered, the mistreatment of his prisoners, and instead place blame on his subordinate, Col. Masanobu Tsuji. After all, Homma was a world traveler, Oxford educated, and called the Poet General, while Tsuji was a notorious Jabroni, a rumored pedophile, and a cannibal (allegedly once feasting on the liver of a downed American pilot in a ritual meal). There are those who blame the atrocities of Bataan on Homma’s need to stand by the actions of his officers, while others claim he was ignorant of the extent of the suffering since Japanese brass never toured the camps. However, in either case, a man in Homma’s position was all the more guilty for failing to control the activities of the men under his command. (Can you say Abu Ghraib?) Another argument posits that the “honor-based” Japanese disapproved of the American surrender, feeling that because they did not fight to the death, they were unworthy of respect and so treated them like dogs. Still another theory suggests the Japanese fancied themselves the master race, superior to all others, and therefore justified in their treatment of the POWs. Finally, some point the blame to Prime Minister Hideki Tojo, who instructed his military commanders not to let their feelings sway them when dealing with prisoners. Interestingly, the Japanese never signed the Geneva Convention, which might explain why they felt so okay with violating it. Conditions eventually became so bad at O’Donnell that the prisoners were dying faster than their captors could kill them. On June 6, 1942, the Japanese moved what was left of the camp’s populace north to a camp at Cabanatuan, where they could execute them at their leisure.

All the POW camps were eventually liberated after MacArthur returned (you gotta give it up for the guy, he kept his promise), beginning the Second Battle of the Philippines, which ended in April 1945 with an Allied victory. Homma was found guilty of war crimes for his action (or inaction) in Bataan and killed by a firing squad on April 3, 1946. Hideki Tojo survived a failed suicide attempt and lived to be hung on December 23, 1948. Tsuji escaped prosecution after the war, wrote several best-selling autobiographies (which doubled as cookbooks), and lived in luxury until 1961 when he disappeared during a trip to Laos where it is theorized he was eaten by a tiger. While over 300,000 Japanese soldiers were charged with war crimes, only 6,000 were put on trial with 920 receiving the death sentence and another 3,000 sent to prison. The 1,500-some-odd allied survivors still alive today call themselves the Battlin’ Bastards of Bataan.

Interesting Tidbit: A less well-known fact about Bataan is that a group of American troops stationed at nearby Corregidor Island suffered an equally evil and inhumane march through downtown Manila to Fort Santiago, where they were imprisoned.

Ways to Bring Up the Bataan Death March in Conversation

[image: image] That’s as feeble an excuse as Japan had for the Bataan Death March.

[image: image] It’s not that long a walk. Hey, just be thankful you weren’t on the Bataan Death March.

[image: image] I’ll wait, but don’t leave me waiting the way MacArthur did General King at the Bataan Death March.



[image: image]

The Science Conversation

Though the science conversation can admittedly be a bit of a snoozer, the attraction is that people love to learn how and why things do what they do. If you can present scientific information in a palatable (tasty) and easy to understand way, people will be excited to hear what you have to say. Lucky for you, we do just that in the pages that follow. If, by some cosmic equation, you find yourself at a science party, don’t even try to b.s. a scientist when talking on their field of expertise. Generally speaking, it is going to be hard to sound smarter than a scientist (unless you are one), since they do one hundred brain push-ups per day (compared to our usual ten). However, your advantage is that most scientists are socially awkward. While their brains may be in gold medal shape, their people skills are a fat guy in biker shorts. Sorry guys, despite modern Hollywood casting, 99.99 percent of the microbiologists in the world don’t look and party like Miss December, and ladies, let’s face it, men who look like George Clooney are too busy dating to study nuclear fission. Most laypeople (that’s what scientists call folks like you and me…but don’t get too excited, it has nothing to do with sex) don’t know a beaker from a Bunsen burner, so if you have even a rudimentary knowledge of a scientist’s field, they will be unable to contain their excitement or resist sharing and debating their latest theories. Don’t be afraid to ask questions here. Those in the science fields understand that their ideas are confusing, and in fact they sometimes have difficulty understanding one another. The edge you have over your average scientist is your ability to bridge their world with the Beavis and Butthead mentality of the average Joe.

Galileo Didn’t Think the World Revolved Around Him

When Are We Talking About: 1564–1642

Why Are We Even Talking About This: Galileo transformed the world of science from a speculative practice to one based on the sound principle of testing hypotheses through repeated experimentation.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Not just a poor boy from a poor family, Galileo Galilei was born near Pisa (as in, Leaning Tower of) on February 15, 1564. His father, Vincenzo, was a wool merchant who had forgone his true love, composing music, in order to provide the world with itchy clothing. Despite his pedestrian occupation, Vinny was an iconoclast, a trait inherited by his little silhouetto, much to the chagrin of Galileo’s mother, who felt her artistic husband was more like an autistic idiot, and well below her station. The family moved to Florence, where Galileo was tutored by monks at Vallombrosa though his papa soon yanked him out to spare him a life of too much “brotherly love.” Later, studying at the University of Pisa in 1581, Galileo turned from medical studies to pursue mathematics and philosophy. Unfortunately, his “out of the box” thinking left him “out of the cash” since his scholarship was revoked in 1585, before he could earn a degree. Ironically, working as a private tutor to make ends meet earned Galileo such renown as a teacher that his “almost mater” offered him a position as a professor in the mathematics department, but due to budget cuts he was also forced to coach the girl’s bocce team.

Senior professors were outraged by Galileo’s gall when at age twenty-five he challenged Aristotle’s theory that objects fall at speeds directly proportionate to their weight. (“You’re a teacher! It’s not your job to question things!”) According to history, after climbing to the top of the Leaning Tower, Galileo defied his detractors with brass balls by tossing two lead balls of differing weights over the side (in one of the most famous experiments of all time) proving once and for all what a big dummy Aristotle was and sending tourists scrambling for cover. The fact that this theory had actually already been proven by a number of other scientists didn’t prevent Galileo from making a huge name for himself. Though university officials, apparently distant relatives of Aristotle, decided in 1592 not to invite Galileo back, the Italian math stallion already had been offered a bigger piece of the “pi” at the University of Padua, where he taught the powers of force to eager young Paduans until 1610. But supporting his lazy relatives and three illegitimate children from his relationship with Marina Gamba quickly drained his income, so Galileo moonlighted as a tutor to Prince Cosimo, the son of Tuscany’s grand duchess (who, it’s said, had a grand tuchus), a relationship that would serve him well later in life.

While teaching at Padua, Galileo turned from speculative physics (guessing at stuff) to this crazy new idea of taking careful measurements when conducting experiments (an innovation that would one day lead to the establishment of the scientific method). He also spent time studying pendulums (note to reader: they go back and forth), observing the parabolic path of projectiles, creating the Law of Falling Bodies, and developing the first calculator, called a calculating compass (which was probably more powerful and slightly smaller than the first TRS-80s sold by Radio Shack).

While many people believe Galileo invented the telescope, they also believe that Freddy Prinze Jr. is a good actor. They are wrong on both counts, since that distinction goes to Dutch researcher Hans Lippershey and She’s All That was unwatchable. But Galilei did make significant improvements to the Lippershey model and presented one of his new and improved telescopes to the Venetian Senate, whose members were so thrilled they could spy into their neighbor’s windows that they doubled his salary. Galileo soon improved on his own design and created a 400-power telescope (he just didn’t want to give the senate the good one!), which he used to prove that the moon was covered in craters and mountain ranges, an amazing new discovery that had, once again, already been proven months before by someone else; Thomas Harriot in 1609. However, in all fairness to the pasta-stronomer, Galileo did make several important original discoveries (finally), including the moon’s light is reflected off the sun, the universe is made up of an uncountable number of stars (the exact number, if you must know, is two bajillion), and that Jupiter has four moons, which he named the Medician stars for his patrons, the Medici family. And to think movie stars only get a filthy square on Hollywood Boulevard. This final discovery led Galileo to fully embrace Copernicus’s heliocentric universe model (which sounds like a beauty contest with hot Italian women, but isn’t) that stated that the sun was the center of the universe, as opposed to the Earth, or New York.

In March of 1610, Galileo published his findings as Sidereus Nuncius (“Starry Messenger”) and dedicated it to his old pupil, Cosimo, who now happened to be the doge of Venice. Hey, he knew who buttered his pané. His theories shook the European world, calling into question long-held beliefs from both Aristotle and biblical misinterpretation about the structure and age of the universe. Cosimo rewarded Galileo with a title (Court Philosopher and Mathematician) as well as cash. This scaramouch then did a fandango, abandoning his wife and family to join the doge under the Tuscan sun. In his new locale, Galileo enjoyed incredible celebrity (“Come on, do long division for us!”) while studying the movement of the planets and the relationship to their moons. In 1613, Galileo published Letters on the Solar Spots, again demanding an end to the Church’s stratos fear and the rejection of the dominant theories previously established by Aristotle and Ptolemy.

Galileo’s chief rival, a narrow-minded, inferior mathematician named Ludovico de Colombe, pressured the Church to prosecute the starstruck math-debater on charges of heresy, claiming all his heliocentric hogwash was basically a rejection of God. Galileo, never missing an opportunity to thumb his nose (or being Italian, more likely his chin) at the Church allowed the publication of a letter to a friend where he scathingly expressed his opinion that the Bible was no more a science textbook than The Da Vinci Code. As a result, in February 1616, Galileo was forced to travel to Rome to explain himself to the Church (“Wrong? I said the Bible was ‘long.’”) where he was harshly scolded by Cardinal Robert Bellarmine and told to drop the Copernican crap if he knew what was good for him. The Vatican also officially declared the heliocentric model “wrong” in 1616 and that anyone daring to believe otherwise would face the business end of a burning stake.

Apparently no one explained the severity of the situation to G.G. because he continued with his writing and research. The Assayer (1623), a book on comets and their usefulness in detecting longitude in naval navigation (on the off chance you’re ever on a boat and lost when you see a comet), was Galileo’s next published work, and shortly thereafter, unwilling to let sleeping dogmas lie, he tried to convince the new, and supposedly more hip, Pope Urban VIII, that his new book, The Dialogue Concerning the Chief Two World Systems was cool for Christmas, though in it he unabashedly bashed the whole Earth-is-the-center-of-the-universe thing again. But Urban didn’t have a modern point of view, and in 1632, Galileo went before God’s own Crossfire, better known as the Inquisition. Found guilty of heresy in 1633 and already ill, Galileo knew he could not endure their questionable “questioning,” and so on May 10, he foreswore his beliefs and life’s work, admitting he had supported heretical views, because everyone knows torturing someone into changing their mind makes it true. On June 22, after signing his confession, and allegedly telling the Inquisitors, “And yet, it turns,” Galileo was punished with life in prison, but, mama-mia, mama-mia, the pope let him go and mercifully commuted his sentence to house arrest, like Martha Stewart except without the anger and bitterness.

Galileo was mocked by his peers yet managed to get his proscribed book published by the Dutch, because the Dutch are so progressive; hashish cafés, public brothels, and more bicycles per square yard than any country in the world. In 1638, half-blind and with one foot in the grave, Galileo published Discourses Concerning Two New Sciences, exploring his theories of mechanics and motion. Several years later, now seventy-eight, with a raging fever and crippling arthritis, Galilei’s star finally fell from the sky in Arcetri, near Florence, on January 8, 1642.

Interesting Tidbit: An investigation into the astronomer’s condemnation was opened in 1979 by Pope John Paul II. In October 1992 a papal commission acknowledged the Vatican’s error. So 350 years after the fact, the Vatican officially pardoned Galileo and admitted that he had been right about that sun thing all along. No kidding.

Ways to Bring Up Galileo in Conversation

[image: image] I admire your conviction. But make sure you don’t end up like Galileo.

[image: image] Ooh, look at the stars. Let’s pretend I’m Galileo and pick one to name after you.

[image: image] I’ve been trapped in my house like Galileo Galilei, only at least I’ve got a TV.

An Ounce of Prevention Is Worth a Pound of Curie

When Are We Talking About? 1867–1934

Why Are We Even Talking About This? This two-time Nobel Prize–winning scientist, Marie Curie, was the leading female researcher of her day and her work has been a major influence on modern medicine.

What You Need to Know to Sound Smart: Maria Sklodowska began her half-life in Warsaw on November 7, 1867, which was no Polish joke under the oppressive Russian occupation (as opposed to any other kind of Russian occupation?) that had stripped her nation of its identity. The Russians had denied the Poles the right to speak their own language, and those who broke the law received an all-expense-paid trip to the
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