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INTRODUCTION

“The report of my death was an exaggeration.”

—MARK TWAIN

THE GENESIS OF The Dead Guy Interviews came about after running into Beethoven at a Rite Aid. I was trying to use one of those damn photo machines (straightforward, my ass) and the Boy Genius was refilling the batteries in his hearing aid. Well, it looked like Beethoven, anyway (must have been the ruffled collar and bouffant that threw me off). Point is, it got me to thinking, what if I could track down the most famous folks in history and ask obnoxious and intrusive questions about their lives? Did Mary Lincoln really blow the entire defense budget on shoes? Did Frida Kahlo actually sleep with Tolstoy? Was Crazy Horse really crazy, or just bipolar? And how ’bout picking the brains of the greats about the here and now—global warming, iPods, Internet porn, Flavor Flav!

Turns out the hardest part of the process wasn’t getting ahold of these icons (you’d be amazed how many of the deceased have profiles on MySpace), but obtaining clearance from their demanding and overaggressive agents. Mozart would need to plug his new album, Napoléon wouldn’t appear without his high chair, Genghis Khan was pushing a helmet law, of all things, and Cleopatra refused to discuss her son with Caesar or her reported fling with Mark Anthony (not the Roman one, but J-Lo’s husband).

Quite a few folks simply refused to be interviewed: Apparently, Jesus has been too frequently misquoted (he was also miffed at my request to turn my water filter into a wine dispenser), Hitler was tied up (in hell, no doubt), and Gandhi was all set to chat when my idiot intern offered him a foot-long sub. And Helen Keller—don’t get me started. The reason Elvis wouldn’t appear? He’s not dead yet. (Hint: The Golden Nugget, Reno.) Once I got Buddha on board, however, things really did start to fall into place, and then it was a matter of keeping the guests focused. You think Regis and Kelly can gab—try someone without a pulse! They may be dead, but these guys can talk!

By the way, if you’re dead and you weren’t interviewed, don’t worry. We’ll get to you. My deadline was as serious as a heart attack and not as flexible as the spirit world. As Will Rogers said recently, “Half our life is spent trying to find something to do with the time we have rushed through life trying to save.” It’d help if you had e-mail, though, as the séances are a spot time-consuming.

In the end, I learned more from these masters than I ever did in school. Not only does history repeat itself, but apparently, we still aren’t paying attention (and MLK, Lincoln, and Mother Teresa aren’t happy about it). The individuals herein achieved more than fifteen minutes of fame for a reason—not from a catchy hit single or a reality TV show, but due to hard work, determination, guts, talent, and yes, someone there to write it all down.

A few themes came up repeatedly and should be mentioned: Love thy neighbor, of course, take vacations to reenergize the mind (and when visiting new lands, remember to crush and pillage), and something about flaxseed oil. Oh, and one guy wanted me to mention respecting your elders. Surly old goat….

Speaking of old goats, I’ll give Winston Churchill the last words: “History will be kind to me, for I intend to write it.”

—MICHAEL A. STUSSER

P.S. I should also thank some of the living: Caroline White, for finding me in the pages of mental_floss magazine; the bigwigs at floss, Will Pearson, Mangesh Hattikudur, and Neely Harris; and my fab editor at Penguin, David Cashion, who cuts with the best of ’em. Huge kudos to Anne Kaiser, who did the bulk of the research here (not to mention more follow-up questions than the crew of 60 Minutes); and illustrator Stephen Smith, who not only got to sit in the room during the interview process, but did hair and makeup on the narcissistic ones (yeah, that’s you, Mao). I’d also like to thank Oprah (it’s worth a try); my wonderful parents (I’ll pay you back); JavaBean; the country and crops of Jamaica; my beautiful wife, Vanessa, who let corpses into our living room; and, of course, Dead People everywhere. You may be dead, but you’re not forgotten.
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DEAD GUY
INTERVIEWS


ALEXANDER THE GREAT

BORN 356 B.C.

DIED JUNE 13, 323 B.C.
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I SUPPOSE IF YOUR dad was a king, your mom a princess, and you ruled the known world without ever losing a battle, you’d be able to put “the Great” after your name. Alexandros III Philippou Makedonon was born in 356 B.C. in Pella, the capital of Macedonia (now northern Greece). His father, King Philip II, was assassinated in 336, giving Alex the throne at age twenty. Alex’s first move was to execute anyone who even looked at him funny, and he was off to the chariot races without opposition.

During his brief life, Mr. Great conquered most of what was then called the civilized (or known) world, with an empire that stretched from the Mediterranean to India. His expeditions and conquests opened trade and cultural exchanges over a huge territory that included the Persian Empire, Syria, Egypt, India, and Central Asia.

Alexander is widely considered one of the greatest military geniuses in history, for unique tactics, superior training, and innovative motivational strategy. He was famous for jumping into the thick of his battles, often leading the charge against the advice of his soldiers, who suggested the general “hang back a bit.”

Alexander treated his army like family, was opposed to the common practice of raping and pillaging, and even allowed many of his royal enemies to continue ruling their people (though under his empire). On the flip side, he trashed famous cities such as Thebes, Gaza, and Persepolis, plundered treasures from those he conquered (there were bills to pay, after all), and periodically sold the citizens into slavery.

Alexander attempted to include many of his conquered cultures in his army and administration. This racial fusion didn’t go over so well, especially with long-serving Macedonian military men who were less than excited to take orders from young punks who didn’t speak their language.

It is believed that Alexander contracted malaria and died on June 13, 323 B.C., at age thirty-two. He also may have been poisoned, or died from typhoid—it was a long time ago….

MICHAEL STUSSER: You’re not nearly as tall as I expected. What are you, five and a half feet tall?

ALEXANDER THE GREAT: You will list me as five foot eight or be without hands to write with.

MS: Five foot eight it is. And I’ll just erase this part here about your feet dangling from the throne. Now, one of your teachers was Aristotle. Can you tell us a little about him?

ATG: The parental units thought it would be good to have some home tutoring, so when I was thirteen, they brought Aristotle in for some Greek lessons. Guy was an amazing teacher—taught me ethics, politics, philosophy, even wood shop. Homework was a pain, though. I had to read Homer and memorize The Iliad.

MS: At the age of sixteen, most kids are learning how to kiss girls and drive the station wagon. You had bigger responsibilities.

ATG: Yeah, my dad [King Philip] left me in charge of the colonies when he was outta town. One time a village revolted and we had to go in there and bang heads. I renamed the place Alexandroupolis.

MS: In June 336 B.C., you’re twenty years old and your father gets killed at the theater. Who dunnit?

ATG: Dad had remarried and things got nasty with the new gal, so it coulda been her. My mom also may have had something to do with it, or it could have also been this guy Pausanias, who Pops had a fling with. Man got around. Either way, I can’t complain—it made me the king of Macedonia.

MS: You took the name Alexander the Great. Kind of cocky, isn’t it?

ATG: You’re lucky I’m a dead guy right now.

MS: How about Alexander the Excellent?

ATG: I was amazing for my time, OK? I had a GREAT sense of humor, I was a GREAT military leader, had GREAT loyalty among men, and GREAT respect for women.

MS: That’s true. When you conquered Persia [now Iran], you gave King Darius III’s mother a home and treated her quite well.

ATG: Tell me Caesar woulda done that.

MS: You were also way ahead of your time when it came to the idea of the melting pot, but the whole idea of ethnic fusion didn’t work out. Why?

ATG: Has it worked in your country?

MS: Good point.

ATG: It got to where I had so many countries under my belt that I needed to smooth things out with some intermarriages, you know?

MS: And you led by example.

ATG: Yeah, my second wife [Stateira] was Persian. I also put foreign soldiers in my army so they’d mix cultures. My Macedonian bros hated the idea, and the second I died, they annulled almost all the marriages.

MS: Your army was often outnumbered, but still kicked ass. How so?

ATG: Well, we were pretty well trained. The guys learned to respond to flags and trumpets, which were new. Plus, we had a killer cavalry. The catapults and javelin throwers didn’t hurt either.

MS: Ever get hurt in battle?

ATG: Oh, all the time. To inspire the troops I rode up front—sometimes I was the first guy over a walled city.

MS: That’s not so smart.

ATG: Tell me about it: I took an arrow in the lung in India, got stabbed in the neck at Granicus, and my leg was totally splintered while invading Turkestan—the fellas had to carry me home. One time a bird even dropped a stone on my head in the heat of battle. I was constantly thrashed. Good times.

MS: Tell us about murdering your trusted commander Cleitus the Black.

ATG: I was drunk, OK? Ever get hammered and kill a guy by accident?

MS: I hit a buddy of mine with a dart once.

ATG: It was one of those over-the-top banquets, and Cleitus started popping off about how tall he was or some ridiculous thing, and before I knew it I’d run him through. I’m not proud of it, believe me. He was one of my best pals. Thinking of getting some anger management counseling, but it’s damn expensive.

MS: In 333 B.C., you untied the famous Gordian knot, which was only to be freed by the future conqueror of Asia.

ATG: That was a toughie. Kinda like making a knot out of a cherry stem with your tongue.

MS: So how’d you do it?

ATG: Oh, I cut it to pieces with my sword. There was no other way to untie that sucker. Bold, baby! Gotta be bold!

MS: Your sex life is legendary: princesses, escorts, queens, men, boys….

ATG: Don’t forget my lifelong relationship with the eunuch Bagoas….

MS: You were in love with a eunuch?

ATG: Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. Times were different—my closest friends were all men.

MS: And were you…?

ATG: “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” That’s always been my policy. But male love was all the rage in my time. We didn’t even think about it.

MS: Yes, actually, boy love. The thing that’s unusual is that you dated men your own age, such as Hephaistion.

ATG: Hephie was a childhood friend. I loved him like an alter ego.

MS: But, you had relations with women as well, correct?

ATG: Oh sure. As a youngster my mommy arranged for courtesans to come over for practice.

MS: Lucky!

ATG: And I married a bunch of Persian princesses to sire kids and all that.

MS: Is it true you were crowned at one point?

ATG: After we freed the Egyptians from Persian rule, they crowned me pharaoh. So I got that goin’ for me.

MS: Didn’t they also name a street after you?

ATG: A whole city, actually. Alexandria, which sits on the mouth of the Nile River. I still have a time-share there. Great spot.

MS: There you go with the “great” thing again. Isn’t it true that toward the end you started to see yourself as a god?

ATG: I got a little carried away with the whole prokynesis thing.

MS: Is that like Dianetics?

ATG: It’s a Persian custom of making people bow down to ya, kiss the king’s hand, that kind of thing. I was trying to unite all my territories with a common religion—my own.

MS: Let me guess: The Macedonians didn’t go for it.

MS: And these are my own people we’re talking about! I guess their problem was that, in their minds, you’re only supposed to kiss someone’s hand if you’re in the presence of a deity. I wasn’t too far off, if you ask me.

MS: At this point, some of your countrymen tried to assassinate you.

ATG: Yeah, it’s always someone in the inner circle, too. This time it was my pal Philotas, so I had him killed. The plot wasn’t his idea, but he shoulda warned me. I always said to my posse, “If you hear of anyone who wants to kill me, let me know—or I’ll kill ya.”

MS: You died one month before your thirty-third birthday. You fought for eleven years, and never lost a battle. Do you have any regrets?

ATG: Yeah, not making it to forty. I’m also not real happy that my tomb was raided by that bastard Ptolemy IX in 89 B.C., who melted my sarcophagus to make gold coins! Can you believe that! [He was killed for his deeds….]

MS: Did you happen to see Alexander, starring Colin Farrell [2004]?

ATG: Sucked! I didn’t have blond hair, and unlike that drunk Irishman, I could actually ride a horse. I mean, the punk could barely grow a beard, for God’s sake! Now, the one with Richard Burton [1956] I can relate to—he’s a winner! Speaking of winners, who succeeded me upon my death?

MS: Philip II’s son Philip Arrhidaeus. Your half-brother.

ATG: He’s a half-witted bastard child!

MS: Your generals had him share the throne with your son Alexander IV.

ATG: Well, that makes more sense. So the empire is in good hands, then?

MS: Naw, they both got murdered within a few years, and things went to hell in a handbasket. But look on the bright side: You’re still great!

ATG: Kiss my hand.
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LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN

BORN DECEMBER 17, 1770

DIED MARCH 26, 1827
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BEETHOVEN WAS THE greatest composer who ever lived. And yes, that includes Bach, Bartók, Beyoncé, and the Beatles. He was also an odd man, perhaps even deranged, who could be found wandering alone in disheveled clothing, humming tunes that would become the most famous symphonies ever written.

Crafting classical music, the German Beethoven showed his genius at an early age. As a young man, Ludwig was celebrated more for his incredible piano playing than for his compositions, and earned money playing gigs all over Germany and Austria. Known for improv, he was a wild man on the keys, racing from soft to raucous, and often moving the audience to tears. Beethoven may have been brilliant, but he was not well paid.

Along the way, Wiggie received work and instruction from Joseph Haydn, Mozart, and others, sucking up their expertise like a sponge and interpreting their music in new and innovative ways.

Eventually, Beethoven was able to make some extra cashola by selling compositions to various symphonies and rich Viennese patrons (many of whom had quartets on call in their ballrooms).

In one of nature’s oddest ironies, Beethoven was slowly growing deaf. His symptoms appeared at age twenty-eight, and by 1819, at age forty-nine, he had lost all his hearing. Ludwig knew the world needed his art, however, and it was during the last decade of his life that he wrote some of his most important works—without being able to hear a single note.

It is said that Beethoven was the transitional figure between the classical and romantic eras of musical history—whatever the hell that means. His sonatas and concertos are longer and more ambitious than any that had come before, and his odes and soaring hymns can break down even the most hardened tough guys. He was also out of the box, adding vocal choruses to symphonies that had previously been only instrumental, and improvising rowdy transitions.

Ludwig ended his piano-playing career in 1808, stopped composing in 1826, and heard music only in his mind for the last year of his life. After a nasty bout of pneumonia, Beethoven passed away in 1827, at age fifty-six. Thirty thousand admirers attended his funeral.

MICHAEL STUSSER: Da da da daaah.

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN: What?

MS: I say, Duh-duh-duh DUUH!

LVB: I’m deaf, you fool, but I get that you’re humming the first bars of my Fifth.

MS: Oh, right. [Yelling] SO HOW SHOULD WE DO THIS INTERVIEW THING?!

LVG: It doesn’t help to scream. We’ll use conversation books: You write down your little questions, and I’ll read ’em over, and give you stupendous replies. [Upon going deaf, this was actually the method Beethoven used to communicate.]

MS: Would you like a bath before we begin? You’re a bit…ripe, shall we say.

LVB: I shower the world with my musical genius, and that should cleanse us all. Begin!

MS: OK. Your dad, Johann, wanted you to be a little piano boy wonder. How did that work out?

LVB: Not so well, thanks for asking. People were still very much aware of Mozart’s amazing talents as a kid, but it took me a few more years to mature.

MS: Does Beethoven take lessons?

LVB: Sure, sure. My father hired all sorts of fools: First one of the court’s musicians, then this actor, Tobias Pfeifer, and then a Franciscan monk, Willibald Koch. It was like a revolving door at our house.

MS: Well you must have learned from somebody.

LVB: Christian-Gottlob Neefe, the musical director of the National Theatre, was my first real instructor. I was around twelve when we met, and he became a friend and mentor for all my days.

MS: Any other mentors?

LVB: Meteors? I can’t read this. Does that say meteors?

MS: Sorry. M-e-n-t-o-r-s. Teachers.

LVB: Oh, I studied with Haydn for a year, but he split to London. I trained with other composers from Vienna, but you wouldn’t know them.

MS: Try me.

LVB: How about Antonio Salieri?

MS: Sure! Salieri! From the movie!

LVB: If you say so…. He taught me vocal composition—how to write musical tragedy.

MS: Is it also true you actually gave private piano lessons for a while?

LVB: The horrors! I hated that. Mostly I taught rich young girls till they got married, and then they’d abandon the whole business. Can you imagine? Beethoven offers to teach you piano, and you decide to have tea parties instead! That is not hot.

MS: But you did tend to do a little trolling with the lessons….

LVB: Trolling?

MS: Ya know, a countess here, somebody’s daughter there, and before ya know it, they’ve fallen for Ludwig the Lover Man!

LVB: You’re lucky I didn’t hear that.

MS: Let’s talk about your temper.

LVB: Let us not!

MS: There’s a story about some guy making a mistake during a concert and you going ballistic.

LVB: December 22, 1808, the Theater an der Wien. A clown clarinet player had the balls to repeat an eight-bar count during my Sixth Symphony. I let him know it was unacceptable, and made the orchestra play it from the beginning. The audience deserved to hear it as I intended. That is all.

MS: But you’ve got to admit, you had quite the attitude.

LVB: I am a brilliant virtuoso!

MS: With the ego to prove it. There’s a famous quote that’s attributed to you after telling off some prince. How’s it go?

LVB: “What you are, you are by accident of birth; what I am, I am by myself. There are and will be a thousand princes; there is only one Beethoven.”

MS: So, if I’ve got this right, you’re a brilliant, egotistical, moody nutcase?

LVB: You remind me of a whiny violinist who once complained about an unusually difficult passage in one of my compositions. Do you know what I told him?

MS: To shut up and play?

LVB: I told him, “When I composed this, I was being inspired by God Almighty. Do you think I can consider your puny little fiddle when He speaks to me?”

MS: Yes, but Maestro, you teed off on pretty much everyone—yelling at waiters, berating conductors, quarreling with your teacher, Joseph Haydn—even screaming at good friends when a blue mood kicked in.


[There is a long pause in the interview, during which Ludwig drums his fingers on the coffee table and pouts.]



LVB: At times. For this I apologize. It’s the lead in the water that’s made me crazy, I tell you!

MS: Speaking of which, must have sucked going deaf, eh?

LVB: No, it was great.…Come on! Clearly this was a downer of enormous proportions. And there was a time I considered suicide.

MS: Because you couldn’t hear your music?

LVB: No, in fact, my depression had more to do with my constant trouble with the ladies. I tried to date married gals, as well as those above my station—aristocratic types.

MS: But you’re the best composer of all time!

LVB: Genius is rarely recognized in its era. Damn shame in my case. I never married.

MS: But what of the famous letter to “My immortal beloved?” There’s been so much conjecture—was it your sister-in-law, Johanna? A young student, perhaps, or an aristocratic widow? Or was it Countess Julia Guicciardi, to whom you dedicated the “Moonlight” Sonata? Who was this mystery romance?

LVB: My cat, Beloved, you rube.

MS: So you were a bitter and angry fella?

LVB: I was disheartened for a long while, and irritated, with the lack of success in the dating world, you understand. It didn’t help that I was poor as a pauper most of my doggone life.

MS: How does Beethoven not make bank on his genius?

LVB: If we’d had a system of royalties in those days, I’d have made this Donald Trump look like a hobo. They didn’t exactly have iTunes in 1790, you know? For the Ninth Symphony? My little ditty “Ode to Joy”? One hundred lousy pounds!

MS: So how’d you get any cash?

LVB: I played for rich people. Also concert halls, even saloons. The real money would have been in concessions—Beethoven T-shirts, crop-tops, posters. Oh, to do it all over again.

MS: In addition to money woes, I understand you wore filthy clothing and had—have—some hygiene problems.

LVB: That is untrue! I wash compulsively!

MS: Well, you missed a spot—from your head to your toes. Seems you were a bit of a diva, if I may say so: impatient, grumpy, intolerant.

LVB: People look at me funny! Talk behind my back!

MS: Need I remind you, you’re deaf. You have no idea what people are saying behind your back.

LVB: Backstabbing fiends!

MS: Let’s get the lead out: A recent analysis of a lock of your hair shows you may have died from lead poisoning—coulda been the water. This may have caused your hearing loss, the wacky mood swings—

LVB: Stupid old wives’ tales! Jabberwocky!

MS: Music snobs talk about your work having “intellectual depth” and “highly personal expression.” Does that make sense?

LVB: Of course! My structured phrasing transfers weight from early movements to grand sonata finales! The symphonic poems are designed to invoke soulful themes; my vigorous, whirling scherzos and explosive finales progress—arousing harmonic tension and release!

MS: We’re talking about music, right?

LVB: Allow me to simplify for the untalented: Like my life, my music often begins with struggle and ends with triumph. I created masterpieces in the face of obvious personal difficulties. “Music should strike fire from the heart of man, and bring tears from the eyes of woman.” I did that.

MS: Bach was great. Haydn was amazing. Mozart was also a virtuoso. What sets you apart?

LVB: Much of the music of my time was about the art of pleasant sounds; “the pleasure principle,” they called it. Nice, classical music to snore by. I turned it all around, you see. My music was evocative, expressive, emphatic! I put feeling back into the art of music. Understand?

MS: It helps when I listen to your stuff.

LVB: I blew the doors off old forms of classical music. I was an innovator on the scale of the Sex Pistols or Pink Floyd.

MS: Wow! Really? The Floyd?

LVB: Do you realize I was the first person to include choruses and vocal soloists? I added Turkish marches, double fugues, trombones, winds, percussion, crescendos—you name it, I made it magic. Unexpected accents! Syncopation!

MS: Calm down….

LVB: And my symphonies had themes that blew people’s minds—they inhabit their own WORLD! Rustic life, revolution, heroic ascent! I made players AND the audience work for their triumph. It was a brand-new day, man. Happy endings! Victory!

MS: The last eight years of your life, you were completely deaf, and yet you remained productive, doing some of your best work.

LVB: Shutting out the sounds of the world definitely gives you time to think. And I believe my mind was able to soar without the distractions of outside sounds. As I said on my deathbed, “I shall hear in heaven.”

[image: ]


NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE

BORN AUGUST 15, 1769

DIED MAY 5, 1821
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FRENCH GENERAL, EMPEROR, and diminutive master strategist, Napoléon I is the poster child for egotistical tyrants of old (well, maybe more like a postcard child). After a meteoric rise through the ranks of the French army, he led his troops to a series of surprising victories over the British and Italian armies (and a less-publicized debacle in Egypt). In 1799 he returned to a hero’s welcome. Soon Napoléon took part in a successful coup d’état and dominated the new government through his military dictatorship. At age thirty, the megalomanical midget proclaimed himself the emperor of France, and rather than laugh or ask him where his pony was, people fell in line.

As far as tyrannical monarchies go, Napoléon actually had some democratic ideas. He separated church and state, created the University of France, and crafted the infamous Napoleonic Code, a French civil policy that embodied many ideals of the French Revolution. He also executed plenty of innocents, imprisoned the pope, and had an ego as large as his desire to dominate the entire world.

At one time or another, almost all of Europe united against Napoléon’s troops. He earned his reputation as a military genius in brilliant campaigns throughout his reign: Superb performances against the combined armies of Europe, outthinking the massive armies of Russia and Austria at Austerlitz (1805), as well as a victory versus the much larger Allies (1814). His bungled campaigns were equally grandiose, losing over 90 percent of his army in one Russian winter, then failing badly in an attempt to colonize Egypt (1798–1801)—only to try and save face by calling it a “scientific expedition.”

In the end, his arch-nemesis became the Duke of Wellington. Fighting the British navy and the Prussian army simultaneously was a losing proposition, and Napoléon’s dreams of rebuilding his empire bit the dust when his troops were crushed at the battle of Leipzig in 1813. Napoléon was banished to Elba, off the Italian coast, in a very small room with really tiny chairs.

Squirrelly as ever, he escaped in 1815, returning to France and to power. His last reign lasted one hundred days, with the final battle taking place at Waterloo, Belgium. The Brits imprisoned the emperor on St. Helena, a small island in the south Atlantic, where he died of cancer in 1821.

MICHAEL STUSSER: Your mother called you Rabullione—“the disrupter.” Seems you were a spunky little brat from the start.

NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE: I was rambunctious, but zis was necessary, monsieur. I was one of eight children. And I was often hungry. C’est la vie….

MS: That’s not true—you got plenty to eat. The only thing you’ve got to cry about was being sent away to boarding school.

NB: Oui, at age ten I was admitted into a French military academy, zen to zee elite École Royale Militaire in Paris, where I graduated in half zee normal time required. I was commissioned as a second lieutenant of artillery in zee French army at zee age of sixteen.

MS: Do you think you had a Napoleon complex?

NB: If zis means zat I am an incredible man with a fan-tast-ic mind, then oui, I have zis complex.

MS: Well, it’s really about overaggressive short guys who feel insecure and want to conquer the world.

NB: Oui, zat too. But for the record, I was not so short.

MS: Five foot two.

NB: And a half. Touché.

MS: OK, five foot two-and-a-half inches. That’s not exactly Shaq. According to those who knew you, you were quite a control freak.

NB: “If you want a thing done well, do it yourself.” Zat is mine.

MS: Good one. You also said, “Since one must choose sides, one might as well choose the side that is victorious, the side which devastates, loots, and burns. Considering the alternative, it is better to eat than be eaten.”

NB: Belle! Well said!

MS: You had a photographic memory, could keep track of dozens of initiatives at once, and seemed never to tire. How so?

NB: Snuff. Tis magnifique, and I had enough to fill zee Eiffel Tower, eh? Today you have your stupid Amer-i-can Star-bucks, but we needed to be jacked up as well.

MS: Any organizational tips?

NB: Routine! Habit! When I traveled, I liked everything to be arranged exactly as it was at zee palace: furniture in zee same place, same desks, a duplicate travel library, personal belongings in precisely zee same location.

MS: You’d love Holiday Inns.

NB: I don’t care much for holidays. I’m a serious person, monsieur.

MS: Speaking of serious, you made several blunders while in power.

NB: OFF WITH HIS HEAD!

MS: Easy there, Nappy. One mega faux pas: The Louisiana Purchase. [Thirteen states were carved out from the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, doubling the size of the United States and making it one of the biggest nations in the world.] You sold 828,000 square miles to the United States for $15 million. Why would you do that?

NB: I needed zee cash, Monsieur Fool. Cashola. Moola. Comprendez-vous?

MS: Another megablunder was invading Russia in 1812. You lost over 570,000 troops.

NB: And we killed 400,000!

MS: Yeah, but ya lost 570,000. See where this is going?

NB: See where zis is going?

MS: That’s what I said. Look, everyone agrees you were a great leader and would have been killer in Stratego or Battleship.

NB: Merci! It was like a game to me. You know I constructed my battle plans in a sandbox? I used the first telecommunication system as well [the Chappe semaphore line in 1792], and had many spies at my disposal. I also liked to sneak up on my enemy from behind, very quietly—then POUNCE!

MS: Clever little bastard, aren’t you?

NB: I was five foot six, idiot! [An account of his autopsy claims he was five foot two in French feet, or about five foot six in English feet.]

MS: OK, Wilt, what were some keys to battle?

NB: First, you must read those great generals before you, oui? Alexander, Hannibal, Gustavus, Turenne, Frederic.

MS: And then?

NB: Encore! Read zem again! But I must be honest, it is soldiers who win wars, and generals who receive credit for zem. And to have good soldiers, a nation must always be at war. C’est la vie.

MS: Anything else?

NB: Never interrupt your enemy when he is making a mistake.

MS: Speaking of interruptions, let’s talk briefly about your love life.

NB: Mon cheri amour!

MS: And, according to several mistresses, a three-minute limit in the sack, and a two-inch schlong.

NB: Guard! Take this id-i-ot away!

MS: After your wife, Josephine, couldn’t bear your children, you said, “I want to marry a womb.”

NB: Oui ’Twas not my best moment.

MS: You forced your old enemy, Emperor Francis I of Austria, to give you his daughter’s hand in marriage.

NB: Marie Louise was a beauty. Mmmwah!

MS: She was nineteen. The two of you had a mini-Napoléon, though that may be a bit redundant….

NB: She bore me the son I always wanted: Napoléon II, zee king of Rome [who died a few years after Napoléon, at age twenty-one].

MS: After your son was born, you pretty much forgot about the empire, there, Napster.

NB: Listen to meee! When you are a family man, you cannot exactly be ruling zee world—it’s tough enough with all zee diapers.

MS: So is it true that your brother’s marriage put you in an odd situation, relatively speaking?

NB: “Relatively.” American humor. Très drôle.

MS: Tell me if I got this right: You married Josephine, and your brother, Louis, married Hortense, who was Josephine’s daughter from a previous marriage. So Josephine was both a sister-in-law and a mother-in-law to Louis, and you were both Louis’s brother and his father-in-law. Does that cover it?

NB: I’m sorry, I was distracted by a snail. What did you say?

MS: Never mind. Have you seen Napoleon Dynamite [2004]?

NB: I have not, but I heard zee kid, zee star of zee cinema, he is ze same height as moi.

MS: He’s much taller, but, shockingly, even more of a dork than you.

NB: Stupid Am-er-i-can.

MS: Gosh! Why do so many people hate the French?

NB: When I was Corsican, I hated the French, too. [France acquired the island only fifteen months before his birth.] But you learn to love zem….

MS: Not really. Au revoir.
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GAUTAMA BUDDHA

BORN 563 B.C.

DIED 483 B.C.(APPROXIMATE DATES)

[image: ]

BUDDHA WAS BORN a privileged prince named Siddhartha Gautama in Nepal. He lived a luxurious life with his wife, Princess Yasodhara, till the age of twenty-nine, when he realized he’d never stepped foot outside the palace gates and might actually like to take a look around. Seeing poverty and death for the first time, he began to wonder not only how the other half lives, but how to attain a state beyond birth, death, or even desire. (If it were me, I would have run back inside to the grand buffet.)

Leaving the palace behind, he dabbled for six years in meditation, extreme asceticism, and self-mortification, rejecting them all for moderation. After one particular stint of mind-blowing contemplation under a tree, he attained Enlightenment, and became known simply as the Buddha. His spiritual awakening gave him brilliant insight into the nature and cause of human suffering, and a knowledge of how to become happy. The Buddha’s goal, then, was to teach his new philosophy to the masses—or at least a few good men along the road.

The aim of Buddhism is to attain true enlightenment, or nirvana: a peaceful state where the individual is free from desire and self-consciousness. Passed down by oral tradition for hundreds of years after his death, Buddha (whose name literally means “enlightened one” or “awakened one”) had a message of love as the eternal rule, common sense, and focusing the mind on the present
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