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“DON’T MISS THIS ONE.
BARRY IS AN ENDLESS STORE OF WIT.”
—The Sunday Oklahoman


“Dave Barry lets loose another irreverent book.… Be sure to read the footnotes in this really funny volume.”

—Abilene Reporter-News (TX)




“Barry has run amuck again, and until someone tosses a big net over him he will easily remain one of the funniest fellows writing today. This book is a true original.… You can call it satire, or you can call it pure extravaganza, but it is always boisterously funny. Barry’s bull’s-eye spoofs keep you chuckling—except when the chuckle becomes a loud guffaw.… Barry even succeeds in the improbable task of writing amusing footnotes. This is Barry at his best.”

—Library Journal




“Dave Barry has written more than a score of funny books, a full 69% of them bearing the words ‘Dave Barry’ in the title. Now, maintaining Dave Barry’s high standards, Dave Barry turns political pundit, employing Dave Barry’s firm grip on matters governmental as well as a lot of other foolishness.… There’s some courtroom dialogue worthy of the Marx Brothers.… Dave Barry Is Still At It. Laughing will only encourage him—but that would be okay.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Satirical, hard-hitting political commentary … Once again the winner is … Dave Barry.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Barry is in fine form.… Definitely good for more than a few laughs.”

—Booklist



Praise for Dave Barry Is Not Taking This Sitting Down!


“One of Barry’s best collections, this book should delight his devoted readers and will surely make the uninitiated sit up and take notice.”

—Associated Press




“Barry is as funny as ever.… A gifted and engaging humorist, Barry never ceases to entertain: no matter what subject, he can always find a side-splitting twist.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Dave Barry fans, unite! … The humor is sometimes silly, sometimes embarrassing, but always vintage Dave Barry.”

—The Sunday Oregonian




“Riffing off TV commercials with his brushes with famous people or his perplexities about women (his wife) and teenagers (his son), Barry flits among inspirations for his subjects, and that expectation of the unexpected is what has kept him popular for years. His fans will enjoy this reprise.”

—Booklist




“One of America’s favorite funny men.”

—The Arizona Republic




“Always good for grins.”

—San Antonio Express-News



Praise for Dave Barry Turns 50


“Riotous … [Barry] can find the humor in pretty much anything. And … he does not intend to go even slightly gently into that good night.… Barry’s light-hearted, Everyman humor and what-me-worry grin have evoked comparisons with Mark Twain and Will Rogers, and earned him the Washington Post designation of America’s Humorist.”

—San Francisco Examiner




“Barry will prompt most baby boomers to laugh out loud.… His chapters on retirement planning and facing mortality are not only funny but right on. ‘Right on’—you remember that phrase, don’t you?”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution




“With age comes wisdom, among other ailments. [Barry’s] no longer the happy-go-lucky, long-haired weirdo of his youth. Now the long hair sprouts from his ears. Getting older may be inevitable, but as Barry shows, there’s no reason to take it with a straight face.”

—BookPage




“It’s the look back at TV commercials, politics, inventions, and attitudes that really makes those who have seen it all (much of ‘it’ through trifocals) chortle out loud. It’s not unlike an archaeological dig through an attic, choking from laughter rather than dust, as familiar and forgotten memories are refreshed and taken for a satirical synaptic spin by a master humorist.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Guess you’d better buy this book now while you can still read the print.”

—Library Journal




“A bushel of chuckles for readers.”

—Booklist



Praise for Dave Barry Is from Mars and Venus


“These down-to-earth observations on topics as random as men’s fashion, dogsledding, and reincarnation are a hoot.”

—People




“The introduction on how the book got its title is worth the price alone.… You’ll laugh outright.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution




“Another winner … I realize how dangerous it is to tell anyone that when you read this book, or see that movie, ‘You’ll laugh out loud.’ Let’s just say, I did.… It’s Barry at his sympathetic best.”

—Arizona Daily Star




“Vintage Dave Barry … If you’re willing, nay eager, to read about the Ultimate Water Gun, Older Male Brain Shrinkage, what knowledge bees may be hiding from humans, and more, this is the book for you.”

—Austin American-Statesman




“Those not fortunate enough to live in cities where Barry’s columns are syndicated have a special treat in this newest collection.… As his fans will expect, the pieces are delightful.… Barry has another success here.”

—Publishers Weekly




“The author writes with ease and whimsicality on almost every subject that chances to catch his fancy.… At a time when so many people are in a chronic state of irritation, suspicion, and mental jaundice, the effect of the book is soothing. It cleans the palate … like a cool sorbet.”

—Library Journal



Praise for Dave Barry Is Not Making this Up


“Hilarious … Might be his best yet.”

—Associated Press




“Truth may or may not be stranger than fiction, but in Dave Barry’s hands, it sure is funnier.”

—The Roanoke Times




“Barry at his best.”

—Baltimore Sun




“Barry goes directly to the funny bone and tickles readers something hilarious with outrageous, near-senseless tales about exploding Pop-tarts and the world’s fastest lawnmower.”

—The Gazette (Montreal)




“He zaps the funny bone.”

—The Cincinnati Post




“Barry is in top form.”

—Publishers Weekly



Praise for Dave Barry’s Only Travel Guide You’ll Ever Need


“Read it and die laughing.”

—New York Daily News




“Goofy, silly, transcendentally churlish … This is a funny book.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer




“[Dave Barry is] one of the funniest people ever to tap on a PC. This new book is a riot.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“Read ’em and laugh.… If there’s one thing you can count on from Dave Barry, it’s extreme humor. Nonstop yuks.”

—Dallas News




“Dave Barry is the only living writer who makes me laugh out loud, something he accomplished on virtually every page of his latest collection of craziness—from the introduction to the final page.”

—The Boston Globe




“Have you ever had a vacation where you didn’t lose the car keys or traveler’s checks, get a seat on the plane next to a crying baby or airsick adult, or end up divorced without ever going near Nevada? If so, you probably wouldn’t understand what’s so funny about Dave Barry’s Only Travel Guide You’ll Ever Need. The rest of us, however, would.”

—The Kansas City Star




“For good old belly laughs and delightful play with clichés of the language, there’s Dave Barry’s Only Travel Guide You’ll Ever Need.”

—The Boston Phoenix



These folks just love Dave Barry


“Reading Barry with another person in the room invariably elicits one of two responses: ‘What’s so funny?’ or ‘For God’s sake, shut up.’ ”

—The New York Times




“Quoting Barry is like eating peanuts.… Once you get started it’s awfully hard to stop.”

—The Washington Post




“It may be too soon to declare Dave Barry a national treasure, but it’s never too late to recognize him as a natural phenomenon. His endless inventive string of improbabilities, non sequiturs, and bizarre conclusions, his dependable unpredictablity, surely doesn’t have a rational origin. He is just plain funny.”

—Arizona Daily Star




“I can’t resist this guy. I know, I know. He’s just a really smart fraternity boy. But the adjective is real, in italics, real smart, and with a gift for hyperbole that frequently astounds.… Barry manages, almost always, to pluck something out of the news and turn it into, well, a Sigma Chi laff riot.”

—Minneapolis Star-Tribune
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INTRODUCTION

To do even a halfway decent book on a subject as complex as the United States government, you have to spend a lot of time in Washington, D.C. So the first thing I decided, when I was getting ready to write this book, was that it would not be even halfway decent.

I decided this because I’m not comfortable in Washington. Don’t get me wrong: Washington is a fine city, offering statues, buildings, and plenty of culture in the form of Thai restaurants. But when I’m in Washington, I always feel as though I’m the only person there who never ran for Student Council.

I started feeling this way back in 1967, when, as a college student, I got a job in Washington as a summer intern at Congressional Quarterly, a magazine that, as the name suggests, came out weekly.

I was totally unprepared for the Washington environment. I came from an all-male-college environment, where a person’s standing in the community was judged on the basis of such factors as:



	Was he a good guy?

	Would he let you borrow his car?

	Would he still be your friend if your date threw up in his car?





But when I got to Washington I discovered that even among young people, being a good guy was not the key thing: The key thing was your position on the great Washington totem pole of status. Way up at the top of this pole is the president; way down at the bottom, below mildew, is the public. In between is an extremely complex hierarchy of government officials, journalists, lobbyists, lawyers, and other power players, holding thousands of minutely graduated status rankings differentiated by extremely subtle nuances that only Washingtonians are capable of grasping.

For example, Washingtonians know whether a person whose title is “Principal Assistant Deputy Undersecretary” is more or less important than a person whose title is “Associate Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary,” or “Principal Deputy to Deputy Assistant Secretary,” or “Deputy to the Deputy Secretary,” or “Principal Assistant Deputy Undersecretary,” or “Chief of Staff to the Assistant Assistant Secretary.” (All of these are real federal job titles.)

Everybody in Washington always seems to know exactly how much status everybody else has. I don’t know how they do it. Maybe they all get together in some secret location and sniff one another’s rear ends. All I know is, back in my internship summer of 1967, when I went to Washington parties, they were nothing like parties I’d become used to in college. I was used to parties where it was not unusual to cap off the evening by drinking bourbon from a shoe, and not necessarily your own shoe. Whereas the Washington parties were serious. Everybody made an obvious effort to figure out where everybody else fit on the totem pole, and then spent the rest of the evening sucking up to whoever was higher up. I hated it. Of course, one reason for this was that nobody ever sucked up to me, since interns rank almost as low as members of the public.1

Today I have many good Washington friends, and I know that not everyone who lives there is a status-obsessed, butt-kissing toad. But there are still way too many people there who simply cannot get over how important they are. And do you want to know why they think they’re important? Because they make policy! To the rest of America, making policy is a form of institutional masturbation; to Washingtonians, it is productive work. They love to make policy. They have policy out the wazoo. They can come up with a policy on anything, including the legal minimum size of the holes in Swiss cheese.2

A good depiction of the Washington worldview, I think, is the hit TV show The West Wing. Don’t get me wrong: I think this show is well written, well acted, fast-paced, and entertaining. But Lordy, those characters are full of themselves, aren’t they? They can’t get over how important they are. They’re so important that they can’t even sit down. They’re always striding briskly around the White House, striding striding striding, making policy with every step. We never see the bathrooms, but I suspect some of the characters stride while they pee.

Of course they rarely get a chance to go to the bathroom, because on The West Wing, they’re always having a crisis. Like, in one episode I watched, the cast spent an hour hotly debating the question of whether the president should chide some environmental group for not condemning ecoterrorism. In other words, this issue was totally about words—whether the president should say harsh words to a group because that group had failed to say harsh words to another group. Nobody was talking about doing anything.

But to the characters on The West Wing, this was a very big, very dramatic deal. They were anguishing over it, while of course striding. Watching them, you cannot help but get caught up in the drama: Should the president chide? Or not chide? What would be the repercussions of the chiding? Should the president stride while chiding?

You forget that, outside of Washington, the vast majority of regular American taxpaying citizens truly do not care about things like this. The chiding issue is exactly the kind of hot-air, point-scoring, inside-politics nonevent that matters to Washington and four people at The New York Times, but that regular taxpaying Americans instinctively recognize as irrelevant to their lives. The reason you forget this is that regular taxpaying citizens are never depicted on shows like The West Wing. Presumably they’re off doing some boring, nondramatic, non-policy-related thing, like working.

Anyway, my point is that, even though this book is largely about the federal government, I spent very little time doing research in Washington, or for that matter anywhere else. I mainly sat around and made stuff up. So if you were concerned about encountering a lot of actual information in this book, relax! There’s almost none. To compensate for the lack of facts, I have included a great many snide remarks.3

That is not to say that this book is useless. On the contrary, I believe you will find that, of all the books ever written about the United States government and political system, this book contains, by far, the largest number of illustrations involving zucchini. And maybe—just maybe—somewhere in this book you’ll find some tidbit that will actually inform you, and help you to be a better citizen!

If you do, please let me know, so I can eliminate that tidbit from the next edition.


1Insert your Monica Lewinsky suck-up joke here.

2In the final days of the administration of Bill “Legacy” Clinton, the U.S. Department of Agriculture issued a new standard under which the minimum size of the holes in Grade A Swiss was reduced to three eighths of an inch. Under the old standard, the holes had to be eleven sixteenths to thirteen sixteenths of an inch in diameter. I think we can all agree the world is now a better place.

3If you want a book about government that is both factual and snide, I strongly recommend P. J. O’Rourke’s excellent Parliament of Whores.
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Why do we have government?

This is a hard question, and, like so many hard questions, the best way to answer it is to consider ants. When you see an ant on your kitchen floor, it appears to be an insignificant insect scurrying around randomly, so you stomp it into a little smear without a second thought.

But if, instead of stomping on the ant, you were to get down on your hands and knees and follow it, something fascinating would happen: Your head would bonk into the wall, because the ant has scurried into a hole. So I’ll just tell you where the ant goes: It goes to a nest containing an ant colony that is every bit as complex and organized as human society. In fact, it is more organized, because there are no teenagers.

Yes, even ants—tiny creatures with a primitive brain no larger than that of a psychic-hotline caller—have a government. The ant government operates on what political scientists call the “Smell System,” whereby your role in society is based on what chemicals you secrete. At the top of the hierarchy is the queen, who is elected unanimously by the other ants after a very brief political campaign that consists of hatching.

“Hey!” the other ants say. “This smells like the queen!”

Most of the other ants smell like workers, so they spend their lives scurrying around looking for food and exchanging important chemical information with the other ants they bump into (“I’m an ant!” “Hey! Me too!”). Also, there are a few winged ants, whose job is to scare you by flying around your house pretending to be termites. (This is the only form of entertainment that ants have.)

Ants are not the only animals that have government. Similar organizational structures can be found throughout nature: Monkeys form troops, birds form flocks, fish form schools, worms form bunches of worms, intestinal parasites form law firms, etc. In other words: Governments are natural. All animals form them, including humans. In a way, we are like the ants scurrying across our kitchen floor: We give our Cheez-It fragments (tax money) to the colony (government), and in return we enjoy the many benefits provided by the colony (the Federal Avocado Safety Administration).

Of course human beings are far more advanced than animals; we do not elect the president of the United States based on how he smells. As cerebral beings, we are much more interested in other qualities in our president, such as height. As a result, we here in the United States have developed a sophisticated, highly complex government structure involving three major branches.1 (Among other animal species, only woodpeckers have more.)

In this book, we will be taking a detailed look at the modern United States government—where it came from, what it does, who works for it, what planet they originated on, etc. But to truly understand how our government works in twenty-first-century America, we must travel millions of years back in time and examine:

EARLY HUMAN GOVERNMENTS

The first humans were short, hairy, tree-dwelling creatures that strongly resembled Danny DeVito. Like their close genetic cousins, the apes, the humans lived in trees and had developed opposable thumbs. What distinguished the humans was that after sitting around in their trees for a couple million years with pretty much nothing to do except scratch themselves, they had made the most important discovery in the history of the world, the discovery that would vault them past all other animals: how to make the sign as we see in Exhibit A:
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Exhibit A

This discovery of the “OK” sign gave the humans a huge strategic advantage over the apes, who could only make a noncommittal shrugging gesture, as shown in Exhibit B:
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Exhibit B

This meant that if a smart ape thought up a good idea, such as the wheel, the other apes—even if they were really impressed—could only shrug, and the smart ape would think, “Ah, the hell with it.”

The primitive humans, on the other hand, used their new OK! sign to respond to pretty much anything anybody did. This encouraged progress. And so on the historic day when one of the humans was considering the idea of leaving his tree and roaming around on the ground, the other humans went: OK!

Thus emboldened, the courageous explorer stepped down onto the ground. It was a momentous moment in human history, comparable to when astronaut Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon, except that instead of saying, “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind,” the courageous early explorer said “Urk,” because a passing mastodon had stomped him into a smear. The other humans, seeing this, made the OK! sign to one another and remained in the trees, where they decided that, to protect themselves, they had better form a government.

The system they came up with—humanity’s first form of government—was the Tribal System. The leader was chosen via the following process:


1. The tribe would hold a council, called the Sacred Council, wherein all the adult males would sit in a circle, called the Circle of Deciding, and decide, by consensus, which one of them was the most wise, trustworthy, and brave. This member would be designated as the Chosen One.

2. The Chosen One would pick up a stout stick, called the Staff of Authority, and hold it aloft, asking the gods for guidance.

3. While the Chosen One was doing this, he would get his head bashed in by the Great Big Rock of Heaviness, which was wielded by the male with the biggest muscles, who would then be unanimously elected leader.



These early humans needed a strong government leader, because their lives were harsh. They were hunter-gatherers, which meant that the men would go out and hunt wild game, after which the women would gather up the men’s remaining body parts, because the game back then was really wild.

Even when the humans did manage to kill an animal, they had to eat it raw. This situation continued for several eons, until one lucky day when a primitive human—We’ll call him Oog2—happened to be standing outside during a thunderstorm, holding a piece of mammoth meat, and was struck by lightning. When the smoke cleared, the other humans tasted the now-cooked mammoth meat, and they discovered that it tasted much better. They also discovered that Oog was delicious.

This discovery ushered in what archaeologists call the Age of Barbecue. When the tribe killed an animal, the tribal leader would designate one unfortunate person as the Meat Holder. This person had to stand outside during thunderstorms, holding the meat in the air on a stick (see drawing) while the other tribe members waited safely inside a cave until they heard lightning strike, indicating that their food was done.
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Ancient Cave Drawing Depicting Cooking During the Age of Barbecue (Source: A Cave)

This brutal system finally came to an end when the humans discovered that they could create their own fire whenever they wanted by simply rubbing sticks together. This enabled them to have light and heat inside the cave while they waited for lightning to strike the Meat Holder.

The Age of Barbecue lasted for 1.2 million years, during which the human race gradually developed a powerful hankering for side dishes. This in turn led to the invention of agriculture.

Early agriculture was very labor-intensive: Workers toiled endlessly at the backbreaking labor of clearing



	The good news was, the seeds worked.

	The bad news was, these particular seeds were for zucchini.



















	Some toads are poisonous.

	Marlon Brando looks increasingly like a toad.

	Therefore, you probably should not eat Marlon Brando.
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