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The Adventures of B. Witcombe, Physician
A headlined adventurer

compiled by Nan Swift, Improbable Research staff

Dr. Brian Witcombe is a consultant radiologist at the Gloucestershire Royal Hospital, in Gloucester, U.K. His adventures 
are such that observers can enjoy them even in headline form. Here, then, are the bare-bones citations from three of Dr. 
Witcombe’s published works.

The 2003 Adventure
“Gallstones in Custard,” Brian Witcombe, British Medical Journal, vol. 327, November 2003, p. 1270.

The 2004 Adventure
“Barbara’s Bowel,” Brian Witcombe, British Medical Journal, vol. 329, September 2004, p. 568.

The 2005 Adventure
“Sword Swallowing Uncertainties,” Brian Witcombe, British Medical Journal, vol.  331, no. 7524, November 5,2005, p. 
1080.
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AIR Vents
Exhalations from 
our readers
NOTE: The opinions expressed 
here represent the opinions 
of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the 
opinions of those who hold 
other opinions.

Cold Burning 
Fury II
I sympathize with Robert 
Frucht’s complaint (AIR Vents 
11:6) about the medical report 
“Frostbite of the Gluteal 
Region,” published in the 
journal Burns, which you 
cited recently. Like Frucht, 
I wish you had published 

all the details, not just a tiny 
summary. Unlike Frucht, I 
have a goooooooooood reason 
for having wanted to know 
about such things. I work with 
cold, and I work with gluteal 
regions (it’s a long story). And 
I recently suffered the ailment 
myself -- an occurrence that 
prompted me to suddenly 
want to know more about its 
etiology and treatment. I was 
forced -- forced! -- to go get 
a copy of the original from 
my favorite medical library. 
I admit that I had more fun 
learning about it in the first 

place by reading your little 
item. I do want to thank you -
- simply knowing the little bit I 
did from reading AIR actually 
saved my ass, or a good part 
of it.

Tyler Brodt, MD
Advanced Cryogenics R&D, 

Ltd.
Greenbelt, MD 

Rorschach 
Test Dismissal 
Dismissed
Unlike Simon Jaynes Plesh 
(AIR Vents 11:6), but like 
Gillian F.W. Dixon-Malt 
(AIR Vents 11:5), I was NOT 
shocked to see Arnold Bishop-
Wise’s letter (AIR Vents 11:
4) about the photograph he 
found in the study of his late 
wife, Arlene Bishop-Wise, the 
revered “Intellectual Mistress 
of the Rorschach Test.” Please 

find enclosed an ink blot. This 
is one of the originals. 

Rory Pastain, PhD
Fullerton, CA

Finegold on 
Spamer
A while back, the highly 
esteemed Earle Spamer 
published a highly esteemed 
paper in your highly esteemed 
journal, in which he estimated 
that the Grand Canyon 
would be filled by packaging 
“popcorn,” at the present rates 
of production of the material.

In the highly esteemed journal 
Geology, the highly esteemed 
Bruce H. Wilkinson shows 
(in an article called “Humans 
as Geologic Agents: A Deep-
Time Perspective,” vol. 33, 
no. 3, 2005, pp. 161-4) that 
present human earth-moving 
activity rates are sufficient to 
fill the Grand Canyon in only 
50 years.

Moral: We should see the 
Grand Canyon before anything 
more happens to it.

Leonard X. Finegold
Physics Department

Drexel University
Philadelphia, PA

Spamer on 
Finegold on 
Spamer
Dr. Leonard X. Finegold, an 
esteemed man of letters, falls 
hapless before the machines 

of Geology. Dr. Wilkinson’s 
putative estimate of the earth-
moving abilities of humans 
fails to move the earth as 
advertised. His projection of 
human abilities fills only the 
equivalent volume of a Grand 
Canyon in 50 years, not the 
Grand Canyon itself. It sounds 
to be a dirty task at that, and 
one without purpose other than 
as a metaphorical exercise.

I did not postulate filling a 
Grand Canyon by analogy. 
I called for filling the one 
true canyon actually, with 
styrofoam piffles (packaging 

popcorn sensu Finegold). My 
green solution will protect 
the canyon from eroding 
completely away, preserving it 
for future generations until the 
erosion problem can be fixed 
(pp. 94-96 in Sex as a Heap of 
Malfunctioning Rubble (and 
Further Improbabilities), M. 
Abrahams, ed., Workman 
Publishing, 1993). My follow-
up investigation (in AIR 3:
4) revealed a procedural flaw 
in the materiel procurement 
process. Erosion of the canyon 
continues apace. I nevertheless 
stand by myself; the principle 
is good.

Why is it that everyone wants 
to fill the Grand Canyon 
anyway? I have seen estimates 
for annual U.S. consumption 
of ice cream, and for other 
substances, measured in Grand 
Canyons. I saw an estimate for 
coating the thing with peanut 

butter. Indeed, I ask which 
Grand Canyon. There exist 
at least 400 documentable 
places in the world (and a 
few on Mars and the moon) 
that have been called, in some 
fashion formally or informally, 
“Grand Canyon” or “the 
Grand Canyon of” someplace! 
[EDITOR’S NOTE: For 
details of that, see Spamer’s 
article in this issue of AIR.]

We’ve got enough ideas to fill 
the Grand Canyon with stuff. 
Why bother going to see it as 
Dr. Finegold admonishes us 
tardy tourists, if all there will 
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be to see is peanut butter 
ice cream stuck full of 
bugs and birds, and other 
filler.

Earle Spamer
American Philosophical 

Society
Philadelphia, PA

Mel Up Against 
a Wall
We are somewhat 
embarrassed to tell you 
this, but also on balance 
pretty proud. For years 
we have been cutting 
out the photographs and 
letters about Mel, the 
little bearded man. We 
then appliqué each one, 
and affix it to the wall 
of our study. We are 
both physicians, and we 
regularly invite colleagues 
to join us for salons in our 
home, where we discuss 
the latest in good and bad 
medical research, and 
where we all toast the 
wonder that is Mel. Mel 
now has many devotees 
in the Paris medical 
community. Viva Mel!
Tannis and Brenda Perkin

Paris, France

Nit Picker
I may have found 
the solution to my 
financial worries. Just as 
occasionally a stamp will 
have a minor printing 
error that makes it worth 
millions, so too I have 
noticed an error in AIR 
vol. 11, no. 4  -- the July/
August 2005 issue. It says 
May/June on the cover. 
Although, I’ve just gone 
to the web site and I see 
that the same mistake is 
on the cover there too, so I 
guess I’ll have to share my 
earnings a bit.

Ian Davis
Ludwig Institute for 

Cancer Research
Melbourne, Australia

[EDITOR’S NOTE: Every 
typo is meticulously crafted 
with you, the reader, in mind, 
with some exceptions.]

Timely Notice
I am concerned about 
the interpretation of the 
photograph on the back 
cover of the November/
December 2005 AIR. With 
all due respect to V. B. 
Meyer-Rochow and his 
Jamaican comrades, the 
photo demonstrates more 
than simply the state of PPP 
(post penguin pooh). He has 
missed the most important 
feature: the clock! This is 
actually an ancient way of 
telling time; it is 7 o’clock 
(if light, AM, and dark, PM, 
but in Antarctica who cares?). 
It probably pre-dates and 
explains Stonehenge as well. 
At night, this system can be 
used when there is a full or 
nearly-full moon.

Paul Berman, internist
Amherst, MA 
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Improbable Research 
Review
Improbable theories, experiments, and 
conclusions

compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable 
Research staff

Quicksand: Doesn’t Completely Suck
“Liquefaction of Quicksand Under Stress: A Person Trapped in Salt-Lake Quicksand Is Not in Any Danger of Being 
Sucked Under Completely,” A. Khaldoun, E. Eiser, G.H. Wegdam and Daniel Bonn, Nature, September 29, 2005, p. 635. 
The authors report that:

Here we show that quicksand 
acts as a trap because it becomes 
unstable when it is forced to 
move -- first it liquefies, and 
then it collapses. But a simple 
sinking test demonstrates that 
it is impossible for a human 
to be drawn into quicksand 
altogether.

Modern Approach to Mango
“Sensory Evaluation of Mango Drinks Using Fuzzy Logic,” S. Jaya, Journal of Sensory Studies, vol. 18, no. 2, May 2003, 
pp. 163-77.

The Hornet and the Semiconductor
“Electrical, Thermoelectric and Thermophysical Properties of Hornet Cuticle,” D. Galushko, N. Ermakov, M. Karpovski, 
A. Palevski, J.S. Ishay and D.J. Bergman, Semiconductor Science and Technology, vol. 20, 2005, pp. 286-9. (Thanks to 
Charles Bergquist for bringing this to our attention.)

Heaps of Hissing
“Hiss-Triggered Chorus Emissions at Indian Stations,” R. P. Singh and R. P. Patel, Journal of Atmospheric and Solar-
Terrestrial Physics, vol. 66, no. 12, August 2004, pp. 1027-33. (Thanks to Tom Gill for bringing this to our attention.)

Performance with Classical Chocolate Balls
“Staging Quantum Cryptography 
with Chocolate Balls,” Karl Svozil, 
arXiv:physics/0510050 October 6, 
2005. (Thanks to Frank Wilczek for 
bringing this to our attention.)

We welcome your suggestions for 
this column. Please enclose the full 
citation (no abbreviations!) and, if 
possible, a photocopy of the paper.
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Improbable Medical 
Review
Improbable diagnoses, techniques, and 
research

compiled by Bertha Vanatian, Improbable 
Research staff

Exploding Head Syndrome
“Exploding Head Syndrome,” R.W. Evans, J.M. Pearce, Headache, vol. 41, 
no. 6, June 2001, pp. 602-3. (Thanks to Hangwi Tang for bringing this to our 
attention.)

Ow!
“’Ow!’: Spontaneous Verbal Pain Expression Among Young Children During 
Immunization,” E.A. Stanford, et al., Clinical Journal of Pain, vol. 21, no. 6, 
November/December 2005, pp. 499-502. (Thanks to Kathleen McGrath for 
bringing this to our attention.) The authors explain that:

The purpose of this study was to describe verbalizations of pain 
among children receiving a preschool immunization and to examine how pain verbalizations correspond to 
children’s facial expressions and self-reports of pain intensity.... RESULTS:: Fifty-three percent of children 
used verbalizations spontaneously to express their pain. The modal verbalization was the interjection “Ow!,” 
which expressed negative affect and was specific to the experience of pain. Older children were less likely to use 
verbalizations to express their pain. Children who used verbalizations to express pain displayed greater facial 
reactions to pain and rated their pain experience as being more intense than children who did not use words to 
express their pain.

Toe-notes: Profiles of Traces in Specific Clippings
“Profiles of Trace Elements in Toenails of Arab-Americans in the Detroit Area, Michigan,” Melissa J. Slotnick, et al., 
Biological Trace Element Research, vol. 107, no. 2, November 2005, pp. 113-26. (Thanks to Tom Gill for bringing this to 
our attention.)

This Then That in the Leech
“Evidence for Sequential Decision Making in the Medicinal Leech,” 
Teresa Esch, Karen A. Mesce and William B. Kristan, Journal of 
Neuroscience, vol. 22, no. 24, December 15, 2002, pp. 11045-54. 
(Thanks to Tom Ulrich for bringing this to our attention.) The authors 
explain that:

Decision making can be a complex task involving a sequence of 
subdecisions. For example, we decide to pursue a goal (e.g., get 
something to eat), then decide how to accomplish that goal (e.g., go to a restaurant), and then make a sequence 
of more specific plans (e.g., which restaurant to go to, how to get there, what to order, etc.). In characterizing the 
effects of stimulating individual brain neurons in the isolated nervous system of the leech Hirudo medicinalis, we 
have found evidence that leeches also make decisions sequentially.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a 
photocopy of the paper.
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Bodybuilders Have Tiny Testes
by Emeritus Professor Sam Shuster, MD, PhD, FRCP
Consultant, Dept of Dermatology, University of East Anglia, U.K.

This piece of work presented itself by accident. As a retired clinical scientist, I waste time worrying about problems I’ve 
opened and left unclosed. One such is stretch marks,1 and the body bulk that produces them. Would body builders carry 
some of the answers? These massive men downloaded with sylph-like ease, but then ousted the original problem with a 
bigger one, albeit of smaller amplitude: it was immediately and inescapably obvious that the bodybuilder’s crutch was 
mostly apparent by its absence – in short, bodybuilders appeared to have small balls. 

Platitudes are what we learn from experience: there are lies, damned lies and clinical impressions, and a clinical hunch is 
poor evidence of its reality; I needed hard evidence. I needed to see body builders, but the responses, some of which were 
polite, made it clear that my study would have to be indirect. Fortunately, research is easier when its limits are defined: the 
trick was going to be how to measure changes in the male genital trio, the “meat and two veg” of this scientific meal, when 
it is covered and presented as an image.

Materials and Methods
 I was downloading images of male ballet dancers and 
models from catalogues of swim- ‘and underwear, for 
comparison, when my wife appeared with a coffee. She 
wanted to know whether there was an unexpected marital 
problem, and departed with the view that both the project 
and I were nuts, and that I might now be on a police list of 
dubious old men. The pursuit of science has always had 
its problems and, in recompense, it consoles me to think 
I may have gained some colleagueship with a forebear as 
distinguished as Galileo, who had also spent much time 
observing the spheres.

I played with the images to decide what methods of 
quantification might be possible. Three dimensional 
assessments using width of the shadows of the genital 
mountain failed, because lighting and position were not 
standardised. So a two-dimensional frontal presentation 
was accepted; genital mass could easily be measured by 
its cross-sectional area, as marked circumferentially 

In defining the genital area I was particularly struck 
by one man: in contrast to a massive frame, his genital 
triangle was a disaster: something was missing. His 
genital bulge was mainly a central penile cylinder from 
which his briefs went steeply downhill, unimpeded by 
testicles between it and his crutch. As I stared in aimless 
wonderment, the defining feature of the bodybuilder’s 
crutch suddenly became apparent (in science, you only 
discover what you first imagine): the normal, obtuse-
angled V of the crutch is replaced by a narrow, acute-
angled V. And this measure is simply obtained from the 
observed angle to the horizontal of each limb of the V. 
This was my Eureka moment -- for which the laptop has 
long replaced the bath.

Research is more Tristram Shandy than scientists might 
want to admit: here I was, all post-Eureka and ready 
to go, only to reach another diversion. Could what I’d 

Figure 1. Crutch or genital volume, measured as a cross-
sectional area in pixels, and expressed as a function of 
underlying muscle-free body size, measured as distance 
in pixels between each iliac crest. The columns give 
the mean and standard error for each group of 12 
bodybuilders and swimsuit models, and shows that the 
ratio of crutch volume to underlying body size is greatly 
diminished in bodybuilders.
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noticed simply be a visual artefact – had the crutch 
been made to look trivial by the surrounding mass 
of muscle? Absolute measurements could not be 
made, but weren’t necessary anyway: far better to 
relate crutch dimension to the underlying skeletal 
body size, free of muscle mass. The iliac crests 
are obvious on the images, and because they are 
not covered by muscle, the distance between them 
provides a good, measure of underlying body size. 
Thus, the ratio provided by “correcting” genital area 
for the inter-iliac crest distance gives an absolute 
measure of genital size as a fraction of underlying 
body size, and would show conclusively whether 
the visually tiny testicles of bodybuilders are an 
optical or a biological artefact.

Measurements: From each group of images, the 
first 12 were taken that were frontal with little body 
rotation, and with legs together or only loosely 
apart. On each of them I made 3 independent 
measurements of crutch area, crutch V angle 
and inter-iliac crest distance, all in pixels, using 
the downloaded Image J program; agreement of 
replicates was good. Descriptive statistics were 
done for each group, and t-test comparisons were 
made between the bodybuilders and the other 
groups.

Results
The results are shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

Genital area was remarkably less in bodybuilders 
than in men wearing swimwear briefs, and this 
difference was very significant; the same was true 
for their Genital V, or crutch angle.

Discussion
Measurements on downloaded images show that bodybuilders have a much small genital area and Genital V angle. 

Three dimensional measurements of genital mass could not be made, but cross-sectional area gives a reasonable 
approximation. Although these measurements can only be relative, by correcting them for underlying, intrinsic body size, 
using inter-iliac crest distance, an absolute measure can be obtained of crutch volume as a function of body size. This 
measure shows that the reduction in crutch size in bodybuilders is real, and is not simply a minimisation of the visual image 
by the surrounding mass of muscle. The reduction was seen by comparison with all groups; it is particularly significant 
for the swimwear group, because very similar briefs were worn and, unlike with underclothing, models appeared not to 
have been selected because of an ambitious crutch. And, whilst the tights worn by ballet dancers may have provided a 
somewhat different external crutch shape but not crutch size, it is more likely that dancers are chosen more for elevation 
of jump than genitalia. Thus the consistency of the findings throughout all other male groups adds to its significance, and 
allows the firm conclusion that bodybuilders have a small crutch. Unlike all the other groups, bodybuilders have virtually 
no subcutaneous fat; this will have artificially increased their crutch area ratio, making the observed reduction in crutch 
size an underestimate. 

Discussion of the Discussion
To what is this reduction due? The images show that the reduction in genital mass is not due to penis size, but to tiny testes. 
Tiny testicles are also the immediate cause of the narrowing of the Genital V angle, which is such a striking feature of the 
bodybuilder’s pose. 

Figure 2. Crutch V or genital angle, measured in images of 
male bodybuilders, ballet dancers and swimsuit models. The 
columns give the mean and SE for each group of 12. The crutch 
angle is much less in the bodybuilders.
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What explains this shrinkage of the bodybuilder’s balls? Since it is unlikely that only men with small balls undertake 
bodybuilding, we have to assume that small balls are causally related to this activity. Could these crypto-orchids be an 
adverse consequence of the pathological amount of exercise necessary to produce the vast amount of muscle? Is there a 
functionally inverse relationship between testicle size and muscle mass? Did Delilah find more to Sampson than was made 
public? It is well known that extreme exercise affects the endocrine system: for example, it explains the small breasts of 
ice-skaters2 [see “Ice Skaters Have Small Breasts,” in this issue of AIR] and ballet dancers. But, of course, ingestion of 
male hormones, a not entirely unknown practice amongst sportspeople, turns off the secretion of pituitary trophins, leading 
to testicular shrinkage. Such a practice may be as strenuously denied as it is indulged.3

Of course, simple inspection, questioning and testing of bodybuilders could produce the answers. In the meantime, the 
reports that, despite their small balls, some bodybuilders have a libido which matches their immense body mass, clearly 
distinguishes between the two mechanisms, in them at any rate. Regardless of the uncertainties about an endogenous or 
exogenous mechanism, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that bodybuilders develop small balls, and, as they well 
know, small is not always beautiful. But if there is to be a government warning, where should it be pinned?

Acknowledgements
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[Editor’s note: In case of puzzlement, some readers may wish to substitute the word “crotch” for each instance above of 
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Ice Skaters Have Small Breasts 
by Bobbie Shuster and Sam Shuster
Framlingham, Suffolk, U.K.

One can observe that good ice skaters have small breasts. Yes, there are exceptions, but those are of small interest.

Our attention was drawn to this anatomical anomaly by our daughter, who found skating’s early morning starts and evening 
continuations a great diversion, and time off school was easily obtained for what was considered to be an exotic sport, with 
mind-improving aesthetic components. By contrast, her poor parents sat miserable and cold at the rink-side, envious of the 
skaters’ hot, despite thin, leotards, because of the fantastic energy expenditure of ever more spinning and jumping. 

We knew all the skaters well, and saw their improvement, as we watched them grow from childhood to puberty. But the 
more we waited for its arrival, the longer it seemed to take. Then, finally, we began to notice how small the girls’ breasts 
were, and that they stayed that way well beyond the pubertal landmark, regardless of the often inescapably obvious 
maternal genetic provision. Evidently the sport had prevented some things from developing (as we discussed in the British 
Medical Journal in 19821), and in confirmation of this, when skating eventually stopped, breasts began sprouting like 

Athletes from an earlier time also show the effect. These are two of the ten girls depicted centuries ago in 
the “Room of the Ten Girls” in Villa del Cassale, in Sicily.
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plants in a greenhouse.

This small anomaly is not unique to ice-skaters; it occurs in other athletes, notably gymnasts and other high-energy 
sportswomen. For a good example, see the mosaics in the “Room of the Ten Girls”, Villa del Cassale, in Sicily, which dates 
from the third or fourth century BC. The paired minimalism is, paradoxically, gross in ballet dancers, who retain small 
breasts throughout their dancing careers. In fact, you can classify ballet companies by the breast size of its corps de ballet 
– from the petite presentations of the “seriously classical” to the bigger bounce of the more contemporary companies. 

What is the biomedical mechanism? Very high sports activity and body thinness delay puberty, but the persistence of the 
changes in figure skaters and ballet dancers indicates a continued effect, presumably of intense, muscular work. If so, this 
should be apparent in other physical occupations, particularly in parts of the world where labour conditions are severe. 
But however muscular work produces the changes, relaxing into the armchair of the converse will never become the poor 
person’s silicone. 

Reference
1. “Synergy Between Thinness and Intensive Sports Activity in Delaying Menarche,” S. Shuster and S. Shuster, British 
Medical Journal, vol. 285, 1982, p. 298.
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Measuring Fame Quantitatively (Part 3): 
What Does it Take to Make the ‘A’ List?
Answer: 5,628,855 Google hits

 by Eric Schulman
 Alexandria, Virginia

In this third paper on measuring fame quantitatively we present an easy-to-use method for classifying celebrities as a 
function of fame.

Our research over the past six years has shown that everyone is famous to some extent and that Internet search engines 
can measure the exact fame of any person (see Schulman 1999 and Schulman and Boissier 2001). Our method for 
quantifying fame is simple and relies on our previous identification of the universal standard for fame comparison -- 
Monica Lewinsky. Anyone’s fame can be precisely determined by comparing the number of search engine hits for that 
person to the number of search engine hits for Monica Lewinsky.

The concept of classifying people as ‘A’ List Celebrities, ‘B’ List Celebrities, and so on, is well known, but previous 
researchers have relied almost exclusively on vague celebrity classification methods such as informal surveys of various 
research journals. For example, an ‘A’ List Celebrity might be the subject of a cover story in Time, the picture of a 
‘B’ List Celebrity might appear on the cover of People magazine, the money troubles of a ‘C’ List Celebrity might be 
discussed in the pages of The National Enquirer, and a ‘D’ List Celebrity might be mentioned briefly on National Public 
Radio. These methods suffer from multiple problems, including subjectivity, lack of reproducibility, and a notable failure 
of the methods to properly classify people with low levels of fame. The quantitative method we present here avoids all 
these problems.

Methods
Our method of celebrity classification relies on the fact that human responses to stimuli are not linear. For example, a 
first magnitude star is 2.5 times brighter than a second magnitude star, which is 2.5 times brighter than a third magnitude 
star, and so on (Pogson 1856). Such a relationship is called logarithmic. Many scientists since the late 19th century have 
believed that the responses of our senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch are logarithmic (e.g., Fechner 1860). 
In this paper we propose that the Weber-Fechner Law of human perception also applies to fame, such that people we 
perceive as ‘A’ List Celebrities are on average ten times more famous than people we perceive as ‘B’ List Celebrities, 
who are on average ten times more famous than people we perceive as ‘C’ List Celebrities, and so on.

We classified people in seven different fields (business, film, music, politics, religion, science, and sports) as a function 
of their fame in terms of the logarithmic international standard unit of fame, the dBLw:

fame(dBLw) = 10 log [fame(Lw)]

where fame(Lw) is the number of Google hits for the person divided by the number of Google hits for Monica Lewinsky. 
The archetypal ‘B’ List Celebrity is currently Monica Lewinsky, who has a fame of 0 dBLw by definition. Other 
celebrities were therefore classified as follows:

 ‘A’ List                       fame > +5 dBLw
 ‘B’ List      -5 dBLw < fame < +5 dBLw
 ‘C’ List    -15 dBLw < fame < -5 dBLw
 ‘D’ List   -25 dBLw < fame < -15 dBLw
 ‘E’ List    -35 dBLw < fame < -25 dBLw
 ‘F’ List   -45 dBLw < fame < -35 dBLw
 ‘G’ List   -55 dBLw < fame < -45 dBLw
 ‘H’ List                        fame < -55 dBLw
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Results
Table 1 shows our classification of 49 people in 
seven different fields. The Hits column lists the 
number of Google hits that each person had on 
October 24, 2005; the Fame column lists their 
fame in dBLw; and the List column shows their 
celebrity category.

Discussion
Although our method produces consistent results 
for all researchers, these results are not constant 
with time. For example, the Lennon Theorem 
(1966) stated that The Beatles were “more popular 
than Jesus” but this is no longer true. In the four 
years since Schulman and Boissier (2001), The 
Beatles have become less famous than Jesus Christ 
while Bill Clinton and Bill Gates have become 
more famous than Jesus Christ.

Our method has many uses. For example, until 
now organizations soliciting celebrities for fund-
raising events had to rely on expensive consultants 
to tell them which celebrities would be appropriate 
for the level of contributions expected. But with 
our method, ‘C’ List organizations such as the 
Daughters of the American Revolution will only 
require a few minutes to find that Jason Mewes 
or Nadia Comaneci have the appropriate level of 
fame for their purposes. ‘D’ List organizations may 
want to note that the author of this paper is a ‘D’ 
List Celebrity in the field of science.

Conclusion
Google can be used to quickly, easily, and 
reproducibly categorize celebrities at all levels of 
fame.
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Table 1: Classified Celebrities

Name Field Hits Fame List
Bill Gates Business 19900000 10.48

A

Bill Clinton Politics 18300000 10.12
Jesus Christ Religion 18100000 10.07
The Beatles Music 12300000 8.39
Albert Einstein Science 12200000 8.36
Jennifer Lopez Film 7600000 6.30
Paul McCartney Music 7120000 6.02
Tiger Woods Sports 6580000 5.68
John Lennon Music 6030000 5.30
Anna Kournikova Sports 2570000 1.60

B

George Harrison Music 2220000 0.96
Ringo Starr Music 1940000 0.37
Carl Sagan Science 1920000 0.33
Monica Lewinsky Politics 1780000 0.00
John Calvin Religion 1090000 -2.13
Marisa Tomei Film 934000 -2.80
Esther Dyson Business 586000 -4.83
Jason Mewes Film 238000 -8.74

C

Jerry Yang Business 227000 -8.94
Nadia Comaneci Sports 190000 -9.72
Rush Holt Politics 173000 -10.12
Murray Gell-Mann Science 168000 -10.25
Gerald Gardner Religion 90400 -12.94
Eddie From Ohio Music 88700 -13.02
Ryan Zimmerman Sports 54600 -15.13

D

Charlie Melancon Politics 54500 -15.14
Leonard Mlodinow Science 44900 -15.98
Shelagh Fraser Film 16500 -20.33
Israel ben Eliezer Religion 16100 -20.44
Mary Furlong Business 16100 -20.44
Lisa Moscatiello Music 13300 -21.27
Michael Clem Music 1310 -31.33

E

Melanie Rapp Politics 1030 -32.38
Marie Pillet Film 796 -33.50
Allison Powell Science 724 -33.91
Chinmoy Kumar Ghose Religion 688 -34.13
Robbie Schaefer Music 641 -34.44
Kerry Donley Politics 533 -35.24

F

Julie Murphy Wells Music 490 -35.60
Eithne Fennel Film 303 -37.69
Eddie Hartness Music 295 -37.81
Earle Spamer Science 197 -39.56
James Kibo Perry Religion 143 -40.95
H. Leon Denizard Rivail Religion 55 -45.10

G
Wendy Seligman Music 52 -45.34
Joshua Gitelson Film 30 -47.73
Daniel T. Arcieri Science 19 -49.72
Angela Sodolak Politics 11 -52.09
Elisabeth Scheneman Politics 3 -57.73 H
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Ig Nobel Invitation
The 15th First Annual Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony

Thursday evening, October 5, 2006

TICKETS: will go on sale in August, 2006
The ceremony will be televised live on the Internet.

Also: The Ig Informal Lectures at MIT, Saturday afternoon, October 7.

For more info, see www.improbable.com

* * *

BUT FIRST... March 10-19, the Ig Nobel Tour of the U.K.!
.

2005 Ig Nobel Chemistry Prize winners Brian Gettlefinger (without shirt) and Ed Cussler (with shirt) accept their prize. 
They were honored for conducting an experiment to determine whether people swim faster in syrup or in water. Ig Nobel 
Minordomo Julia Lunetta (with shirt and feather boa) looks on, as do Nobel Laureate Sheldon Glashow (lower left, with 
hat) and a large stone statue (upper right, with toga). Photo: Al Teich.
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Measuring Celebrity
Celebrity is not fame, but it too can be measured

Leslie Lamport
Microsoft Research, Mountain View, California

Fame is being known. Celebrity is being known by your first name. Monica Lewinsky became famous when people learned 
of her presidential activities. She became a celebrity when people called her Monica. Schulman1,2,3 has quantified fame. In 
this paper we, I, quantify celebrity. 

Schulman2 has shown that Google4 is the best tool for measuring how well you are known. The quantity relevant to 
celebrity is the Google First Name Rank (GFNR), the position of the first reference to you when Googling your first name. 
For example, Bill Clinton has a raw GFNR of 10 because the tenth entry in a Google search for “bill” is a page about him. 
However, six of the preceding nine entries are for non-people such as the Bill of Rights and the movie Kill Bill. We omit 
such entries, giving Bill Clinton a corrected GFNR of 4. 

There are many more Bills than Norberts, so Bill Clinton’s GFNR of 4 indicates greater celebrity than that of Norbert 
Christlieb.5 Your measure of celebrity should depend on both your GFNR and the number of people who share your first 
name. As Schulman observed, the visibility of our cultural stars should be measured on a logarithmic scale. Therefore, we 
define your Celebrity Index (CI) to equal 

where the constant depends on the unit of celebrity. Following Schulman, we define the Monica to be the unit in which 
Monica Lewinsky� CI equals 0. 
The CI is country-specific. Jacques Chirac’s GFNR is 16 as measured by google.com, but it’s 3 on google.fr; and many 
more Frenchmen than Americans are called Jacques. Chirac’s CI is therefore much higher in France than in the United 
States. In this article, celebrity is measured only for the U.S. 

To measure the CI of Americans, we use data on the frequency of male and female first names from the Census Bureau.6 
Since about 49% of the population is male, the CI measured in deciMonicas (dM) is 

where M and F are the percentages of the male and female population called by that first name. The values of M and 
F cannot be obtained directly from the census data, because people are not always called by the names on their birth 
certificates. Only .112% of Americans are named Bill, but a majority of the 2.4511% of Americans named William are 
called Bill. Comparing the number of Google hits on Bill (485 million) and William (335 million), and observing that 
approximately 20% of the former hits are not for people, we can estimate that 1.44% of American males are called Bill. 
Here are the CI and fame, in decibel Lewinskys (dBLw) using Schulman� definition, for some non-randomly chosen 
celebrities. The Google measurements of GFNR and fame were made on October 30, 2005. 

Name CI  GFNR M  F Fame 
Bill Gates 16.98 1 1.436 0 12.42 

Bill Clinton 10.96 4 1.436 0 12.70 
John Lennon 12.12 7 3.271 0.012 6.20 

Paul McCartney 15.19 1 0.948 0.003 6.23 
Jennifer Lopez 15.27 1 0 0.932 7.19 
Carl Sagan 10.82 1 0.346 0.002 -0.48
Albert Einstein 10.39 1 0.314 0.001 8.44

Norbert Christlieb -9.48 4 0.013 0 -6.86 
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While there is certainly a strong correlation between fame and celebrity, the two are clearly different. Albert Einstein is 
almost 8 dBLw more famous than Carl Sagan, but his CI is .43 dM lower. A preliminary conclusion would be that, in 
science, fame is based only on publications, but celebrity also depends on TV appearances. A comparison of Bills Gates 
and Clinton suggests that, in this era of blogging, celebrity depends more on how often one is seen on the computer screen 
than on the TV screen.

Now that celebrity can be measured scientifically, we expect sociologists to study the phenomenon in greater depth. 
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HMO-NO News
Health care advice to pass on to your patients

HMO-NO   The very final word in health care

Olympic Challenge!

We invite you to help us celebrate the spirit of the Winter Olympic 

Games. HMO-NO’s new Olympic Challenge! Programtm can 

improve your health and save you money. Here’s the challenge: 

If you win an Olympic gold medal this year, and appear in an 

HMO-NO advertising campaign on television and in print, we will waive 

your medical fees for an entire year!**

HMO-NO. Because we care about you, and your pocketbook.

* Offer does not apply to silver or bronze medalists or to non-medalists.

* Exceptions may apply in the case of medical emergencies and/or certain other cases.
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Soft Is Hard
Further evidence why the “soft” sciences are the hardest to do well

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell and Bissell Mango, Improbable Research staff

Tea-for-Two: A Genetic Interpretation
“The Genetics of Tea and Coffee Drinking and Preference for Source of 
Caffeine in a Large Community Sample of Australian Twins,” Michelle 
Luciano, Katherine M. Kirk, Andrew C. Heath and Nicholas G. Martin, 
Addiction, vol. 100, no. 10, October 2005, p. 1510.

Meetings, Meetings, Meetings
“Meetings and More Meetings: The Relationship Between Meeting Load 
and the Daily Well-Being of Employees,” Alexandra Luong and Steven G. 
Rogelberg, Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice, vol. 9, no. 1, 
March 2005, pp. 58-67. The authors explain that:

Meetings are an integral part of organizational life; however, few empirical studies have systematically examined 
the phenomenon and its effects on employees. By likening work meetings to interruptions and daily hassles, the 
authors proposed that meeting load (i.e., frequency and time spent) can affect employee well-being. For a period 

of 1 week, participants maintained daily work 
diaries of their meetings as well as daily self-
reports of their well-being. Using hierarchical 
linear modeling analyses, the authors found a 
significant positive relationship between number 
of meetings attended and daily fatigue as well as 
subjective workload (i.e., more meetings were 
associated with increased feelings of fatigue and 
workload).

Confronting the Chocolate Pudding Controversy
“Wheelchair-Modified Sensory Booths Do Not Influence Evaluation of Chocolate Pudding,” Mary Ellen Camire and 

Michael P. Dougherty, Journal of Sensory Studies, vol. 17, no.  3, July 2002,  pp. 257-62. The authors, who are at the 
University of Maine, explain that:

The objective of this study was to demonstrate that the dimensions of a sensory booth modified to comply with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) guidelines have no impact on consumer evaluations of chocolate 
pudding.... Twenty-four panelists evaluated instant chocolate puddings in directional difference and hedonic tests 
in each type of booth. Booth type and test date had no effect on judgments.

The Boredom of the 
Administrators
“Imperial Boredom,” Jeffrey Auerbach, Common 
Knowledge, vol. 11, no. 2, 2005, pp. 283-305. The 
author explains that:

Throughout the nineteenth century and into the 
twentieth, British imperial administrators at all 
levels were bored by their experience traveling and working in the service of king or queen and country.
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Boys Will Be Boys
Research by and for adolescent males of all ages and 
sexes

compiled by Katherine Lee, Improbable Research staff

Fat Butts Impede Accuracy
“Intramuscular Injections into the Buttocks: Are They Truly Intramuscular?” V.O. 
Chan, J.A.C. Colville, T. Persaud, O. Buckley and W. Torreggiani, poster presented 
at the Radiological Society of North America annual meeting, November 2005, and 
winner of the 2005Ansell Poster Prize. (Thanks to Bill Bulkeley for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are at 
the Adelaide and Meath Hospital in Dublin, Ireland, explain:

PURPOSE: To determine the percentage of patients who receive an intramuscular dose into the gluteal muscles.... 
CONCLUSIONS: 75% (n = 38/50) of patients did not receive an intramuscular dose. Efficacy is related to gender, 
subcutaneous fat and muscle thickness.

Magnetoencephalographic 
Nude Study
“Gender Differences in Response to Pictures 
of Nudes: A Magnetoencephalographic 
Study,” Marco Costa, Christoph Braun, Niels 
Birbaumer, Biological Psychology, vol. 63, 
2003, pp. 129-47.

Boys Are Cool
“Scrotal Temperatures Do Not Differ Among 
Young Boys Wearing Disposable or Reusable 
Diapers,” G.L. Grove, et al., Skin Research 
and Technology, vol. 8, no. 4, November 
2002, pp. 260-70. (Thanks to Andrej Šorgo 
for bringing this to our attention.)

Recent Baltic Development
“Onset of Breast and Pubic Hair Development in 1231 Preadolescent Lithuanian Schoolgirls,” S. Zukauskaite, D. Lasiene, 
L. Lasas, B. Urbonaite and P. Hindmarsh, Archives of Disease in Childhood, vol. 90, 2005, pp. 932-6. (Thanks to 2003 Ig 
Nobel Biology Prize winner Kees Moeliker for bringing this to our attention.) The authors report that:

The first 
decade of 
L i t h u a n i a n 
independence, 
since 1990, 
was marked by 
rapid political 
and economic 
changes.
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Fortune on Fortune
Published research reports by and/or about Fortunes

compiled by Jessica Girard and Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

Here is a quick, meandering tour of research done by people named Fortune on subjects to which they are nominally 
suited.

Peter Fortune
Peter Fortune, who bears the title Senior Economist and Advisor to the Director of Research, Federal Reserve Bank 
of Boston, has researched and/or written 
extensively about fortune and fortunes. New 
Fortune fans might want to begin by dipping 
into one of these studies:

“Margin Requirements, Margin 
Loans, and Margin Rates: Practice 
and Principles,” Peter Fortune, New 
England Economic Review, September-
October 2000, pp. 19-44.

“A Primer on U.S. Stock Price Indices,” 
Peter Fortune, New England Economic 
Review, November-December 1998, pp. 
25-40.

“Stocks, Bonds, Options, Futures, and 
Portfolio Insurance: A Rose by Any 
Other Name...,” Peter Fortune, New 
England Economic Review, July-Aug. 
1995, pp. 25-46.

“Is Margin Lending Marginal?” Peter Fortune, Regional Review, vol. 11, no. 3, 3rd Quarter 2001, pp. 3-6.

“Are Stock Returns Different Over Weekends? A Jump Diffusion Analysis of the ‘Weekend Effect,’” Peter 
Fortune, New England Economic Review, September-October 1999, pp. 3-19.

J. Neill Fortune
J. Neill Fortune, a professor of economics at the University of Windsor, in Ontario, Canada may have special insight on the 
rise and fall of fortunes. Two of his influential publications are:

“Expected Inflation, Wealth Effects and Personal Expenditure,” J. Neill Fortune, Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv, vol. 
118, no. 2, 1982, pp. 205-14.
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“The Inflation Rate of the Price of Gold, Expected Prices and Interest Rates,” J. Neill Fortune, Journal of 
Macroeconomics, vol. 9, no. 1, Winter 1987, pp. 71-82.

Fortunes and Failures
Joyce Fortune, a Senior Lecturer and Head of the Technology Management Department at the Open University in Milton 
Keynes, U.K., has pursued the secrets of failure. She has produced, among other things, this pair of papers:

“Systemic Methods for the Analysis of Failure,” Geoff Peters and Joyce Fortune, Systems Practice, vol. 5, no. 5, 
October 1992, pp. 529-42. They explain that:

An overview of the origins and development of systems failures teaching and research at the United Kingdom 
Open University is... presented, together with two systemic methodologies for the analysis of failure that 
have stemmed from this work. 

“The Formal System Paradigm for Studying Failures,” Joyce Fortune and Geoff Peters, Technology Analysis and 
Strategic Management, vol. 2, no. 4, December 1990, pp. 383-80.

Fortune on Luck
W.D. Fortune’s interest tends 
toward the volatile, as is 
evident in the not-terribly-well-
celebrated:

“Safety With Explosives,” 
W.D. Fortune, Chemical 
Engineering, vol. 81, no. 10, 
1974, p. 5.

Fortunes on the 
Unfortunate
Two Fortunes, at least, have 
spent time studying people who 
are unfortunate.

Anne E. Fortune of the State 
University of New York, Albany 
and D.G. Fortune of Hope 
Hospital in Salford, U.K. authored and co-authored, respectively, these studies:

“Studies on Social Work Issues,” Anne E. Fortune, Social Work Research, June 99, vol. 23, issue 2, pp. 67-8.

“Response of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis to Psychological Stress in Patients with Psoriasis,” D.G. 
Fortune, et al., British Journal of Dermatology, vol. 153, no. 6, December 2005, pp. 1114-20.

Fortune on a Possible Unfortunate Mistake
D.W. Fortune and several colleagues at the Dermogynaecology Clinic at Mercy Hospital for Women in Melbourne, 
Australia, delved into the possibly unfortunate. Their report is:

“Human Papillomavirus Vulvitis -- A New Disease or an Unfortunate Mistake?” D.W. Fortune, et al., British 
Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, vol. 101, no. 11, November 1994, pp. 992-8. 

A Fortune of Small Things
A fortune can, or at least could, be found in the world of economic entomology. I. Fortune is or was the name. Imported  
insects were the game:

“Notes on an Imported Fire Ant,” C. Lyle and I. Fortune, Journal of Economic Entomology, vol. 41, no. 5, 1948, 
pp. 833-4.
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Famously Forgotten -- a Picture Puzzle
Assembling famous, yet unknown, people, places and things

puzzle compiled and designed  by Alice Shirrell Kaswell and Stephen Drew, Improbable 
Research staff
photos courtesy of Library of Congress

Do these images, taken together, say something about the nature of fame? Cut out, pasted on stiff cardboard, and assembled 
in the correct manner, they may spell out a word that is synonymous with fame. Or they may not. Either way, you will find 
the result puzzling.

The famous Cowboy Band, also known as the Best Known University Band in the World.

The famous 
Darling “Name 
and Fame” 
cartoon.

The famous Miss 
Lizzie Mowbray, 

the famous club-
swinger and 

athlete.
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The famous 
“’Famous’ March,” 

by J.F. Hancock

The famous “’Famous Mountain March,” 
by J.F. Hancock.
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Icky Cutesy Research Review
Research reports that are icky and/or cutesy

Compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

Cutesy
“The Survival of the Cutest: Who’s Responsible for the Evolution of the Teddy Bear?” P.H. Morris, V. Reddy, and R.C. 
Bunting, Animal Behaviour, vol. 50, 1995, pp. 1697-700. The authors, who are at the University of Portsmouth, U.K., point 
out that:

Hinde and Barden suggested 
that the teddy bear has 
evolved to match sign 
stimuli that release nurturant 
behaviour... Over its short 
history the teddy bear 
has evolved from a long-
snouted, long-limbed bear 
to a cute, snub-nosed, baby-
like creature.

Cutesy
“An Ever-Returning Mummy: 
The Gauze That Refreshes,” B.R. 
Smith, Journal of Evolutionary 
Psychology, March, 2003. The author explains that:

When Egyptian King Tutankhamen’s tomb was discovered in 1922, the world became enthralled with the 
numerous splendors of Egyptian culture, including design, architecture, and fashion.

Icky
“Human Remains Sold to the Highest Bidder! A Snapshot of the Buying and Selling of Human Skeletal Remains on eBay, 
an Internet Auction Site,” A.K. Huxley and M. Finnegan, Journal of Forensic Sciences, vol. 49, no. 1, January 2004, pp. 
17-20. (Thanks to Sid Rodrigues for bringing this to our attention.) The authors explain that:

The purposes of this paper are to inform the forensic community that human skeletal remains, old and new, 
are for sale on the eBay internet auction site, and to advise forensic scientists that eBay does not use a forensic 
anthropologist to assess photographs of these materials.

Icky-Bang 1
“Stomach Rupture Following Ingestion of Sodium Bicarbonate,” B. Brismar, A. Strandberg, and B. Wiklund, Acta 
Chirurgica Scandinavica Supplementum, no. 530, 1986, pp. 97-9.

Icky-Bang 2
“Rupture of the Stomach From Mouth-to-Mouth Resuscitation,” W.H. Cassebaum, D.M. Carberry, and P. Stefko, Journal 
of Trauma, vol. 14, no. 9, September 1974, pp. 811-4. 
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AIR Teachers’ Guide
Three out of five teachers agree: curiosity is a dangerous thing, especially in students. If you are one of the other 
two teachers, AIR and mini-AIR can be powerful tools. Choose your favorite hAIR-raising article and give copies 
to your students. The approach is simple. The scientist thinks that he (or she, or whatever), of all people, has 
discovered something about how the universe behaves. So:

•   Is this scientist right -- and what does “right” mean, anyway?

•   Can you think of even one different explanation that works as well or better?

•   Did the test really, really, truly, unquestionably, completely test what the author thought he was testing?

•   Is the scientist ruthlessly honest with himself about how well his idea explains everything, or could he be 
suffering from wishful thinking?

•   Some people might say this is foolish. Should you take their word for it?

•   Other people might say this is absolutely correct and important. Should you take their word for it?

Kids are naturally good scientists. Help them stay that way. 

May We Recommend
Items that merit a trip to the library

compiled by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

Early History of Swiss 
Wrestling in California
“’Schweizer Schwingen’: Swiss Wrestling 
in California,” Wayland D. Hand, California 
Folklore Quarterly, vol. 2, no. 2, April 1943, 
pp. 77-84.

The Art of Crying
Pictures and Tears: A History of People Who 
Have Cried in Front of Paintings, James 
Elkins, London, Routledge, 2001.

Horizontal Mulling
“Thinking on Your Back: Solving Anagrams Faster When Supine Than When Standing,” D.M. Lipnicki, D.G. Byrne, 

Cognitive Brain Research, vol. 24, no. 3, August 
2005, pp. 719-22. (Thanks to Wim Crusio for bringing 
this to our attention.)

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please 
enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if 
possible, a photocopy of the paper.
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How to Write a Crank Letter
by Marc Abrahams, Improbable Research staff

Recently we received a crank letter that sets the standard for how to write a good one. Like every science-related journal, 
the Annals of Improbable Research receives a sufficiency of crank letters. This one begins by saying: 

Gentlemen:

Attached idea came to me while thinking about how one might explain that the equation....

Honoring the tradition of the genre, the entire equation-and-symbol-packed middle portion is either impossible to follow, 
or irrelevant. Six pages later, it ends with a cheery:

Maybe you are interested in this subject too -- maybe not.

Enjoy!

Anonymous

Neither the letter nor its envelope gives a return address. That absence of contact information, combined with the explicit 
“Anonymous” signature, is a mark of thoughtfulness and kindness. One can hope, wistfully, that other cranks will emulate 
it.

If you are a scientist or if you write about scientists, cranks send you lots of mail. In the November, 1951 issue of The 
Scientific Monthly, philosophy Professor Laurence J. Lafleur of Florida State University wrote an essay that, in ensuing 
decades, became the quasi-official standard for how to recognize a crank letter. Professor Lafleur was ticked off at the 
clamorous attention given to Immanuel Velikovsky, whose ingeniously cranky, best-selling book “Worlds in Collision” 
was inspiring cranks everywhere to ratchet up their epistolary production. Velikovsky’s popularity so enraged certain 
scientists that they, too, began acting like cranks.

Professor Lafleur 
recommended a set of 
spot-the-loony guidelines. 
This elicited a reply, also 
published in The Scientific 
Monthly, from a Mr. Alan 
O. Kelly of Carlsbad, 
California. Mr. Kelly 
titled his letter “A Crank’s 
Eye View.” Though now 

little-known, Mr. Kelly is perhaps the philosopher-king of cranks. Here are some of his thoughts:

Being a crank and prone to come at any problem in a hasty manner, we at first thought to settle the whole matter 
by one simple test for the scientist -- namely, to ask him a question and if he gives a straightforward answer, he 
is not a scientist.

...

The average layman is apt to think of a scientist as the man who taught science in high school, or perhaps 
some college professor. He usually remembers this man as a mean or colorless individual (depending on what 

Figure 1. The beginning 
of Professor Lafleur’s 
1951 peeved essay 
about how to recognize 
cranks and crank 
letters.
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grades he received), 
and almost never as 
a scientist who was 
investigating anything 
new or unusual. [Most 
of these teachers] are 
not interested in science 
and probably never 
were.... The layman 
has been taught to 
venerate science, if not 
the teacher, and like 
the teacher he supposes 
that the books contain 
nothing but the truth.

...

Thomas Edison ... had many of the characteristics of the crank and few of the scientist, but perhaps the thing 
that set him apart and above the common crank was his wisdom in never writing letters to scientists, or going to 
scientists for approval of his ideas.

Which, Then?
The apparent line between scientist and crank is sometimes impressively thick, sometimes vanishingly thin. Often, it is 
difficult to gauge the thickness, especially on first sight. For a good example of this, see Figure 3.

References
1. “Cranks and Scientists,” Laurence J. Lafleur, Scientific Monthly, vol. 73, no. 5, November 1951, pp. 284-90. 

2. “A Crank’s Eye View”, Alan O. Kelly, Scientific Monthly, vol. 74, no. 2, February 1952, pp. 117-9.

3. “Obituary: Ludwig Wittgenstein,” Bertrand Russell, Mind, vol. 60, no. 239, July 1951, pp. 297-8.

Figure 2. The beginning 
of Mr. Alan O. Kelly’s 
delighted rejoinder to 
Professor Kelly’s essay.

Figure 3. Perhaps just 
coincidentally, but perhaps 
not, the year 1951 also saw a 
famous retelling of one of the 
great stories about the how-
to-recognize-a-crank question. 
Bertrand Russell’s obituary of 
Ludwig Wittgenstein appeared 
in print several months before 
Professor Lafleur’s half-cranky 
crankhood analysis. Here, 
reproduced, is the pertinent 
part of Russell’s remembrance 
of his fellow philosopher.
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Funny You Should Ask
by Marc Abrahams, Improbable Research staff

“Gender Differences in Receptivity to Sexual Offers” should be a screamingly famous research report. Yet most people 
don’t know about it. Or maybe they can’t believe it exists. 

It exists. 

Published in 1989 in The Journal of Psychology and Human Sexuality, this nine-page sizzler tells a simple tale. Five 
women and four men were sent, one at a time, onto a college campus. Each approached strangers of the opposite sex, and 
said: “I have been noticing you around campus. I find you to be very attractive.” They then invited the strangers to have 
sex.

Elaine Hatfield 
(l) and Russell 

D. Clark III. 
Sketches by 

Nan Swift, AIR 
staff.

This experiment was performed twice, once in 1978, and again in 1982. The results were the same. As the report describes 
it: “The great majority of men were willing to have a sexual liaison with the women who approach them. Not one woman 
agreed to a sexual liaison.”
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The study was conceived 
and directed by two 
psychology professors, 
Elaine Hatfield of the 
University of Hawaii at 
Manoa, and Russell D. 
Clark III of Florida State 
University.

It begins with a declaration: 
“According to cultural 
stereotypes, men are eager 
for sexual intercourse; it is 
women who set limits on 
such activity.” It ends with 
a declamation: “Regardless 
of why we secured these 
data, however, the existence 
of these pronounced gender 
differences is interesting.”

The paper never does 
exactly explain why they 
secured the data, but it does 
supply a list of 59 earlier published studies that they found useful, interesting, or at least worth listing.

These include four other sex-related reports by Hatfield and three technical reports from the prestigious U.S. Commission 
on Obscenity and Pornography.

Fourteen years later, Hatfield and Clark published a study called “Love in the Afternoon,” in which they tried to explain 
why they had done the experiment and what happened as a result. Here is a nutshell version of their explanation:

In the spring of 1978, Russ Clark was teaching a small class in experimental social psychology. Russ dropped 
a bomb. “Most women,” he said, “can get any man to do anything they want. Men have it harder. They have to 
worry about strategy, timing, and ‘tricks.’” 

Not surprisingly, the women in the class were incensed. One woman sent a pencil flying in Russ’s direction.

In one of Russ’s finer moments, he observed: “We don’t have to fight. We don’t have to upset one another. It’s an 
empirical question. Let’s design a field experiment to see who’s right!”

Journal after journal refused to publish their paper, giving harsh comments of which this one is typical: “The study itself is 
too weird, trivial and frivolous to be interesting. Who cares what the result is to such a silly question.”

But Hatfield and Clark were undaunted. As they explain at the end of the paper “Love in the Afternoon”:

The trivial, uninteresting, and morally suspect research of today often turns out to be the ‘classic study’ of 
tomorrow.

References
1.”Gender Differences in Receptivity to Sexual Offers,” Russell D. Clark III and Elaine Hatfield, Journal of Psychology 
and Human Sexuality, vol. 2, no. 1, 1989, pp. 39-55.

2. “Love in the Afternoon,” Russell D. Clark III and Elaine Hatfield, Psychological Inquiry, vol. 14, nos. 3-4, 2003, pp. 
227-231. 
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Puzzling Solutions
by Emil Filterbag, Improbable Research staff

We have a large collection of puzzle solutions for which we have lost the puzzles. Here is a further selection.

SOLUTION: Only because it showed 
up, unasked for, on our doorstep.

SOLUTION: Both of them are upside down , and both are 
missing their heads.
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SOLUTION: 
One of 

them is 
upside 
down. 

(Photo: 
NASA.)
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Signed Books by Richard Lederer 

(circle choices)

ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $7.50
MORE ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $7.50
FRACTURED ENGLISH (bloopers) $14.00
THE BRIDE OF ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $14.00
GET THEE TO A PUNNERY (pun and games) $13.00
THE CUNNING LINGUIST (good clean dirty wordplay) $14.00
PUN AND GAMES (word fun for kids 9-14) $11.00
THE CIRCUS OF WORDS (letter play for kids 9-14) $14.00
WORD PLAY CROSSWORDS, vols. 1 and 2 (50 original puzzles) @$14.00
CRAZY ENGLISH (creative word play) $14.00
THAT CRAZY ENGLISH LANGUAGE (1-hour videotape) $13.00
THE PLAY OF WORDS (educational word games) $14.00
THE MIRACLE OF LANGUAGE (a hymn of praise to English) $14.00
LITERARY TRIVIA (stories and games for book lovers) $13.00
THE WRITE WAY (a guide to real-life writing) $14.00
SLEEPING DOGS DON’T LAY (advice for the grammatically challenged) $14.00
THE WORD CIRCUS (making the alphabet dance) $16.00
A MAN OF MY WORDS (reflections on English) $14.00
COMMA SENSE (a fun-damental guide to punctuation) $23.00

Include $1.50 postage for first book and $.50 for each additional book.

Book Total: _______________________________

Postage ___________________________________

Total Paid: ________________________________

Check or money order only in U.S. funds. (Canadian or foreign 
orders must include $5.00 for bank fee.) 

Please print:
Name:  ________________________________________  

Address:  ______________________________________  

City____________________State_____Zip________

Inscription: _____________________________________

Send order to:
Richard Lederer, <richard.lederer@pobox.com>       
(858) 549-6788

Unauthorized Official Girl’s Guide 
of the World Champion New England 

Patriots!

PIGSKIN CORRECTNESS....
Be sure you know the score with this humorous, 
informative guide to the mysteries of the gridiron. 
Complete with more than 30 cartoons, a glossary 
of terms, and recipes for making any Game Day 

fun for everyone.

Special for AIRHeads:
Order through www.peacotoons.com for a 

special price:  only $10.00!

Bends on the Learning Curve
Improbable ideas and explanations collected from classrooms

by Richard Lederer

For some students, meteorology is a scientific discipline fraught with science friction. Here are some observations they 
wrote about in homework and tests: 
Clouds are high flying fogs. I am not sure how clouds get 
formed. But the clouds know how to do it, and that is the 
important thing. Clouds just keep circling the earth around 
and around. And around. There is not much else to do. 

Humidity is the experience of looking for air and finding 
water. We keep track of the humidity in the air so we won’t 
drown when we breathe.

Rain is saved up in cloud banks. It is often known as soft 
water and oppositely known as hail.

A blizzard is when it snows sideways.

A hurricane is a breeze of a bigly size.

The wind is like the air, only pushier.

A monsoon is a French gentleman

Please send your best specimens, together with sources whenever possible, to Richard Lederer, 10034 Mesa Madera Drive, 
San Diego, CA 92131 USA
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Bucket o’ boron. BOX 22.

Stopped clock. Has a bullet in it. 
BOX 23.

Book - “The Indecent Docent,” third 
edition, signed by a reader. BOX 45.

Homemade zygotes. Just like Mom’s. 
BOX 48.
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PERIODICALSWhat is this picture? (see page 1)
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