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What The?

Ever one for amassing a vast knowledge of meaningless facts, I decided one day that it would be fun to amass them in a central location and share them with others. Each week, I plan on sending out whatever knowledge I’ve gained that week, so people have something fun to read every Monday morning. The goal of this little publication is to make you go “ahh,” and hopefully it will succeed. After a few weeks, you too will know more than you ever wanted to.
Quote of the Week

“Speak when you are angry and you will make the best speech you will ever regret.”

—Ambrose Bierce

This week In History
DEC. 20, 1860: South Carolina officially leaves the United States when a convention ratifies an article of secession. South Carolina, the first state to secede, was followed within a few weeks by six other states, which collectively formed the Confederate States of America. When hostilities erupted in April 1861, four more states joined the Confederacy.
DEC. 21, 1945: General George S. Patton, commander of the U.S. 3rd Army, dies in Germany from injuries suffered not in battle but as a result of a blood clot caused by a freak car accident. He was 60 years old. Source: historychannel.com.
Etymology 101

The littlest discoveries can also be the coolest. I was flipping through a thesaurus (I know…who does that?) and came across synonyms for “morning” and “evening.” How many of us know what “AM” and “PM” stand for anyways? A common misconception is that it stands for “Post Meridian,” in the sense that it refers to the Prime Meridian, that imaginary line that passes through Greenwich, England. Naturally, once the sun passes its zenith over that point, it’s afternoon in England.


Actually, PM is Latin for post meridiem, which means, quite literally, “after midday.” (from post “after” + meri “mid” + diem ”day”) Meridian and meridiem are basically the same word, but the distinction between the imaginary line and midday is an important one.

Similarly, AM is shorthand for ante meridiem, or “before midday.” It’s interesting to note that in poker, the bet placed before the cards are dealt is called the “ante.” Next time you’re playing cards with friends who care about this kind of thing, you can bust out this wad of newfound knowledge. 
3 Words

Memorize these by week’s end and you shall quickly develop an enviable lexicon.

scabrous (SKAB-rus) adjective 

1. difficult (We found ourselves in a scabrous situation) 
2. rough to the touch; having small, raised dots or patches (The dragon’s scabrous skin was rough to the touch)
3. dealing with indecent or scandalous themes (The film was far too scabrous for my taste)
cloying adjective
1. something originally pleasing that is made disgusting or distasteful by excess (The air was full of the cloying smell of sweet perfume)

2. excessively sweet or sentimental (We just finished watching a cloying romantic comedy)

surfeit (SUR-fit) noun
1. an overabundant supply (There appears to be a surfeit of unqualified applicants this year)

2. excessive indulgence in something (My friend’s surfeit in liquor is a source of constant amazement for me)
3. disgust caused by excess (Try using it in a sentence in this way)

Neat-O
Each week I dig up a story that talks about the origin of something, well…quotidian. Since today is St. Nick’s day, I thought this would be fitting.
THE ORIGIN OF SANTA CLAUS
The modern Santa can best be described as the creative offspring of innumerable artists and cultures, which each put their own spin on a real-life person, St. Nicholas of Myra. St. Nick was a 4th century bishop and Christian saint who lived in the area now known as Turkey. He is renowned for his charitable gift-giving, which is popularized in a story of three young women who were too poor to afford a dowry for their marriages. As each reached a marriageable age, Nicholas surreptitiously left a bag of gold in the house at night. Some versions of the legend say that the girls’ father, trying to discover their benefactor, kept watch on the third occasion, but Nicholas dropped the third bag down the chimney instead (and hence the tradition of Santa climbing down the chimney). For his helping those less fortunate, St. Nick became the patron saint of pawnbrokers—the three gold balls traditionally hung outside a pawnshop are symbolic of the three sacks of gold. People then began to suspect that St. Nick was behind a large number of other anonymous gifts to the poor, using the inheritance from his wealthy parents.
Santa also borrows heavily from the English Father Christmas, who dates back to at least the 17th century. This figure was a rotund old man dressed in long green robes. His jolly disposition and extended waist line typified the traditional spirit of good cheer around Christmastime.

Many traditions surround St. Nick, notably the one on his birthday, December 6. (It is also surmised this date was chosen to smother the Pagan celebration of the birth of Diana, a Roman goddess of the hunt and symbol of fertility.) Dutch children would leave a shoe outside their door with a carrot and hay for St. Nick’s horse, in the hope that a gift would await them in the morning.

Wait…St. Nick rode a horse? According to the Dutch traditions he did—over the rooftops! This is likely a throwback to the Germanic god Wodan (aka Odin), who rode through the sky on an eight-legged horse, and often traveled the earth disguised as a bearded man.
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The St. Nick traditions were brought to the US by the Dutch in the late 17th century, and were quickly popularized, most notably in Washington Irving’s “A History of New York.” It was here that the Dutch word for St. Nicholas—Sinterklaas—was Americanized to Santa Claus. In this satirical lampooning of Dutch culture, Irving painted Santa Claus as a rotund Dutch sailor with pipe and green winter coat, who rode into town on a horse to deliver presents. He later revised his story so that Santa rode over the treetops in a wagon.
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Perhaps the greatest develop-ment to Santa’s character came in 1823, when an anonymous poem entitled “A Visit From St. Nick” appeared in a New York newspaper. The author most widely credited for this poem is Clement Clarke Moore, though Dutch-American Henry Living-ston is also considered a prime candidate. Prior to this poem—which portrayed St. Nick as a “jolly old elf”—Santa was decidedly less jolly, for he often disciplined children (and perhaps ate a bit less). The poem also provided Santa with a sleigh and reindeer, two of which come from the German Donner und Blitz, which translates as “Thunder and Lightning.”

American illustrator Thomas Nast further popularized this image of Santa when he drew him for Harper’s Weekly in 1863. The modern Santa, however, owes most of its influence to Haddon Sundblom, who drew the famous red-suited elf for the Coca-Cola company from 1931 to 1964. Sundblom, who was of Swedish origin, got his Santa idea from the Swedish tomte, 

mythical little creatures with red caps and long white beards.
It is thus clear that Santa owes his origins to the ideas and traditions of many. Indeed, he is treated differently in almost every country in the world—the Brits, instead of giving milk and cookies, leave whisky and mince pies. Helps the night go a bit smoother, I am sure. ( (special thanks to www.wikipedia.com for reference materials).
(
a bit o’ tree trivia
( Oregon is the leading producer of Christmas trees: 8.3 million in 2001.

 

( The best selling trees are Scotch pine, Douglas fir, Noble fir, Fraser fir, Virginia pine, Balsam fir and white pine.

 

( In 1856 Franklin Pierce, the 14th president of the United States, was the first to place a Christmas tree in the White House.

 

( In 1963, the National Christmas Tree was not lighted until December 22nd because of a national 30-day period of mourning following the assassination of President Kennedy.

 

( Tinsel was once banned by the U.S. government because it contained lead. Now it’s made of plastic.
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( These facts and more at: http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/trees/index.html
another neat-o moment

A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHRISTMAS LIGHTS
Ever wonder why we hang lights on Christmas? Neither did I, until I stumbled across some websites that told me why. Legend has it that Martin Luther—the guy who said “Hang on a minute” to the church in the 16th century—was walking home one night when he saw the stars twinkling through the branches of an evergreen. He was so taken with the sight that he decided to replicate the effect by lighting candles and placing them on his own trees.


The American tradition began in 1882 when as associate of Thomas Edison named Edward Johnson decided to string 80 red, white, and blue bulbs around the Christmas tree in his home. For whatever reason, this idea didn’t gain much attention until 1895, when president Grover Cleveland commissioned a Christmas tree lighted with Edison bulbs. Before long, the American upper crust was hosting Christmas tree light decoration parties. They were expensive events to host, since it cost $300 to light a tree at the time—the equivalent of $2,000 in today’s money. Furthermore, stringing lights together back then wasn’t the piece of cake it is now. A single strand required a wireman to string the things together, plus a generator to keep them lit.
It took another few years for tree lighting to become the truly ubiquitous craze it is today. In 1903, General Electric came out with a pre-assembled set, which came with 8 bulbs and sockets and a plug for attachment to a nearby wall or ceiling socket. The package was still expensive ($12, the total weekly wage for an average worker and the equivalent of about $80 today), so many department stores in larger cities would rent sets for $1.50 for the season.

In 1917, a fire in New York City caused by the continuing practice of lighting trees with candles provided a creative spark for 15-year old Albert Sadacca. Sadacca, whose family was engaged in the practice of making novelty glass bird cages that lit up, had all the glass bulbs he needed. They began making string lights with white bulbs (but only sold 100 sets their first year), and it was not until Albert suggested they paint the bulbs different colors that business expanded at a rapid pace. Albert started a company with his two brothers Henri and Leon: NOMA Electric Company. It was the largest Christmas lighting company in the world for each year of its operation up until 1965.
 Christmas tree lighting didn’t become popular until after World War II, when electricity spread through the rapidly growing suburbs and into rural areas. Prior to this, those living outside of major cities had to supply their own power, usually via a household generator.
( The miniature lights we use today are wired the same way our grandparents’ lights were--in series. In a series circuit, if one bulb goes out, all the bulbs go out. You might have noticed this doesn’t always happen—this is because now, each bulb has a “shunt” on it, a device which creates a second path through which the current can travel if one bulb goes out. The shunt can only work if the light stays in its socket. Source: www.necanet.org. 

Literary Genius
I figured a bit of inspiration taken from the pen of another is always a good way to get your week going. This week, to commemorate my favorite author and the upcoming release of the movie dedicated to his genius, I bring you an excerpt from The Return of the King.

FROM THE RETURN OF THE KING BY J.R.R. TOLKIEN


Chapter 4 – The Field of Cormallen

ALL ABOUT THE HILLS the hosts of Mordor raged. The Captains of the West were foundering in a gathering sea. The sun gleamed red, and under the wings of the Nazgûl the shadows of death fell dark upon the earth. Aragorn stood beneath his banner, silent and stern, as one lost in thoughts of things long past or far away; but his eyes gleamed like stars that shine brighter as the night deepens. Upon the hill-top stood Gandalf, and he was white and cold and no shadow fell on him. The onslaught of Mordor broke like a wave on the beleaguered hills, voices roaring like a tide amid the wreck and crash of arms.


As if to his eyes some sudden vision had been given, Gandalf stirred; and he turned, looking back north where the skies were pale and clear. Then he lifted up his hands and cried in a loud voice ringing above the din: The Eagles are coming! And many voices answered crying: The Eagles are coming! The Eagles are coming! The hosts of Mordor looked up and wondered what this sign might mean.


There came Gwaihir the Windlord, and Landroval his brother, greatest of all the Eagles of the North, mightiest of the descendants of old Thorondor, who built his eyries in the inaccessible peaks of the Encircling Mountains when Middle-earth was young. Behind them in long swift lines came all their vassals from the northern mountains, speeding on a gathering wind. Straight down upon the Nazgûl they bore, stooping suddenly out of the high airs, and the rush of their wide wings as they passed over was like a gale.

But the Nazgûl turned and fled, and vanished into Mordor’s shadows, hearing a sudden terrible call out of the Dark Tower; and even at that moment all the hosts of Mordor trembled, doubt clutched their hearts, their laughter failed, their hands shook and their limbs were loosed. The Power that drove them on and filled them with hate and fury was wavering, its will was removed from them; and now looking in the eyes of their enemies they saw a deadly light and were afraid.


Then all the Captains of the West cried aloud, for their hearts were filled with a new hope in the midst of darkness. Out from the beleaguered hills knights of Gondor, Riders of Rohan, Dúnedain of the North, close-serried companies, drove against their wavering foes, piercing the press with the thrust of bitter spears. But Gandalf lifted up his arms and called once more in a clear voice:

‘Stand, Men of the West! Stand and wait! This is the hour of doom.’


And even as he spoke the earth rocked beneath their feet. Then rising swiftly up, far above the Towers of the Black Gate, high above the mountains, a vast soaring darkness sprang into the sky, flickering with fire. The earth groaned and quaked. The Towers of the Teeth swayed, tottered, and fell down; the mighty rampart crumbled; the Black Gate was hurled in ruin; and from far away, now dim, now growing, now mounting to the clouds, there came a drumming rumble, a roar, a long echoing roll of ruinous noise.


‘The realm of Sauron is ended!’ said Gandalf. ‘The Ring-bearer has fulfilled his Quest.’ And as the Captains gazed south to the Land of Mordor, it seemed to them that, black against the pall of cloud, there rose a huge shape of shadow, impenetrable, lightning-crowned, filling all the sky. Enormous it reared above the world, and stretched out towards them a vast threatening hand, terrible but impotent: for even as it leaned over them, a great wind took it, and it was all blown away, and passed; and then a hush fell.

—from the Houghton Mifflin 2nd Edition
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