One Person’s Influence

Bad week for: Steve Wynn, the Las Vegas casino magnate, who accidentally stuck his elbow through Picasso’s Le Reve, the cubist masterpiece he had arranged only the day before to sell for $139 million. “Oh s---,” Wynn said. “Look what I’ve done.” He now plans to keep the painting. (The Week magazine, October 27, 2006)

Tuesday is the 134th anniversary of Alexander Graham Bell’s birth – a reminder of how much impact one man’s idea can have, there now being nearly 500 million telephones in use around the world. The technological explosion triggered by the phone has led to near-instantaneous satellite communications and tiny computer chips that perform all kinds of amazing feats – and even make the phone itself more versatile. Tried calling Hong Kong lately? You can dial it direct, for $1.50 less than it used to take through the operator. (Family Weekly, March 1, 1981)

British scientist James Smithson’s 1829 bequest to the United States for the “increase and diffusion of knowledge” paid off when President Polk signed an act creating the Smithsonian Institution, August 10, 1846. The first museum, in the Castle, opened in 1855; by 2006, 24 million annual visitors will delve into that one and 17 others, as well as a zoo and 9 research centers. (Alison McLean, in Smithsonian magazine)
Before Milton Berle, TV sets were owned only by the few, the rich. Then, in 1948, the Tuesday-night Texaco Star Theater exploded like a stick of nitro, with an assault of vaudeville skits, ancient gags and a man who often dressed as a woman. Suddenly everybody had to have a television -- all because a middle-aged comic with manic energy and a desperate need to please was making a fool of himself, live, in America’s living rooms. Subtle as a spray of seltzer, Berle dominated the young medium’s ratings for years, at his peak winning 80% of the viewing audiences. Eventually, TV grew up -- anyway, it grew older -- and by the mid-’50s, Berle’s innocent vulgarity had given way to more domestic, less frantic fare. But his ghost still haunts the tube. The Fear Factor daredevils, the Jackass prankster-masochists, the talk-show mutants who will do anything for a laugh or a shock -- all are the nieces and nephews of Uncle Miltie. (Richard Corliss, in Time magazine)

Rogue State, an obscure book recommended by Osama bin Laden last week as a “useful lesson” on U.S. foreign policy, has zoomed from No. 209,000 to the Amazon.com sales list to No. 30. (The New York Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, February 3, 2006)


Faulkton, South Dakota, bills itself the “Carousel City” to honor the late Bob Ketterling, who bought a 1925 carousel made by the C. W. Parker Company, of Leavenworth, Kansas, and gave free carousel rides to children. The city continues the tradition. (American Profile magazine, January 22, 2012)

Beautiful downtown Burbank is singing the blues now that Johnny Carson and his plugs for it have left the air. “If we hired a PR firm at the tune of $250,000 a year, we probably could not have gotten the kind of publicity that we got every night from Carson,” says a city councilman. (Rocky Mountain News, June 22, 1992)

Until the early 1900s, peanuts were not widely known. Then along came George Washington Carver, a slave-born professor at Alabama’s Tuskegee Institute. By 1915, the boll weevil had devastated the South’s cotton crop, and Carver persuaded farmers to burn off their ravaged cotton fields and devote far more acreage to this astonishing little peanut plant. Before his death in 1943, he had come up with more than 300 agricultural, industrial and medical uses for the peanut, among them a high-protein liquid that has saved the lives of millions of undernourished children in Africa and Asia. (Anne Turner Bruno, in Reader’s Digest)

Cosmic upheaval is not so moving as a little child pondering the death of a sparrow in the corner of a barn. (Thomas Savage, in Her Side of It)
Celine Dion has discovered that she has a special gift for comforting the sick and dying, reports The National Enquirer. Some fans ring her up from their deathbeds; others have chosen to spend their final moments in her dressing room at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas. “I heard their last breath,” says the singer. “I feel very fortunate. I feel like I’m escorting them to heaven.” (The Week magazine, January 14, 2005)

Let us endeavor so to live that when we come to die even the undertaker will be sorry. (Mark Twain)

My nine-year-old son, learning that I planned to go fishing the following day, asked to go along. When I replied that he would have to be ready by 5 a.m., he seemed discouraged, and nothing more was said. I was tiptoeing out the door with my fishing gear at 5 o'clock the next morning when I realized that the line of my reel was caught on something. I followed the line through the kitchen and down the hall to my son's bedroom -- where I found the end of the line tied to his toe. You bet he went fishing. (Jack Phillips, in Reader's Digest) 

If you would not be forgotten, as soon as you are dead and rotten, either write things worth reading, or do things worth the writing. (Benjamin Franklin)

Benjamin Franklin was born in Boston, January 17, 1706. Scientist, economist, inventor, abolitionist, publisher, poet, the words to describe Franklin are numerous, but the title of celebrity probably describes him best. “His reputation is greater than that of Newton, Frederick the Great or Voltaire,” said John Adams. Franklin, during his days in France (1776-1785), wrote of his fame to his daughter: “Your father’s face is now as well known as the man in the moon.” America’s first international superstar died in Philadelphia in 1790 at the age of 84. (Chai Woodham, in Smithsonian magazine)
The most reproduced face in history is that of Queen Elizabeth II, right? No, she’s the most photographed. The most reproduced still is King C. Gillette. His face for decades appeared on razor blades. His signature thereon was the most reproduced, too. (L. M. Boyd)

The world is moved not only by the mighty shoves of the heroes but also by the aggregate of the tiny pushes of each honest worker. (Helen Keller)
James Bond wasn’t a successful book series in America until JFK included From Russia With Love on a list of his favorite books in 1961.

(Charlotte Lowe, in Fact-O-Pedia, p. 132)

A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives. (Jackie Robinson)

On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther posted the 95 Theses on the door of the Wittenberg Palace church, marking the start of the Protestant Reformation in Germany. (Associated Press)

Martin Luther’s father had high hopes for his academically gifted son and expected him to become a lawyer. But Luther had other plans and joined a monastery instead. His disappointed father asked: “Did you not read in Scripture that one shall honor one’s father and mother?” Challenging the Catholic Church on a number of issues, Luther’s treatises spread far and wide due to the recent invention of the printing press; his words and actions will forever change Christianity. The founder of the Reformation and Protestantism died on February 18, 1546, at age 62. (Chai Woodham, in Smithsonian magazine)

The hardest job kids face today is learning good manners without seeing any. (Fred Astaire)

Mother Teresa took to the streets of Calcutta in 1948. She began alone. Today, she heads a 70-country mission. (Robert Denerstein, in Rocky Mountain News)

Books selected for Oprah’s book club sold an average of 1 million copies each. (Bloomberg Businessweek, as it appeared in The Week magazine, June 3, 2011)

Rosa Parks (1913-2005) rose to fame on December 1, 1955, for refusing to give up her seat on a bus to a white passenger, leading to the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which lasted 382 days. It was one of the most successful mass protests against American racial segregation. Rosa Parks was the first woman and second African-American to be laid in state at the U.S. Capital Rotunda in Washington, D.C. after her death. (Charlotte Lowe with Emma Wilson and Rachel Federman, in Useless History Fact-O-Pedia, p. 195)

One of the greatest modern heresies I hear from time to time is that in our world one person cannot make a difference. I do not believe that for a moment. One man or woman or a group of men or women banded together can make an enormous difference in our lives and our way of living. Dr. Albert Schweitzer did, Rachel Carson did, Mother Teresa did and Tom Dooley did. History is replete with heroic people who realized that they could make a difference, and did – despite the conventional wisdom of the day. (Theodore Hesburgh & Jerry Reedy, in God, Country, Notre Dame)
Roman Catholic clergymen were not forbidden to marry until 385 A.D., when Pope Siricius decreed that it would be a good discipline for bishops, priests, and deacons. Those who were married at the time were expected to separate. Many did not agree and left the priesthood. Ironically, the first Pope, Peter, was himself a husband. (Jeff Rovin, in The Unbelievable Truth, p. 22)

Does Harry Potter keep kids out of trouble? Emergency room visits declined by more than 40 percent during the weekends that the last two books in the series launched, according to the British Medical Journal. (Discover magazine, March, 2006)
Parnell, Missouri, native and thoroughbred racehorse trainer Ben Jones trained six Kentucky Derby winners, including Whirlaway (1941) and Citation (1948), who both won the Triple Crown. (American Profile magazine, January 22, 2012)

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s appeal was heightened by the polio that crippled him in 1921. He developed the ability to make people forget his leg braces and feel at ease in his presence. Those who met him when he was President, or even saw his million-dollar smile at a distance or in a newsreel, felt heartened. Winston Churchill said being with him was like “opening a bottle of champagne.” Good vibes are not in themselves solutions to problems. But at the nadir of the Depression and in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt conveyed the sense that solutions would be found. (Richard Brookhiser, in Time magazine)

How important is a stock clerk’s job in a supermarket? Consider this: Research shows customers buy 22 percent more if the shelves are kept full. Clearly, therefore, a conscientious shelf stocker is a key employee. The work bears mightily on dollar volume. (L. M. Boyd)
The record for the most pizzas delivered nationwide in one evening was set on June 17, 1994, as O. J. Simpson fled in his Ford Bronco down the Los Angeles freeways and Americans couldn’t take their eyes off their television sets. (David Hoffman, in Little-Known Facts about Well-Known Stuff, p. 120)

During his lifetime Joseph Strauss, with his firm, built more than four hundred bridges throughout the world. The Golden Gate Bridge, which connected San Francisco with Marin County, was his last and most magnificent accomplishment. (Caroline Arnold, in Highlights for Children)

Kiyoko Matsumoto, a nineteen-year-old student, died in 1933 by jumping into the thousand-foot crater of a volcano on the island of Oshima, Japan. This act started a bizarre fashion in Japan and, in the ensuing months. 944 people did the same thing. (Noel Botham, in The Best Book of Useless Information Ever, p. 203)
George Washington was appointed by unanimous vote as the President of the Continental Congress. For the next four months, Washington sat in the speaker’s chair “in quiet dignity.” The presence of this war hero was essential to give stature to the Convention. (Paul Kroll, in Plain Truth magazine)    9875

An estimated 75 percent of Americans have not made “living wills” establishing whether they want to be kept alive by artificial means should they become incapacitated. In recent weeks, since the Terri Schiavo case again began making headlines, the organization Aging with Dignity has received 2,000 requests for living wills every day. (Associated Press, as it appeared in The Week magazine, April 1, 2005)

Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as you ever can. (John Wesley)
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